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Summary: 
                A scientist from another world. A mage seeking deadly knowledge. A power that could topple an empire.

Nathan's life was defined by labs and lectures until an Archmage yanked him into Davrar and made him a tantalizing offer: master magic in exchange for Earth's scientific secrets. Yet, Nathan can't shake off the feeling that darker truths lurk beneath such promises.

The world of Davrar is a dangerous place teeming with dungeons and monsters – ruled by levels, Talents, and a near-infinite progression of power. Nathan will need to rely on himself to survive, forging alliances and taking every advantage he can get against those that seek to control him.

His unique capacity to counteract magic gives him an unprecedented edge, making him a beacon of resistance against those who wield magic as a weapon of control. Armed with intellect and an emerging power that could dismantle the very foundations of Davrar's society, 

Nathan emerges not as a mere student of magic, but as its ultimate adversary: the Antimage.

Books one and two are now available on Amazon and as audiobooks!

Book 1 on Amazon: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CJBL9RXV

Book 1 on Audible:https://www.audible.com/pd/B0CJVXGNYT

Book 2 on Amazon:https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CKF8FS4Q

Book 2 on Audible: https://www.audible.com/pd/B0CSKRDKVK

Please note that Nathan is a Bisexual man, and will appreciate multiple genders. However, there is no romance in the story.

            







Chapter 1 A long trip


                Nathan twisted the key to his apartment’s front door and felt the heavy bolt clunk back. He took three steps into the darkened single-room studio, swinging the door closed and shucking his backpack into the center of the bright carpet that took up most of the open floor space. Then he flopped into the overstuffed armchair that was the largest piece of furniture in the place, aside from the bed.

It had been a nightmare to get the chair up the stairs and into the apartment, but Nathan’s friends had earned their pizza for helping him move out of the graduate student dorms a few years ago. Besides, he’d found the comfortable chair marked ‘up for grabs’ on the street when somebody had moved out. On a graduate student’s stipend it was hard to turn down comfortable furniture for the low price of free.

Sighing, Nathan twisted in the chair to fish his phone from underneath his wallet and keys, pulling up the meditation app. He’d started doing mindfulness meditation almost a year ago to help deal with the anxiety of graduate school. To his surprise, it had helped.

I’m definitely better about not just sitting in this chair and feeling bad about everything I should be doing. I can meditate and feel productive about not doing anything instead!

Nathan started the session, listening to the soothing voice through his earbuds as he relaxed deeper into the cushions. He let his mind relax, stilling his inner voice and focusing on the sensations of breathing, of gravity pulling his body into the chair.

Time passed, and Nathan didn’t focus on anything. He didn’t plan, and he especially didn’t worry about the fellowship application due soon or tomorrow’s experiment that would cap off the last two months of work. If that experiment worked, it would be a big step forward towards his doctorate. If it didn’t… well. It depended on how it didn’t work. Nathan realized he was spiraling, and with a moment of attention the worries dissipated like smoke.

Some more time passed, and another thought intruded on Nathan’s mind. [A kinnar avi, nukol ad kayikxrokko, dlan avail-xalark da dhak!]

He was confused.

The words had emerged clearly in his consciousness in a deep, booming voice, but he didn’t understand where they’d come from or what language it was. He was pretty sure they hadn’t come from the earbuds - the words had seemed injected directly into his brain. 

He was about to stop meditating early and start making dinner when it happened again, the words more forceful this time. They pressed against the inside of his head, grinding and overwhelming. [A KINNAR AVI. DANO DA NO JAILROAV UDLAKK DHO XAAK. A KINNAR AVI]

Nathan’s eyes snapped open and he tore off his earbuds, exhaling with frustration. 

I don’t need this now! Can’t it wait until after the cytometry experiment? Just gimme a 24-hour rain check. 

He started to stand, but the voice crashed into his skull for a third time. It wiped out thought.

[DANO DA NO]

Nathan didn’t feel the chair under him anymore, or the clothes on his skin. His eyes were open and saw nothing but black. Air tore itself from his open mouth and his ears spiked in pain.

This must be what being in vacuum feels like. Why aren’t there any stars?

Nathan flailed, accomplishing nothing but feeling the vacuum pulling on his lungs and eyes and the spit in his mouth boiling away. He tumbled in absolute darkness, with no reference point and no sense of anything other than himself.

After what must have been mere seconds but felt much longer, he tumbled into brightness, landing on his butt on smooth stone. With vision tunneling, he heaved deep breaths, paying attention to nothing but pumping air in and out of his abused lungs. After a minute of slowing breaths, he looked around the room.

Why am I naked? 

He was sitting in a shallow bowl of cold stone in the center of a large room. The entire place was made of the same smooth pale stone as under his butt, all lit evenly by a grid of bright lights in the ceiling. It looked like a cleanroom done in pale marble. 

The bowl was only a foot deep and several feet wide, so he could see out easily. The room around him was decorated with several pedestals capped with orbs shining in muted purples, yellows and blues. They were linked together by a complex grid of glowing metal that looked like nothing so much as multiple overlapping circuit boards. The metal started dimming in color before his eyes, losing some of the blinding radiance. . 

The formation wasn’t centered on Nathan, but rather right behind him. He scooted around, sitting on his hands to protect his butt from the cold stone. There was a metal filigree arch supporting a horizontal disk of exquisitely carved stone eight feet across. Multicolored lights emanated from a series of enormous gemstones inlaid into the arch and the stone. Over the disc hovered a horizontal portal into darkness, rapidly shrinking until it vanished with a tiny ‘pop’.

Nathan stared blankly at the disk, losing himself in the fractal-like carvings for a moment. 

Whatever that is, it’s beautiful. It’s like an arcane language or art, all carved with mathematical precision. Magic? 

Then Nathan’s attention was drawn by movement beyond the arch. There was a man on a low dais at the edge of the room, and it looked like he was concluding a victory dance, pumping his fists and bouncing like somebody who had just won the lottery, his orange robe flapping around him. Just beyond him were a pair of humanoid statues with eerie levels of detail, flanking the door out of the room.

The orange-robed man saw Nathan looking at him, and held out his palm, the semi-universal gesture for ‘stop’ as he mouthed a word that didn’t look like ‘stop’ at all. He busied himself at what looked like nothing so much as a wide control panel, complete with flashing lights. The grid of equipment surrounding Nathan dimmed even faster, quickly turning into a mix of shiny metal in steel, copper and gold tones. The shining orbs lost their glow, many of them cracking apart with a faint tinkling sound that sounded expensive.

The man hopped down from the dais, nearly skipping over to Nathan’s bowl. He kept his attention fixed on Nathan, not sparing a second glance for the complicated apparatus that he threaded his bulk through with a deftness borne of familiarity. 

Nathan found the man’s single-minded focus unnerving, and looked around for anything to cover himself with. He settled for simply putting a hand in front of his genitals before looking up and observing the man who was just now approaching Nathan’s bowl. 

He looked to be an average height man in late-middle age, fairly pudgy, with a full head of black hair and a wide, stubbly face. His eyes glowed orange (what?) and his face was full of excitement as he stopped in front of Nathan. He clapped his hands together and spoke in a low, fast voice. “Dhak ak ka odadark!”

It sounded like the same deep voice Nathan had heard in his head earlier, and Nathan looked up at him dumbly and spoke with a raw throat. “Excuse me, sorry, but what?” The man slapped one hand across each eye in a gesture that looked self-admonishing, before quickly stepping forward and laying a hand on Nathan’s forehead.

[Ankiko Rurkiuko]

Orange light emitted from the man’s mouth with the words - and from the hand on Nathan’s forehead. Nathan's head spiked in pain, a pressure and tightness squeezing down behind both temples like a concussion combined with the worst migraine Nathan had ever had. His eyes slammed shut and Nathan collapsed sideways. Both hands flew to his head, modesty forgotten. 

After a brief moment he heard the man’s voice again, and Nathan felt the language was more familiar than before. Cold and unyielding hands slid underneath him, lifting Nathan gently off the floor as he tried to curl into a ball around the pain in his head.

Whatever was carrying him felt more like a statue than a person. Nathan felt its steps carry him across the room, down a staircase and through a hallway. The pain in his head receded rapidly, and he blinked teary eyes open. He was being carried by a humanoid statue made of the same sand-colored marble as the walls. A multicolored opalescence shone from its eyes. Then a blue box flashed in Nathan’s vision, front and center.




	
Welcome to Davrar

Davrar will help you survive

Adapting you to the local biosystem

Calibrating to your understanding and determining your capabilities

Please, be patient, this will not take long








What.

Nathan desperately wanted to figure out what any of that meant, but the box vanished as soon as he parsed what it said. The man in orange was hovering next to him and when he saw Nathan open his eyes he heaved a relieved sigh and started to talk quickly. “Hail the Giant, you must be so confused. Be patient just a moment and all will be explained.” Each word caused another pulse of pain, but they were just faint wisps of the paired migraine of a moment before.

Hang on, that wasn’t English or Spanish. And neither was the text in the box. How did I understand that? Was that magic? I’m being carried by a statue?

The man had distinctly spoken in the same language as before, but Nathan understood all the words and the grammar. His head was sore, his breathing uncertain and too many questions and observations swirled in his mind, so he let the statue carry him down another flight of stairs and to a metal door.

Beyond the door was a small stone room in the same seamless pale marble, complete with bed, table and two chairs in light wood. In one corner of the room a trough of water smoothly ran underneath a hollowed-out seat. The statue (or golem? Animated object?) gently set Nathan down in one of the chairs, on one side of the table. The orange-robed man smoothly slid into the seat across the table and his orange eyes focused on Nathan’s face like two searchlights. Given that they were faintly glowing, it wasn’t too bad of a comparison.

“I will explain. I am Grand Dimension Archmage Taeol dho Droxol, seventh finger and third researcher of the Ascendant Academy of Giantsrest. I have summoned you here in a grand quest for Insights and power. I scried across dimensions to find…” he was interrupted by Nathan loudly coughing into his elbow, his lungs feeling scraped raw. Taeol’s eyes widened briefly, and he took in Nathan’s teary eyes and naked body. “Oh, a gauntlet of apologies. You have had a long journey”. His lips curved into a self-satisfied smile. “A very long journey”.

Taeol sized up Nathan, then gestured to the statue/golem. “Fetch an extra-large apprentice robe, a bowl of porridge and one spoon”. The golem immediately turned and left the room, closing the door behind it. Taeol leaned across the table, catching Nathan’s left hand in his right even as Nathan flinched away. He spoke again in that resonant voice that Nathan was starting to associate with spellcasting.

[Moderate Curing]

Nathan’s residual headache lessened dramatically, his breathing evened out and the ringing in his ears reduced to background noise.

He called himself an archmage! He used magic on me! There’s magic here and I can probably learn it!

Excitement quickly replaced the pain. Nathan knew he should probably be scared, he should probably ask what the hell had just happened to bring him here. But instead his mouth spoke the words at the front of his mind. “Can I learn magic?”

Taeol smiled again, broad and genuine. “Yes my boy. You will give me the secrets of your world, and I will teach you magic. Together we will grasp Davrar and bring it to our breast!”

            


Chapter 2 A new system


                Nathan shared a grin with Taeol, excitement flooding through every part of him. He’d wanted to do magic ever since he was little, his parents reading fantasy stories to him in bed. The wish had only grown stronger as Nathan grew older and started reading on his own. Every birthday when he blew out the candles, his wish had been the same.

I wish I could do magic.

Then - nothing fantastic had ever happened to him. No magic had appeared. Nathan had turned to the closest thing available - Science. If you couldn’t discover arcane secrets and bend reality around you with magic words, then at least you could discover secrets of the natural world and bend it around you with normal tools.

That motivation had gotten harder to rely on over the years. It could be hard to convince yourself that understanding the signaling pathways of stem cell differentiation was plumbing the deep secrets of reality. Especially if your last few experiments had failed to even let you know if you were on the right track.

But none of that matters now! Wherever I am, magic is real and I can learn it! 

Taeol leaned back in his chair, adjusting his bulk and steepling his fingers. “I am glad you will be a willing helper in this. It is easier than if you were unwilling, and presents fewer knots to slice. But ah, here, food and clothes have arrived. I will allow you some time to dress and eat, soon I shall return to discuss what you will tell me.”

As he spoke, the door opened and the golem of pale stone walked through, holding a steaming bowl. It placed the bowl in front of Nathan on the table, then put a spoon next to it and laid a folded robe of gray cloth and a pair of slippers on the bed. Taeol pushed himself up from the table and followed the golem out of the door. Then there came the thud of a bar being placed across the door.

I should probably be worried about that.

Nathan just sat in the chair for a moment, too many thoughts crowding his mind. His excitement was warring with his worry and anxiety about everything that was going on here. 

What are my priorities? Figure that out. Clothes first, I’m cold.

He picked up the robe and put it on with only a bit of fumbling. It seemed to consist of a sort of t-shirt-like outfit that fell past Nathan’s hips, attached around the neck, back and sleeves to an enveloping robe that touched the floor. There was a separate pair of underwear, like thick boxers with a drawstring. All of the material was soft and warm against his bare skin. Had his body changed at all? Nothing obvious. Pale, tall, a little bit more fat than he’d prefer. He eyed a lock of lanky blonde hair.

Wish I’d gotten that cut last week. Hard to plan for portal shenanigans. 

Then he put on the slippers and looked at the bowl. He’d been about to eat back on Earth, but food was at the bottom of his list after the events of the last… hour? Half hour? Nathan had no idea.

It’s possible to eat and think. You don’t want to be distracted by hunger when it’s time to learn magic!

So, Nathan sat and started to mechanically eat. It was bland, but that was ok. He was excited about magic, obviously. But he couldn’t let that overwhelm everything else. And he was being overwhelmed. Nathan took a minute to just sit, close his eyes and breathe, blanking his mind for a moment so he could focus on one thing at a time.

What had happened, and what did it mean? Taeol had summoned him here intentionally… what had he said? He wanted knowledge, science and technology? But where was here? Another reality? A parallel dimension or universe? Another world in the same universe as Earth, but far away and with magic? It probably didn’t matter - likely the only way to get back would be magic, the same way he’d arrived. 

Something to think about. I’m not raring to go back immediately. There’s magic here!

The magic was an opportunity he’d only dreamed of. Nathan didn’t have people waiting for him that trumped that - he definitely didn’t want to see his ex-girlfriend again. His parents were distant and divorced, and he’d drifted apart from most of his friends over the last few years of intensive research. Nathan wondered if his labmates would notice he had stopped coming into work before his few friends noticed he hadn’t scheduled the next D&D session.

I don’t want to forget about the idea of going home, but I definitely want to learn more about this place. Is the world called Davrar? That’s how the… box thing identified it, and Taeol said it too.

Why were the people here humans? Taeol certainly looked human. That suggested either a parallel universe or… something else going on. Magic or something that makes everybody look like what he expected, to put him at ease. Nathan had read a sci-fi short story like that. 

Don’t jump to conclusions. What do you know?

Nathan grimaced. Taeol had mental magic, didn’t he? That spell had taught Nathan a language. If you could add something to a brain, you could probably take something away.

Would Taeol use mental magic on somebody without their consent? He kind of already had, and hadn’t made a good first impression on Nathan. Taeol reminded Nathan of some really arrogant professors he’d met, the ones who thought their positions and authority made them unquestionable beacons of knowledge, and god help the poor grad student who disagreed with their ideas. 

He also implied that if I didn’t cooperate it would just make things harder. ‘More knots to slice’. I don’t like that phrasing at all. 

Nathan had finished the porridge and he looked down at the empty bowl, and the metal spoon he was holding. With a flash of inspiration, he looked around the room, for somewhere inconspicuous. The corner of the room with a trough of running water looked best. 

On closer inspection, the chair was almost exactly like a toilet seat, with waste intended to fall into the shallow trough of running water. It also seemed intended as a source of drinking water - there was an empty stone cup next to the seat. Mixing sewage and drinking water was a terrible idea, but maybe they relied on the water to sweep away everything? 

Maybe cleaning or healing magic makes that a non-issue. I wouldn’t want to tempt fate with that, I bet bacteria can evolve magic resistance. They can figure out how to resist about everything else, after all. 

Regardless, it was the perfect spot for Nathan’s plan. An inconspicuous part of the room that he would often return to, even if he got his mind messed with. Using the base of the metal spoon he’d used to eat, Nathan scratched a symbol into the stone wall next to the toilet. It was something he was confident he would recognize as coming from himself - nobody else here should know the chemical structure of caffeine. Then, after another moment of thought, he added a single tick mark next to it.

Ok. Maybe if he got mind-wiped this would help him realize what had happened. What was next? That weird blue box?

As if summoned by the thought, a larger blue box popped up.




	
Davrar has recognized you, Nathan Lark.

You have become fully integrated into Davrar, and are ready to begin!

As you have no Talents, classes or skills despite being of mature age, Davrar has deemed you to be at a Disadvantage.

Therefore, Davrar will provide more explanations than usual, and your class, Talent and skill gain and progression will be accelerated until you are no longer at a Disadvantage.

Davrar is here to help you survive and prosper. It will offer you Talents and utility skills according to your innate talents and abilities, and allow you to choose a class to suit your deeds.

Talents and utility skills can develop every 10 ranks, but require Insight to do so.

Each class will grant different and unique class skills according to the theme of the class.

To unlock classes, reach level 9 and choose from the presented list. Classes develop at levels 27, 81, 243 and so on. There are ways to acquire more than one class; good luck discovering them!

To level up, overcome challenges. The more dire the challenge, the more you will be rewarded.

Davrar hopes you will survive and prosper.








Nathan understood what the box said without fully reading it, as if pulling it from memory. He still took his time to read it over entirely. This was bizarre, and he felt anxiety build in the pit of his stomach. Davrar knowing his name was the first of his concerns, but it certainly wasn’t the last.

Davrar - the world and the origin of the boxes? - seemed to be offering him an RPG-like progression system. The overuse of the ‘survive and prosper’ phrase made him suspicious. And how was it appearing to him? More mental magic? Nathan turned his head, and the box turned with him. He wished it would move to the corner of his vision, and it did. 

It’s definitely integrated with my thoughts somehow. Don’t like not knowing anything about that.

He closed the box with another thought, and tried to open it up again. It took a second, and only opened when Nathan prompted it with the first sentence of the box.

I gotta figure out what’s going on with these things. Toss it on the pile of stuff to figure out. 

Honestly, it seemed like something he should just ask Taeol about. Was there any reason to hide it from the mage? Maybe Nathan should ask about it circumspectly. Nathan was mulling it over when another box opened up.




	
Status of Nathan Lark





	
Talent 1: Pending

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None

Class: None, level 1

Utility skills: None








That was pretty bare-bones. The Pending talent was listed underneath the status.




	
Pending Talent: High-tier Magic Resistance

Your body has no magic inside it, and magic-resistant alchemical ingredients permeate your bones and brain, making you difficult to affect with magic. This Talent will turn a temporary quirk into a personal Talent. You will be able to resist and interfere with spells, and will have great difficulty casting magic of your own. Less effect on higher-tier spells. Magical items will have less effect on you, and weaker magical items degrade when in prolonged contact with you








Again, Nathan didn’t have to read the description to understand what it said. Wait, magic-resistant alchemical ingredients? Earth had no magic, which was probably why he didn’t have magic, but the magic-resistant alchemical ingredients didn’t sound good. Maybe something common on Earth that wasn’t common here?

And High-Tier magic resistance? He read the description again with the eye of an RPG player. It sounded good, but it depended on how common magic was. The talent would do better resisting minor spells than big ones, which is where you would need it most. And it prevented both beneficial spells and personal magic, which made it a big no-no for Nathan. 

Maybe this was the basic Talent and he could develop it to be better, like not preventing his own magic? Being immune to his own magic would probably let him do all sorts of risky magical experiments. But the name suggested it was already a high-tier talent because of the alchemical ingredients thing. The lower-tier versions must be awful.

Nathan could feel the Talent waiting for his approval and almost declined it on the spot. Magic! But it didn’t seem like there was time pressure, so he held off on making the decision. With another thought, all of the boxes vanished again. What now?

Well, I’m locked in a cell. It’s not the worst cell, but it’s still a windowless box with a door barred from the outside.

Nathan realized he was ratcheting up his anxiety about the lack of control he had. He was being held in captivity by a man who didn’t strike him as entirely trustworthy. But Nathan was not as anxious as he probably should be. 

Either I’m just really excited about learning magic, or…

Nathan slapped himself in the forehead and started checking his thought processes, seeing if he could notice anything weird. He checked around the rest of the room for other messages he might have left himself.

There was nothing, just smooth stone that looked like it had melted and cooled in the shape of a room. The bed was somewhat crudely carved, and the mattress felt like it was stuffed with grass. 

At least I don’t have to worry about that fellowship application. Or my experiments. Though my experiment is totally shot unless this is all a really convincing dream. But that’s ok! I can learn magic! Then if I go home, I demonstrate magic and become a celebrity. Maybe get shuffled off to a black site. But hey, then I get to confuse government agents, build up a rapport with the scientists studying me and save the world or something. It would be a welcome change from the daily grind.

None of that seemed likely, but it felt good to think about. Maybe that’s why he wasn’t feeling very anxious. His standard day-to-day worries of the last few months were gone. No more worrying about research, funding, lab politics or budgeting to cover the rent on an expensive studio apartment he’d originally planned on splitting with his ex.

And while there were definitely new things to worry about, they were exciting things to worry about. The sort of things that came with the territory of hopping between worlds and learning magic was real. And he could learn it! 

Status:





	
Status of Nathan Lark





	
Talent 1: Pending

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None

Class: None, level 1

Utility skills: None










 

            


Chapter 3 The first discussion


                Nathan didn’t have too long to wait before Taeol dho Droxol, Grand Dimension Archmage of Giantsrest, came back. He heard the door being unbarred, heralding Taeol waddling in and sliding into the other chair. He was wearing a new robe, still in orange. It was embroidered with gold thread in patterns that could be magical, but were certainly decorative. A man-sized stone statue in the same khaki marble followed him in, bearing a wooden slab covered in food. 

The golem set the food down in the middle of the table and withdrew to stand in front of the door. Taeol shook his robes back from his hands and dug in, slapping preserved meats onto soft cheeses and dipping them in fragrant sauces. He smacked his lips appreciatively, and gestured for Nathan to follow suit. 

As Nathan tentatively nibbled on the luxurious fare, Taeol began lecturing, continuing to eat while doing so. “When I scried upon your world, I beheld marvels made common. Buildings taller than the clouds, metal travelling devices that flew faster than any bird. Ships the size of islands. And wonder of wonders, all without magic. Imagine what could be done by combining such knowledge with magic! I tailored my spell to summon one of receptive mind with expertise in your ‘science’. I know you know the secrets behind such things. First, and most important for planning, what is your class?” He was looking at Nathan expectantly, and gestured with what looked like a pickled chicken leg to answer his question. 

“I’m sorry, but classes? What do you mean, I don’t think those exist where I come from.”

Taeol’s jaw dropped, giving Nathan an unfortunate view of his latest bite. He sprayed some of it across the platter as he spoke. “You cannot be serious. But you are! No classes and still your world achieves such things. I expect a vein of gold and find it instead to be of oricalchum! But no matter - surely you’ve received some kind of message from Davrar about classes, all people in this world do as soon as they can understand. Just think about your abilities and Davrar should grant you information in some way that makes sense to you. You have seen such a thing, haven’t you?” 

Nathan tentatively nodded, and Taeol grinned hugely. “Excellent. We shall begin by making you my personal apprentice. We will start with initial training in basic mana shaping to unlock the Talent, the mage class and your mana pool. Then we can speed along the basic enslavement mage progression, as it is the fastest mental magic class to level if you have the resources. There are mental spells that allow directly imparting knowledge to another, and I would have you master them as soon as possible. Then it will be possible to impart to the necessary craftspeople your knowledge and realize the wonders of your world. I had hoped you would have a teaching class already, so you could effectively explain things, but truly mages and magic are superior to all other classes in all things. Oh, is it not wonderful that I can design your advancement? Truly perfect.”

Taeol had continued to shove food into his mouth as he spoke excitedly, and the combination of chewing while speaking and additional sprayed food turned Nathan off the platter nearly as much as Taeol’s words. 

Enslavement mage? 

Nathan tried to get a word in edgewise, but Taeol plowed right over him. “Of course, I must assuage my curiosity before we begin. so I will ask you questions as to how your world accomplishes these things. First, what is your full name, and how do those metal boxes move along the ground? There is no magic, but they move by themselves. What moves them?”

Nathan needed time, and information. He cast around for a good alternative subject to assuage Taeol. “My name is Nathan Lark. And I apologize for answering a question with a question, but what is Davrar? Is it the name of your world? Is there a person named Davrar granting people power? How do these classes work?” 

Taeol shook his head for a second before responding. “It is understandable, I would respect curiosity about such things. Our world is called Davrar, and also it grants us the powers of Talents and all the rest. There was a series of experiments some years ago showing Davrar cannot learn, and does not change its name if you teach people to call the world something different. The scholars of renown on the subject say that Davrar is the will of the world, ensuring that thinking beings survive on its face against the horrors of monsters and Endings. One could wish it was a little more selective to civilized beings and excluded some of the barbarians and intelligent monsters from its blessing, but we can fix that oversight on our own.”

Fearing what he was going to hear, Nathan pushed more on that last point. “How will you fix it?” 

Taeol turned expectant eyes from the remaining food to Nathan. “Of course, there is only one permanent solution. We must take control of their lands, and either civilize them appropriately or replace them with good stock. How else?” 

So they’re not just slavers, but genociders as well. I hate that I’m glad I look like them. 

Taeol pointed the chicken bone at Nathan. “I see what you’re doing boy, and I clap my palms at it. You find yourself in an unfamiliar place and wish to learn as much as you can before you make any commitments. It reminds me of myself when I was your age. But I must be clear as flawless gems, your only path here is giving me what I want. You shall do it willingly and I will raise you up to stand Ascendent in magic. Else I will dominate your mind and force you to tell me your truths. If you prove stubborn I will transfer your soul to a golem core and extract your knowledge from a screaming husk.”

Sweat broke out all over Nathan’s body, and he felt adrenaline in his veins. Taeol seemed entirely serious, and without hesitance or pity. Nathan did the only thing he could think of. He brought back the window for his pending talent, and approved it. He could probably undo it later so he could learn magic, but right now he needed all the protection he could get from a powerful mage threatening to rip out his soul. 




	Congratulations, you have accepted the ‘High-Tier Magic resistance’ Talent. It will become a permanent part of your status and rank up as you use it. It starts at rank 1 and becomes more effective as it ranks up. Think about how you use your Talent’s functions to aid in Talent development at rank 10






…It said Permanent. Maybe he couldn’t get rid of it. Shit. Well, something to think about later, after he didn’t have a genocidal archmage staring him down and expecting him to explain how cars worked. 

I could just tell him. It’s not like a basic explanation of internal combustion engines will start an industrial revolution. I certainly don’t know enough to make one from scratch.

But on the other hand - not only was this the start of a slippery slope, but maybe the very idea of how to convert expanding gas into rotational energy would interact with some magic he didn’t know about. And Nathan found that somebody making direct personal threats against him to break his principles didn’t make him anxious. It made him enormously pissed off. He was not going to teach this genocidal maniac about technology. He would rather die than enable genocide. 




	
Pending Talent: Moderate-tier Resolute Mind

You have resolved to refuse to violate your principles in the face of overwhelming power. This Talent will make that decision into a personal Talent. You will be harder to persuade to change your mind, and be extra resistant to talents and skills that can charm or influence you. You will also have minor resistance to mental magic geared at influencing you. Less effective on high-tier talents and spells.








Nathan found he could understand the box’s contents almost instantly. And again, almost immediately rejected it. Harder to persuade to change his mind? That would make him useless at science… or anything. Forever. Only an arrogant idiot presumed they were always right and didn’t sometimes need to be persuaded otherwise. That wasn’t something he was willing to sacrifice for what seemed like only a minor benefit.

Taeol tapped his fingers on the table impatiently. Nathan took a deep breath and tried to stop quivering with rage. He was playing for time and information now, until he could escape. “It seems that it is much better for both of us if I cooperate willingly. I apologize for my reaction, but you must have noticed that my world is generally peaceful. We have wars, but most people will never experience violence. The talk of wiping out peoples is shocking to me.” Taeol pursed his lips at Nathan, then shrugged, and with an offhand wave of his hand cast a spell. 

[Charm]

Nathan’s eyes saw double for a second. Had he really seen that gesture and heard that spell? Surely his good friend Taeol wouldn’t do such a thing. He was a nice guy, and he was going to teach Nathan magic! Why was he balking at talking about combustion engines - they were really neat and it was fun to explain the basics of science like that. Nathan had spent a lot of volunteer hours in college doing science demos and explaining basic science and technology to younger kids. Surely he could just explain this basic thing to Taeol. And then Taeol would teach him magic!

Taeol the asshole who had threatened him with the worst kind of mental magic. 

The moment faded, and Nathan felt the spell slide off him. It tingled as it disentangled itself from his head and puffed away, leaving him clear-eyed and once again, furious. While he had been struggling with the spell, Taeol had been talking. Extolling the greatnesses of his culture, it sounded like. 

“... and of course, the barbarians have none of that. What will they do when the next Ending comes, cower in their hovels and beg their ancestors to save them? No, the Giantsrest Dominion brings enlightenment to those we conquer, and we raise them up for it. We are harsh at times, but it is an absolute necessity! Many peoples have strange and ridiculous superstitions and traditions that prevent them from properly fitting into the dominion. But the academy is open to all peoples if they can pass the entrance exam, and our civilizing influence will truly save the world. That is a truth of the fist.” Taeol’s eyes were positively beady as they surveyed Nathan again, gauging the effect of his spell and speech. He apparently decided it wasn’t enough. 

[Charm] 

This time, Nathan felt the spell hit, and blinked his eyes closed against the tingling, stilling his mind in an instant to focus entirely on the feeling of the spell sliding off. It did so, feeling like a wave of pins and needles sliding over his skull.




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 2 achieved!






Taeol had asked Nathan a question. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” Taeol frowned slightly, then repeated his question. “Therefore, with such a glorious cause as ours, don’t you think you can satisfy my curiosity? It’s a simple question. How do those metal boxes move along the ground?” It didn’t seem like this was about Taeol’s curiosity anymore, but his authority.

Nathan didn’t see any way to avoid the question. He hoped that Taeol didn’t jump straight to dominating him, but he couldn’t think of an evasion. He thought about jumping Taeol, but there was a table in the way and the golem was still by the door. He needed to rank up his magic resistance before he challenged Taeol for real. He should go with a soft refusal. 

“I’m so sorry Taeol, but I’m feeling overwhelmed and confused right now. You have some really good arguments but all of this is too much. Can you give me some time to try to understand everything that’s happened? I also want to hear more about how your culture governs subjects, and the rights of the citizens before I commit to anything.” 

It was weak, and Nathan knew it was weak. But he’d been the target of two mind-affecting spells in as many minutes, so it was the best he could do. Taeol seemed to agree, since he sighed, and stood. “You’re a soft, sentimental boy, but surprisingly resistant to charm spells. It would be so much better to have you cooperate willingly. Next time I won’t threaten you, or mention the inferior peoples at all.”

[Paralysis] 

Nathan’s body froze in his chair. He was breathing, but every voluntary muscle had frozen. He couldn’t blink, couldn’t move his eyes. It nearly caused him to panic until he focused on the thrill of the adrenaline still coursing through him. He tried to throw off the paralysis like he had the Charm, but it wasn’t working. The tingling of the spell stayed anchored firmly in his muscles, blocking or jamming all the messages sent to them. He focused on his right hand, trying to throw his entire will into twitching the pointer finger. Nothing happened. He pushed harder, and still nothing happened. 

Taeol was slowly walking around the table, coaxing a faint glow along in his hand. He seemed to be muttering under his breath, but Nathan couldn’t spare the attention to listen. He focused again on his right hand, this time imagining sucking the energy in his hands into his bones. He felt… something moving. Like there was another sense in his hand, detecting not pressure or heat but something wispier. He drew that wispy feeling out of the muscles and into the bones of his hand and arm, naming the bones in his hand and arm as he paid attention to them. 

Ulna, Radius, the big ones. All the phalanges in the hand, then the mess of small bones in the wrist. They’re all sponges, soaking up the magic. 

His hand twitched and then came completely under his control once again. Satisfaction bloomed in Nathan’s mind, competing with the terror. Nathan focused on doing the same to the rest of his body. It wasn’t easy, the paralysis pervaded him and wasn’t letting go easily. The spell started to generally unravel, and…




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 3 achieved!






And he was out of time. Taeol’s hand came down on his face.

[Memory Purge] 





	
Status of Nathan Lark





	
Permanent Talent 1: High-Tier Magic Resistance 3

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None





	
Class: None, level 1





	
Utility skills: None










 

            


Chapter 4 Putting the pieces together


                Nathan woke up in an unfamiliar bed, his back itchy against the lumpy mattress. He shifted, and the heavy blanket twisted with him. Much heavier than his blanket. What was going on? He opened his eyes and looked around the room, waking up slowly. He had a bit of a headache and it felt like he’d had a particularly intense dream that he couldn’t quite grasp. The last thing he remembered was dropping his backpack on his carpet in his apartment. 

And what was up with this room? Seamless stone on all six faces, it looked like it had been carved out of raw rock and then smoothed to a soft gleam. All of the corners were slightly rounded. There was a light in the middle of the ceiling, and it looked like a… glowing rock. A table with two chairs sat in the center of the room, and it looked like there was a bowl of fruit on the table. On the other side of the room was a water trough underneath a… toilet seat? Gross. And a bad idea. 

Nathan got up and looked around the room. Nothing was manufactured, it all looked made by hand. This seemed like way too much effort for a prank, and who would put in this much effort to prank him? Unless he was on a weird reality TV show. But those required waivers and things unless they wanted to get sued out of existence. He recognized none of the fruit. Where was he? Something drifted up from his barely-remembered dream, a feeling of certainty. 

A different world.

That must have been some dream he’d had. It was still bouncing around in his head, but nothing about it was clear, just an overwhelming sense of fear. But here he was, somewhere he couldn’t explain. Maybe he should give the dream more credit. Nathan realized he was parched, and looked in vain for another source of water than the toilet. But there was nothing other than a handy cup near the toilet trough. Dammit. 

He scooped up a cup of water and sat on the toilet seat to drink it, studying the wall from close-up. It was nice rock, well-polished, with a moderate grain to it. The sort of rock people paid a lot for in houses. The water was clean, and about as cold as you’d get from a tap. Right there, the rock was scratched, with a two-ring chemical structure Nathan recognized. Caffeine? What the hell? And a single tick mark next to it. For some reason that drawing filled him with anxiety, causing a yawning pit to open up in his gut. Nathan stared at the symbol of wakefulness and was afraid of what it meant. 

Wake up

Nathan staggered back to the bed, sitting on the soft surface and breathing quickly, pinching himself. It felt like his chest was being crushed, like it was impossible to take a breath. He put his head in his hands, a foggy brain and tight chest threatening to make him pass out. 

No. Sit up straight, deep breaths. This is why you learned to meditate. You don’t have the app, but you can still clear your mind. Start by focusing on the breath. In through the nose, down the throat, into the lungs. Feel your lungs expand all the way out, the ribcage opening up. Then breathe out. Slowly. Again. Now focus on your body. It’s a cloud of sensations and your consciousness fills all of it. You're not asleep because you can feel your body so clearly.

Minutes passed, and as Nathan’s mind emptied, his breath came deep and even. After a time, he broadened his thoughts beyond physical sensations.

What now? I have clues. I’m somewhere weird, with all sorts of inexplicable things. A glowing rock, handmade furniture, weird fruit. And a weird toilet. I have a fragment of a dream in my head about being in a different world. And there’s a chemical structure I know well carved into the rock in my cell. That is the sort of message I would leave myself. Did I forget something? Was I made to forget something? 

Everything pointed back to the dream. He needed to try to remember what it was about before his sense of it faded entirely. Nathan shifted his entire focus to the hazy memory in the back of his head and he tried to call it up, to relive the dream. But it was slippery, passing through his fingers of concentration like a wispy cloud. No, like there was a wisp of something blocking him from it. He captured the sensation in his mind’s eye, it was like an angled piece of glass bouncing light to the side. Nathan pictured dispersing it like he did unwanted thoughts. There was a distinctly physical sensation like a skintight net around his head falling apart, and he remembered. 

Everything that had happened yesterday. Exposure to vacuum, Taeol’s summoning room, the messages from Davrar(!), the subsequent conversation with Taeol, and the mind wipe. 

Taeol is a rampaging asshole.

He opened his eyes and saw three blue boxes waiting for him. 




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 4 achieved!






Good. Ranking up that skill was almost certainly his path to survival and freedom.




	
Pending utility skill: Low-tier Focused Mind

You have used mental exercises to avoid panic and focus on what was necessary. This skill will help you attain a focused and undistracted state more easily when you need it. Requires you to be seated, unmoving and with eyes closed to use








As far as Nathan could tell, that was only beneficial. And there didn’t seem to be a limit on the number of utility skills he could have. He accepted the skill. 




	Congratulations, you have accepted the ‘Low-tier Focused Mind’ utility skill. It will become a part of your status and rank up as you use it. It starts at rank 1 and becomes more effective as it ranks up. Think about how you use your skill to aid in skill development at rank 10






Then he turned to the third box. 




	You have leveled up to level 3! Congratulations, you have defeated high-tier mental magic with very few resources! It will be harder to level up as you gain a higher level






That was nice - it seemed like he didn’t have to kill anything, just overcome a difficult challenge to level up. Now what? It was time to plan, figure out his next steps. Nathan wished he had some scratch paper and a pencil to list what he knew and what options he had, the same way he planned experiments back home. But he hadn’t seen anything like that in the room, and he didn’t want to leave any evidence for Taeol to find next time he knocked him out and erased his memories. 

Speaking of, there was something else to do. Nathan looked around for an object he could use to mark the wall. The only metal object in the room aside from some nails holding the bed together was the dish the fruit came in. It wasn’t ideal, but it served to make another tick mark next to the caffeine molecule. Then Nathan put a hand on his forehead. He was being an idiot, using a complicated plan with many chances of failure when a simpler plan would be way better. Nathan could just write “You’ve been mindwiped” and as long as he saw it and Taeol didn’t he was set. Nathan was also pretty sure Taeol didn’t understand English. Unfortunately, he didn’t think the plate would be great for letters. Something to keep in mind. 

Regardless, it was time to use his new skill and see if it helped with planning. Nathan closed his eyes and focused again, finding it easier than ever to banish extraneous thoughts and focus on how to deal with Taeol and escape. First, should he try to catch Taeol by surprise and attack him as soon as possible? Upsides, he was unlikely to be expecting it after the mindwipe and would likely get more suspicious of Nathan as time went on. Also, staying here longer made it more likely Taeol would succeed at breaking him or decide to suck the secrets of technology out of him the hard way. Downsides, Nathan knew nothing about where he was, or any magical defenses Taeol had. He needed more information to develop a plan beyond “punch Taeol in the face and try to find an exit”. Also, if he could get Taeol to cast more spells on him, he could rank up his magical resistance. That Talent was his trump card, and Nathan wanted to wait as long as possible to play it. 

Ok, so if attacking Taeol was a bad idea, how about trying to sneak out? Well, it had most of the downsides of attacking Taeol except there was also a bar on the other side of the door. Maybe worth doing if Nathan saw an opening, but it would have to be a good one. 

If Nathan was going to stick around and talk to Taeol again, how would he handle it? Nathan knew he wasn’t great at lying, but it didn’t look like he had a choice. Well, the first step to manipulation was to look through the other person’s perspective. Taeol believed in his own superiority and the power of his magic. He’d wiped Nathan’s memories of their previous conversation and was probably taking time to plan out the perfect series of lies to get Nathan on his side. It would definitely have been smarter to not give Nathan any time after waking up to realize what had happened, but Taeol probably believed his mind magic was very good, and unlikely to be beaten by Nathan. Maybe he wanted Nathan to stew in an unfamiliar setting before swinging in to rescue him. Or maybe he simply had other things on his plate than a dimensional abductee with the secrets of industrial revolution.

Well, if he wasn’t going to attack Taeol, Nathan should conform to his expectations as much as possible. He should act confused and be grateful to Taeol for any friendliness or explanation. But that had to have a limit - he had to have a justification for refusing to follow Taeol’s plans. Should he try to get Taeol to teach him magic? It would be tricky to do without giving up anything, but the possibility was right there. 

On the other hand, Nathan reminded himself there were some really good reasons not to learn magic. His magic resistance skill would interfere with it, and that could clue Taeol in. Also, there was a chance that if he picked up more skills or talents right now then his magic resistance skill would not rank up as quickly. Come to think of it, that would have been a good reason to hold off on accepting the focused mind skill. But it was already proving its value, letting him plan without being interrupted by gibbering fear about deciding to oppose an apparently genocidal city/kingdom/empire single handedly.

But I want to learn maaagggiiic

Tough. Magic didn’t have to be manipulating mana. Talents seemed like they could be a close approximation and that would have to be enough, at least for now. Should he try to pick up any other talents or skills immediately? Only something that could help him with the immediate situation. And unless he could figure out a Talent to burrow through solid rock, the only thing that made sense was being better at lying to Taeol and stringing him along. 

Nathan opened his eyes to yet another blue box. 




	Low-tier Focused Mind Rank 2 achieved!






Nice. Now it was time to try lying to a wall for a while. 





	Status of Nathan Lark



	
Permanent Talent 1: High-Tier Magic Resistance 4

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None





	
Class: None, level 3





	
Utility skills:

Low-tier Focused Mind 2












            


Chapter 5 The second discussion


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    And here we go.



                

                It turns out that Davrar does not reward lying to inanimate objects. That was fair. And included golems as ‘inanimate’. 

Not long after he’d finished failing to convince the wall that it really was in fact, made of small particles of silica and was not a contiguous solid, the door had opened and a golem had walked through, carrying a plate of roasted vegetables. 

Nathan had done his best to act like a confused world-traveler with no knowledge of how he had gotten there, asking random questions starting with “Where am I”, moving on to “who are you” and ending with “what is this place”. The golem had ignored him, placing the food on the table and removing the now-empty bowl of fruit. When Nathan made a halfhearted move toward the door the golem had sped up, quickly moving to the door before closing and barring it. 

Nathan inspected the meal, and was quite pleased to note that the roasted… zucchini? had come with a fork. A two-tonged fork where the tongs were nearly an inch and a half apart, but still a metal utensil. Huzzah! He sat down on ‘his’ side of the table and quickly scratched three words in small text into the side that faced him. “You’ve been neuralized” was pretty close to “You’ve been mindwiped” but the extra level of obfuscation through pop reference seemed like it could only help. Added to his terrible handwriting and potentially unknown language, it was unlikely Taeol could read it even if he found it. Unless there was a [Translate] spell that worked on cultural references. Man, magic was bullshit. The kind of bullshit Nathan badly wanted to be able to do, but that was looking less likely as his plans firmed up. 

He sat down to munch on the plate of grilled green veggies. They weren’t bad - cold and a little soggy, but naturally a bit peppery in a way that combined nicely with the crisped edges. Nathan could only hope it didn’t contain allergens that would cause his throat to close up. He was almost done with the plate when he heard the door being unbarred again. 

Nathan did his best to look up in a hopeful and confused manner when Taeol entered the room, the golem a stride behind. Taeol was in another orange robe, this one decorated with shiny stones around the hems and sleeves. As he was sliding into the chair, Nathan asked “Can you please tell me what is going on?” 

Taeol looked gravely at Nathan. “My boy, I do apologize but I must be clear as flawless gems with you. First, allow me an introduction. I’m Taeol dho Droxol, a researcher at the Ascendent academy. You find yourself in a new world. As much as it twists my thumb to admit, my understanding of what occurred is limited. I believe that some cosmic force moved you across dimensions to this world. I was conducting an experiment to probe dimensional quasi-resonance and my utter harmonic went out of control. Entirely beyond expectation, and much expensive equipment was destroyed. But right where the primary phase-resonator had broken I found you, lying on the secondary tuning rod. And before we continue, may I ask your name?”

That sounded to Nathan like techno-babble intended to confuse him. Magi-babble? Regardless, it seemed like Taeol was trying to sell Nathan a story where he’d appeared here by chance, and destroyed valuable equipment in the process. He had to pretend to believe it and play into the effect that Taeol was going for. He wished he could take back telling his name to Taeol earlier in case it gave him some magical advantage, but he’d done it while trying to stall Taeol before the memory purge. 

“Oh, that is a lot to take in. My name is Nathan Lark. Thank you for the answer, but I’m still so confused. I’m sorry to hear that I destroyed some valuable equipment. This is all a big shock for me, I was going mad with panic earlier trying to figure out what was going on. I have a lot of questions. You must have incredible technology to be working on something like dimensional science”

Taeol seemed satisfied with the answer, and smiled gently. He gestured with a hand, and Nathan saw the spell coming before the word left Taeol’s mouth. 

[Charm]

Nathan let his eyes go unfocused for a moment, the same way it had happened the first time. He took a long blink, focusing his thoughts to notice and banish the seductive foreign thoughts as they flowed into him with a prickling sensation. 




	Low-tier Focused Mind Rank 3 achieved!






“No my friend Nathan, we do not use ‘technology’. In this world, we use magic to bend the world to our will. I take it from your response that your world does not have magic? Would you like to learn magic?” 

Taeol conjured a floating ball of smooth orange light over one hand, and his smile had changed into something predatory. He knew what Nathan wanted, and was leveraging it and his mental magic to gain leverage. Nathan knew what the right response was. Luckily, it wasn’t hard to channel his excitement for magic. He didn’t have to try hard to make his eyes bug out at one of the first visual displays of magic he’d seen. 

“Magic! That’s incredible! I can learn it? How does it work? Where does the energy come from? Is that an easy spell to learn? How long will it take before I could cast it?” He pointed to the orb of light, doing his best to seem like he’d forgotten his misgivings and was entirely excited about learning magic. Pretty much the same as the first time he’d learned about magic from Taeol.




	
Pending utility skill: Low-tier Earnestness

You have done a good job conveying seriousness and honesty to a suspicious observer. This skill will help you portray your intense conviction and honesty when you speak to people. Cannot compel actions beyond what natural speech could, and cannot fool truth spells or skills.








Not exactly what Nathan had in mind, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and it seemed like it would help here. He accepted the skill.




	Congratulations, you have accepted the ‘Low-tier Earnestness’ utility skill. It will become a part of your status and rank up as you use it. It starts at rank 1 and becomes more effective as it ranks up. Think about how you use your skill to aid in skill development at rank 10






Those messages were getting a little repetitive. While he’d been considering it, Taeol had started talking. 

“... forgive that, and I would be sure as a good glove that you can learn magic. I’d like to get you started on a mage class soon. With my enormous guidance we could have you casting light spells such as this by week’s end. But if you have no magic, I would love to hear how your people do things! This technology sounds fascinating, and I would love to hear all of it I could. If your people have no classes, how do you accomplish anything?”

Nathan nodded, noticing Taeol’s slip - he hadn’t told Taeol he didn’t have a class yet. “I’m sorry, but classes? Do you mean something like educational degrees?” Taeol flushed a bit in response, so it was probably a mistake, and not Taeol trying to draw Nathan out in a slip. He rushed to explain classes again, this time omitting the mention of ‘less civilized’ thinking beings that had tipped Nathan off the first time. Then he closed by saying “But Talents, classes and skills are essential to all we do. My civilization - no civilization - could long survive without them against the monsters and Endings of this world. Then, I ask you, even if your world has no monsters, no Endings, how do you accomplish anything?” 

Endings?

Something to ask about later. For now, Nathan had an opening to convince Taeol of his usefulness as a thinking, free agent. “I have dedicated my life to furthering our technology, and had nearly attained the highest education my world offers before…” he gestured around the room. “Knowledge is shared freely in my world. We have a saying among my people, ‘if I see further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’. It means that even though I may not be as wise or as smart as my predecessors, I can learn all they discovered and then surpass them in knowledge.” Nathan spread his hands, as though laying his secrets upon the table.




	Low-tier Earnestness Rank 2 achieved!






Taeol had his hands tightly clasped together, and was listening to Nathan with slightly teary eyes. “Amazing. When we lose a titan, their Skills and Talents die with them. When you lose one, their skills and knowledge are taught to the next generation. What a grand world that must be. Ah, but can we make it real here? My people hoard insight like dragons, only to be dispensed to their trusted heirs, if at all. Only a fist of steel, one armed with advantage and insight beyond all others, could break that culture. Will you give me the strength of your fist in this, Nathan? Together we could raise the banner of knowledge, to take what is best of your world and use it in this one.” He raised his hands dramatically with that, gesturing with one hand in a now-familiar gesture. 

[Charm]

It was a remarkably persuasive argument, Nathan had to admit. But as the spell washed around him and passed by, Nathan reminded himself of Taeol’s past actions. He was not the beacon of knowledge and truth that he pretended. Taeol dho Droxol was a scheming man convinced his own superiority justified any means necessary to get his way. He’d thrown away any chance of Nathan ever willingly cooperating with him the first time he’d cast [Charm]. Looking up, Nathan saw Taeol watching carefully to see his reaction. Then he gestured again, his voice louder, more insistent, and the glow from his mouth stronger. 

[Charm]

The spell was clearly cast with more strength, meant to overcome any resistance, and Nathan allowed his eyes to go unfocused for a moment. He bent his will to overcoming the spell, sucking the tingling feeling into the bones of his skull as it sought to latch onto his brain. After a moment, the spell broke.




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 5 achieved!









	You have leveled up to level 5! Congratulations, you have resisted your opponents attempts to persuade you! It will be harder to level up as you gain a higher level






Nathan smiled, and Taeol smiled with him. Then Nathan gave the only answer that Taeol would accept, mimicking Taeol’s speech patterns as best he could. “Of course I will help you. This is a much grander path than I expected to walk, and I would be honored to walk it with you. But please, I have so much to learn about this world before I know what we are about. Could you please tell me where we are? Can you tell me of your government and society, and to learn what my place is within it? I don’t want to disgrace you if I should meet another prominent member of your academy.” Nathan could feel his Earnestness skill activating, guiding his voice and face to express honest curiosity and sincerity as he tried to pump Taeol for information.




	Low-tier Earnestness Rank 3 achieved!






Taeol seemed taken in. “It is good you are thinking ahead, but you should not have to worry about that for some time. We are currently in my personal research tower, a ways to the west of Giantsrest, and there are no other living beings in this tower to worry about. It was given to me with the title of researcher, as it is traditional to conduct experiments away from any large group of people. We are protected by golem, ward and trap and will not be disturbed. There will be plenty of time to tutor you in scholarly etiquette before I present you to the academy, as I am not due back for a month at least. The town of Halsmet is a short way to the South and I will take you there next time I visit the brothel, to give you an introduction to our culture.”

And that was the bare minimum that Nathan needed to know. He still hoped to get more general information from Taeol, but every exchange increased the risk that Taeol would figure him out. It was time to switch priorities toward escape. Nathan nodded to Taeol and looked over his shoulder at the golem. Nathan was distracted, thinking about how to get the golem out of the room and get a jump on Taeol. 

I don't think my antimagic will do squat against the golem, I probably need to wait for Taeol to send it somewhere. Can I ask for something? And Taoel needs to speak to cast his spells, so I should punch him in the throat.

Taeol asked “How would you like to start our teachings? I have many questions to ask you, but you also must have many questions for me?” 

Nathan, trying to deflect from his own secrets, answered. “You said we should start mage training with mana shaping, right? Could we get started on that?” Just learning how mages manipulated mana would probably help him figure out how to absorb it. 

Taeol froze, and his eyes narrowed. He stood up and backed away from Nathan. “I never mentioned mana shaping. Not today.” Nathan, realizing his mistake, broke out in a cold sweat. 

Shit. I blew it. All my plans and one slip of the tongue throws the game

He stood up, and started to approach Taeol “No - I meant, you mentioned mana earlier, and it makes sense that you’d need the mana shaping ability to be a mage”. 

Taeol wasn’t buying it. “No. You’ve been strangely resistant to my charms. You must have somehow broken my memory spell. You didn’t think I would notice? You tried to fool me?” Taeol snarled in what was probably supposed to be an intimidating manner, but came off more afraid than anything else. That fear showed weakness, and caused Nathan to lunge toward Taeol. Maybe he could get in close and hammer him before Taeol could get off a decisive spell. 

[Paralysis]

But you could cast ranged spells as fast as you could speak and gesture. Nathan felt his muscles lock up, staggering and falling mid-step as all his muscles fell asleep at once. He frantically pulled at the feeling of paralysis in his muscles, but his focus was broken by his cheek slamming into the ground in front of Taeol’s slippers. Taeol looked down on him and gloated “Magic is superior to all! You have given up a chance many would cut off their thumbs for. And now you will lose all you have, you stupid boy.” 

[Slumber] 

A heavy fog descended upon Nathan’s mind, pushing at his consciousness. His eyes prickled and magically slid closed. Nathan felt his focus sharpen with [Focused Mind], and he was able to hang onto awareness by his fingernails. Taeol spoke again and the words were spikes of meaning that Nathan grabbed onto to avoid falling into the pit of nothingness. “Take him to the Golem creation room, put him on the table”. When the sound faded, Nathan focused on the cold stone hands that manhandled him into an over-the-shoulder carry. The golem’s steps were smooth, but he still bounced on its shoulder, the hard stone digging into his stomach and hips. As he was carried out the door and down the hallway, the suffocating pressure on Nathan’s mind lessened. 

He was still paralyzed, but at least he wasn’t threatening to pass out entirely. He could feel the wispy sensation of the magic more clearly now. It was filling his head like a nasty hangover, itching and cloying. It wouldn’t slide off like the Charm spell, or sink into his bones like paralysis did. It was just sitting there, a sticky fog adhering to thoughts, weighing them all down. So, Nathan tried to think as fast as possible, to recall as much as possible of that manic state he’d found after trying out some internet-ordered stimulants. He imagined bright blue skies over the mountains he’d grown up in, dredged up memories of the martial arts he’d done in high school and the beautiful design of the optics in superresolution microscopy. 

The sleep spell was swamped by the number of topics. It tore apart into fragments and was subsumed by Nathan’s mind. He tried to sigh in relief, but he was still paralyzed and draped over the back of a golem. 

Right. One thing after another, ain’t that just the way

The humor kept the fear at bay, a bit. He knew how to break the paralysis, and it was much easier to do now. As he concentrated, the tingling sensation faded. He didn’t know if that was his focused mind, the rank-ups in the magic resistance, or just practice feeling the spell and breaking its patterns. Before he was quite finished, the golem smoothly followed Taeol into a room and gently lowered him onto a large stone table filling the center of the room.




	Low-tier Focused Mind Rank 4 achieved!









	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 6 achieved!






But before Nathan could do anything, Taeol cast another spell. 

[Chains of Restraint] 

Nathan hastily shut his eyes again as slick magical chains sprung from the base of the table and wrapped around his limbs and across his torso. He surreptitiously flexed his arms and legs to check the paralysis and the chains tightened to restrict him further. 

Oh come on! This jerk is so damn paranoid. At least he’s using magic and not real chains. I can break these cuffs! 

He was definitely feeling a bit punchy, but Nathan wasn’t sure if it was a response to the mind magic he’d resisted so far or his impending doom and fate as an animated rock. Breaking the thin but immobilizing chains seemed like an important next step. Nathan tried tugging against the chains but felt absolutely no give in them. His admittedly limited strength was not the answer here - he needed to use his Talent for it. Once again he reached out to a new kind of magic, hoping he could resist it somehow. 

And it’s not like I have a plan B!

He focused on where the chains dug into his flesh. There was a feeling… beyond the merely physical. He visualized the chains, felt them engraved in his consciousness by more than just touch. The feeling wasn’t wispy this time, but harder, more structured. Nathan didn’t think he could do the same thing he’d done to the mental spells here - the magic couldn’t flow. But maybe it could break? He tried hitting the structure with his will, making a hammer of his consciousness to shatter the chains. Nothing happened. 

Taeol was busy against the back wall of the space, sounding like he was sorting through a full toolbox. He commanded the Golem “Go get an empty golem core from the second magical storage space. One of the grandmaster-quality ones I think, I want the highest-quality imbuing right now.” Nathan heard the door open again and close. 

The golem is gone! Now or never. This may be impossible, but you only win if you play as if it is possible. How would it work? 

He’d succeeded in resisting magic by utilizing the inherent magic resistance of his body and some sort of magical sense the skill had given him. To resist charm magic, he’d noticed and denied the intrusive thoughts and the spell had evaporated. The paralysis had needed to be drawn out of his muscles and into his bones. The sleep magic had been overwhelmed trying to suppress frantic thoughts. In each case he’d found a key element of the spell and subverted it until the whole structure had fallen apart. What was the appropriate key element of these chains? 

They had a detailed structure, as if each link in the chain was a tightly packed mass of geometric shapes. It most reminded him of the representations of how DNA was packed into chromosomes - coiled strands made of looped string, itself made of tightly wrapped but unknotted… energy? The analogy fell apart at that level. The strings themselves felt tough, like an extremely thin metal wire. Nathan picked a chain that was tight around his stomach, focused on a link directly over his belly button where he imagined a single loop in a single coil. He focused on grabbing a single wire and pulling, yanking with his mental fingers right into his gut. 

The string responded quickly to Nathan’s intention. It flowed into him and stung slightly, like a needle poking into skin. But as the magic entered his body it became less substantial, sliding down some sort of energy gradient from solid to insubstantial to nonexistent. The link Nathan had focused on fuzzed out, and the entire structure of the chains loosened slightly. 

Nathan wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings, and he flinched a bit as his head was lifted by fleshy hands. Taeol placed some kind of metal construct under his head, folding up flexible arms that encircled his head with cool metal. Nathan tried to ignore it and started pulling on more threads in more chains. He could only manage three at a time, focusing on his arms first. It only took seconds per chain, but there were a lot of chains. 

Then, all of a sudden Nathan could do four at a time. Probably a rank-up, but he didn’t open his eyes to check. Now that he could do something about the chains he was feeling claustrophobic, and he wanted out. The chains across his chest were suddenly unacceptably tight, and Nathan tried to ignore the rising tide of panic as the last chains around his arms loosened. It was getting easier now, the entire structure of the spell falling apart. From directly above him, Nathan heard a gasp, and knew he had run out of time. His eyes snapped open.




	Low-tier Focused Mind Rank 5 achieved!









	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 7 achieved!






The boxes vanished, revealing Taeol’s face, wide eyed and staring at the snapped chain links. He was standing to Nathan’s right and was holding a spike capped with a green gem in one hand and a small hammer in the other, poised to drive the spike into Nathan’s solar plexus. Nathan’s left hand came up across his body, and his hips and shoulders twisted as he drove a palm into Taeol’s face. 

Or, at least tried to. Nathan’s palm skated off a barrier of slick force a few inches in front of Taeol. The orange-robed man staggered back a few steps from surprise, though the force of the blow seemed to affect him not at all. Nathan sat up, pulling away from jeweled and engraved metal arms folded across his forehead. He tugged at the last few chains around his ankles as Taeol took further steps back, pointing at Nathan with the spike. “You… how? What kind of toxic power do you have?” Nathan replied by shutting his eyes again, frantically pulling on the strings of the remaining chains. They fell away in moments, and he pushed himself up, and towards Taeol. 

The mage had backed up until he ran into the workbench, and his eyes flicked to the door. Nathan sprung at him, and Taeol cast just as quickly as last time. 

[Paralysis] 

Nathan was ready this time. He saw the gesture coming and balanced himself so he wouldn’t immediately fall. Then, he drained the feeling out of his muscles nearly as fast as it came in, staggering but not falling. Taeol’s eyes bugged out further, and he reflexively held his hands out in front of him. Nathan charged into him a moment later, relying on momentum to get through the defense spell, or at least knock Taeol over. The barrier flexed as Nathan hit it, but he bounced off as if he’d shoulder-checked a padded bag, and Taeol wasn’t pushed back in the slightest. 

Magic is bullshit. Conservation of momentum is a core physical law!

At least Taeol seemed to be panicking. He stared at Nathan’s face like a man with a hundred hammers seeing a screw for the first time. Nathan loomed over Taeol and wrapped his arms around the smaller man, feeling the barrier a few inches above Taeol’s skin all over. It flexed under his arms, but didn’t break. Then Nathan dug his fingers into the barrier behind Taeol’s shoulders and pulled as hard as he could, trying to rip the barrier apart. It cracked and tore, a brief blast of force pushing Nathan a few steps back. Taeol’s lips were moving, and Nathan could feel the mana of the spell he was weaving from feet away. It was more powerful than anything Nathan had felt Taeol cast before. Nathan raised his hands protectively in front of him. 

[D-d-d-DISINTEGRATE]

A thin beam of pale green light shot from Taeol’s pointing finger and hit Nathan’s left palm. Taeol’s face pulled into a satisfied rictus as Nathan’s left hand fell apart. Pain blasted through him as first his wrist, then his forearm turned to black dust. He screamed.




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 8 achieved!






The wave of magic swept down Nathan’s arm and he felt his Talent fight the spell consuming his inherently magic-resistant flesh. Nathan clutched his left arm with his right hand, unable to do anything but watch and feel his arm slowly disintegrate. The advancing wave of mana felt like a hungry void, a consuming pit that would never be sated.




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 9 achieved!






Nathan tried to push back, he tried to arrest the advancing tide of entropy. Not with any clever ideas, just with frantic desperation. And maybe it made a difference, as the spell passed his elbow and slowed to a crawl. Both Taeol and Nathan’s eyes were glued to the advancing black line. Then, a few inches from his shoulder and with one final notification, it stopped.




	High-Tier Magic Resistance Rank 10 achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this talent! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve insight into this talent to develop it to the next level. As it is high-tier, the kind of insight will affect how it develops.






Nathan fixed tear-filled eyes on Taeol, whose victorious expression paled into terror. Nathan stalked forward. 

[Paralysis]

Nathan barely stumbled, overcoming the spell with sheer rage and desire to beat Taeol’s face in. Taeol started gathering magic for another powerful spell, but Nathan took a long step and pivoted his entire body, smashing his right elbow into Taeol’s nose. Nathan felt cartilage pulping under the blow, and continued his turn, stomping on Taeol’s left knee with his right foot. The knee folded with an unpleasant popping sound and Taeol dropped to the ground with a whimper past bloody lips. 

Nathan’s left arm hurt, and he tried to cradle it as he turned to the door. Time to get out of this place. Especially before the golem came back. He stumbled to the door, pushed it open and was ten steps down the hall before he paused and turned around. 

I hurt him, but he won’t die. I need to kill him. He’s tried to do worse to me. He deserves to die. He’s a powerful, vengeful mage and if I don’t kill him now he’ll come for me. 

He’s also a man named Taeol dho Droxol, who seeks knowledge. If I kill him, I kill a story, and all of the potential he could have.

Nathan’s face hardened, and he walked back to the door into the Golem creation room. 

A potential for great evil. Fucker took my arm. Kill him now, think about it later. 

He turned the corner, and Taeol looked up at him from across the room, pulped lips stuttering.

[t-t-Teleport]

And with an orange flash, he was gone.




	You have leveled up to level 9! Congratulations, you have forced a powerful and deadly opponent to flee! Please choose a class from the following list to continue leveling, as you have unlocked a higher level than 9!






 




	Potential classes:



	Student: You have spent decades learning knowledge from books and teachers. This class will enhance your capability to learn knowledge, offering skills to improve memory, comprehension and intellect. It may develop into classes focused on discovering new knowledge, or teaching, recording and using already existing knowledge.



	Scientist: You have spent years engaged in pursuit of knowledge via careful scientific experimentation. This class will focus on discovery through experimentation, offering skills to improve your intellect, precision and luck. It may develop into classes further focused on discovering new or lost knowledge, or classes focused on using or communicating your discoveries.



	Rebel: You have struck a blow against the Giantsrest Dominion and escaped their custody. This class will make you capable of striking back, offering skills for disguise, sabotage and combat. It may develop into classes focused on assassination, rabble-rousing or political subterfuge.



	Martial Monk: You have trained in hand-to-hand combat techniques as well as meditation and focusing your mind. This class will focus on mental discipline and using it to enhance hand-to-hand combat prowess, offering skills to improve mental focus, combat capability and heightened awareness. It may develop into classes further specialized in combat, guiding others or achieving enlightenment.



	Explorer: You have explored forbidding lands far from home, journeying across continents to see natural wonders and foreign cultures. This class will focus on travel into new lands, offering skills for increasing travel speed, adapting to new societies and surviving in the wild. It may develop into classes focused on unearthing lost ruins, information gathering or trade and diplomacy.



	Disciple of Magic: You can sense and manipulate flows of mana untrained, even if you have not yet cast a spell. This class will make you better able to sense and direct mana, offering skills for understanding magic as well as sensing and manipulating mana. It may develop into a more powerful spellcasting class, or a class which lets you subvert the magic of others more easily.



	Conman: You have lied to a prominent member of the Dominion and gotten away with it. This class will enable you to continue deceiving people, offering skills on disguise, deception and manipulation. It may develop into classes focused on information-gathering, assasination or thievery.



	Antimagic Brawler: You have hand-to-hand combat training and neutralized a powerful mage and his magic with your bare fists. This class will make you tougher in combat, offering skills to improve combat, toughness and antimagic capability. It may develop into classes further focused on hand-to-hand combat or suppressing magic






 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: High-Tier Magic Resistance 10

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None





	
Class: None, level 9+





	
Utility skills:

Low-tier Focused Mind 5

Low-tier Earnestness 3










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    My partner wanted me to call earnestness “The importance of being earnest” instead. 



                



Chapter 6 Escape?


                Nathan stood in the doorway, caught between horror, relief and a haze of pain. Taeol dho Droxol, the man who’d abducted him across dimensions, manipulated his mind and been ready to rip his soul out, had escaped. And now Nathan didn’t need to kill him. Couldn’t kill him. That was probably bad; Taeol didn’t seem likely to forgive Nathan or forget about the knowledge in his head. And Nathan was still furious with the man. But Nathan was having a hard time feeling bad about not being able to kill somebody.

Maybe if he ran far enough, fast enough, Taeol wouldn’t be able to catch him. But he needed to start now. As if to emphasize the point, he heard a scrape of stone on stone as the sand-colored golem rounded the hall to Nathan’s right. Nathan turned and ran down the hallway, awkwardly cradling the stump of his left arm where it jarred with every step. 

And I only have one arm now

He heard the Golem’s heavy footsteps chasing him, and rushed around a corner to find a wide flight of stairs winding around a huge square vertical shaft. A bright light shone down from the top, and the stairs and balustrade were made of the same seamless pale stone as the rest of the tower. Nathan started running down the staircase, skipping four steps at a time in his haste. The golem cornered behind him, its stone feet scraping against the floor and slamming on the steps as it descended. It was fast, but not great at turning corners on the staircase. Nathan continued down, looking over the edge for an exit. Nearly a hundred feet down was a grand hall, with statues on the walls and a shallow fountain in the center. 

I’m not going to make it. Taeol mentioned more golems and traps, and this golem is going to catch up as soon as I get to a straightaway. 

Nathan had one more untapped resource, and he quickly reviewed the list of classes he’d been offered earlier as he bounced himself off a wall to turn onto the next flight of stairs. It was a good thing that the knowledge of his classes was more or less inserted into his head since he couldn’t exactly ask the golem for a timeout. The pain from his arm was a gnawing, biting thing, and these were terrible circumstances to make a decision. But this decision needed to be made now. 




	Potential classes:



	Student: You have spent decades learning knowledge from books and teachers. This class will enhance your capability to learn knowledge, offering skills to improve memory, comprehension and intellect. It may develop into classes focused on discovering new knowledge, or teaching, recording and using already existing knowledge.



	Scientist: You have spent years engaged in pursuit of knowledge via careful scientific experimentation. This class will focus on discovery through experimentation, offering skills to improve your intellect, precision and luck. It may develop into classes further focused on discovering new or lost knowledge, or classes focused on using or communicating your discoveries.



	Rebel: You have struck a blow against the Giantsrest Dominion and escaped their custody. This class will make you capable of striking back, offering skills for disguise, sabotage and combat. It may develop into classes focused on assasination, rabble-rousing or political subterfuge.



	Martial Monk: You have trained in hand-to-hand combat techniques as well as meditation and focusing your mind. This class will focus on mental discipline and using it to enhance hand-to-hand combat prowess, offering skills to improve mental focus, combat capability and heightened awareness. It may develop into classes further specialized in combat, guiding others or achieving enlightenment.



	Explorer: You have explored forbidding lands far from home, journeying across continents to see natural wonders and foreign cultures. This class will focus on travel into new lands, offering skills for increasing travel speed, adapting to new societies and surviving in the wild. It may develop into classes focused on unearthing lost ruins, information gathering or trade and diplomacy.



	Disciple of Magic: You can sense and manipulate flows of mana untrained, even if you have not yet cast a spell. This class will make you better able to sense and direct mana, offering skills for understanding magic as well as sensing and manipulating mana. It may develop into a more powerful spellcasting class, or a class which lets you subvert the magic of others more easily.



	Conman: You have lied to a prominent member of the Dominion and gotten away with it. This class will enable you to continue deceiving people, offering skills on disguise, deception and manipulation. It may develop into classes focused on information-gathering, assassination or thievery.



	Antimagic Brawler: You have hand-to-hand combat training and neutralized a powerful mage and his magic with your bare fists. This class will make you tougher in combat, offering skills to improve combat, toughness and antimagic capability. It may develop into classes further focused on hand-to-hand combat or suppressing magic






Going off first impressions only, most of the classes called to different parts of Nathan. Except Conman and maybe Explorer. Student and Scientist both aligned extraordinarily well with his adult life goals. However, Disciple of Magic appealed to a younger Nathan, the one wishing for magic over birthday candles. 

Unfortunately, Davrar seemed to be long on genocidal archmages and short on opportunities for graduate programs in biology or magic. Or at least ones that didn’t involve giving up the knowledge of the industrial revolution to said genocidal archmages. Those were off the table. Rebel called surprisingly strongly to Nathan - if ever there was a government in need of a revolutionary, the Gianstrest dominion sounded like that government. And he owed them some revenge. But when the authorities had mental magic, staging a rebellion seemed like an exercise in futility. 

Nathan bounced off another wall. He wasn't gaining much over the Golem. He needed something to enhance his speed, and something to enhance his antimagic to get through the locks and traps Taeol had mentioned. 

Both Martial Monk and Antimagic Brawler appealed to Nathan, and seemed like ways to immediately improve his chances to escape. Both were equally disadvantaged by missing an arm. That was a problem for later Nathan, who was not running from golems into magical traps. What made the decision easy to Nathan was that Antimagic Brawler mentioned his antimagic, and Martial Monk didn't. Furthermore - his meditation was a means to an end, not an end to itself. Being a monk was a calling, a purpose in the way being a brawler wasn’t. And Nathan didn’t want to let Davrar give him a purpose, just a tool. A tool to escape this goddamned tower. 

So, wishing he could have considered the matter more fully and without the pressures of running down the staircase missing an arm, Nathan chose to be an Antimagic Brawler. More boxes and knowledge unfolded before him. 




	Congratulations, you are now an Antimagic Brawler, and have unlocked three class skills! These skills are tied to your parent class, and their power will increase with your level in that class. Davrar applauds your choice, and hopes you will continue to survive and prosper.









	
New Class skill Stamina: 

You have unlocked the stamina resource! Stamina will accumulate during periods of rest, and can be spent to improve the speed and strength of your movements, or used for other skills or talents that utilize stamina.





	
New Class skill Brawler’s Indifference: 

You will be less likely to flinch and more able to ignore pain and wounds to continue fighting.





	
New Class skill Antimagic Blows: 

Your blows and strikes will enhance your inherent antimagic, allowing you to break magical barriers and constructs with barehanded strikes.











	You have leveled up to level 15!






 




	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: High-Tier Magic Resistance 10

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None





	
Class: Antimagic Brawler level 15

Stamina: 250/250

Brawler’s Indifference

Antimagic Blows





	
Utility skills:

Low-tier Focused Mind 5

Low-tier Earnestness 3








The pain radiating from the stump of Nathan’s arm abated and his run became smoother, his gait more even. The pain wasn’t gone, but the intensity was muted and he didn’t feel the visceral horror of missing his arm anymore. [Brawler’s Indifference] was allowing him to ignore it. The arm wasn’t what mattered right now, and being distracted by his stump would get him killed. 

Next, Nathan used stamina to run faster, as naturally as breathing deeply. Instead of skipping four of the shallow steps at a time, he was skipping six, and then seven. The stamina inside of him was decreasing at about a point for every leap. It wouldn’t last forever, but he was already leaving the golem behind. Once he had a healthy lead on the golem Nathan stopped using his stamina, which now sat steady at about 150/250.

The stairs ended in a grand hall at the bottom of the shaft, wide and tiled with an intricate mosaic showing some scene that Nathan didn’t stop to look at. There were a few doors in the hall, but a large set of double doors sized to drive a semi through was the obvious winner in the ‘door to outside’ contest. Nathan sprinted over to those doors and threw his body weight against them. He bounced off. There wasn’t a handle, bar or obvious locking mechanism. 

Nathan pivoted and slammed his palm into the center of the doors, spending stamina as he struck. He felt a layer of magic crack at the blow, and his next shove sent one of the doors open wide. A plaza of stone lay in front of him, and beyond it a road wound through scraggly pine trees. Nathan took off across the plaza, spending stamina again to get away from the tower. Hearing something, Nathan glanced over his shoulder and stumbled. 

Behind him, flanking the door, were two twenty-foot tall statues of warriors. Well, they had been flanking the door. Now they were charging after Nathan, metal greatswords held ready in stone hands. The swords were nearly fifteen feet long, and were glowing.

Shit shit shit run faaaaster

Nathan turned his back to them and took off, spending stamina like water and doing his best to emulate Usain Bolt. 




	
Pending utility skill: Low-tier Sprinting

You are running very fast. This skill will help you run quickly in the future. Will not allow you to run in circumstances where you couldn’t otherwise








Yes please!




	Congratulations, you have accepted the ‘Low-tier Sprinting’ utility skill. It will become a part of your status and rank up as you use it. It starts at rank 1 and becomes more effective as it ranks up. Think about how you use your skill to aid in skill development at rank 10






Nathan’s chest came up and his toes dug in more. It wasn’t an enormous difference, but combined with his stamina Nathan made it across the plaza in seconds, and into the trees. Once he was past the second layer of trees and didn’t hear the golems anymore. He turned around to see one of them throw a fireball at him. It flew at him with the speed of a baseball pitch, coming straight for his chest.

Nathan didn’t flinch. He didn’t have time or bracing to dodge, so he brought his hand up in a stamina-assisted slap at the fireball, which exploded away from his palm. The fire blasted out, Nathan was knocked stumbling backwards. He wasn't badly burnt, though it felt like somebody had pointed a very large hairdryer at him and he’d held his hand in a campfire for a bit too long. His robe was on fire, so Nathan darted behind a small rise in the ground and dropped to the ground, rolling around to extinguish the flames. 




	Low-tier Sprinting Rank 2 achieved!






He snuck a quick glance over the small lump of earth he’d fallen behind. The tree in front of him was aflame, the backblast from the fireball turning it into an instant torch. 

The giant golems had turned around and were returning to the tower, but Nathan was concerned about the fire spreading, so he started running further into the forest, careful to avoid line of sight to the golems. He got another fifty feet away and slumped to the ground, checking his injuries. His arm wasn’t bleeding, and his palm wasn’t hurting very badly. It was definitely burnt, but not into deep tissue. 

“Hail! May I request a word?” Nathan’s head snapped around and he jumped to his feet. A woman had come out from behind a tree forty feet away, looking straight at him. She was short and wide, with dark brown skin and voluminous tied-back dreadlocks. She was dressed in scuffed leather armor, festooned with pockets and a warm-looking fur cloak. Her hands were out wide, palms clearly visible and empty. She approached slowly, voice low and calm. “Are you ok? What is your name?” 

Nathan eyed her, ready to run again if she made a threatening move. She looked nothing like Taeol, but he was on edge and his voice was tense. “Sorry, I don’t want to tell you. What do you know about that?” He pointed back toward Taeol’s tower, hoping her answer would tell him her intentions. He checked his stamina to see what kind of reserve he had in case he had to run.




	Stamina: 36/250






She turned to look at the tower, a grimace across her broad face, but she kept her voice even and calming. “It’s a research tower of Giantsrest, just taken over a few weeks ago by a newly raised Archmage. We’re trying to figure out what his research is and kill him if we get the chance.”

Nathan relaxed a bit on hearing the answer, but kept pushing. “We? Who is we? And what is your name? And please stop coming closer.” If she was telling the truth, he’d stumbled onto enemies of Giantsrest. But he had a skill that helped him lie, so it was only prudent to assume other people did. And Nathan didn’t like the way she was edging closer to him. 

She stopped about twenty feet away, arms still held wide. “My name is Vhala, and I lead a scouting team out of Gemore. Artha, Emerald, come out.” Another figure emerged from the brush to Nathan’s right, decked in a darkened breastplate, heavy chainmail and a sturdy helmet that completely blocked their face, leaving only the mouth exposed. Their exposed skin was porcelain white, and a fancifully decorated rapier on one hip was balanced by a heavy cleaver on the other. Vhala gestured to the figure. “This is Emerald.” 

Nathan’s attention was grabbed by another figure coming up behind Vhala. It was a centaur, but instead of a horse, the bottom half was an elk. The top half was a well-muscled man wearing scuffed leather armor similar to Vhala, but his skin had the texture and color of gray maple bark. He had long hair and a great beard, in a deeper silver. Finally, two large antlers sprouted from his head. He spoke in a deep, smooth voice. “And I am Artha.” With that voice and body, Nathan would have found him hot if it wasn’t for the whole… elk thing. 

Fantasy world. Fantasy world. These are good candidates for Taeol’s “barbarians and intelligent monsters” though.

That thought made him relax further. He turned back to Vhala. “Thank you, I apologize for my caution. My name is Nathan Lark. I’ve had a rough few days. I just escaped from that tower. If you could help me, I would really appreciate it.”

She looked him over again, eyes lingering on the burnt robe and stump of an arm. “Ayup, sure does seem that way. Seems sure you’re not a giant’s agent after that fireball, though I’d like to hear how you ate a guardian golem’s fire and came out just a little singed. Stick to my heels and we’ll go to our camp and meet Wiam, the last member of my team.”





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: High-Tier Magic Resistance 10

Talent 2: None

Talent 3: None





	
Class: Antimagic Brawler level 15

Stamina: 36/250

Brawler’s Indifference

Antimagic Blows





	
Utility skills:

Low-tier Focused Mind 5

Low-tier Earnestness 3

Low-tier Sprinting 2










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    I slightly edited and expanded Nathan's justification for choosing Antimagic Brawler after this chapter was originally posted. 



                



Books 1 & 2 on Amazon!


                Ends of Magic Book One: Antimage releases on Amazon (KU) & audible on October 10th 2023

Ebook: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CJBL9RXV

Audio: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CJW5H8QW




A scientist from another world. A mage seeking deadly knowledge. A power that could topple an empire.

Nathan's life was defined by labs and lectures until an Archmage yanked him into Davrar and made him a tantalizing offer: master magic in exchange for Earth's scientific secrets. Yet, Nathan can't shake off the feeling that darker truths lurk beneath such promises.

The world of Davrar is a dangerous place teeming with dungeons and monsters – ruled by levels, Talents, and a near-infinite progression of power. Nathan will need to rely on himself to survive, forging alliances and taking every advantage he can get against those that seek to control him.

His unique capacity to counteract magic gives him an unprecedented edge, making him a beacon of resistance against those who wield magic as a weapon of control.

Armed with intellect and an emerging power that could dismantle the very foundations of Davrar's society, Nathan emerges not as a mere student of magic, but as its ultimate adversary: the Antimage.

Ends of Magic Book Two: Adventurer releases on Amazon (KU) & audible on January 30th 2024:

Ebook:https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CKF8FS4Q

Audio:https://www.audible.com/pd/B0CSKRDKVK




The magical world of Davrar is inhospitable and strange. Terrible monsters roam, ancient dungeons lurk over every hill, and the prophesied Endings promise doom.

But it’s Nathan Lark’s new home. He’s developed his antimagic and found friends in the most powerful Adventurers of his generation. They’ve sworn an oath to defend the city of Gemore and defeat the Endings.

On the horizon is the enslaving mage-empire of Giantsrest, and Archmage Taeol dho Droxol hasn’t forgotten that Nathan holds secrets of Earth. Conflict is certain. There is only one path forward. Nathan and his friends must advance.

 

            


Chapter 13 Rapid Advance


                Nathan set a pace that was fast but not quite the frenetic dash he’d led the freed elites on earlier. Several more soldiers joined them, but a few opted to run and hide in the slums and some more ran for the gates that the Heirs and other Adventurers had busted open on their way into the city. 

He led the way, pausing only to drop back and banish the pinging magic that still lingered on some people - and were occasionally reapplied by frantic waves of the detection magic. 

The streets appeared to be mostly clear, without a trace of further Giantsrest forces. They passed the destroyed patrol, where some of the freed soldiers they’d left behind called out questions that were answered by the freed elites. Both groups shared laughter that was somewhere between disbelieving and vengeful. More of the soldiers joined them, ditching their shields to join the procession. 

Artha galloped up next to him, having absolutely no problems with the pace as his four hooves clattered on the stone. 

Nathan glanced up to the silver-haired man who’d first set him upon the Path of Rage. “How did the outer gate go? Any casualties?” 

“Gates fall more easily when attacked from both sides.” The big elk-man rolled his arms, his thick armored plating grating slightly. “To shine light in your eyes, the Heirs did the deed. Aarl appeared from invisibility atop the gatehouse to bisect a mage, and Sarah mowed her way through the soldiers on guard. From then it was a conventional fight, and Khachi healed all wounds away much as his mother would have.” 

Glad to hear Egall pulled her weight with the [Invisibility] on Aarl. I don’t really understand what’s going on with her - though I think Sarah and Aarl are helping her. 

The Treeborn was looking forward, but his tone of pride was clear. “The Heirs were already set to become dragons, but since you joined them - they have fulfilled that promise. I am glad your Path has found you, and your teammates have been enriched by your truth.” 

Nathan nodded. “Glad to have you join us. Are you ready to conquer Halsmet?” 

The elk-centaur’s grin split his face wide. “Beyond prophecy’s sway. Lead us to victory, Nathan.” 

Nathan glanced backwards over the column, finally feeling the weight of responsibility settle upon him. 

I really am in charge of this, aren’t I? When did that happen? Faline’s higher level than I am and higher in the Gemore Adventurer hierarchy, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Khachi’s the nominal leader of the Heirs, but I’m the definite leader of this attempt to conquer Halsmet. Olad has clearly stepped up as the leader of the freed elites, but he’s still following me. All of them are. That [Leadership] skill isn’t just for window dressing. People are gonna die, and I’ll be responsible for that. 

Hopefully it’s the Giantsrest mages that die, but I know we’re not going to be so lucky. All I can do is make sure as few of ‘my’ people die as possible. But I’m not going to back down from this. I want to win, to start cleansing this cancer from the surface of Davrar. Halsmet won’t be the end, either. It’ll be a good start. 

He was interrupted from his musing by the presence of a helmetless elite turning the corner ahead of them. The man was limping towards them, and it seemed that he’d been badly burned. Nathan slowed and joined Olad to head for the new appearance, gesturing for Khachi to join them. 

The man started talking in between gasps as soon as they got close. “Narun and Bufo went to warn Exea. She called all the remaining mages to assemble in the square before her mansion.”

Nathan blinked, looking to the leader of the freed elites for an explanation. 

Olad’s face grew thunderous. “By the Giant’s blood, I swear doom on those fools.” He saw Nathan’s expression. “Two of the elites you freed. They are bodyguards of Exea, and their loyalty extends to trickery.” He clapped the burned elite on the shoulder. “Good scouting, Turbang.” 

Well, shit, some of the elites went to warn her. Not sure how I could have prevented that - and now Exea knows we’re coming. I mean, she probably already knew, but I’m not happy she has more exact intelligence. I think if we move quickly we can outpace any response. I already flipped her biggest piece to my side.

Outwardly, Nathan displayed none of his concern. “Now she’s gathered all of our enemies together in one place. Very kind of her.” He looked at the man. “Thanks for the news, Turbang. Is she joining them?” 

The man breathed out a sigh of relief as Khachi’s magic healed his wounds, then replied. “The gates were closed - but there are near on fifty mages in the square. Thulio dho Pelogi was in charge and none of Exea’s staff were present.” 

Nathan’s brows furrowed in thought. “Ok, so the first people to show their face in the square are going to get evaporated. Any war mages?” 

Turbang shook his head. “I didn’t see any red robes. Maybe twenty-five yellows, fifteen greens and ten blues. A few pinks.” 

So a lot of firepower, but not a lot of military discipline. I think we might have gotten all of the war mages with the response team. 

Nathan considered before speaking. “Seems like we need to fall back on old-school Gemore tactics. Ambush and guile.” 

He looked back at the five members of the Oath of Tulis, one of whom was a mage. “Lycaste, is your mage from the Tower of Trickery? Can he do good illusions?”

The mage in question spoke up with a sniff. “He has a name. I am Ayen Sarha. Illusions? Go teach a mage to light a fire. I was tutored personally by Gale Shullet.” 

“So was I, Stalker dick.” Wiam retorted, beak clacking with his equivalent of a giggle. 

Nathan waved his hands to catch Ayen’s attention and prevent the two mages from sniping at one another. “Great, that’s exactly what we need. We’re going to split up into three groups.” He held up one finger, noticing that more and more people were paying attention to them. 

“Ayen will come with me in group one, along with most of the people with ranged weapons. I’m going to charge into the square alone, and Ayen will make it look like there are more people with me to help draw attention. I’ll go in, draw the first barrage and bust a hole in whatever barriers they have. The rest of my group will stay back and support me from range.” 

Nathan held up the other two fingers. “Wiam will be with group two, and Neta with group three.” He nodded to the young Knuld mage from the Old Hands. “Your groups will come in from the sides of the square, and you’ll need to use illusions to let the fighters get among them so they can’t just barrage us down with fireballs. I’ll try to make as much confusion as I can, and keep them focused on me.”

A deep laugh boomed out of Vhala. “As your flame calls! Not the worst plan I’ve set targets on. I’ll lead team two. Survive and thrive, Nathan Lark.”

“Neta is on team three, I’ll lead there.” Delric said shortly. 

Nathan turned to Olad. “Ranged elites in one, split the rest of the elites up between groups two and three. We need people who know the city in each group. Can you work with Adventurers?” 

The big man snorted, tapping his gauntlets together lightly. “Even as we fought them, we knew they wanted us free or dead. Fighting our prior masters at their side is a wish from the Giant.” 

The Adventurers didn’t hold to military discipline, but they listened when orders were given. It took about two minutes to split up into the three groups, and about as long for Nathan to ensure that nobody was still tagged by the detection enchantment. 

Wouldn’t do for them to know we split up. The last ping happened just recently and we’re only a few minutes from the square. There isn’t a good solution here. 

The only members of the Heirs to join Nathan’s group one were Sarah and Stella, while Egall went with Aarl and Khachi into Vhala’s group two, and the melee fighters of the Oath of Tulin joined Delric’s group three. 

Nathan gave one last glance around for Faline, but didn’t see her.

She’ll either show up if she’s needed or she won’t. This isn’t really her type of fight. She got us this far, I’ll give her credit for that much. 

The groups headed out with one last exchange of salutes. It was a quick dash through empty streets before the bow-wielding elite guiding them held out a hand. 

He indicated the intersection ahead, where another crossroad was sandwiched between two townhouses. “Square there, about a hundred feet down to the right.” 

Nathan nodded seriously, then looked toward Lycaste. “Get people in position - sneaky as you can.” Then he turned towards Stella. “Are the other groups in position yet?” 

She shook her head. “Not quite yet. They’re almost there. Wiam’s group ran into some trouble. We’ll have a few minutes until they’re ready."

I’d prefer we were attacking immediately. We want to foster confusion and get them focused on the wrong thing - and if the detection enchantments fire again that could ruin the whole plan. 

“Some trouble?” Nathan’s voice was tense. 

Stella shrugged. “He didn’t say.” 

They watched for a few minutes as Lycaste gave instructions to scout out the abandoned townhouses so they could be used as firing positions. He was careful to keep people out of sight of the square, and had Ayen cast illusions to help hide fighters as they snuck to the opposite side of the street and into other buildings. 

As time passed, Nathan had to prevent himself from asking Stella for updates every thirty seconds. He double-checked that his Focus was full, and had Stella cast a few spells to top off his Stamina. 

Shit, Wiam is with Egall, Aarl and Khachi. What could be holding them up? I need to be patient. They’ll be ready when they’re ready. But what if they’re in trouble and need help? Or won’t be ready in time? Maybe we do need to ask for an update? Give it another minute. 

He tensed and untensed, ready to sprint either direction at a word from Stella. Then he took a deep breath and calmed down. 

I’m not doing this on my own. I’m a lynchpin of the plan, but definitely not the only part of it. I need to think things through, coordinate with people - like Ayen. 

He looked over at the illusionist, who was glaring down at Nathan’s shadow as if it was confusing him. “Hey, Ayen. This illusion - you’ll need to keep it away from me, or I’ll disrupt it. They might not know there are Gemore Adventurers in the city, so if you can make it look like I’m charging with a bunch of the Giantsrest elites, that might give them the right image.”

The man frowned, his bombastic demeanor fading to one of focus. “You don’t need cover? That’s a lot of mages.” 

“Nope. I’ll be fine. Any magic that gets close to me stops working.” 

Ayen sucked in a breath and shot a disbelieving glance at Stella, who smirked and nodded back at him. 

That’s never going to get old. Magic is a trump card for so much on Davrar, being immune to it is one heck of a joker.

To keep his impatience under control, Nathan ran over what he was going to do once he got into the square. 

The Gemore Adventuring classes taught that Giantsrest will try to set up a large spell-permeable force barrier for a mage-heavy force like this. I charge in, hopefully get every single mage casting at me, break the barrier, then get to grips with the mages inside. Start killing them one by one. 

Nathan frowned. 

The slow part of that is actually killing them. I can move quickly and punch, but it still takes time for each one. But my aura is separate from my fists…

Sarah was standing nearby, ready to jump onto a nearby roof when it was time to go. 

Nathan ambled over. “I’m thinking - my aura will be able to reach more mages than my fists will. If you see me pass close to a mage but not strike them, I’ve probably taken away their [Mage Armor].” 

She considered for a moment, then nodded. “Thanks, I may be able to see it happen with my skills. Don’t go back for any of them or we may hit you by accident - Algoa’s luck go with you.” She gestured around to the waiting Adventurers. “All this - our parents would be proud. And terrified.” She smirked, then clapped Nathan on the shoulder. 

Lycaste approached. The big orc was chewing on his lip nervously. “We’re ready, what delays this awaited bonfire?” 

Nathan scrubbed hands through his hair. “Wiam’s group ran into trouble. In another minute I’m going to have Stella message him again, to be sure that they’re still on-track and we don’t need to go without them. If the next pulse of the detection enchantment happens first, then we go.”

“True aim.” The big orc eyed Nathan. “I’ve heard of you - but this plan is bold. You are the sole spark that lights it ablaze. Those who know you are confident that you will survive your charge. I’ll pitch in my torch because my risk isn’t great - but I doubt that any could survive so brazenly challenging so many mages.” He hesitated for a moment before continuing. “Can you do it?” 

Nathan held out a clenched fist. “Yes.” He was about to continue with something suitably melodramatic when Stella interrupted. 

“Wiam said they ran into four mages trying to get to the square. One got off a fireball, and two elites are dead. They could go now, but Khachi’s still healing the wounded. They only need a few more minutes."

Shit. We haven’t even started. And the mages in the square probably heard the fireball and are now aware there’s something going on from that direction. 

The pulse of the detection enchantment washed over them and Nathan shook his head, glancing around one more time. The magic eddied strangely around an abandoned cart halfway down the street, and Nathan focused on the effect. There was a faint shimmer around the cart, looking like some kind of invisibility spellwork. 

Shit. Not a good time for shenanigans. 




	High-tier Notice 9 achieved!






Nathan focused harder on the cart, not trying to hide his interest. The shimmer of the spellwork started moving rapidly away from them, and Nathan caught a glimpse of a flapping black robe. 

A Nail - one of the secret police mages. But only one, and they’re running away. There are too many variables here - and we’re out of time. That detection enchantment or that mage are about to blow the plan wide open. Either we abandon it or we go. 

Nathan made his decision. “We’re out of time. I’m going now.” He gave Stella one more look. “For your spells, shock and awe. Watch your back, there’s a Nail creeping around.” 

She was already casting [Message] to alert the other teams. “Rains of lightning, to raise the past. And a shield worthy of a Fortress Foundry.”

Nathan waited for her to give him one more nod. “They’re ready.” He got another from Ayen, and then he was off, Rage kindling in his gut. 

He came around the corner already at a run, and accelerated further as he dashed down the street towards the square and the group of mages in its center. The place was a wide expanse of cobbled stone, with fancy statues arrayed along the edges and a stage in the center. The far side of the square was a gatehouse centered in the tall wall that surrounded Exea’s mansion.

As Nathan sprinted he spent some Focus on one of his newer utility skills, trying to make himself look as big and threatening as possible. 

Just playing into the role they expect. The elites called me Mage-breaker - time to live that title. 




	Mid-tier Noticeability 5 achieved!






From behind him came the pounding of feet and a series of yells, but Nathan didn’t look back. He hoped Ayen’s illusion was convincing.

The Giantsrest mages seemed to think so. They were a riot of brightly colored robes clustered around a large stage in the center of the square - and several of them were pointing at Nathan and yelling. He could very faintly hear one voice raised above the others. “That was a distraction! They’re attacking from this way.” 

A rippling dome of energy was beginning to fade to invisibility around the group, and the magic started to fly in Nathan’s direction. This wasn’t just a few offensive spells - it was a barrage of them. There were a dozen fireballs, several spikes of ice, a few force blades and more. Several of the spells interfered with one another, and about half of them were aimed at the illusion behind Nathan. But ahead of the main body of the volley came three bolts of lightning and two [Disintegrate] beams. 

There’s some damn dangerous mages over there. 

He didn’t use Focus to dodge any of the early spells, merely letting them melt into his antimagic and boost his Stamina far beyond its cap. Before the main body of the barrage hit, Nathan jumped into the air and held himself aloft with [Slow Fall], letting the spells detonate beneath him. His legs and back were pelted with gravel from the square underneath him being pulverized by the wave of offensive magic. But Nathan was mostly unharmed, his enhanced toughness protecting him from the stone shrapnel as a cloud of smoke billowed outwards from the interaction of so many destructive spells. 

Nathan landed lightly on the edge of the area of cratered stone, feet pushing off of the uneven terrain to leap to solid ground and continue his charge. 

He emerged from the cloud at a sprint. The mages in front of him drew back as one, both terrified and affronted that somebody had emerged unfazed from the magic they’d unleashed. More spells flew at him, this time in a steady flow instead of a single volley.




	High-tier Sprinting 5 achieved!






The cloud of smoke and dust billowed out to both sides, and Nathan was quite aware of the illusion and earth magic woven into the cloud that was encouraging its spread. 

Neta and Wiam are using it to cover teams two and three, but its going to block my ranged backup’s shots. Should have thought of that. I just need to keep their attention on me. 

The tide of spells continued, and he only dodged the ones that would break up the surface he was running on. A [Maximized Blast Fireball] blew a gigantic hole in the cobbles right in front of Nathan’s feet, and he jumped into a smooth arc, flipping in midair to resume his run without interruption.




	High-tier Tumbling 5 achieved!






Nathan opened his mouth and yelled wordlessly as loudly as he could. He used stamina to boost his voice and encouraged the vibration of his vocal cords with [Perfected Body]. The resulting roar hurt Nathan’s ears and throat similarly as he felt his throat strain with the effort. 




	
Pending utility skill: [Mid-tier Battle Cry]

You have intimidated foes with a loud yell mid-fight. Your cries will be more intimidating and more audible across the din of battle.








Consider it later. 

He leapt at the double-layered shell of force magic that surrounded the stage.With his class and Insights, it would have been trivial to punch a hole in the barrier and get inside. But Nathan needed to destroy the shield entirely - otherwise his allies would be trapped outside the shield, easy pickings to any mages that weren’t focused on him.

And they might figure out how to beat me if I don’t have support. I don’t want to bet that one out of fifty mages won’t have some clever trick that could take me on. I’m not so arrogant to think I can win at fifty-to-one. 

So instead of jumping up on the stage towards the flinching mages, Nathan stopped and spread his hands wide. He burrowed his perception and aura into the geometric structure of the force bubble that wrapped around the entire stage. 

It was a work of art - a carefully crafted architectural marvel of reinforced panes and struts of force mana. In a flash of insight Nathan mapped out the spell and got a glimpse of how the shock of a physical impact would ripple through the entire structure and be bounced back to counter the force. Mana flowed freely through the supporting struts, and would flow to repair any damage. Beyond that, it was tuned to allow spells free passage in one direction - like a trace of inverted antimagic. 




	Magical Perception 6 achieved!






There’s a deep Insight in that spell. But I’m not here to study it, I’m here to tear it apart. Maybe I’ll try to remember it later for Stella. 

Panicked spells continued to shed from Nathan’s skin as he stabbed tendrils of antimagic through the outer panes of the shield into the geodesic struts below. Conjured icicles and large boulders left shallow gashes in Nathan’s skin as his aura was extended away from his body. But then he turned the resonant nature of the spell against itself, and the entire dome shattered away into loose mana. 

Nathan looked up at the stage, where several mages had gathered and drawn weapons to fight him hand-to-hand. He jerked, twitching nearly uncontrollably with one of the worst cases of Stamina overcharge he’d ever felt. 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 4

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 7

Talent 3: High-tier Slow Fall 9





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level 168

Deepened Stamina: 5340/5340

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Assassin of Gemore level40



Regenerative Focus: 419/550

Catastrophic Blows

Stealthy Movement

Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 8

Leadership 2

High-tier Sprinting 5

Magical Perception 6

High-tier Notice 9

High-tier Identify 9

High-tier Dodging Footwork 8

High-tier Enhanced Memory 9

Mid-tier Lecturing 9

High-tier Tumbling 5

Mid-tier Noticeability 5

Low-tier Quiet Movement 3

Low-tier Disguise 2
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Chapter 14 The Red Square


                Nathan leapt upwards, towards the lip of the stage to engage the five yellow-robed mages who’d drawn enchanted weapons and started moving towards him. But the amount of Stamina coursing through his body caused him to overshoot - he was on track to fly entirely over them. 

That was, until he altered his trajectory to slam himself down at the man in the center. The mage had raised a longsword crackling with lightning, and it zapped out as soon as Nathan approached. The tendrils of magic danced above his skin without penetrating his aura, and Nathan’s feet came down above the sword to drive the man to the ground with a crackling of ribs. 

Nathan lashed out one way with his fists, the other way with his aura. [Mage Armor] shattered before and behind as his fist impacted on a metal shield and dented the intricately carved surface inwards even as the enchanted object sought to suck him into an internal storage dimension. The outreaching tendrils of spatial mana broke, and then the object itself exploded as a ball of weapons and a few rotting corpses escaped the internal dimensional space and found they were occupying too small a space.

So that’s what happens if I break a dimensional enchantment. I’m surprised it hasn’t happened before. 

Nathan was shoved backwards by the old blades scraping over his skin. Most failed to penetrate, but a few pierced through. The mage holding the shield had fared far worse without his [Mage Armor] - he’d been pincushioned by the expanding spray of old weapons. 

The woman behind Nathan - whose mage armor he’d broken - fell with a spray of blood as a bullet hit her in the head and overpenetrated to ping off another mage’s armor. The mace she’d been holding clattered to the ground, releasing a spray of prismatic sparks that transfigured the stone it struck into a swarm of ants.

Right. Sarah can see through smoke. Handy skill for a sniper. 

Gravity flickered around Nathan as somebody tried something clever, but he reached out and crushed the unfinished spell before it could fling him into the air. Mages all around Nathan tried to gain distance, but he was able to pick out the old yellow-robed man who’d cast the spell. 

The man exuded an air of calm and confidence even in the chaos, and his yell resonated out across the stage. “You are mages of Giantsrest - you know more than fireball! Be creative!” He reached up with his magic to wrestle with the streamer of lightning that arced from Stella towards the collection of mages. 

Even though the old man was distracted, the other mages heard and obeyed. They cast a dizzying array of spells to hinder and slow Nathan down. The stone in a fifteen foot radius around him tried to soften and become slick with frost all at the same time. His aura enforced a radius of normality around his feet, but then the air around him was all drawn away and the light of the sun intensified to something burning.

Oh this is getting weird. But none of it’s actually slowing me down. 

Nathan lashed out with his antimagic once more, cutting the [Mage Armor] from two more foes as he struck down another with his fists. He was trying to cut his way towards the old man, who was continuing to stall Stella’s magical offensive. But then a wall of rock rose up to cut him off. Bullets flew behind Nathan, but his attention was on the gray-bearded mage who seemed to have become the leader of the assorted Giantsrest mages. 

The man’s eyes blazed as Nathan jumped over the wall of stone, and his voice boomed forth once more. “Use the stone of the stage! He cannot break what is not conjured by magic!” The man abandoned a complicated counterspell directed at Stella, casting a much simpler spell as Nathan closed. 

[Stoneshape] 

Shit. This is what I was afraid of. 

Nathan spread out his aura, preventing the stone directly below from rising up to entomb him, but he still saw the relief on the faces around him as the stone outside the radius of his aura rose up in a large dome that threatened to enclose him. He lashed out with spikes of antimagic to break the shaping spells, but there were dozens of individual wills shaping the conglomerate mass. 

Nathan leapt for the gap in the rapidly-closing dome of rock. The rock stopped moving as he grabbed onto the lip and vaulted through the opening. He looked down at the fifty Giantsrest mages staring up at him and smiled. 

A column of lightning smashed into the center of the mages as Stella’s unchecked magic unleashed its full power. Many of the mages staggered, though only a few [Mage Armor] spells in the epicenter broke, their casters falling as smoking corpses. 

Next, the concealing cloud of smoke and dust was swept away by a friendly wind spell, finally allowing the bulk of Nathan’s ranged support to come to bear. Arrows, bolts and bullets cracked into mages, though most only flinched as the projectiles bounced off of shells of force. A few more with cracked [Mage Armor] went down in sprays of blood. 

Then thirty fighters finally finished closing the distance and slammed into the mages from both sides with a long-suppressed roar of fury. 



Nathan reflected that the [Mage Armor] of Giantsrest was an incredible spell. It required sacrifice - deep Insights of magic and force ingrained into the basic way that somebody cast spells. But the resulting spell produced a series of tough yet invisible panes of magic suspended a few inches above the casters skin that provided a durability equalled only by enchanted plate armor. 

But that protection would fail if battered hard enough, exposing the unarmored flesh beneath. More than a dozen mages fell prey to that fate as the freed elites cut into them, with the Adventurers charging in only a second behind. 

Several other mages were bowled over despite their [Mage Armor] holding firm, but the old artisan mage cast a spell and they were grabbed by pincers of force and dragged away from the advancing Adventurers and into safety. 

Another spell established a semicircular perimeter of waist-high stone whose back was against the dome of rock they’d tried to trap Nathan in. The mages rallied in the defensive position, blasting back melee fighters with bursts of wind or paralyzing them with mental spells. They weren’t fighting so much as trading blows - but the mages could take a hit, and the adventurers couldn’t. Somebody bent aside another column of lightning from Stella, and several spells were hurled towards the ranged fighters. 

They were stabilizing. Even after being attacked from so many directions, the stern command of the elderly mage and sheer power of even simple spells was holding the Giantsrest mages together. 

But they forgot about me. 

Nathan landed in the center of the formation, feet crushing stone. He’d been aiming for the yellow-robed man - but the old artisan mage had seen him coming and blinked away to the edge of the protected space. 

Focus allowed Nathan to lash out precisely with his Antimagic, stripping [Mage Armor] and breaking shields of force from the mages around him as he ran after his quarry. He slammed aside a blue-robed figure who got in his way, barely feeling the impact. Those he ran into were either cut down by ranged fire or hastily recast [Mage Armor].

The yellow robed mage glared at Nathan with suppressed fury and disgust. 

Give me your best shot. I’m going to walk through it and crush your skull. 

Instead the man turned and ran his eye rapidly over the fighting happening along the barricade, where Adventurers and elites dodged magical blasts or struggled against [Paralysis] spells. They struck back with blows that occasionally cracked [Mage Armor], after which the mage either recast the spell in time or fell to the first blow that hit them. 

It was a show of power versus skill, and the artisan zeroed in on one of the greatest displays of skill. Delric Enesto dodged past a spray of ice and shook off a [Stun] to roll over the barrier and knock over the enslavement mage on the other side.

The yellow-robed mage held out his hands and brought them together quickly, slamming his palms together before Nathan could reach him. 

[Crushing Force]

The powerful spell grabbed Delric like a vise. His blackened armor flickered once in an attempt to hold off the crushing force mana before it failed. In a fraction of a second the experienced team leader was crushed into a space too small to allow life. 

Quick as lightning the older mage turned towards his next target and drew his hands apart once more. 

Nathan urged every piece of acceleration possible out of each step. But time slowed down even beyond what Focus allowed as he followed the man’s eyes to his next target. 

Khachi wasn’t breaching the line, but he was contributing more to the offensive than any other single Adventurer. Flares of golden light broke mental spells and dazzled mages even as he snapped off healing where needed. His constant glow attracted the eye, and many mages sent spells at him - often ignoring the Adventurers who were closer or more threatening. But Khachi’s glowing shield shed fireballs and blasts of ice like water off a roof. 

But the same wasn’t true of [Crushing Force]. The spell seemed to squash in from every direction at once, and the glow coming from the [Divine Justicar] flickered. 

“My divinity is greater than your magic!” Holy light shone forth brighter than before, and the yellow-robed mage blinked in surprise as his spell broke.




	High-tier Sprinting 6 achieved!






Then Nathan cannonballed into the gray-bearded man. Shoulders crushed ribs as they both went flying into the backs of the line of mages in a sprawl of limbs. A series of quick strikes meant Nathan was the only one to emerge from the pile, and elites were already swarming through the hole in the defenses. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 44. You have slain the master artisan mage Thulio dho Pelogi.






Nathan leapt to his feet, seeing that the mages were crumbling with their line broken and without the supporting spells of the mages inside the perimeter. Stella had ceased fire, not wanting to risk hitting her allies with the pillar of lightning. 

The mages were beset from both sides and Nathan ran down the line, breaking [Mage Armor] with a line of outstretched aura. Several mages seemed to try and surrender, but the elites cut them down without question. The Adventurers were similarly merciless. 

It’s hard to keep a mage with mental magic captive. I’m not surprised they don’t try. 

A figure visible to Nathan as a shimmering outline cut down the last three mages in two elegant motions before Aarl flickered into visibility. He stood over the last three bodies in his futuristic-looking armor, then looked up at everybody else and raised his sword high. 

Olad was the first one to shout. “Victory! Freedom!” He lifted bloodied fists to the sky and everybody in the square joined in for a long shout of exhilaration. 




	Implacable Antimage has levelled to180! You and your allies have defeated the gathered mages of Halsmet.






Even as the cheer continued, Nathan found himself looking around at the group of his allies. Counting. The stone of the stage was mauled by spellcasting and slick with blood from both sides. Bodies were strewn around, and not all of them were dressed in the robes of the Ascendent Academy. 

There are… twelve missing. We started this with thirty seven. I count twenty five still standing. But all of the Heirs are ok. 

Khachi was leaning over, golden light shining from his eyes and hands as he slowly lifted up one of the Adventurers. The woman wore the blackened breastplate of the Old Hands, and it looked like she’d caught a fireball on her shield. That arm had been blown off, and the metal of her armor had been cracked and driven into her torso. 

The golden light from Khachi’s hands soaked into her skin, and the metal shoved back out of the wounds. Her breathing eased as ribs audibly shifted, and the arm grew back to the elbow, though no farther. 

He’s come a long way. I remember when he still had to align bones before healing. 

Nathan shook himself, looking around quickly for others who he might be able to help, but the other Adventurers were ahead of him. Vhala helped a young slave-elite reset his leg before feeding him a healing potion. It was Turbang, who’d warned them about the mages gathered in the square. 

Some of the members of the Oath of Tulin were sorting through the other bodies to see if any of them could be saved by healing. A few times one of them called for Khachi, but only a few. Magic could be lethal - and when the mages had realized they were going to be overwhelmed many of them had decided to ensure they brought somebody with them.

Nathan pulled himself away from watching the magical healing because he couldn’t do anything to help. He had a great deal of experience healing himself, but [Perfected Body] was personal - and couldn’t be extended to somebody else. 

Instead he studied the gatehouse that dominated one side of the square. It led to Exea’s mansion - and probably the last holdout of mages that could contest the city. Nobody stood atop the gatehouse, and the wall didn’t have a walkway on top of it. 

But they have to be watching. Now would be a good time for them to attack, while we regroup. 

Sarah came up beside him, joining him in studying the edifice. “One more barrier.” 

He nodded his acknowledgement but didn’t take his eyes off the building. Something moved faintly behind one of the arrow slits and Nathan pointed at it. “Second from the left, movement.” 

Pistol bullets cracked into the opening before Nathan was even finished speaking. All of the adventurers looked over, but after there was no response they continued about their tasks. 

“Any notification for a kill?” Nathan asked Sarah. 

She shook her head wordlessly as more Adventurers came to join the group watching the gate. 

Stella arrived, glaring at the gatehouse. “Next time I’m fighting from closer. The mana was easy for them to slap aside because of the distance.”

Vhala and Lycaste came to stand next to Nathan. The big orc looked around curiously. “Where’s Delric?” 

Nathan sighed. “Dead. One of the artisan mages - [Crushing Force]. I got him.” 

Vhala winced. “Spells of the Giant. All of your skill and preparation, and a single mage can snuff your flame with a word.” 

They regarded the obviously enchanted gate for a moment before Nathan spoke aloud. “I could probably just walk up to it and open it. Then I’ll go for Exea. I’ll probably need support after.”

“That’s an easy target for our foes - they’ll expect it.” Lycaste gauged the gate. “It is likely barred and spelled, and if we knock first then who knows what spells will be in the air? It would be better to blast our way in together. You disrupt their magical response, then we all strike before they set up another.”

“Climb over?” Vhala said. “Might be a good way to take them by surprise. The side that strikes is the side that wins.”

Nathan shook his head, extending his aura and magical senses to be sure nobody was magically eavesdropping on them. “I can’t disenchant the entire wall, and I bet the spells to prevent climbing are lethal. I could go over, but it would be just me. I don’t think I can take whatever’s in there all on my own. We should go through the gatehouse. Maybe I break the magic and then we blow it open with a spell?” He gestured to Stella. 

Lycaste glanced over and chewed on his lip. “Then you’re in the way of the spell, and we gotta keep the gate clear. I’d prefer the Caxol kid aim at blocking the worst of the magic thrown our way on the other end of the gate.” 

“Artha could knock down that gate if it weren’t spelled.” Vhala gestured to the big treeborn. “He’s got the skills. Want to knock down the innermost gate of Halsmet?” 

The big elk-centaur’s eyes danced with amusement as he surveyed Nathan. “My hooves will dance to this path. There is no worthier cause.” 

He said the same thing to me after they found me outside Taeol’s tower - to convince me to fight back.

Nathan spent a second reflecting on the crush he’d once had on Artha. When he’d first come to Davrar, the well-muscled treeborn had ignited a strong attraction within Nathan. He’d been lost and angry in those first days, and Artha had taken the attention Nathan paid him and used it to focus Nathan on the fight against Giantsrest. 

It was almost manipulation - but I agree with the path he set me on. 

Really, Nathan had been attracted to a lot of people in the first few weeks. He had worried it was affecting his decision making. But that had died down over time. 

I wonder why. Maybe exposure. People tend to be fit and attractive on Davrar. Maybe my bar has risen. More likely I was looking for somebody then - as I was on Earth - but now I’m not. I’ve got other priorities. Other Paths, where romance would be a distraction. 

He let the internal dialogue pass without comment, making a note to consider the issue later. For now, they needed to solve the issue of Exea’s mansion. Nathan spoke to the assembling group. “Let’s do it - the more time we wait, the more likely they strike first. Artha and I charge the front gate and bust it open. I protect him from magic and we’ll go for the mages inside to keep the gate clear. Then everybody else comes after. Stella’s to provide shields and the trickery mages keep the enemy confused.” 

There were nods all around, then Olad clanked his gauntlets together. “Then let’s go! The mage-breaker kills the archmage, just as he took the last one. Freedom or death!” 

The last three words were delivered as a shout, and taken up by the rest of the elites in the square. 

Well, it was unlikely we’d have complete surprise anyway. We can hope that our enemies are at least scared, and maybe running. I wonder if Exea’s already teleported out.

Artha unlimbered his battering-ram sized staff and gestured for Nathan to go for the gate. His voice was barely audible under the shouting. “I’ll strike after you do.”
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Chapter 15 Death at the Gates


                Nathan studied the enchanted gatehouse as the cheers of the freed elites rang in his ears. To his sides, the adventurers made final preparations. Egall tagged Aarl with an [Invisibility]. Sarah slipped an enchanted round into her rifle and drew it to her shoulder. 

I suppose there’s no sense waiting any longer. I hope no other archmages get involved. They’re probably hesitant because Taeol’s dead, they don’t know what killed him and they don’t want to teleport into this situation. But Badud could mess everything up. I hope he’s busy. 

And with that thought in mind, Nathan charged the last gate of Halsmet. It was a single slab of metal engraved with arcane symbols, and he stretched out his magical perception to find a truly forbidding working of protection and denial laid into the material. 

This door wasn’t made by Giantsrest - I think it was stolen from a Kalis conclave dungeon. It’s got the same immaculate mana flow as the rest of their enchantments. But clearly not integrated well into the surrounding structure. 

As Nathan ran, he used all of his mental enhancements to map out the Giantsrest-produced enchantments surrounding the gate - and how they communicated with it. It was like somebody had used hot glue to attach a railgun to a galleon. The Giantsrest spellwork was using a tiny fraction of the door’s capabilities, and mostly telling it when to open and when to blast the person who tried to open it without the proper permissions. 

Based on the spatial mana in there it wouldn't surprise me if the door could be hooked up to a teleportation network of some kind, but Giantsrest is just relying on it to be mostly indestructible and to super-disintegrate whoever they tell it to. I bet Exea’s expecting that to happen to me. 

Normally it would be easier to go through the wall than the door, but the weakest element of this link is really where the door connects to the rest of the wall. 




	High-tier Identify 10 achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this utility skill! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight to develop it to the next level. As it is high-tier, the kind of Insight will greatly affect how it develops.






Instead of going for the door itself, Nathan leapt into the air, aiming for the keystone of the arch. That was where the enchantment on the gatehouse interfaced with the door, and that was what he would need to disable so that the magical door stopped thinking it was part of an intact structure. 

At the apogee of his jump Nathan slammed his elbow into the stone, using the momentum-based skills of [Implacable Antimage] to propel a spike of antimagic deep into the enchantment even as physical force sent cracks running through the block of stone. As he fell he bent tendrils of antimagic around the door and ripped them through the jury-rigged hinges on the far side.

He landed and put his shoulder against the gate, pushing hard. The magic of the ancient artifact buzzed uncomfortably next to Nathan’s ear, but the portal didn’t budge. 

I think it’s fastened with a physical bar. 

Then Artha arrived. The [Heavyhoof Charger] was clad in enchanted armor and stood nearly nine feet tall. His lower half was that of an elk, and together with his armor he had to weigh a thousand pounds. All of the energy of his charge was delivered in the end of his enchanted staff, slamming into the gate like a horizontal piledriver. 

He struck in the center of the gate with a roar, following through on the blow with his entire body. The gate slammed backwards faster than simple physics would explain, the hinges and bolt torn from the wall by Artha’s tremendous blow. The slab of inviolable metal pinwheeled backwards, crashing and sparking against the stone plaza beyond.

The big elk-man’s momentum carried him through the gatehouse and into the space beyond, where about sixty figures waited. In the center was an old woman propped up in a litter carried by six oiled and muscular young men. She was dressed in an elaborate tunic and was festooned with jewelry. Beady eyes fixed on Nathan and Artha with peeved rage.

That’d be Exea. She looks like she wants to tell us exactly how we offended her. In great detail. 

To the sides of the archmage were several more robe-clad graduates of the Ascendent Academy - a few enforcement and enslavement mages, along with two handsome entertainment mages. 

Spread out in an arc in front of her were at least fifty slaves. Four of them were elites, two of whom weren’t wearing helmets. 

Yes. The ones who pretended. Whose loyalty lies with Giantsrest. 

Another twenty were normal slave-soldiers. The rest looked like household slaves - a dozen more young men gleaming with oil and then the cooks and cleaners and scribes of the household staff. More of them were clustered in the gardens beyond, clutching crossbows and starting to level them at Nathan and Artha. 

Nathan scrambled to keep up with Artha, but the big elk-man was charging ahead. He was following the cartwheeling gate as it knocked aside everybody in its path, roaring as he went straight for Exea. 

Shit, I thought we’d go in together, where I could stretch my aura out in front of him. I didn’t think he’d get ahead of me by busting through the gate and maintaining his speed. All I need to do is catch up while she’s talking. Slow down Artha, calm your Rage!

One of the pink-robed mages cast a broad force shield that sparkled with an iridescent sheen. It stopped the bouncing slab of enchanted metal in its tracks, blocking Artha. The Treeborn skidded on his hooves to avoid slamming into the barrier. 

Another mage gestured, shooting a potent bolt of ice to detonate Stella’s fireball harmlessly overhead. 

Then an enchanted rifle bullet smashed through the prismatic barrier and tore into the [Mage Armor] in front of Exea’s face, penetrating three layers of magical protection with a shower of iridescent sparks. At the last moment the bullet deflected past Exea’s head, grooving her cheek and tearing off a chunk of ear instead of landing between her eyes.

The archmage’s mouth snapped shut as she felt at the bloody gouge. Her face mottled and her eyes bugged out as true rage overtook peevish annoyance. The spell that followed had no build-up, cast as casually as one would swear.

[Tripled Empowered Disintegrate] 

Three familiar beams of magical power speared out from the archmage’s palm. One was aimed at Artha, one was aimed at Nathan, and another was aimed over Nathan’s shoulder - toward the gate and the Adventurers beyond. The spells looked like any other cast of [Disintegrate], but to Nathan’s magical senses they seemed sharper, like a scalpel reaching out to excise their targets from the world. 

Nathan was a dozen feet behind Artha and catching up with every moment. In the split second to think afforded by Focus, Nathan felt despair slice through him. He couldn’t save the Treeborn. He might be able to stretch his aura that far, but he wasn’t at all sure that it would be enough to block such a powerful spell. 

Even trying would also leave Nathan himself vulnerable - which he couldn’t afford to do. To reach his Aura that far, he would have to strip the protection from his own body - and Exea would slaughter every single Adventurer here without him. Nathan had to deal with her now, which meant he couldn’t take a minute to regenerate a disintegrated torso. There was also the third beam. Nathan couldn’t see who it was aimed at, but it would kill whoever it hit. 

It’s probably aimed at Sarah, who shot the bullet. Though that beam can probably kill more than one person.

The justifications swept through Nathan’s Focus-enhanced mind as he took action, stretching his aura up a few feet to catch the third ray of sickly light even as the second one hit him in the chest. The magic was powerful, and he staggered to a stop from the impact. It gave him a great view of Artha’s form dissolving into thin dust before his eyes. 

Because I fucked up. Why did I let Artha go through first? I didn’t think this through - of course he’d carry momentum through breaking the gate, I didn’t think about how speed would impact the plan. Then he was Raging and charged straight at the largest threat. If I’d been closer to him I could have caught all of the magic. 

What a banal thing to lead to Artha’s death. 

The spell didn’t quit, and it took Nathan’s full attention to master the magic that sought to consume him. The beam of magic he’d caught with his aura sent out questing tendrils of destruction to destroy whatever had interfered even as the spell aimed at Nathan’s chest crackled against his skin with an energy precisely tuned to annihilate covalent bonds. 

Disrupt the organization, absorb the raw power of the spell. I’m not matching power for power, I’m stealing it. Taking it and using it to kill the bitch who killed Artha.




	Aura of Antimagic 5 achieved!






Stamina poured into Nathan faster than he could spend it. His Rage redoubled, then expanded again, chilling and growing vast. [Battle Meditation] splintered and failed in the face of Nathan’s grief - and Rage. 

I shouldn’t have let him die - he was my first mentor, my first friend. I can avenge him. 

There were tears on Nathan’s face as he resumed his charge towards the archmage of Halsmet. 

The slave-elites stood in Nathan’s way, but Focus made it seem like they were moving in slow motion. His unchained Rage let him move faster than ever before. He spent Stamina in torrents, and it felt like he was moving through bullet time. He was unconsciously using [Slow Fall] to pull himself down with every movement, keeping himself in contact with the ground even when the forces exerted by each step should have launched him into the air. 




	High-tier Slow Fall 10 Achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this Talent! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight to develop it to the next level. As it is high-tier, the kind of Insight will greatly affect how it develops.






The armored slave-elites moved in coordination to cut Nathan down, but he dodged each of their attacks with graceful speed. He spun past the men, crushing the skull of one of those without a helmet and accepting a deep cut along one arm from the other that foamed with poison before quickly closing.

Serves the idiot right. Small-minded traitor. 




	High-tier Dodging Footwork 9 achieved!






The next obstacle was the iridescent wall of force, which Nathan shattered with a flick of aura. Beyond that was Exea in her litter - and the mages surrounding her. The archmage’s expression had shifted from anger to horror at Nathan’s survival and implacable charge. Her mouth worked in slow motion, then shaped into familiar syllables as she raised a hand in front of her. 

[Tele-

Nathan leapt at her, flying into the air as his aura speared out in front of him. It narrowed and thinned, smashing through layer after layer of magical defenses to make contact with the archmage’s outstretched palm.

-port] 

Exea vanished from her chair, but not without leaving something behind. Nathan had disrupted the spell with the faintest touch of his antimagic - and her dismembered arm fell to the litter. The rings and bangles covering the limb clanked against the wood of the litter a moment before Nathan landed on it, shattering the chair with a scream of Rage. 

The fury enhanced Nathan’s aura, making it into a hungry thing that almost had a mind of its own. It latched onto the mental magic on the slaves around him and they staggered, dropping the remains of the litter as the controlling magic was dispelled. 

Nathan rose out of the shattered pile of wood and fabric. He glared around at the mages who were nothing but targets. It felt like the weight of his glare should strike them dead.

Not yet. But no more of my friends die to cleanse this filth.

The crossbow-wielding slaves had finally started to react, and Nathan leapt and twirled through the air to dodge a volley of enchanted bolts. The seeking magics on the projectiles failed to lock onto him, and they weren’t guided by skills. But there were a lot of them. 

Having a dozen crossbow bolts sticking out of me might slow me down enough the mages could do more damage. Not going to happen. 




	High-tier Tumbling 6 achieved!






The magic-users in question were already backing up, but their eyes widened as he twisted in midair and landed before the group. A few threw spells towards him, but most turned and ran. 

No quarter. 

Nathan chased them, striking down the ones who stood and fought with single blows. He punched through chests, crushed necks and cracked skulls. Then he moved onto those who ran. None of these mages could fly, and even those who used magic to accelerate themselves couldn’t keep ahead of his grasping hands and the crushing blows that followed. 




	High-tier Sprinting 7 achieved!






Then there were those who hid. Both pink-robed entertainment mages were quite adept at illusions, weaving themselves seamlessly into the shrubbery of the adjoining garden. It didn’t fool Nathan at all. 

More bolts flew at him, but they were poorly aimed because the slaves shooting them clearly didn’t have any practice - much less classes or skills around the weapons. He dodged through the fire effortlessly. 

An advanced student was the last. They’d cast [Invisibility] and were trying to sneak into the large mansion when Nathan caught up and dashed their head against the building, leaving a splash of red across the stones. The spell faded to reveal a skinny young man, terror writ across what was left of his face. 

Nathan turned away, feeling grimly satisfied. He was painted in gore from his hands to his elbows, with more splashed across his face and chest. Heavy steps approached, and Nathan whirled, ready to fight again. 

But it was Olad, who grimaced as he lashed out with a hand to deflect a crossbow bolt that zapped at him with streamers of lightning. He pointed a hand back towards the crowd. “Stretch out your hand, Mage-Breaker. Free these people!”

Oh. Right. 

Nathan shook himself and his Rage began retreating, like a storm surge beginning its path back to the ocean. He reoriented towards the slaves scattered among the battlefield. The mages were all dead, and some of the slave-soldiers were beginning to keel over from the failsafes that activated if they were about to be captured. Aarl stood over the last of the enemy elites, who lay bisected on the ground.

Across the plaza freed elites were skirmishing with clusters of slaves, keeping them fighting without inflicting any real damage. The Adventurers had picked up on the approach, and had started to do the same. The mages of the towers of trickery cast illusions to confuse those with crossbows and make the battle seem like it was close, instead of already over. 

Everybody was delaying the end of the fighting so that Nathan could save people from the spells in their own head. 

Time to get to it. 

He circled the fighting, unraveling the magic even as it teetered on the edge of unleashing lethal spells on their carriers. It wasn’t a challenging task - these mental spells were sophisticated in their control of the slaves, but the failsafes were no more than basic killswitches that would activate as their charges were being captured. 

As if the person who cast the spells didn’t believe that their slaves could be freed, but the failsafe was a basic part of the spell so they didn’t bother taking it out. I got lucky. If this had been cast by somebody more paranoid then a lot more of these people would already be dead. I guess they don’t put the deluxe versions on dishwashers. 

As he ran, Nathan’s emotions roiled with the events of the last few minutes. Artha was dead - and it had been avoidable. If they’d taken more time to think through the approach he would probably still be alive. 

But we were in a hurry. We wanted to prevent Exea from acting. 

The recriminations and excuses whirled around in Nathan’s head, along with the new revelations around his Rage. 

I’ve been neutering the power of my Rage with [Battlefield Meditation]. But without it - I will kill without thought. That’s terrifying.

Finally, he finished his circuit, laying his hand on the forehead of a matronly old woman with flour on her apron who had been clasping a crossbow with trembling arms. The weapon fell from her limp fingers and she collapsed to her knees, tears leaking down her face. 

Nathan looked around the plaza carpeted with dazed ex-slaves, seeing the occasional splash of red from where he’d slain their masters. He looked across the fabulous gardens to the mansion - more of a palace - from which the archmage Exea dha Humal had ruled Halsmet. 

We did it. The city’s free. Or at least mostly free. From here it’s digging out holdouts, not fighting for supremacy. But Giantsrest will try to take it back. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 50. You have badly wounded the archmage Exea dha Humal, displaced her from her place of power and killed many of her minions.









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to 193. You have defeated the last organized Gianstrest resistance in the city of Halsmet, slaying many mages in the process and driving off an archmage.






— 

While the freed elites stayed in the plaza, the Adventurers sent off a flurry of messages and then stormed through the mansion. They were looking for any remaining mages and the controls for the city-wide enchantments. They found that the building was deserted.

Objects were abandoned throughout the palatial building. It looked like every single occupant had been called away in a single moment, leaving the day-to-day objects of their professions behind. The kitchens still had fires burning in the hearths and cleaning cloths were abandoned in the grand ballroom. 

Nathan followed the threads of the enchantments to the back of the building, where heavy doors guarded Exea’s personal rooms. There were luxuries that would not have been out of place in the richest of homes on Earth, and more beyond. The bathing area had an enormous enchanted hot tub that could have fit twenty, as well as what looked like a bubble of water suspended in zero-gravity. 

That looks easy to drown in. 

Beyond all of that was yet another layer of magical protections that guarded the bedroom and the nexus of magic that controlled the detection enchantments and more. With the Heirs at his back, Nathan broke the magical locks and threw the doors wide open. He scanned the room inside, wary of stepping into the room lest he break magic that would be needed to help Gemore secure their new conquest. 

 

The space beyond them looked like a lower-quality duplicate of the control room Nathan had seen underneath the Edrani Empire defensive outpost, with enchanted tables replete with dials and lights. The tables ringed an illusionary map of Halsmet, with various glowing lights indicating the positions of people tracked by the detection enchantments. 

Most surprising was that Faline was inside the room, crouched over a black-robed figure and in her familiar gorgeous black-clad assassin guise. She looked up and gave them all a high-voltage smile. “Hear me, this has been a day beyond prophecy.”
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Chapter 16 A City Falls


                Nathan just blinked at Faline for a moment. “How did you get in here?” More adventurers caught up to him and goggled at the elite Adventurer for a moment. 

“This muckgrabber’s asshole.” She prodded the body she was crouched over, a victorious smile on her face. “I saw him watching you. Almost killed him there, but decided to watch and only intervene if he did. He thought about it, but all his assassination tools are magical, and he wasn’t stupid.” She pulled out a wand and spun it between her fingers before it vanished into her robe. 

“Ah - here.” A large gem glinted in the assassin’s hand. She inspected it with a sultry smile before her gaze moved languidly back to Nathan. “The Nails have long feuded with Exea, and he decided to sneak in here and purge the enchantments.” 

The assassin gestured towards a dark corner of the room, where a hidden door stood open. “I knew there was a hidden passage into this place, and would have traded a grand Insight for the secret. But the Nail knew it, and he had this.”

She held up the iridescent gem, which glinted with many colors. “This is a keystone for the Halsmet enchantments. It will unlock the magic which would normally be keyed to Exea’s hands.” She walked around the magical control room to the master panel. In front of it was an incredibly overstuffed armchair, almost a throne of fluff. 

Faline glanced over at Nathan. “I’d be filled with sadness if this chair is trapped. Can you…?” 

He took a second to process her request, then stepped gingerly into the room, trying not to brush up against anything important. 

I’m stuck somewhere between grief, vindication and anxiety right now. I just want a good meal and to stare at a wall for a while. But Giantsrest will be coming… and this city isn’t fully reclaimed. There’s so much to do. 

He scanned his perception through the chair, puzzling through the assortment of enchantments on the furniture. 

There’s nothing in there to explode. A triggered shield of some kind, but otherwise it’s just an automatically adjusting temperature-controlled chair that can massage people. It probably took somebody a year to enchant that, so Exea could sit in comfort at this table.

Nathan suppressed a burst of Rage that almost caused him to spontaneously disenchant the enchantments. He consciously activated [Battlefield Meditation] for the first time since his unhinged rage. A clarity swept through him, pushing back the anxiety and stress as he waved Faline toward the chair.

It’s just a chair. Save it for the actual bad guys. Not their chairs.

Faline was watching him with pursed lips and a frown on her face. “Who died?” 

“Artha.” Nathan met her eyes, and the other Adventurers shifted behind him. “He broke down the gate, and Exea disintegrated him.”

She closed her eyes and nodded deeply. “A brave man, and a worthy act. Remember unto Endings.” Her eyes opened. “Have you added another Archmage to your tally of deeds?” 

“Fled.” The voice was Khachi’s, as he stepped into the room. Even here he glowed with divine light, and he eyed Faline with a small level of suspicion. “What is your intent for that stone?”

She sat in the chair with evident satisfaction before slotting the gem into a central slot on the enchanted panel. The entire room thrummed slightly as the enchantments switched from standby to active, and the dials all around the room lit up. The assassin reached out to manipulate the controls hesitantly. They had labels, but they were clearly intended for somebody with more familiarity with the system. 

Nathan meanwhile was busy absorbing every scrap of information he could about the control center though his magical senses. This was the center of the spiderweb, the place where all of the signals from all the enchantments across the city came together. He traced incoming magic, feeling for meaning behind the interplay of mana.

Stella dragged Egall into the room, looking around in wonder. “How does this place work?” 

Nathan was the one to answer. “It’s based on the Edrani empire system. The consoles don’t just look similar, the whole design is copied over. But shittier.” He closed his eyes, not needing to see the changing displays. He could sense the magic inside of them, flowing back and forth. 

This is like understanding a pretty awful logic circuit. It would take forever - but I can see the state of every node, and the setting on every gate. 

“Stop.” He pointed at Faline’s hand, frozen from where it was twisting a dial. “You were about to overload the power of the detection enchantment. It would burn out in only one or two pulses on that setting.” 

He couldn’t see her face, but the response was annoyed. “Then how do I change the settings? I want it to display Giantsrest mages still in the city.” 

Egall moved towards a specific console along the wall. “This one controls the targeting. I’ve seen things like this before - but not this complicated.”

Nathan traced the lines of magic that flowed in and out of the indicated portion of the enchantment. He furrowed his brow. “Yeah. That's it. And then…” 

“What does the rest of this do?” Stella was walking around the room in a semicircle. “There’s so much magic.” 

Information flowed through Nathan, and he burned through the last few scraps of focus left to hold it all in his head. He remembered everything he’d felt in the control system underneath the Edrani empire outpost. He hadn’t had the same level of magical perception or understanding then, but he’d stuck his hand through the most important piece of it.

 

Power was flowing away from the center of the room, and information flowed back to populate the large illusion. Nathan frowned, knowing what was missing. In the Edrani empire outpost, there’d been a big magical crystal - which wasn’t present here. Then he figured out what was going on. 

“This entire thing - it’s powered by a crystal stuck in a dimensional space anchored under the illusion. That button would blow it up.” He pointed to a small and unobtrusive orange button near Faline’s elbow. “This entire console is for power distribution, not overall control.” 

“Teach a mage to light a candle, fighter. I dread to smother…” The sneering voice of Ayen cut off as somebody cuffed him. 

Nathan’s focus ran over the memories of all the times in the past few days he’d interacted with different portions of the city-wide enchantments. The different portions all worked slightly differently, and he could sense the connections that converged on this room, threading through individual consoles and towards the central node. Each had a different flavor and focus. 




	High-tier Enhanced Memory 10 achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this utility skill! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight to develop it to the next level. As it is high-tier, the kind of Insight will greatly affect how it develops.






His Focus ran out entirely, but Nathan was pretty sure he’d figured everything out. Eyes still closed, he pointed to the different consoles around the wall in turn. “That’s the inner wall security grid. The next one is for the outer wall, and the one next to it can spend mana to reinforce or even rebuild different portions of the walls. This one regulates spatial spells inside the city. I think the inactive one over there can project a massively powerful force spell over the mansion, or a less powerful one over the inner city. The one Egall is next to is for controlling the detection grids. That one is some kind of announcement system, but it can also block [Messages] in and out of the city if we route it enough mana.” 

He opened his eyes to see everybody in the room staring at him, even as his understanding of the room settled. He still couldn’t touch any of the consoles, but he was confident he could achieve any result that was needed from the room. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Identify] utility skill into [Magical Intuition].

Utility skill [Magical Intuition]: 

You will easily understand complex magic, even from incomplete evidence. This skill extends to spells, enchantments and other magical effects, but not natural phenomena. Will enhance your understanding of mana types and spellwork.








And Eldred dismissed [Enhanced Memory] when I asked him if he wanted it - but it was key to figuring this thing out and letting me Develop [Identify]. [Magical Intuition] lost some breadth - it doesn’t apply to nonmagical things anymore. That’s a bit of a loss, but magic is where I need the help. I’ve spent two decades understanding the physical world, but only half a year on the thaumaturgical one. 

Stella had moved over to the spatial console. “How do I stop [Teleport] from working?” 

Nathan coached her through the process. Faline obeyed with amusement, refusing to give up Exea’s control couch. 

In short order they blocked teleport spells within the city. Then Stella and the other mages spent a moment sending and receiving last-minute [Messages] before they blocked those off as well. Finally, they reversed the detection enchantment so it would latch onto anybody bearing a mage mark. 

Faline looked down at the map of Halsmet, marked with every surviving mage of Giantsrest still in the city. They were scattered around the inner city. Cut off from each other and leaderless. 

She looked up from the map, and her bared teeth were a promise of bloodshed. 

“Time to hunt.” 

—

They quickly organized into teams to chase down the remaining mages. The Adventurers and freed elites allowed themselves to be tagged by the detection enchantment so they would show up on the map. Vhala took charge of the control room, using some volunteers from the household staff as runners to keep everybody in touch. 

Before Nathan left, she waved him over. The dark-skinned woman’s face was hard, and she didn’t speak for a second. 

Nathan spoke first. “I’m sorry about Artha - I couldn’t…” He trailed off. 

“I would trade a grand Insight that he be the last of my comrades to fall.” Vhala’s words were careful, even though her tone was bitter as she studied the holographic map of the city. “Remember ‘till Endings - and hold what his death has gained. We are isolated, and if those mages group together they could challenge us. Kill more Adventurers. Kill those who could be freed.” 

The middle-aged woman tossed her head, the beads in her dreadlocks clicking as she fixed Nathan with a steely gaze. “I have heard of Harthi. You have captured the mages of Giantsrest before."

He nodded, waiting for her to continue. 

“Do not do so now. We are too few in number, and I would not invite a soul eater into our village. Kill them, and move on. We will attempt to free as many slaves as we can, but we will not try to save the mages. By our blood Halsmet belongs to Giantsrest no longer, and I will follow that light above all others.” 

Faline stepped out of the shadows to the side. “Every mage that escapes is one more voice that will argue to retake this city - their home.”

Nathan nodded once. His Rage still boiled under the surface, and he smiled as he imagined killing those who had held power in this city. 

These are the consequences coming home to roost for Giantsrest - consequences for how they treated their slaves. This was never going to be a clean fight. If we want to truly challenge Giantsrest, I can’t be squeamish about this. 

Vhala gave him instructions on his first target, where two mages were huddled on the second floor of a building only a few streets away from the main square. She was sending other groups after slavemasters or isolated mages, with instructions to avoid challenging slave-soldiers until Nathan was present to break their collars. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 55! You have killed Heuld dho Wayt and Cifri dha Wayt by taking them by surprise!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to196! You have slain two Enslavement mages of Giantsrest.






The messenger system Vhala was using was much less convenient than the [Message] spell - but the inconvenience was far worse for their enemies. 

Nathan’s next target was hiding in a closet, his panicked breathing making it easy to track him down even if Nathan hadn’t been able to feel his mana from two rooms away. He was trying to cast [Message] every thirty seconds, and whimpering in fear every time the spell failed. 

The slaves in that house bore the marks of a violent temper, and Nathan felt no guilt about the next set of levels. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 58! You have killed Arht dho Idham as he cowered in fear!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to198! You have slain an artisan mage of Giantsrest.






As Nathan left, he passed a few of the ex-slaves from Exea’s mansion. They bowed their heads and gave him Giantsrest-style salutes. Once he was past they went into the house and spoke calming words to the newly-freed slaves within, who were in various states of emotional breakdown now that the magic on them had been broken.

Good. I was a little bit worried about what would happen now. They’ve always had the mages as masters, and now that they’re gone I was worried about anarchy. But there’s still organization, and it's one that values kindness. 

He joined back up with the Heirs and some freed elites for the next target - where several mages were assembling in one of the squares in front of the mansion on the third hill. They’d assembled a force of slave-soldiers and Slavemasters, and were trying to decide if they should retake the control room or flee the city when the Heirs found them. 

Nathan turned the corner and caught the first fireball, which guttered and died in his hand. That simple action spread fear among the half-dozen mages ahead of him. 

The fear turned to outright panic after Sarah harvested the slavemasters with a rapid volley of pistol fire from a nearby rooftop. Then Stella focused a viciously powerful light spell on the leading mage, rapidly cycling the color of the spell until his [Mage Armor] shattered and the man screamed as his flesh reddened and his clothes burst into flames. 

The mages broke and ran. 

“Did you have to make it so bright?” Sarah yelled down, trying to blink away the spots as she aimed. She still managed to clip one of the retreating mages with her rifle, the heavy bullet making the woman stagger and fall even through her [Mage Armor]. 

Stella yelled back. “If I never use my light spells in combat, I’ll never Develop them!” 

Oh - I can probably Develop [Slow Fall] to [Airwalking] now - Kia gave me the Insight for that. But she also said that it was best done in combat. The bar is lower for Talents when you’re in a fight. What we’re doing now doesn’t count. I’ll wait until I get into an actual fight. 

Aarl and Nathan chased down the remaining mages. Khachi didn’t join them, merely holding off the slave-soldiers until Nathan could return and free them of their collars. Nathan could feel the cleric’s heavy gaze as he stomped on the fallen woman’s skull, but the wolf-man didn’t say anything to interrupt.




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 62! You have slain Benrir dho Moha and Jachi dha Moha, and exterminated a minor house of Giantsrest!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to 202! You and your team have killed a group of mages and freed their slaves.






Then Nathan bid the Heirs goodbye, since they were needed in different places. They were being sent after any mages in the streets, since the combination of Stella’s spells and Sarah’s rifle usually allowed them to quickly and easily dispatch their foes without much danger. 

As the only other complete Adventuring team left in the city, the Oath of Tulin was hunting down slavemasters and the occasional weak mages. Faline was semi-independently going after isolated mages, and small groups of freed elites were scouting and attacking opportunistically. 

Meanwhile, Nathan was the answer to a dozen different problems. He was directed to any large concentrations of slaves or particularly powerful mages, alternatingly delivering freedom or death. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 65! You have slain Acur dho Jolb!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to203! You have killed an enslavement mage of Giantsrest!






In the process, he sprinted back and forth over the city, often outrunning the messengers sent out with updates and further instructions. His knowledge of the city grew, and Nathan learned the shortcuts and streets of Halsmet as he hunted his enemies through it. But with [Perfected Body] he never ran out of breath, and he never had to slow down from burning muscles. 




	High-tier Sprinting 7 achieved!






He freed hundreds of slaves, perfecting his abilities to break the myriad slavery enchantments of Giantsrest without any danger, no matter how paranoid the enchanter. 




	Magical Intuition 2 achieved!






The reaction to freedom varied widely - but most of the slaves reacted with extreme emotion of one form or another. Sometimes it passed quickly, replaced by a grim determination or exhausted relief. Other times people seemed to slip into near-catatonia. Nathan spared a few quick words for each group, affirming their freedom and challenging them to be responsible for themselves. 




	Leadership 3 achieved!






But he always moved on. There were more places he needed to be. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 67! You have slain Reche dha Pelogi and Diverus dho Dodra!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to204! You have killed an enslavement mage of Giantsrest and their apprentice!






The freed slaves spread like a tide in the cleared areas, occupying the richest of homes and caring for the people Nathan left behind. Some served as extra messengers or scouts for Vhala, and her hold over the city grew firmer. 

A few mages tried to use their slaves as hostages, proclaiming loudly that they’d kill all of them if anybody prevented them from leaving the city. Nathan snuck up on them, sometimes disguising himself as a slave, other times just avoiding their attention and dropping off a roof to snap their necks. 




	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 70! You have slain Timen dho Beltosk!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to206! You have killed an artisan mage of Giantsrest and saved their hostages.









	Mid-tier Noticeability 5 achieved!









	Low-tier Disguise 3 achieved!









	Low-tier Quiet Movement 4 achieved!









	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 72! You have slain Bril dho Memsk!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to208! You have killed an enforcement mage of Giantsrest and saved their hostages.






One disguised herself among the slaves. She was just one among many, headed towards the gates in a large crowd armed with tools of their trade. Nathan grabbed some clothing from a nearby house’s laundry. Then he slipped into the crowd from an alley, ambling along like any one of the mind-controlled laborers around him. 

He worked his way through the crowd until his magical senses picked up on a mana pool, then slowly angled himself in that direction. It took a little while to work his way over to where the mage trudged, carrying a gardening tool and blending into the surrounding slaves surprisingly well. She wasn’t actively using any magic, and didn’t even have [Mage Armor] active. The blow to the back of her neck killed her instantly. 




	Mid-tier Noticeability 6 achieved!









	Low-tier Disguise 4 achieved!









	Assassin of Gemore has leveled to 76! You have slain Doha dha Nhir as she was disguised in a crowd!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to209! You have killed an entertainment mage of Giantsrest






The next messenger waited for Nathan to break the collars of the group before telling him that no more mages remained on the map. Any graduates of the Ascendent Academy remaining in the city were few in number, and were likely stuck in place by whatever was protecting them from the detection enchantment. Any attempt to reclaim the city would have to come from outside the walls because teleportation was disrupted, and they had posted watchers to give warning.

But Nathan’s job wasn’t done. Many more slaves still needed to be freed, and several groups of slave-soldiers were being contained until Nathan could get to them. 

He ran through the familiar streets, finding that the city had changed in fundamental ways. The first time he’d been to Halsmet it had been bustling with an oddly silent industry, as slaves went about the task of hauling and working without a single unnecessary word. After he’d killed Taeol the city had been in lockdown with the only traffic being soldiers and their masters. 

Now the primary sound was human voices. Quiet and subdued, to be sure. But Nathan heard a laugh come from a building and stopped, listening to the chatter from inside for a moment before he continued. 

That’s why I do this. So people can be people, not automatons. But I’m not done until all of them are free. Not like that’ll be the end of our problems - Giantsrest will try to take the city back. 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 5

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 7

Talent 3: High-tier Slow Fall 10





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level 209

Deepened Stamina: 3028/6570

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Assassin of Gemore level76



Regenerative Focus: 699/860

Catastrophic Blows

Stealthy Movement

Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 8

Leadership 3

High-tier Sprinting 7

Magical Perception 6

High-tier Notice 9

Magical Intuition 2

High-tier Dodging Footwork 9

High-tier Enhanced Memory 10

Mid-tier Lecturing 9

High-tier Tumbling 6

Mid-tier Noticeability 6

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Next chapter Monday! That's a lot of blue boxes. 

A little bit of a break in the action coming up. 



                



Chapter 17 A City Rises


                Several of the remaining groups of slave-soldiers were led by slavemasters, but they almost didn’t rank as a threat. Their commands could barely faze Nathan through his Rage and [Battle Meditation], and their weapons were barely effective against his toughened body. 

He only needed to get within arms reach of a slave to strip away the controlling magic on them, and Nathan left confused and disoriented - but free - soldiers in his wake as he danced and rolled through enemy formations. 




	High-tier Tumbling 6 achieved!









	Implacable Antimage has leveled to210! You have freed many slave-soldiers from mental magic!






The adventurers and freed elites accompanying Nathan took out the slavemasters with extreme prejudice, often killing them from range moments after the fight started and leaving Nathan free to break enchantments as only he could. 

A bunch of volunteers from the previously freed were following the Adventurers around. After each fight they descended to calm and comfort the newly freed slaves, even though they themselves had been controlled by Giantsrest spells and enchantments until just recently. 

People definitely have different responses to trauma. I think it’s probably healthy that these people just want to help others. 

The elites kept a close eye on the process, waiting to ensure that none of the recently-freed slaves tried to attack their rescuers. It happened sometimes - but maybe once in a hundred compared to the one-in-five of the slave-elites. But then again, the slave-elites had undergone intensive training since childhood. While that training hadn’t been heavy on brainwashing since they’d be controlled by enchantments, some of them did come to believe in the tenets of the empire they served. 

Yeah, the oh-so-wonderful philosophy of ‘power is a license to do whatever you want’. Because Giantsrest has powerful magic, they are the ‘correct’ civilization, and their model of slaves-and-masters should spread everywhere. 

Nathan shook his head as he headed to the next square, stifling a yawn. He hadn’t slept that much. After all, they’d cut their rest short in order to catch the response force sleeping. He couldn’t complain - it had worked. That decision had directly led them to where they were now, freeing hundreds of people from mental magic.

Maybe I need to do the brain chemistry thing again to keep myself going. No, let’s hold that in reserve. Hopefully I can sleep soon, and I need a trump card in case a bunch of mages teleport in outside the walls or something.

Over the next hour the pockets of slave-soldiers grew smaller and smaller, until he was breaking into mid-size houses to free pairs of guards left behind by the lower class of mages when they fled Halsmet. They were still houses that belonged to mages of Giantsrest, so ‘lower-class’ was relative. Each of the two-story homes still held a dozen slaves. 

Then it was time to industrialize the process. The freed slaves had gotten organized, though Nathan didn’t meet those responsible - but he heard that many of the orders were being given by somebody named ‘Myrla’ now, who was working with Vhala in Exea’s mansion. 

Hope she’s not a tyrant. That sort of thing happens in uprisings. But right now I’ve got other priorities than ensuring the new leadership is good. It’s better than the old regardless, and I trust Vhala to keep things reasonable.

Following the orders directed Nathan to a series of squares where household and artisan slaves were being gathered to wait for him. They were arranged into long lines, so all Nathan had to do was walk down the line, breaking the mind-magic as he went. Then it was off to the next square. 

Some of the ex-slaves running messages tried to keep up, shouting and cheering as Nathan ran through the streets. Most of them fell behind, but some managed to keep up and run ahead of him, shouting that the mage-breaker had arrived. Cheers from the freed people in the squares greeted him as he arrived, and Nathan couldn’t help but smile. 

The reward of fighting isn’t the blood on my hands. It’s the cheering of the enslaved after the chains are broken. 

There were thousands of people in the city that needed Nathan’s touch. He ended up using [Perfected Body] to erase his tiredness regardless of what he’d previously thought. He simply needed the attention to ensure that he didn’t make any deadly mistakes while he broke the mind magic on every single person in the city. 




	Aura of Antimagic 6 achieved!









	Magical Intuition 3 achieved!






Eventually he looked up to the cloud of runners who had surrounded him for the past few hours. They’d kept cheering him along, and telling him where he needed to go even as night fell over the city once more. “Where to next?” 

They looked around at each other before one teenager swaggered forward. “That’s all of them, Mage-Breaker. Want to come party with us? We found the Moha booze.” 

Nathan blinked at the kid for a moment. “I’m… going to go to bed. Where can I find one?”

Another girl giggled. “I can show you one!” A few more of the runners opened their mouths to jump in, but an older voice cut through the gaggle. 

“Leave the man be.” Vhala stepped out of the crowd, reaching out and grasping Nathan by the shoulder as if to keep him upright. “He needs your company as a fire needs snow. Come on, I’ve got news, and I’ll take you to the Heirs.” 

Glad to get away. Getting involved with people I’ve just freed from slavery has all kinds of weird dynamics that I think I’d prefer to avoid. 

Nathan followed the thickset leader of the Giantraiders and the crowd of adoring fans broke up with disappointed expressions. He spoke quietly to Vhala. “Everything ok? All settled? I imagine there’s a lot to organize. Do you need me to break any magical locks or anything?” 

“All is freedom and brightness.” Vhala snorted at her own words. “Directly so. Halsmet is free, and it needs you rested more than it needs one more remnant of Giantsrest destroyed. The slavemasters have been butchered - mostly by their old charges. The mages are gone, and they are not missed.” 

She led him away from the crowded square, back towards the center of Halsmet. “The city is organized, and we have prevented any infighting. A few of Exea’s slaves did all of the work of the city as the archmage bathed in perfumed oils. They were carrying crossbows in her courtyard - but you freed them, and they’ve resumed their old jobs with blood in their eyes and ideas in their heads.” 

Vhala shook her head in amazement. “Their leader is an old crone named Myrla - and her tally of deeds must be longer than my own, though they are the deeds of a scribe and organizer, not an Adventurer. There were others who wished to lead, but I backed Myrla. She wields a quill instead of a bow, but she reminds me of the stories of the first Adventurers. She’s managed to wrestle this mess into order. Hear me, it was impressive to see. I expect she’ll end up a guildmaster or mayor before the next Solstice - if we can hold the city.” 

They passed through one of the gates into the inner city. The enchanted wood stood wide open and there were no guards, though there was a splash of blood against the gate to mark recent violence. “Myrla tells me that the city needs food and protection. We’ve got food for weeks yet, but she’s sending people out to retrieve the farmers and miners so that you can free them tomorrow. The farms will need to be remade - Giantsrest policy was to replace the farmers as they were picked off, and send out war mages if anything terrible settled down nearby.” 

She shrugged. “But I’m leaving that up to the guildmasters to solve. We took this city for them even if they didn’t ask for it!” Her chuckle was dark. 

“Any news on our reinforcements? Gemore is coming, right?” Nathan said. 

“Yes. There were another two teams on the way to help assist with the rescue and escape, but I sent Wiam and Emerald out of the city a while ago to cast [Message].” Vhala snorted. “Now half of the Adventurers of Gemore are on their way, including the Guardians of Gemore and the Seven Fools. Sudraiel sees a blasphemous hope here - in the people of Halsmet. The ones you freed, Nathan.” 

They were approaching the tallest hill, where Exea’s mansion crouched like a gilded beetle. “It’s the numbers. There are as many here as in Gemore and all her villages. Even if we must evacuate the city - it will be a great boon to Gemore. More farmers, more crafters, more Adventurers.Though the traditionalists are likely to be a muckgrabber in the sewer about it. Idiots.” 

There were guards on the open gates that Nathan and Artha had blown open just this morning - though it felt like a lifetime ago to Nathan. He waved to Turbang, and the black-armored elite returned the wave with a broad smile and waved them through. A continual flow of messengers and freed slaves entered, some with great purpose and others seemingly seeking it. 

They walked into the plaza behind the gates, and Nathan stopped, looking at the patch of stone that had been partially disintegrated. The people bustling through stepped around the crater, barely giving it a glance. 

That’s where Artha was standing. 

“Remember unto Endings.” Vhala spoke the ritualistic phrase that was used to honor a fallen Adventurer. 

Nathan turned to her and smiled, feeling tears in his eyes. “Remember past Endings. Artha started me on my path, and I’ll honor him by destroying Giantsrest. But it won’t end there.” 

The big black woman looked at him kindly. “From any other I’d say you were blinded by your own fire. But…” She gestured at the comings and goings around them. “This is your work. I wouldn’t disbelieve that prophecy - and Artha would like that deed done in his name. I think he would also like a statue. Right there.” She pointed at the crater where he’d died.

Nathan smirked. “Out of his armor. There have to be some good masons around here - Giantsrest has enough statues. I wonder if any of them are good at well-muscled chests.”

Vhala snorted and wiped her eyes. “I remember your eyes tracing his outline, back when we first found you.” She shook her head. “You wore the robe of a low-tier student - and fled from an Archmage’s tower. At first I thought you were an illusion or an idiot, but then you punched a fireball and nearly ran from us. What a tale - the Bhos will long remember it.” 

Nathan frowned. “Hopefully not the part about me staring at Artha.” 

Vhala smiled slyly. “If Nathan Lark prefers to edit his tale, I’ll instead tell of how he gaped like a beached river cutter the first time he saw a cloudless night sky.” 

Nathan sighed with exasperation, but the banter made him feel better, lighter. He'd known that death could come from anywhere on Davrar - but Artha's death had shaken him. This - Vhala's words had started him on the path to coming to terms with Artha’s death. People died and grief happened, but life went on. 

They entered the mansion, where Olad and a group of elites were guarding the doors. The big bruiser split off, motioning one of the other elites to come with. They gave the two Adventurers respectful nods before trailing behind them.

Nathan looked back, raising an eyebrow inquisitively. 

Olad's expression was resolved. “We’ll be guarding you. I’ll slay a dragon before I let a Nail slice your throat as you sleep. You or your team.” 

Nathan thought about protesting, but after a moment he nodded and glanced back at the big elite. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 

Vhala brought Nathan to a bunkroom with eight beds, a table and only one entrance. Olad and the other elite peeled off to stand on either side of the door as he entered. 

The Heirs were within, and Nathan looked at all of them for a moment. A deep relief spread through his chest, and exhaustion came with it. 

They’re safe. Safer than they’ve been since that night that Badud came and abducted them. 

Vhala stuck her head in behind Nathan. “Take your sleep, all of you. If the city is attacked we’ll get you up right quick - but it’s not likely. The only force that could attack tonight would be small, and Nathan’s been a Stalker in the night to them - I expect every mage in Giantsrest knows there is an Adventurer who kills Archmages, and won’t attack lightly.” She shut the door.

Nathan looked around at the Heirs. “Well. Today happened.” Their chuckles were interrupted when Nathan’s belly rumbled loudly. He looked down at the offending piece of anatomy. “Shush. I fed you this afternoon.” 

“That was hours ago. It’s nearly midnight.” Sarah chuckled. “I think you need some food and then to go to bed. The kitchens here are fabulous - I’ll go get you something.” 

There was a gentle rap at the door. Nathan turned and studied it for a moment. 

Oh. I’m probably supposed to open that. 

Aarl beat him to it, taking a large tray from somebody outside. He brought it to the table in the center of the space. “Somebody’s ahead of us. I suppose this is what is eaten in the palaces of Giantsrest.” 

Nathan looked dumbly at the huge spread of food. There were some big plates of roasted and sauced vegetables and many smaller plates of plain bread, cheese and meat. Arranged between them were small dishes of sauce. The style of food sparked a memory. 

Huh. Last time I saw food like this I was sitting down across from Taeol while he tried to charm me into giving him the secrets of Earth. That’s a weird flashback to have right now. Never would have guessed these are the circumstances I’d next eat Giantsrest food in! 

Shrugging, he dug into the feast alongside the Heirs. He expected them to start asking him questions about everything that had happened, but aside from a few sidelong looks they mostly just talked about the novelty of the different dishes. 

Stella in particular enjoyed the food. “This is great. Try the spicy one.”

I appreciate this. I need some time to just relax with my friends. Not think through the implications of life-and-death decisions, or know that hundreds or thousands of people’s freedoms rest on me. Not obsess about what I could have done differently.

They finished every speck of food and Aarl picked the tray back up. “I’ll take this back to the kitchen.” 

Nathan walked over to an unclaimed bed and fell into it. He lay there for a second and readjusted, getting the pillow under his head. He didn't immediately fall asleep. He cracked an eye open. “You all doing good?” 

Khachi responded with a placating tone. “We are well, Nathan. There are things to speak of, but that is for tomorrow. A day brighter for the deeds of today.” 

—

Nathan awoke to a tap at the door and almost rolled out of bed ready for battle. Then he paused and reflected on the gentle and unhurried nature of the sound. He sat up slowly and watched as Sarah answered the door. She’d been awake already, but the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the Heirs - everybody else was still in bed. 

Egall was on the other side of the door, though Nathan noted two freed elites standing outside of the door. Neither was Olad, which meant they’d done a shift change. They were watching the freed Giantsrest mage with suspicion. 

She glanced around the room quickly. “I was sent to get you - your parents and some other Adventurers are going to arrive in an hour, and Vhala said you’d appreciate some warning.” 

Aarl rolled out of bed as chipper as his sister, rolling his shoulders and nodding his thanks to Egall. Stella groaned and looked up at the ceiling. “How did they get here so quickly? Can’t we get one day of rest? It’s been a long Endings-damned week.” 

“Likely your parents facilitating flight, or an artifact from the vaults. Will they assign us work, as if we were children?” Khachi prompted Stella, sitting up himself and reaching for his armor. “Or will they show respect for the Path we’ve blazed?” He sounded proud, as if he was about to receive a justified award. 

Everybody looked at Khachi for a moment, and Aarl said “I hate to douse your flame, but which do you think your mother is likely to do?” 

Khachi hung his head. “My eyes were blinded by hope.” 

“Worse, my parents are going to take out all their worry on me!” Stella groaned and rolled around on her bed. “Then they’ll try to cram all of the Insights they can get into me because they’ll be terrified that I’ve set my path towards fighting all the mages of Giantsrest. But that’s Nathan’s torch. I just want him to teach me more magic!”

Nathan noticed Egall in the door, looking a bit poleaxed by the Heirs joking around. 

Sarah reached out and caught her hand, squeezing it reassuringly. “This is how we relax.” Then the lanky copper-skinned woman sniffed theatrically. “Is there anywhere we can bathe around here? We smell like a battlefield.” Her eyes cut towards Nathan.





“Yeah. There are a lot of baths here. I can show you.” Egall said, glad to take Sarah’s offered conversational hook. 

There was a bit of grumbling from Stella, but the Heirs grabbed their gear and left their room. The elites peeled off after them. 

Nathan cast a glance back at them. “You guys coming to the baths with us?” 

One of them shrugged. “Guarding’s what we’re good at. Giant knows we want to keep you safe just as much as the Academy wants you dead.” 

They’re probably not wrong about that. I wonder what Badud thinks about all of this - I doubt Halsmet falling was part of his plans. I wonder when he even learned about it.

Nathan shook his head as he followed Egall through the sumptuously decorated halls. “I hope somebody’s got another pair of clothes for me. Ever since I got the antimagic Talent Development I haven’t been going through clothes quite as fast, but this set is still pretty much ruined.” 

The heirs traded amused looks and Aarl answered. “We’ve each got a few sets left. We stocked up for a few months after leaving Gemore, and even if you’ve been going through them like a Castlebear goes though meat we’ve got some spares.” 

“A bath! I’d rather wake a dungeon than spend so long away from one again.” Stella rubbed her hands together gleefully. 

Sarah bumped her shoulder. “No soaking. We’ll need to meet our parents. I’d rather they don’t find us luxuriating in the baths after hearing we got captured.” 

Khachi spoke placatingly. “We wish to not appear as if we just fought a muckgrabber. They will give us time.”

"You’re welcome to join us." Sarah said to Egall.

“No - no I couldn’t. I’ll go find something to do. I’ll go find Vhala before Faline finds me. She scares me. Or Myrla - she’s been nice.” 

Stella punched Egall in the shoulder, causing the slim woman to flinch. “True aim - though you’ll miss out on me badgering Nathan for magical Insights. Come on!” 

Egall gave her a confused look. “By the Giant’s thumbs, I thought you were joking before. He knows Insights of magic? And teaches them freely?” 

Nathan shrugged. “They’re more like general Insights that are useful for mages. They don’t exactly do me much good. You’re welcome to listen in, but I doubt you’ll get much out of it unless you stick around for a little while.” 

He looked around at the rest of the Heirs and took a deep breath. “And I don’t know if I’ll be staying in Halsmet for long.” 

His friends tensed, but Khachi raised his hands placatingly. “Let us hold on that discussion. We need to know more of Gemore and Halsmet to make a decision free of regret.” 

“You’re giving me blasphemously little time to learn what you have to teach.” Stella complained, then shook her head when Nathan looked over apologetically. “Pardon my ax. I don’t want to be ungrateful.” 

“No, I’m sorry for bringing it up. Come on, let’s see if these baths are better than those in Gemore. And I can keep going on optics. I think I was about to start talking about interference. That’ll be fun.” 

Exea’s bathhouses were, in fact, nicer than those in Gemore. 




	Mid-tier Lecturing 10 achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this utility skill! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight into this skill to develop it to high-tier.
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                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Phew, finally the start of some calmer chapters.

On that note, Book 1 is being published on KU & Audible on October 10th. As a result, I will be stubbing and removing book 1 from Royal Road & Patreon on Friday, October 6th. 25 days from today. It's a shame, but if I want people to read Ends of Magic off Royal Road it's the only true option because of algorithm reasons.

I have put up an Epub of the final version of the ebook on my Patreon, where it will be available until October 6th. There were so many edits we hit the comment limit on Google Docs halfway through (there's a limit). I've also improved a lot as a writer in the last year, so I partially rewrote a couple of the slower chapters in the middle. The ending got tweaked a bit as well - it's much more obvious that Eldred is the primary antagonist, and we see more of him orchestrating the conflict and using Simla as a catspaw.

Additionally I'm excited for the professionally narrated audiobook - which might even be available in libraries since that version won't be audible-exclusive.

Next chapter Thursday! 



                



Chapter 18 The Disbelieving Reinforcements


                The council of war wasn’t held in the control room for the city enchantments - there wasn’t enough space. Instead it happened in a grand dining room around a table that could seat thirty. Everything in the room was enchanted - the stone table sent glowing ripples away from every touch while the chairs conformed to the bodies of those who sat. 

The Heirs entered the room and were introduced to Myrla, the scribe who’d taken over many of the administrative duties of running Halsmet. She was a pale-skinned woman on the far side of middle age and she seemed to be taking great joy in sitting in the throne-like chair at the head of the table. Olad stood at her right hand while a small group of scribes stood and sat on her left. She wore a comfortable-looking orange robe that wasn’t quite the right size for her. 

She nodded respectfully to the Heirs. “Adventurers of Gemore - friends all.” Then she addressed Nathan. “Your face is familiar. Yesterday you banished the spell that has shackled me since I was a girl. As easily as I erase ink on a page - a Giant’s deed. A dragon’s deed, to do so to every slave in the city. This is a time of Ascension, Nathan Lark.”

Wonder what that means. 

He was saved from having to come up with a response by new arrivals. Specifically, the reinforcements from Gemore. Nathan had been expecting the Guardians, Stanel and Gale Shullet, the crow-woman who led the Seven Fools.

He hadn’t been expecting Sudraiel, Kozar and nearly twenty other team leaders.

How many people can Stella’s parents bring with them? Who’s left in Gemore? I know there are almost thirty Adventuring teams - so this is more than half of the Adventurers in Gemore and most of the projected combat power. Is Jolba in charge back home? 

The large room was overfilled with this many people, and Nathan and the Heirs stood to the side as they sorted themselves out. Kozar sent Nathan a glare, but went to stand against the far wall without saying anything. The Guardians of Gemore stopped nearby, and Kullal moved towards the Heirs with her arms wide before Dalo dragged his wife back, whispering something into her foxlike ear. Kia merely sent her son an approving glance. Nathan tried to catch her eye, to signal that he wanted to chat with her later. 

Sudraiel took the chair at the other end of the table - facing Myrla. The guildmistress met Nathan’s gaze and rolled her eyes with obvious level of exasperation. 

“Faline? I know you’re here. Come out.” Sudraiel’s tone was mild, but she was clearly not in the mood to tolerate any nonsense. 

The assassin faded into notice. She was in her black-clad guise, with glowing green eyes and long dark hair streaked with color. She was leaning on the throne-like chair Myrla was sitting in, twirling a knife through her fingers. “I’ve long aimed to kill the occupant of this chair. Now I’m in place, but the occupant is different.” 

Myrla squawked and jumped at Faline’s sudden appearance, but Olad and all of the Adventurers took it in stride. 

Sudraiel simply glared at the grinning woman. “Exea has fled. Is there imminent danger of an attack to retake this city?” 

Faline stepped up to the table next to Olad, laying her dagger down on its surface and becoming more serious. “No. The archmage of Halsmet has lost much standing, and every mage of Giantsrest knows she fled a slave uprising caused by a small force of Adventurers. Every joke will cut her, and many of her friends will seek new allegiances.” The assassin paused for a second, enjoying the tension as the room hung on her words.

“But she is still an archmage, and has favors and power fit to challenge prophecy. Some ambitious mages may think to retake Halsmet and usurp its industry and prestige, but Exea’s first target will to be to crush them and make it clear that the only one to retake this city shall be her.” 

Faline flicked her hand out to point in Nathan’s direction. “They will also hear tales of the ‘Mage-breaker,’ and will be hesitant to attack with such an unknown. Mages died and Exea fled her city. Any with more intelligence than a muckgrabber will know this isn’t a matter of throwing a few fireballs and casting some paralysis spells. They will know to bring non-mage soldiers, which will slow them down enough for Exea to exert her influence.”

She stopped, then tapped her finger on the table to emphasize the next point. “But we have dripped blood in Exea’s eyes - she will attempt to retake Halsmet with every force she can muster. But that work will move at the speed of Giantsrest politics, which is measured in dinner parties.”

The assassin picked her dagger back up off the table, idly twirling it once before it vanished. “We have three to four weeks before any significant attack. There may be probing attacks starting as soon as a week, but their goal will be to pick people off and gather information on our defenses. When the main attack comes, it will be heavy. Exea will be able to secure contributions from every archmage of Giantsrest, in soldiers and mages if not their personal involvement. None of the archmages will like the precedent of the fall of Halsmet - but all will wish to secure their piece of Exea’s hoard.”

Sudraiel nodded gravely. “Does the Questor change these calculations?” 

Faline shot a look at Nathan, biting the inside of her lip as she thought. “No. From what we know the Questor - Badud - intends to lead an expedition to conquer Gemore. He is likely to see Exea’s effort as convenient, and support her on the condition that the army that marches on Halsmet continues to Gemore afterwards. Badud will join the army when it marches.” 

That pronouncement caused the Adventurers to trade a series of grim looks with one another, and Nathan heard Kia’s gauntlets creak as she reached unconsciously for the giant greatsword on her back. 

Wait. Are we trusting this? This analysis seems kind of threadbare. How does Faline know this? 

Kozar seemed to share Nathan’s distrust, speaking up for the first time since he’d entered the room. “How certain are you? This conjecture is no prophecy I trust.” 

The assassin gave the old adventurer a syrupy-sweet smile and replied in a condescending tone. “Dear Kozar, this is my Path. I know the workings of Giantsrest as you know the veins on your own spear-shaft. There will be much complexity to the politics, but I am certain that it will take time, and that it will end where I have prophesied.” 

Kozar’s face grew thunderous and he opened his mouth to reply, but Faline cut him off by turning back to the guildmistress. “Have we received a Questor of our own?” 

Sudraiel shook her head. “No. The guards are keeping an eye out, and we’ll be looking here as well.” 

Faline pursed her lips. “Then this prophecy is as solid as any. There will be no battle of this kind without Questors on both sides. Badud will seek to smother our fire, to sunder all that Halsmet could become. A Questor will join us. It is the way of Davrar, as certain as the Endings.” 

Several people looked confused or quizzical at the statement, but most didn’t. Both Kia and Gale nodded gravely at Faline’s words. 

This seems important to understand. 

“Why? Gemore has been attacked before without a Questor showing up.” Nathan asked. 

“Fate.” Kia was the one who spoke, and her eyes glowed golden as she turned them on Nathan. 

“This is no skirmish as has come before. You have freed a city - and the coming clash will be the largest of any since the founding of Gemore. What will happen - “

She trailed off as her red-gold hair started glowing. It slipped loose of the crown braid and started rising into the air, as if Kia was underwater. The light from her eyes intensified, and more escaped her mouth as she spoke in a voice that shook the building. 

“Five hundred years of accumulated strength - unleashed in a battle of Giants and water to lay low a Questor. Ruin will be brought to an ancient city by a mage beyond Endings - and the outcome will determine when the Ending of History begins.” 

Kia’s voice stopped as if cut off with a knife and she raised a shaking hand to massage her forehead. The silence was quickly filled with quiet cursing from nearly every elderly adventurer in the room. The word ‘prophecy’ was repeated a few times. 

So that’s what a real prophecy looks like. Huh. Frustratingly vague - though it implies that we can at least affect the Endings. 

Kozar fixed Nathan with a glare. “Shoulda’ never come to Halsmet. Returned to Gemore, like any with a ghoul’s wisdom would have. Now good adventurers are dead, and Gemore faces its doom. If not Giantsrest, then the Ending that will follow.” 

A few people shot him glares, but more were still trying to wrap their heads around Kia’s prophecy. A couple of the Adventurers Nathan didn’t know seemed to agree with Kozar. 

Vhala spoke up, her voice full of venom. “You think Nathan should have abandoned his teammates? Or fled when he could fight those who enslaved our ancestors?” She hissed at him derisively. “You’re a coward, Kozar Bho. Nathan has freed a city. If we flinch from striking back at Giantsrest, we will never be free of them. A prophecy only means the outcome is uncertain!” 

For a second Nathan thought that Kozar was about to challenge Vhala to a duel. But then he looked around and saw a ring of unfriendly faces, the guildmistress’s and every single freed slave featuring primarily among them. Olad gave one shake of his head, and Kozar glared around generally. “Fah - this will be the end of Gemore.” 

Stanel cleared his throat from the corner. “A weighty prophecy around the battle to be sure. The question must be asked - should we retreat to Gemore?” He held up his hands when Myrla and the other freed slaves of Halsmet shot him dirty looks. “We’ll bring everybody with us! But if this city will be attacked, and ‘five hundred years of strength unleashed’, maybe we should be somewhere else.” 

“Here, there - the stories say you can never dodge a true prophecy.” Kia’s voice was scratchy, her unbound hair now flowing down her armor like a golden waterfall. “It will come for us. Badud was always going to attack. Halsmet is now his cry to rally the mages of Giantsrest. It will be a battle of Questors, but we must burn brightly enough to follow the Path now before us.” 

I think it’s more gold than it was before. Only hints of red left. 

More voices rose in argument, but Sudraiel slapped her hand down on the table with a loud crack. “We stay and defend Halsmet. Better to fight here, on territory they value too much to devastate. To read into prophecy is foolish - the meaning is only that this fight will not end in a stalemate. With us here they will focus on this city, not on Gemore and not on the villages. We will fight.” 

“The freed people of Halsmet will fight with you.” Olad said, glancing at Myrla and receiving a nod in return. 

The old scribe frowned and turned to address Sudraiel. “What of Halsmet’s loyalty? Will you ask us to swear our allegiance to Gemore?”

Sudraiel waved her hand dismissively. “Politics. Unimportant politics. We are not Giantsrest - but Gemore and Halsmet are tied together already. The details will be worked out in a series of very boring council meetings you will be part of. You may wish to throw a trusted underling to the Stalkers instead.” 

The elderly guildmistress shrugged. “More important is working together to slay this waking Giant. Faline says we have time. We will use it to organize and prepare.”

Then she turned towards Faline once more, glancing between her and the Heirs. “But first, I would hear how in the steel shrieker’s shit this happened! One day I hear that the Heirs were captured, but are now freed and trapped in Halsmet, and an archmage is dead. Then the Guardians slam through my door, demanding a rescue. Then the next day Halsmet is freed and Exea fled.” 

Her look became a curmudgeonly glare. “If my words tell the tale whole I’ll take up hydra farming. Explain yourself, Faline Sklaria.” 

The dark-haired assassin drew herself up and smirked. “I won’t stare the ghoul in the eyes. This deed and plan belong to Nathan Lark. I argued against it - but he was stubborn as adamant.” 

All of the eyes in the room swiveled to Nathan, and he rolled his eyes at Faline. 

You could have phrased that more favorably. I asked the original question as a thought experiment, fully willing to abandon the idea if it seemed untenable - and it didn’t. 

Kia spoke up, her voice commanding but not aggressive. “Speak. Tell us how you came to Halsmet and blazed a Path to victory in a day - a victory sought for centuries.” 

Nathan looked around with a sudden bout of nerves. He held a degree of respect and awe for many of the experienced Adventurers here now. Sudraiel and Kia, Vhala and Gale - they had managed to carve out some measure of safety on the deathworld of Davar.

But I’ve accomplished something they couldn’t. I can fight any mage, but I couldn’t kill a Castlebear. I’m proud of what I’ve done here, and want to do it again. 

“I’ll start at the beginning. I’d made an enemy of archmage Taeol dho Droxol, and he wanted to capture me. He tried to ambush the Heirs outside the town of Farfield when we were on a mission out west. It failed and he was the only one of five mages to escape.” 

We killed three and captured one. I wonder how Harthi’s doing? Presumably still back in Gemore. 

The Guardians had all heard this before, but many of the older Adventurers hadn’t. Lycaste spoke up, the armored orc looking confused. “How in the dungeon of fools did an archmage get all the way to Farfield?” 

Dalo replied, his arms crossed. “Archmage. [Mass Teleport] or some such secret of the Questors.’” 

Nathan nodded back. “[Enlarged Teleport]. Badud was dangling the Insights of [Mass Teleport] just beyond his grasp as a reward. Regardless, after that we decided to be hard to find - so we went south, and lost ourselves in the wilderness.” 

He cast his mind back to those days, where they’d been trying to get lost in the southern wastelands. It hadn’t been as carefree as the time out west - but there had still been a feeling of seeking the horizon. Before they’d been interrupted. “Taeol woke up an Old Gemore Fortress Foundry to threaten Tarren and flush us out.” 

Nathan glanced towards Kozar. “We went to relieve Tarren, then met up with the Old Hands and the Gleaming Fist to destroy the Fortress Foundry. But Taeol was watching. When we left, he followed us - and called in the Questor to ensure his victory. Badud struck the night after we left, casting several spells to incapacitate us.”





“Is this truth or a flattering guess?” Kozar glared back at Nathan, his arms crossed. 

Nathan pursed his lips, meeting Kozar’s gaze calmly. “Truth. Badud mentioned it when he was lecturing Taeol. He said he would only teach Taeol more magic when he killed or captured me, then kidnapped the other Heirs to force the conflict.” 

A spell of sound and dreams manifested next to Nathan’s ear, and he almost canceled it instinctively. Then he recognized the source - and let the spell complete. 

Gale’s voice emerged from the spell - and it was loud enough to be audible to everybody. “The Questor left you alone?” 

“Yup. They couldn’t exactly [Teleport] me back. I think Badud expected the kidnapping to bring me to them under my own power. But I don’t think they expected me to charge straight to Halsmet and arrive the next day. If I had to guess, Badud thought I was going to go back and get the Guardians. He might have wanted to ambush them when we tried to rescue the Heirs - but taking Halsmet blew that plan out of the water, especially with so many elite Adventurers here.”

I could be way off, but that sounds reasonable. 

There were some mutters around the room at Nathan’s supposition. 

He turned towards Faline, nodding respectfully. “When I got here, I didn’t have much of a plan beyond busting my way into Taeol’s mansion and freeing the Heirs, but Faline found me before I raised any alarms. She helped me get to Taoel’s mansion. I killed Taeol and freed the Heirs from his custody.” 

Several disbelieving Adventurers tried to ask questions, but Sudraiel held up her hand again. “Allow the tale to be told.”

Nathan nodded his thanks and continued. “Faline took us to a safehouse she has in the city, protected from the detection enchantments. When we scouted to plan our escape, it became clear that Giantsrest knew we were still in the city and were trying to catch us.”

I probably shouldn’t mention the second class thing. 

He met the assassin’s eyes across the table, and she shook her head minutely. Nathan didn’t react to the signal - continuing his tale. “We decided to go on the offensive to draw their focus away from the walls. Faline and I killed a bunch of mages in the inner city, including a senior enforcement mage and a few trainees. Nobody - other than our victims - saw us.”

Faline broke in, speaking in the dramatic tones of an experienced storyteller. “Nathan’s trail sowed terror amongst them - mages slain with brute force. Many of the victims clearly defended themselves with powerful magic. But none survived, not even Taeol. Those remaining didn’t know the nature of the threat - they named him the ‘mage-breaker.’”

She paused and gave a little flourish to mark a transition, ramping up the tension in her voice. “It was as if a Terrorghast was released in a nursery, and the [Messages] grew frantic. Many mages fled to their relatives away from Halsmet. To kill the problem, Exea commanded every War Mage and slave-elite to gather into a single response force. They were to track down the mage-breaker. With this panic, we were ready to flee, but Nathan decided our path did not lie with escape.” The room hung on her words - but she gestured back for him to continue. 

Definitely a bard class of some kind.

Nathan shook his head, resuming over with a matter-of-fact tone. “I saw it as an opportunity. Faline overheard where the response force was staying and what their schedule was. I knew I could break enslavement enchantments, and them gathering the biggest threat in one place meant we could strike it. We waited until the response force was resting, then Stella opened up a hole in the wall. Faline and I went in and killed the mages and I broke the enslavement enchantments.” 

He shrugged. “We’d sent the rest of the Heirs down to one of the outer gates to open a path for the other Adventurers, and I took the freed elites to break open an inner gate. Then we blitzed for Exea’s mansion. There were mages in front of it - but we managed to break through their defenses and slaughter them. That’s where Delric Enesto died.” 

“Remember unto Endings.” The phrase came from every Adventurer in the room. 

Left out a lot of detail, but really that’s the core of it. Egall, the first few elites I tried freeing, [Leadership] - not really important at this level. 

“Then we carried our momentum into an attack on Exea’s mansion, so they didn’t get a chance to respond. Artha battered the gate down, and Exea and her household were on the other side, waiting for us.” Nathan’s eyes grew shadowed as he remembered what happened next. “She killed Artha and teleported back to Giantsrest before I got my hands on her. But I disrupted the spell enough that her arm stayed in Halsmet.” 

Lycaste placed a pouch in the center of the table. “With a dragon’s hoard of valuables in enchanted rings and bangles.” He shook his head. “There are so many defensive artifacts here that I cannot believe she feared any attack. These are yours, Nathan Lark.” 

Nathan examined the bag for a second then pointed at Olad. “I can’t use any of it. We’ll distribute it among those who stormed Exea’s mansion. You followed me into the Castlebear’s lair, and I owe a debt for that.” 

Lycaste’s eyes lit up in a smile, and Olad slapped a hand against his chest in a salute. There was some shifting from around the room as various Adventurers looked at each other and eyed the bag, but nobody challenged Nathan's word. 




	Leadership 4 achieved!






“That’s the story. After Exea fled, we spent a day mopping up. We reversed the detection enchantments to hunt down every remaining mage, then I freed every slave in the city.” 
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                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    I've been on a superhero kick recently, so I've got two stories to shout because I've read through them and enjoyed them in the last couple of weeks. 

The first is Super Supportive, which you've probably seen rocket to the best of top ongoing in the past few months. The story's great - well written, good characters. Not much fighting. I feel like both the conflict and the characterization come from pretty unique places, and I really like it. 

Everyone wants superpowers, including Alden Thorn. But even if he's lucky enough to be one of the few humans granted magical abilities by the extraterrestrial System that's been running things on Earth for decades, his goal of being a battlefield support hero is still a long way off. He's got determination on his side and maybe a murderous alien desk clerk, too. The universe is a complicated place. Alden's about to meet it.




The second shout is for Industrial Strength Magic, which is a much sillier story than Super Supportive, but definitely more in keeping with the superhero tropes. It's got unexplained gags that are still hilarious and generally fit into the tone of the story, as well as a rather exponential main character facing some pretty challenging odds. 

Perry Z has a Magical Destiny. Born to a Magical Fantasy Princess and a nine-to-five Supervillain, Perry's never felt...adequate. He's completely magically dull, and without a scrap of superpowers. When The System boots, he's forced to follow in his father's footsteps, but he'd rather take after his mother. Maybe there's a way he can do both...




Next chapter Monday!



                



Chapter 19 Fateful Meetings


                The entire room was silent for a moment before Gale started cackling. “You don’t tally your deeds much, do you boy? Faline, you need to teach this one to speak with magic. He freed a city and tells it like he ate a dry pudding.” 

A chuckle went around the room before Sudraiel brought the meeting back to order, though the elderly Guildmistress also wore an amused smile. 

“It would fill me with sadness to keep this meeting going too long, so let us proceed. Thank you Nathan. Myrla, the priorities for Halsmet are food, organization and security. We’ll work with Olad on defending Halsmet, but how is the rest going?” 

The middle-aged matron spoke. “Well. The celebrations gathered power, and there was a danger of anarchy. Giant be praised that it only takes a reminder of our old masters - and their desire to retake this city - for everybody to weave the same color.” 

She tapped the table with four fingers outstretched. “Four problems to kill. First, many of my people wish to leave this place, to go to Gemore. Hear me, but it seems safer. Can that happen? I find it hard to deny them.” 

Sudraiel’s brows drew down and she grimaced. “No. Pardon my ax, but Gemore does not have the space - and we cannot spare the force to escort them. If some of them wish to become Adventurers then it may be possible. But that Path is not safe - or short. They could settle in the outlying villages, but we do not have the forces to safeguard their travels - not now. Not if we wish to defend Halsmet. They must remain petrified in place until the Giantsrest attack is finished - after that, we will weigh this question again.” 

“They should fight for themselves. Earn their freedom and protection as our ancestors did.” Kozar said. 

“Silence, Kozar. I will not hear a blasphemous whisper of conscription.” The guildmistress’ voice cracked out, alongside her venomous glare. “Our ancestors were surrounded by all of the riches of Old Gemore, and many of them died to become the first Adventurers. Smoke and blood - I will not send a hundred of those who have just tasted freedom to death for one Adventurer!” 

She took a calming breath, then turned back to Myrla. “Gemore will stand with Halsmet, but none will flee. What is the second topic?” 

The old scribe wore a bemused expression as she looked between Kozar and Sudraiel, but she wiped the confusion away to reply. “To pursue the same Insight - many of those who were slave-soldiers wish to be soldiers no longer. Some wish to return to their old trades, while others want to do something new. Indeed, many of my people wish to embark upon new tasks, separate from those that they practiced under Giantsrest.” 

She paused for a second, looking around as if for advice. “What do I do? I understand that many do not wish for the same work as when they were enslaved, but they have classes in those labors.”

Nobody spoke for a second, thinking about how to respond to the question. 

Kia broke the silence. “Let them. A Path chosen will be deeper and go farther than one forced by any other. Guarantee some level of basics, then allow bargaining and forbid violence. People will organize themselves to make what is needed most.”

Ah, the most basic insight of capitalism. 

Myrla nodded thoughtfully. “As you say, Holy Warrior. Many of my people wish to fight Giantsrest, to safeguard themselves. But they have no classes or training. Can they be taught?” 

There were nods around the room, and several Adventurers looked excited, but Sudraiel held up a hand. “Yes - but carefully. Some Adventurers may take apprentices - but only some. Hear me, but I will not have my Adventurers distracted and slowed by teaching as the Giant wakes. We will make plans to teach some classes. If any of the teams present wish to take apprentices, speak with me later.” 

Faline gave him an inquisitive look, as if to ask if Nathan was going to teach anybody. 

I don’t think I can - I don’t understand the source of my antimagic. 

He shook his head, but Myrla was continuing onwards. 

“The last question is of ownership - many slaves looted their masters and live in the place where they were enslaved. But there have been squabbles about what belongs to who, and this is nowhere more clear than in houses. Many of those who live in the slums and toiled in the workshops are upset by those who have claimed the households.” 

Oof. That’s a tricky question.

The guildmistress grimaced again. “That answer is a grand Insight - and how you answer it will define Halsmet. I cannot give you prophecy - but we will discuss this with the Gemore council. They are more suited to killing this kind of problem, but this is your nemesis to slay. Find a compromise that will suit Halsmet, and what you want to become. Level from this challenge.”

The ex-slave scribe, now the leader of a city, blinked as if she’d just now realized the responsibility that lay on her shoulders. 

Not just responsible for organizing, but also setting policy. I bet that’s new. 

Sudraiel gave Myrla a sympathetic look, then glanced around the room. “To kill the muckgrabber - every Adventurer involved in the taking of Halsmet is off-duty for two days. Relax and reflect on your victory. Understand your Developments, for we will need you again.” She met Nathan’s eyes on the last line. 

“Those others will set up a watch rotation. The Guardians of Gemore, the Legacy of Gemore or the Seven Fools will be on duty at all times, stationed in Exea’s mansion or close by. We will turn off the [Message] block shortly. If the Questor comes - bring them to me. I will handle their tasking. Tomorrow afternoon we will develop a patrol schedule to block Giantsrest scouts and harassment teams, but for now the Gleaming Fist will take the east gate, while other message-capable teams….” 

She continued speaking, but Khachi got Nathan’s attention with a hand signal and jerked his head out of the room before walking out the door. The rest of the Heirs followed him, and they started walking back towards the room where they’d slept the night before. 

“Hear me, but I’m happy to rest. Surely we’ve stared the ghoul in the eye enough.“ Aarl stretched his arms and yawned hugely, his enchanted black armor accommodating the movements with unnatural mobility. “I hope you all want to go on patrol afterwards - I want to explore this new landscape.” 

His sister rolled her neck around, releasing tension from her entire body with the motion. “Praise the ancestors that we’re not called on yet, but I could go patrolling - later. Where to? Food, then back to sleep before our parents find us?”

Khachi frowned. “We have all Developed our builds greatly in the last few days. I would have us accustom ourselves to these changes, and plan for the future. Further levels and Development without plan or thought will derail us from our Paths.” 

Groaning, Stella replied. “Don’t smother our fire. Today’s a day to rest. To raise the past - remember what’s happened to us. We’ve barely had any time since we killed that Fortress Foundry, much less Halsmet. Let’s rest before we plan our next effort.” 

“I think I could do with some time staring at a wall actually.” Nathan said. He wasn’t really physically tired - but he was mentally and emotionally exhausted. He hadn’t realized it, but telling the story during the meeting had almost been the last straw in his ability to deal with people. He was even finding it difficult to keep up with the Heirs’ conversation. 

Sarah bumped his arm gently. “Freedom and brightness - you’ve been the busiest of us all. Food first - I’m hungry enough for a Castlebear’s meal.” 

Sighing, Khachi nodded his acquiescence and asked the elite bodyguards to point them towards food. 

—

Forty-five minutes later and much better fed, Nathan and the Heirs trooped back to their room. 

They found their parents waiting for them. Stella sighed and then relented as Kullal rushed forward to embrace her. Dalo smiled at the reunion, then walked forward to join the hug. 

Stanel was leaning against the wall, expression placid as his eyes roamed over Aarl and Sarah. His gaze caught on Aarl’s armor and he huffed out an amused breath. “Found a dragon’s hoard, did you?” 

Kia stepped forward to clasp forearms with Khachi, her mostly-golden hair rebraided into a crown-like shape atop her head. “They have walked their Paths farther than any would expect.” Her brightly glowing eyes panned over the Heirs. “We would speak with you, but it does not have to be now. We can do it as a team or separately, as you desire.” 

Kullal made a wounded sound and clutched Stella tighter, refusing to let go of her daughter. Stella wasn’t struggling against the embrace. 

Eyes turned to Nathan, and he waved them off. “Go, talk to your parents. I wanted to stare at a wall, and I meant it. Kia, I want to talk to you later - but I’d prefer it be later. I might go find Faline in a bit anyway.” 

The plate-armored woman frowned slightly. “Trust your own flame, Nathan Lark.” 

“We’re on alert until the evening, but we’ll have a party tonight.” Dalo said. “As the one after your blooding Patrol.” 

Nathan nodded back. “Looking forward to it.” 

The rest of the Heirs left with their parents. Kullal seemed attached to Stella, while Stanel gave both of his children claps on the shoulder and quiet words of congratulations. Kia and Khachi merely shared respectful nods before walking away side by side.

Meanwhile, Nathan released a deep sigh and stepped towards the door. The two freed elites had remained with him, and they took up positions on either side of the portal. He looked at them. “What are your names?” 

They blinked at him for a moment, seemingly shocked he’d asked. 

“Datur,” said the one carrying swords on each hip and a heavier blade across his back. 

The second elite was shorter and wider, but his voice was surprisingly high-pitched. “I’m Honsk.” He carried a mace and a shield, and had a quiver on his back that contained an unstrung bow as well as a few dozen arrows. 

Honsk continued. “What occurs? We’re pleased beyond prophecy’s hold to help the mage-breaker.” 

Nathan shook his head. “No, I’m going to just sit down and relax for a bit, maybe nap. It’s not a problem if anybody comes looking for me. Also - thanks for being here. It makes me feel better. Let me know if you’re needed somewhere else - I’ve been protecting myself so far and I can do it again.” 

They both nodded, not daring to contradict him. He sighed. 

I might be stuck with bodyguards for a bit. I hope they don’t try to prevent me from doing stuff later. Not sure Faline will want to talk about plans later if there are extra ears - or if Kia will want to discuss [Airwalking]. 

He walked into the room and shut the door, taking off his shoes before flopping on the bed. 

Now would be a great time to watch dumb youtube videos. Or read an escapist story. I just want to turn off my brain for a bit - or at least change what I’m thinking about. I’ve spent so much energy planning my actions, my strategy. How to win, and keep people alive while doing it. I just need some time to do something else. Anything else. 

Nathan sighed and rolled over, distinctly aware of the lack of entertainment material. 

Unless I want to try to find and raid Exea’s library. 

But his brain just wouldn’t stop running. He was turning over the details of each fight yesterday, thinking of how he could have planned differently to prevent his allies from dying. Artha’s death in particular weighed heavily on Nathan. 

It could have been prevented. Exea didn’t really have that much in the courtyard beyond - I could have gone over the walls. Or I could have just backed up after breaking the magic on the door and run alongside Artha so I could have protected him from the [Disintegrate]. It was a stupid positioning mistake and now my friend is dead. I wish I could go back and change it. 

Nathan realized he was flopped on the edge of the bed and mentally spiraling. He sat up, shaking his arms out. Feeling bad for himself wouldn’t change anything - and if there was a way to time-travel, then he’d prefer to use it to prevent the founding of Giantsrest. 

But then how could I be here? Paradox! That’s like reason one out of three thousand why time travel doesn’t exist. But I’m presumably in a different reality or something, so who knows? 

He sighed once more, leaning back against the wall and closing his eyes. With an effort of will, Nathan started to meditate without relying on [Battle Meditation]. 

It’s a useful tool, especially to allow abstract thought in the middle of battle. But I think it cheapens the effort it takes to truly still your thoughts. 

Nathan sat in place for a while, not thinking about anything. A few thoughts intruded, but he didn’t become invested in them, letting each one pass without diving into it. It didn’t take a lot of effort, but it did require him to be present and paying attention to his thoughts.

The effort was rewarded. He hadn’t even noticed the sick ball of anxiety and guilt in his chest until it loosened. Nathan took a deep breath and felt free of his worries for the first time in days. 

He stayed like that for a while longer, simply luxuriating in how good it felt to set down his anxiety and fears for a little while. Eventually, Nathan opened his eyes and glanced around the room with new eyes. 

Now that I’ve got a clearer head, is there anything to address? 

There was one particular elephant in the room that Nathan hadn’t quite thought through yet - the prophecy. He used his memory skill to call up Kia’s exact phrasing, the reverberating words clear in his mind’s eye. 

“Five hundred years of accumulated strength - unleashed in a battle of Giants and water to lay low a Questor. Ruin will be brought to an ancient city by a mage beyond Endings - and the outcome will determine when the Ending of History begins.” 

Right. So Giantsrest and Gemore have been building up their strength for about five hundred years. That seems pretty clear cut. Then a Questor’s going to die in the upcoming battle - could be either one. All of that seems pretty clear-cut, though the mention of water kind of throws me for a loop. I’m sure it’ll make sense in retrospect.

But then there’s the line about a ‘mage beyond endings’ who ‘ruins an ancient city.’ That could probably be either Giantsrest or Gemore, though Gemore is already ruined. The mage - maybe it’s Badud? It could be somebody I haven’t met yet - Brox isn’t a mage as far as I’m aware, but we don’t know for certain that he’s coming to help. 

The last line is both terrifying and promising. It implies that the Ending of History is soon - and that’s scary as hell. But it also implies that we can affect the Endings. What we do here matters on the scale of the Endings! They’re not just unthinking calamities on a preset timer. Either the Ending reacts to the state of things, or else me and the Heirs surviving this fight changes how - or if - the Ending starts. 

Nathan blew out a breath, considering what to take away from the prophecy. It seemed like the Gemore tradition was to not overinterpret prophecy, judging them tricky things that would bite you if you read too much into them and make decisions based on that knowledge.

Given how prophecy plays out in Earth media, I don’t think they’re wrong. 

That being said - was there any information he could use?

Weirdly enough, I think the biggest thing is to watch out for water in the upcoming battle. It’s going to be important somehow. Keep in mind any angle on the Endings and watch out for any other mages that could be described as ‘beyond Endings’ - maybe something from the Kalis conclave. They’re a bunch of mages whose work has survived a bunch of Endings. Maybe there’s one stasised in that tower I poked on my way to Halsmet. 

He gave a small shrug. It was worth remembering, but he wouldn’t read too much into the vague words. What else did he want to think about? 

Remembering something all of a sudden, Nathan pulled up a pending utility skill. 




	
Pending utility skill: [Mid-tier Battle Cry]

You have intimidated foes with a loud yell mid-fight. Your cries will be more intimidating and more audible across the din of battle.








It’s for my last free slot. Me having it pending prevented me from being offered any more skills. Whoops, I probably should have made this decision earlier - never know if I missed out on a good skill. 

Nathan considered the skill - the applications were good. It was the sort of skill that could have saved lives in several previous fights. If the mages had been more singleminded about attacking him with magic, then Adventurers like Delric Enesto would have lived. Artha might have lived. 

It's also battlefield communication. If I had this skill when fighting the ashblood cobras, I could have warned them about the snake that killed Nornan. 

Nathan heaved a sigh, rubbing at his eyes. He'd seen a lot of friends die recently - and the thought that this skill could have saved them made him want to take it immediately. 

Faline was planning on teaching me [Lockpicking] though. Do I need it? 

He gave a small shake of the head. [Lockpicking] was very niche - and also transitory. Once he got stronger and got better stealth he would be able to either break any lock or sneak though any security he found. Furthermore, a lot of the locks he cared about were magical, and those would never be a problem. 

Being able to control attention on a battlefield will always be useful to me - it combos with [Noticeability] to draw attention when I want to. On top of the obvious benefit for [Leadership], I can probably Develop the skill to explicitly improve that aspect. It's a crowd control, communication and leadership skill all rolled into one. 




	Congratulations, you have accepted the [Mid-tier Battle Cry] utility skill.






Nathan sighed, getting up off the bed. He felt better, and he’d had a chance to think things through and resolve some unaddressed issues. There were still outstanding questions - but he needed to talk with Faline and the Heirs about the future anyway.

After all, he wanted to go to Giantsrest itself. To see if he couldn’t break apart the whole rotten edifice from within. He needed to talk to his friends - his teammates - before he finalized that plan. 

Maybe they’ll want to come with me - or at least coordinate. But I have the feeling that the only person I’ll enter Giantsrest with will be Faline. 

Regardless, Nathan’s immediate future was going to be helping protect the recently liberated city of Halsmet. 

Loud voices outside the door caught Nathan’s attention, and he looked up in confusion. It didn’t sound like fighting, just a loud voice speaking indistinctly, then somebody else answering in the affirmative. 

The door slammed open and a man in a shining breastplate stepped into the room. His clothes were tailored tightly in a foreign cut, perfectly showing off leonine muscles as hands rested casually on the pommels of twin enchanted swords. Shoulder-length blonde hair blew in a nonexistent breeze as his shining purple gaze landed on Nathan. 

“Ah! The Hero of Halsmet! The Mage-Breaker himself!” The intruder’s smile flashed, literally illuminating the room with dazzling charm. 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 6

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 7

Talent 3: High-tier Slow Fall 10





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level 210

Deepened Stamina: 6564/6600

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Assassin of Gemore level76



Regenerative Focus: 860/860

Catastrophic Blows

Stealthy Movement

Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 8

Leadership 4

High-tier Sprinting 7

Magical Perception 6

High-tier Notice 9

Magical Intuition 3

High-tier Dodging Footwork 9

High-tier Enhanced Memory 10

Mid-tier Lecturing 10

High-tier Tumbling 7

Mid-tier Noticeability 6

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 1
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Chapter 20 Impressive Introductions


                Wow, he’s cool. That’s gotta be the Questor. 

The man stepped out of the door and held out his hand for a handshake. “I’m Brox Thastus, and I hear you’re the one who gifted this city with salvation.” 

Nathan bounded to his feet and shook Brox’s hand firmly, meeting his amethyst eyes and returning the smile as best he could. “Nice to meet you. You’re here to help?” 

I hope so. He could probably take on the army of Giantsrest single handedly. He’s real hot too. 

Brox let out a resonating chuckle, releasing the handshake and waving for Nathan to follow him. “Clear as silver ice, eh? Indeed, I’m here to end Badud and his little coven of mind-mages.” 

Nathan felt a burden release from his shoulders at the words. Brox would take care of Giantsrest.

The Questor gave the two elites a sweeping gesture as he led Nathan out the door. “Take your rest, faithful guards. It is my desire to speak with the Mage-Breaker alone. He shall be safer than a Vault of Solace.” 

The two freed elites clasped their hands together in a Giantsrest-style salute before trotting off towards the kitchens. 

Brox kept walking, taking a passage that led to a staircase. “Divine inspiration on you for what you’ve done with those elites. They were a blasphemy of a true martial adept - but now? Now they burn with a vengeful spirit, tempered by the discipline hammered into them by harsh masters.” 

Nathan nodded from where he was walking behind Brox, then realized the man couldn’t see him and almost slapped himself. He needed to be impressive, needed to demonstrate that he was worth the Questor’s attention. “Yeah, turning their own slaves against them seemed like the way to win. I did it for the whole city.” 

“Smart. See you at the top. Don’t make me wait.” Brox turned to climb the staircase. He winked at Nathan and vanished with a burst of displaced air. 

Nathan stared at the space the Questor had been occupying. He hadn’t felt any magic - but the challenge was clear. He wasn’t about to disappoint Brox, so Nathan leapt for the staircase, spending Stamina and using every mobility skill he had to accelerate his upwards path. 

Maybe this is a good time to Develop [Slow Fall], to keep up! Then I can show Brox I can fly too. That's an impressive trick.

Nathan’s brows furrowed at the thought. He’d wanted to talk to Kia about that - or take it in the next big fight. But impressing Brox was important. He started pushing off the walls, spending Focus to help him place his feet properly as he ricocheted up the staircase.

He reached back with [Enhanced Memory] to remember the Insight Kia had given him so long ago to Develop [Slow Fall] into [Airwalking]. She’d taken him into the ruins of Old Gemore to show him traces of their culture, their art - and how they'd fallen to the Endings regardless. 

Let’s see, she said I need to push off my class resource. Direct it down to the soles of my feet and push off of it in midair. Use my muscles for the actual force.

Nathan felt the Talent flex, as if it was pushing the bounds of what it could do. Then he remembered Kia’s exhortation to practice first, and to take the Development in the middle of a fight. He felt a twinge of discomfort at the conflict between his memories and his current intentions. 

I should wait - Kia’s advice was good. Besides, I’m almost at the top of these stairs. Focus and Stamina are excellent for physical challenges like this. 

He emerged from the long staircase to find himself on a balcony near the top of the mansion. The secluded vantage point looked out over the gorgeously decorated garden - and the city beyond.

Brox was leaning against the railing just ahead, looking out over Halsmet. He turned back with a photogenic grin. “How’s it feel to save your first city? Exhilarating, no?” 

Nathan felt breathless at the picture of Brox standing against the railing, smiling at him. “Yeah.”





He swallowed to work saliva back into his mouth. “I feel like I helped a lot of people. Now we gotta protect them from Giantsrest coming back.” Nathan walked over to stand close to Brox, leaning against the balcony next to him. 

“Mmmhmm. That’s the reward for killing a dragon - slaying all the rest.” Brox returned his gaze to the city, his arm brushing against Nathan’s. 

The touch felt like electricity and Nathan froze in place, trying to control his reactions - and not scooch closer to the Questor. 

He’s probably used to people throwing themselves at him all the time. I mean look at him! I need to be controlled around him, not seem desperate.

They didn’t speak for a moment, and Nathan wracked his brain for something smart to say to Brox. He cast his mind back for a moment, remembering what Sudraiel had told him about Questors in general, and Brox in particular. He already knew some things about this man, surely he could leverage that knowledge.

With [Enhanced Memory], the Guildmistresses’ voice was clear in his head - as were her warnings against Questors. She’d specifically warned Nathan against Brox.

Wait. That can’t be right. Brox is awesome! Sudraiel’s gotta be wrong about him. 

But Nathan’s memory didn’t lie - and Sudraiel hadn’t led him astray so far. She’d cautioned him against Brox, and he’d believed her. In fact, he’d intended to stay away from Brox when and if the Questor showed up. 

But that’s not what I’m doing. Because Brox is cool, and there’s no need to stay away. But when did I change my mind? 

Nathan’s brows furrowed as he used [Enhanced Memory] to scan over the last few minutes, focused on his thoughts about Brox. 

It was like a switch flipped when he arrived and smiled at me. I felt like he was the coolest person in the world - and desperately wanted to impress him. That’s not right. There must be a skill affecting me. 

It felt like a bucket of cold water down Nathan’s neck. He sunk into [Battle Meditation], and his Rage activated, though he didn’t move a muscle. The wave of cold fury rose and swept away Nathan's attraction to the man.

“What’s the Talent? That let you free so many?” Brox’s voice was deep and throaty, and it sent tingles up Nathan’s spine even through the resistance of his Rage. 

He struggled not to spill the secrets of his antimagic - and of Earth. Nathan called up his memories of Sudraiel’s warning again, focusing on what she’d said and how he’d believed her. Brox was dangerous, and what was affecting him right now was a skill. It wasn’t Nathan. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Enhanced Memory] utility skill into [Mental Fortress]. 

Utility skill: [Mental Fortress]

You have a mental construct to aid with memory and recall. This skill will help you quickly store and recall memories, as well as protect you from skills and spells that would interfere with your thoughts and memories. With time and effort you can recall older memories and store them in the mental construct.








The desire to like and be liked by the Questor faded away, and Nathan let his muscles relax. He took a step back from the railing and turned over Brox’s question in his head - and how to properly answer it. 

I do not want to make an enemy of this man. He's a warrior without compare and could probably break me in half with a single pinky. We need him against Giantsrest. But I understand why Sudraiel made such a big deal about staying away from him. He nearly had me wrapped around his finger - and I don’t think he was trying particularly hard. 

He pursed his lips and answered Brox confidently. “Antimagic. I’m immune to magic, both friendly and not. I recently developed it to let me break spells on other people. I can break slave collars with a touch.”

No need to talk about it working on basically any magical effect, or absorbing mana to gain Stamina, or anything else going on with my build. 

Brox whistled, the sound like the trill of a reed instrument. “A weighty trade. A powerful ability, but never able to benefit from magic…” he turned and looked Nathan up and down, his eyes seeming to focus in a way they hadn’t before. 

“No magical items. Cloth and flesh and blood. You must have a dragon of a healing Talent - or the toughness of adamant.” The Questor’s smile grew wide, nearly gleeful. “This! This is what I love of Gemore!” 

He gestured towards Nathan in a sweeping gesture, as if to take in not just him but the entirety of the Adventurer's Guild. “Gemore has fire. You face monsters worse than most, and you thrive. The Adventurers are the tradition on which Gemore is built - and by the Divine does it produce fighters.” 

Brox stepped forward and offered his hand again. “I greet you again, Nathan Lark! Would you be my companion for this campaign? Antimagic seems a fine edge to hold against Giantsrest.” 

Nathan felt the charm effect buffeting him, trying to persuade him to accept Brox’s offer without question. He remembered his real goals, and how they extended beyond being a Questor’s lackey. 




	Mental Fortress 2 achieved!






Now, how to respond. He didn’t seem to object when I didn’t share the details of my antimagic Talent - but I should deflect. I don’t know if he’d take blunt refusal well. 

“I have teammates - and they aided me in taking this city from Giantsrest. We’re likely to be sent out on patrol soon. Sudraiel has said we need to screen the city from Giantsrest scouting. We could ask her if that makes sense now that you've arrived?” 

The Questor nodded, hand stroking the light stubble on his chin. “It is no surprise to find that Sudraiel is guildmistress. I remember her fire from when I was last here - fighting off an incursion from Agmon. That was a good bout with Ushia, and we held them back!” 

He sighed wistfully, then rounded on Nathan once more. “A patrol seems a poor use of your talents - unless you have some weighty intelligence. Let us go speak with Sudraiel. I will challenge her plan if it is foolishness, or follow her commands if it is not. Come!” 

I get the sense that Brox needs to be handled carefully. But Sudraiel is probably the best person for that anyway - she said she'd given orders he get brought to her immediately. 

Nathan followed the Questor down the stairs at a fast walk - though at least it wasn’t the insane speeds of the ascent. Nathan hadn’t even been able to keep track of the Questor's speed then.

The Questor walked straight to the enchanted map room. A pair of Adventurers from the Old Hands stood outside the door and Nathan greeted them briefly. 

I wonder what they’re going to do now that Delric is dead. They’ll probably split up and join other teams or one of their own will become the leader and they’ll take in some new people. Maybe some of the people of Halsmet who want to be Adventurers. 

The two guards allowed Brox into the room without question, which caused Nathan to grimace. What was the point of guards if the right skills let somebody waltz in anyways?

Then again, he’s a Questor. It would take the Guardians to match him on the field of battle, so it makes sense he’d outclass us in other areas too. 

Sudraiel was inside, examining the map of Halsmet. “Hmm. What about Archmage Dennar…” She looked up as Nathan and Brox entered, breaking off her sentence. “Ah. Welcome to Halsmet, Questor Brox Thastus. Your arrival sparks our courage.” 

Nathan looked around for Faline, who Sudriael had likely been talking to. One of Myrla’s subordinates was here, along with Olad, Egall, Gale Shullet and a few more Adventurers he didn’t recognize. He caught the briefest glimpse of a black-clad figure slipping through the secret passageway.




	[Notice] 10 achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this utility skill! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight into this skill to develop it to the next level. As it is High-Tier, the kind of insight will greatly affect how it develops.






I’ve never been able to see Faline leaving before when she didn’t want to be seen. I think [Mental Fortress] is helping me against some of her stealth skills. Along with [Notice] - it’s enough. I don’t think she wants to be near Brox. 

The Questor let loose a rolling chuckle, looking around the room and then at the map of the city. “This place was captured with enchantments intact! What a prize. You are denying [Teleport] spells?” 

Sudriael nodded respectfully, taking a deep breath and setting herself. “Yes, the city was taken quickly - and from within. Exea escaped, and now plots her return. It will take some time for her to gather an army, so we brace ourselves for the defense.” 

“Ah. Spies inside the enemy?”

“Yes. We have knowledge of the politics of Giantsrest, and they are as muddy as ever, even with Badud to command the fist.” 

The smile on Brox’s face was benevolent. “Wise - Gemore knows the ways of war.” He clapped Nathan on the back. “I’ll be joining Nathan on his patrol - send us where we can find a fight.” 

The Guildmistress shot a look at Nathan, her face guarded. “Nathan, what is your desire? Now that you have met Brox, do you wish him with you?”

I think she’s asking if I’m under the sway of Brox’s social skills. If she knows Brox, I bet she can predict he’d try to recruit the flashiest Adventurer he can find. After freeing Halsmet, that's me.

He shrugged, making a show of being ambivalent. “If needed, though might he be needed in Halsmet? I think the Heirs and I can handle a patrol - maybe scout out the nearby dungeons for their dangers.”

Brox wasn’t dissuaded. “Ah, a capable team for a capable Adventurer. It is my desire to help explore these lands. We could even clear a Dungeon!” 

Sudraiel tensed looking between Nathan and Brox. She hesitated for a second, clearly thinking. “That’s a good way to kill the problem, but the Heirs have been fighting in hostile territory for a long time. I have given them two days of rest. Would you like to join another team on patrol? Or take a tour of the city?” 

The Questor frowned, his expression shifting towards annoyance. 

The Guildmistress waved towards Nathan. “Once the Heirs are rested, you may join them. They need to rest, else even their adamant will crack.”

Brox’s face smoothed out and he nodded at the suggestion. “I hope I don’t miss them. I’d merely have to run and catch up! But a tour of this city sounds good - I would see how Giantsrest manages their holdings, and what changes Gemore is making.”

“I can take him around. I’m familiar with the city.” Olad said. He was looking at Brox as if entranced. 

The Questor looked Olad up and down and raised an eyebrow at his heavy armor. “Yes, that is my desire. Are the Adventurers mostly staying in this mansion? You shall be my comrades for the upcoming battle.” 

“Some are here - many are staying in the houses nearby. The new leaders of Halsmet are here as well, and the freed slaves are celebrating across the city. Liluce can show you where the parties are being organized.” The guildmistress gestured towards the pretty scribe who had stood behind Myrla during the meeting earlier. 

The woman squeaked, her eyes locked onto Brox as if entranced.

He smiled back. “Yes, it seems there is much to busy myself with in this city.” 

I think she’s trying to foist him off to places where he can’t interfere. Not sure if having the de-facto head of the Halsmet military and the right-hand-woman of the mayor under his sway isn't a problem.

Brox stepped towards Olad, leaving Nathan behind. “Tell me, you are an elite of Giantsrest?” 

The big fighter snorted. “I was. Then the mage-breaker freed me, and now I fight them with steel in my fist.” 

The Questor’s smile bloomed again, shining across the room and making several people go weak-kneed. “Excellent! Take me on this tour.” He turned to the scribe. “Liluce, may I have the honor of your company as well?”

Sudriael made a shooing motion at Nathan behind Brox’s back, then turned back to the map as Brox continued chatting with the two recently freed slaves. 

Nathan took the hint, and left while the Questor was distracted. 

—

He found Stanel and his children in a corner of the garden. Aarl had fully activated his armor and was walking through a greatsword drill in slow motion. His father and sister stood to the side, watching his movements in the magically powered armor.

They broke off as Nathan called out, walking toward them and waving his hands. 

“What occurs?” Sarah greeted him, looking questioning. “You stared at enough walls?” 

“Brox is here.” Nathan said in response. 

Stanel grimaced and tensed up. He looked around warily while his hand drifted to the pouch that held his armory. “Where?” 

“I left him in the enchantment control room. He talked with Sudraiel and then Olad was going to take him on a tour of the city.” 

The [Weaponmaster] relaxed a fraction and took a breath to steady himself. “True aim. The Guildmistress has dealt with him before. He’s a tough ghoul uncle - I’d rather wake the dungeon than work with that man.” He shivered. “But he’s got a social skill forged of adamant. Every time he visits I am drawn to him, despite the tragedies of the past.” The elite adventurer seemed shaken by the news of Brox’s presence, and unhappy at the thought of the Questor being around. 

The helmet retracted away from Aarl’s face, and he laid a comforting hand on his father’s arm. “You can stay away from him. We can stay away from him. He is a single man, and he fights with us.” 

Stanel nodded, reaching out to embrace his son. 

Should I tell him? I should tell them now. I don’t know all of the history here. 

“I think Sudraiel is going to send him out on patrol with us. With the Heirs. To keep him busy until the battle. I’m immune to his social skills - and the Heirs have been developing their own resistances. I think that’s why she wants to do it.” 

Stanel’s face turned to stone, and his head rotated slowly towards Nathan. “Not even as a game.” 

Sarah’s voice was calming. “Let’s go find the rest of the Heirs - and the Guardians. We can start the party early and talk about this.” She looked troubled at the news, and her father’s reaction. 
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Chapter 21 Uncomfortable Conversations


                They found Kia and Khachi out in the square where Nathan and the adventurers had killed so many mages. Somebody had cleaned up the stage and smoothed out the stone, and now it was the location of an impromptu clinic. 

Several Gemore mages were offering healing to whoever needed it. Kia and Khachi strode amongst them, working on cases that required their divine touch. Many of the new citizens of Halsmet seemed to be stopping by, though few of those present had truly dangerous injuries. Khachi was standing over a frail old man, glowing with divine power as he channeled his magic.

Stanel walked up, catching Kia’s attention. He jerked his head, not saying a word. 

Kia gauged his expression, then nodded and moved to look over Khachi’s shoulder. She watched for a moment, then tapped her adoptive son on the arm. “You are yet mortal. Do not overexert yourself in pursuit of the divine.” 

Khachi shook his head as if snapping out of a trance. He stepped away while his patient sat up and ran his arms across his torso with an awed expression on his face. 

Kia turned to the old mage running the clinic, whom Nathan recognized as Kozar’s teammate Argan. “We’re off to the mansion. Send a runner if Divine healing is needed.” 

Argan acknowledged her words and waved them away. “As the tide calls.” 

They had to ask the elites guarding the front doors of Exea’s mansion where to find Stella and her parents. They were directed to the kitchens, which were bustling with activity. A dozen people toiled in the grand space, making use of enchanted tools to whip out food. 

Stanel zeroed in on the matronly woman who seemed to be in charge of the barely-organized scrum. “Honored elder, we are looking for three mages of Gemore, one of them a foxfolk.”

The woman turned with a frown, and Nathan recognized the woman as the last person he’d broken from mental magic in Exea’s courtyard. She still wore the same apron, and it was still dusted with flour.

She met Nathan’s eyes and started, then bowed her head respectfully to all of them. “Adventurers! Ah, yes. They went to the second lounge.” She called out to one of the workers. “Fran, get a tray of the good pastries and the meat pies that just came out and guide them.” 

The young man nodded quickly and ducked between two others to open a cabinet and grab a tray of pastries before grabbing another heaped high with steaming pies.

Stanel reached for his coin pouch. “I do not know where the prices will land, but…” 

The woman chortled and waved him away. “That will come later, to be sure. For now I am paid in respect. It’s a new enough currency to me.” 

As they were led away, Nathan heard her mumbling under her breath. “Hah. Honored Elder.”

Fran directed them to a little door not far away from the kitchens. Nathan sensed a spell of some kind on the doors, but it didn’t seem imminently aggressive. Stanel knocked firmly. A moment later the spell unraveled and Dalo’s voice came from within. 

“Enter.” 

The space inside was cozy but not small, crowded with overstuffed couches and small tables. There was already a set of pastries on the central table, as well as several jugs of drinks dripping with condensation.

The Caxol family sat on a couch, with Kullal wrapped around Stella and Dalo on the other side. Nathan’s teammate looked a little squished, but not unhappy about it. 

“What occurs?” Dalo’s voice was low, but he was tense and ready to act.

Stanel waved for Fran to set the food on the tables, then closed the door after the young man left. He waved to Dalo. “Privacy, please.” 

The mage re-cast the spell, then turned to Stanel with an expectant look on his face. Everybody except Sarah, Aarl and Nathan were looking at Stanel as if he’d gone mad. 

Here we go. Time to find out why this is such a problem, beyond the obvious. Brox tried to recruit me out of nowhere with a strong social skill. But I haven’t mentioned that part. 

“The Questor is here, and it’s Brox. Nathan said Sudraiel means for him to join the Heirs on patrol.” 

The reactions were varied. Kia frowned thoughtfully, while Kullal bit her lip worriedly. Dalo blinked in surprise, then colored with fury. “I would not invite that soul eater into our village if he was not needed. But with the Heirs?” 

He stood up and started pacing. “We could ambush him. Together, from surprise. We could take him. Kullal cages him with force panes, I fill the interior with fire, and Stanel and Kia each take a side to block breakout. Do you think we can bring Leska and Xarian to help?” 

Dalo’s wife reached up and grabbed his arm, pulling him back to the couch. “We are not fighting a Questor that is not against us - that’s a fool’s deed. We can speak to Sudraiel…”

“She’s not wrong.” Kia stood with arms crossed, her expression flat and displeased. “The Heirs are a weight he will accept, and likely to survive staring this ghoul in the eye.” 

“Go teach a mage to light a fire.” Stanel was pissed. “He would put the Heirs in the center of every fight, and might lead them straight for Giantsrest. He’ll return in a week alone with a tragic story of how our children perished fighting the entire army themselves!” 

Dalo nodded along, his bushy eyebrows drawing down. “We can suggest he take the Legacy of Gemore instead, I have a favor with -”

“The Heirs are the best choice.” Kia’s voice cut through Dalo’s, and his head snapped up at the interruption. “You know he prefers accompanying younger Adventurers. None but the Heirs can stand up to him, and their youth means he will entertain and guide them instead of challenging and commanding them!” 

Stanel opened his mouth again, but the golden light from Kia’s eyes intensified as her voice gained a faint reverb effect. “They would face the Castlebear regardless! Nathan has killed one archmage and wounded another. They took this city! They will draw any mage eager for repute as a dragon’s egg draws greed.” Her words stoked resolve in Nathan, like she was giving a rallying speech before a battle. “They already face the waking Giant, at least with Brox they will have an ally who has killed gods.” 

The shine coming from Kia flickered, and she sat heavily in a chair, seemingly drained. There was a moment of silence as everybody considered what she’d said. Dalo and Stanel were on the verge of replying angrily, but Kia’s outburst and accompanying skill had broken them out of their spiral of anger and fear. 

Stanel was about to speak, but Kullal beat him to it. “She speaks the truth. They are young, but burn brightly enough that every mage of Giantsrest who eyes glory will seek them out. A Questor will draw trouble, but he will also provide protection from what is coming for them.” 

“Unless he commands them into a dungeon.” Dalo said. “It’s happened before.” 

Kia held up a finger, sounding exhausted. “But, Nathan can resist his skills. I would bet stalker bones to dragon teeth that Khachi can too. All of the Heirs have been training to resist mental skills. This will help them Develop those skills. We must trust our Heirs to stand against this threat, as they have all others.”

Sarah’s voice was frustrated as she interrupted. “Consider the Oath we have sworn - to End the Endings. Killing that problem will require we deal with Questors. Who else can answer questions of the Endings?” 

She was glaring around the room, daring any of the Guardians to interrupt. “We will challenge this dragon. Brox is an opportunity for us, not a risk. Deny us and you deny our Path.” 

Everybody took a moment to digest her words. Then Dalo gave a heavy sigh and slowly reached for one of the jugs on the central table. “I would not smother your fire. Pardon my ax - this is your decision to make, and you have made it.” He poured himself a glass and panned his gaze over the rest of the Heirs, seeing if any of them would disagree with Sarah’s words. 

Nathan met the eyes of each of his friends in turns, sharing small nods all around. He voiced his agreement. “We’re agreed. Brox might be an ass, but when Giantsrest comes after us it’ll be good to have him around. We might be able to learn more about the Endings from him too.”

Stanel sat down heavily, reaching for the tray of hot pies to go with his jug. “That seems to be baiting the Castlebear, but it is your Path.” He bit into the pie and snorted. “That dungeon is woken already.” 

Kia pulled a bottle out from a dimensional bag at her belt, snagging two glasses. She poured a viscous purple liquid out and slid one glass over to Nathan. He grabbed it and saluted her before sipping at the flowery drink within. 

Ah, Umna. Sweet and fruity, just how I like my alcohol. 

With a smile, Kullal started floating plates and drinks to people. “Well, we meant to do this later, but now that we’re gathered. Might as well do it now.” With her words and freely distributed alcohol, the tension in the room relaxed significantly. 

Nathan remembered the last time they’d had one of these parties. It had been after they’d survived Taeol’s ambush outside of Farfield. The time before that had been after their blooding patrol. Each time they’d talked through trauma and stress. 

There’s more than enough of that to go around now. 

They chatted about small things for a little while, with Stanel asking after the state of Khachi’s gear while Dalo admired the enchantments on Aarl’s new sword. Kia had heard of Stella’s apocalyptic spell outside of Tarren, and started quizzing her on its capabilities. 

Kullal turned to Nathan, fixing him with a benevolent smile. “I know you have received accolades aplenty for your deeds, but I would offer one more. You saved my child from a terrible fate. That has earned you freedom and brightness in my eyes. Thank you, Nathan.” 

He smiled sadly in return. “You’re welcome. I wish it had never happened. I felt responsible, they were only captured because of me.”

The fox-woman inclined her head slightly to acknowledge his point. “An Archmage may have made the attempt regardless, simply because they were our Heirs. But to draw the attention of a Questor is a Path towards levels or death.” 

Her expression grew grim. “You would have been right to come back to Gemore, to inform us and get help. Dalo was angry you did not do so, at first.” She shot a glance at her husband, who was definitely listening even as he cooed over the gauntlet from Aarl’s new armor. 

“But to hear that our child had been captured by Giantsrest, and then in the next breath that she was free - that was relief unending.” Kullal swallowed, as if holding back tears. “To think how it would have felt to know she was imprisoned, and that I would need to fight Giantsrest to free her... It would have led to smoke and blood. It may have caused the destruction of Gemore.”

“It might still.” Dalo handed Aarl back the gauntlet he’d been examining. “But I understand your meaning of friendship better now, and praise prophecy that you have become friends with my daughter.”





“Ah, let’s face the muckgrabber.” Stanel said. “You were captured by Giantsrest, and that is a weighty thing. It’s a blasphemous burden to bear. ” 

He sighed, looking around bleakly. “It’s happened a few times, when an Adventurer is captured and enslaved, then freed once more.” 

I remember Artha saying that Giantsrest mages like to capture Gemore Adventurers and show them off like trophies. 

“There is no way you should react. This has happened, and how you feel about it is your own. Some dedicate themselves to the destruction of Giantsrest.” Stanel gestured towards Nathan. “Some wish to never risk that fate again, and refuse to fight Giantsrest. Others have sworn off Adventuring entirely. Others become self-destructive.” The dark-skinned man shrugged. “We will listen, if you would speak about it.” 

Sarah glanced at her brother, then around at the rest of the Heirs. “We were never enslaved. We awoke in a device designed to prevent our escape and enforce despair, but Taeol never cast spells on us. It was terrifying, but I didn’t lose hope.” 

Aarl picked up where she’d left off. “Nathan arrived before the archmage returned. I was determined to fight him in any way I could. But we didn’t need to.” He glanced between Khachi and Stella, clearly ceding the floor. 

Stella was snuggled against her mother’s side and didn’t say anything. 

Khachi hesitated a moment, then spoke. “I gained an aspect in that room.” 

His mother had been watching him speak, but at those words her gaze sharpened into an almost physical thing. 

The wolf-man continued, and a faint golden light started to shine from him like it seemed to every time he discussed his class or the gods. “Before, the Path of Adventuring meant protecting those who could not protect themselves. It meant supporting my allies as they killed those who would harm our people.

“Now, I understand the value of hope. Taeol tried to deny it, to lock us away until our defiance drained away.” The light shining from Khachi seemed to grow richer, becoming a deeper and more true shade of gold. “Hope was our battlefield. I understood Giantsrest better in that room, and my opposition to them. They are the death of hope. The death of potential, of change for good.” 

The [Divine Justicar]’s eyes were introspective, seemingly unaware of the light he was casting around the room. Nathan could feel it reaching out to him, a gentle divine spell of inspiration and encouragement. He withdrew his aura as much as he could, letting the soothing glow wash across his skin and feeling the faintest trace of the spell work to boost his mood. 

Stella let out a deep breath and relaxed as the light washed across her face. 

But Khachi wasn’t done. “I saw the light of Hope spread through the city, following in Nathan’s wake. Those who were once enslaved, granted a chance to be their own. Of all of the deeds of Halsmet, that was the greatest.”

The spell started dimming, but only slowly. Everybody sat and enjoyed it for a moment. Nathan grabbed another meat pie and sipped some of his drink, but he didn’t break the silence. 

Stella spoke, her voice low but steady. “It was like he controlled what I wanted. I tried to fight it.” 

Kullal hugged her daughter tighter, but Stella shrugged out of the embrace and leaned forward on the couch. “There were several spells, and they controlled me completely. I desired to fulfill his every command, and could barely think of any other purpose."

Now her breath shuddered a little. “I had moments where I knew I was betraying everything. Where the despair consumed me. But then I remembered I had a master, and he wanted me to serve. 

“When he commanded me to fight Nathan, all of me felt relief. It meant freedom, or the loss of hope, which felt like the same.” She shivered slightly, and leaned back into her mother’s embrace. 

“He wanted so much. He had more power and wealth than any of us, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted more magic, more status. He wanted to rule Giantsrest, but not to do anything with it. Just to be at the top.” 

Kia spoke slowly. “Has this changed your Path?” 

“No.” Stella spoke quickly, looking around as if daring anybody to challenge her statement. Nobody did. 

Then the young mage stopped and took a deep breath. “...yes.” She paused. “I don’t want to share anything with Taeol. Magic is wonderful, but he used it because it gave him power. It was a way for a small man to feel important.

“I learn magic because of its own beauty. To use it to understand the world, and make wonder. I won’t use my magic to make horrors. That’s how Giantsrest uses it, and my Path calls me to break them for that blasphemy.” 

Dalo and Kullal looked at each other with worry in their eyes, but didn’t say anything. 

Sarah raised a glass in a toast. “A cheer for Stella! A mage unbroken. May your path be prophecy.” 

Everybody raised their drinks alongside hers, then drank them down.

Stanel went around and started refilling drinks with flourishes. “I am proud to be free of regret. The Giant came for you all, and our Heirs have survived and even thrived. Your Paths lie changed but unbroken. What Developments have you achieved?”

Sarah smirked. “[Mind Shield] is High-Tier now. It’s a good edge to hold if we’re going to be fighting Giantsrest more, especially if that's alongside Brox."

Aarl snorted. “Mine too. I’ve also developed [Unseen Hands]. Fighting while invisible gave me the necessary Insight to Develop it into [Unseen Strikes].” 

“Fighting while invisible.” Stanel looked over Aarl’s armor again. “That armor is blasphemously powerful.” 

The fighter shook his head. “Egall cast the spell. She's a mage of Giantsrest that Nathan rescued, trained as a Nail before being enslaved. She helped us win.” 

“A Nail?” Dalo’s face pinched. “Casting invisibility on others is a rare Insight. They would never let one like that be enslaved. You cannot trust her.” 

Sarah frowned, her voice tight. “We can. She was enslaved by Exea’s favored scion, and carries no loyalty for Giantsrest. I’ve spent a lot of time talking to her, and she helped us in the fighting. Made Aarl invisible, and after Exea fled she dropped fifty soldiers with an ice spell so we could kill the mage cowering behind. She doesn’t want to fight, but she won’t go back to Giantsrest. Trust my word.” 

The old man gave her a long, suspicious look. “As you say.”

While the others were talking, Nathan had drained his glass of Umna again. He’d told the Heirs about his second class, and he should tell the Guardians as well. He just didn’t expect their response to be as positive. 

A lot of them probably know the Insight, and decided against it. They’re over level 729 in one class, so what would starting fresh with a new class really get them? 

Kia gestured for him to slide his glass down to her, where she refilled it and sent it back. Her gaze captured his. 

“After this battle. If we win, will you go to Giantsrest, Nathan? Attempt to repeat your deed, and kill the Giant?”

He set down the drink and sighed. “Yes. I have the skills, I gained a second class that will let me sneak into the city alongside Faline.” 

The Guardians all traded glances, and Kia nodded as if she’d just confirmed a hypothesis. “How many did you kill to gain that class?”
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Chapter 22 Future Prophecies


                Nathan looked back at Kia across the table. It wasn’t like looking at a mentor, it was like looking at a divine avatar of judgment. The woman felt larger than life - and Nathan’s mana sense told him that an incredible amount of divine mana lay under the woman’s skin, waiting for his answer alongside the mortal woman. 

I knew this was going to be a problem. 

His forehead creased as the thought came.

No. Don’t think of it like that - I’m not trying to say whatever I need to in order to escape Kia’s wrath. I can trust her. She doesn’t answer to a uncaring god - she is that god. She’s never steered me wrong and she’s always been honest. If she’s trying to say something here, it’s for a good reason - and I should listen. 

 “Only one - Histol dho Fulku.” Nathan replied. 

Kia frowned at him, tilting her head. Her gaze was heavy, and it was clear that she was waiting for more. The divine presence inside her felt like an executioner’s cleaver, poised to fall.

Extrapolating from what’s going on with Khachi - I think this is a question close to her divinity. She’s not threatening me, but her Path demands she figure out if I’ve become a mass-murderer. 

He sighed deeply. “I’ve killed a lot of mages since I gained the class. Thirty-two Mages of Giantsrest in all. They’re the evil I’ve sworn to fight - and it was war. Was I supposed to try to capture them all?” 

The holy warrior’s golden eyes lay on him for a moment longer before she spoke. “In battle, fight to win. I would likely have killed many of those mages myself, for Giantsrest breeds evil into its mages as a muckgrabber breeds filth.

“Once you are in battle, it is too late to choose. But beware where your path takes you - if you continue without thought you may betray yourself, and those who depend on you.”

Khachi said something similar. I guess I know where it came from. 

Nathan’s response was a bit clipped. “Khachi’s warned me about the dangers of seeing people as sources of levels. I swear to you that I won’t go crazy for power and start killing people just for the levels I’m rewarded with.” 

The divine presence felt like it approved of his answer - and a very slight smile appeared on Kia’s face. “True aim. But I would ask one question more. Can you say that every person you killed deserved your Rage? Are you certain?” 

Nathan opened his mouth to protest, but Kia cut him off with a small gesture, and he let her speak. 

“It is impossible to always be correct, and in battle you must fight to kill. That is the reason to seek righteous battle. You will make mistakes - but the alternative is to do nothing, to cede the initiative and allow your enemies free movement.” She paused, making sure he was following along. 

“But to act, to kill those who do evil is to take on the heaviest responsibility there is. If you err, then you have killed an innocent, a crime unforgivable.” 

She leaned forward, and the light shining from her eyes was harsh. It was a direct conduit to an ancient power of righteousness and glory. A shard of a god, scavenged by a mortal woman and bound by principle and duty to serve her purposes - but it had left its own mark on her in turn. 

“So, Nathan Lark. Weigh your deeds. Count your actions such that the good you deal, the people you free, outweigh the innocents you kill. Beyond all, never assume your goals justify any act. That is the way of the monsters you hunt.”

The light started to dim, the mana ebbing away. Kia’s faint smile grew somewhat crooked. “I hope Algoa’s luck rides with you, and you never drift from your Path. My own demands that I be certain in my judgment - it is why we fight monsters that cannot be mistaken.” 

The divine presence receded entirely, and Kia’s last words were soft. “Do not become one.” 

Nathan grappled with Kia’s words for a moment as the Heirs and their parents looked on. Aarl bit into a crumbly pastry and it dropped crumbs all over his lap. He tried to surreptitiously brush off the crumbs, but the motion made Nathan snort. 

It also broke the tension, and everybody reached for food and drinks that had been abandoned when the conversation had turned serious. The pause gave Nathan a chance to internalize what Kia had said without feeling like he was under quite as much pressure to respond immediately. 

That’s a good way to put it. Killing people is bad - but sometimes necessary. But when you go down that road, you take on the responsibility of being right. If you go all utilitarian and do terrible things for a greater good - then you’d better be damned sure that your terrible actions are both effective and necessary. 

He sighed and reached out for his own drink, continuing to mull this over in his head. 

What I’m doing, killing bad people - it’s necessary, because otherwise they’ll keep doing evil things. But it's on me to make sure I don’t go too far - not every action is justified, even to take down Giantsrest. Especially if there’s an alternative.

He looked up to see Kia still watching him, her gaze focused but not unkind. He met her eyes once more, seeing the divine will that dwelled within, a banked ember that could flare into an inferno. 

Nathan gave her a slow and serious nod. “Yeah. I agree - no goal justifies every act.” 

She smiled in response, the expression sad but warm. “I’m proud to call you my student. Welcome to the realms of the elites, Nathan Lark. May your battles be just.” 

The last slivers of judgemental energy dissipated, and Kia relaxed back in her chair, reaching for her drink. 

“Does that mean the rest of us are elite adventurers too?” Stella said from the couch. 

Stanel shook his head. “What Kia means when she says elite is different from what a normal Adventurer would mean. To her, anybody can conquer a dungeon, or slay a monster. The elites are those who change things. Break an empire. Steer a culture.” 

He ruffled Aarl’s hair. “By the tally of your deeds you’re all elites in the guild. If it didn’t happen when you fought off the Agmon raid or an archmage’s ambush, it was when you defeated an army of Old Gemore constructs. Conquering Halsmet - that has only stoked the flame.” 

“Then what of Questors. Are they elites to you, Kia?” Khachi said, looking pensive.

Kia drew in a deep breath, her eyebrows moving down. “Questors stand alone, apart from all. I do not know what it is like in their home, but when they visit us - they do not accept the consequences for what they do.” 

She sighed. “Because they leave. Some try to help, but they do not know this place - they do not understand the conflict between Gemore and Giantsrest. But we cannot turn them away either, for then a Questor allied to our rivals would conquer us.

“I sometimes believe the Ending of History is not all dungeons awakening life, but a battle between all Questors over deeds so old as to be history. But I cannot reach a prophecy about the Endings, so I do not know.” Kia settled back farther into her chair, taking another drink of the syrupy purple liquor. 

“We should talk about Questors, if you’ll be dealing with one.” Stanel said, looking around at the other Guardians. 

“Agreed.” Dalo leaned forward, panning his gaze around to impress on the Heirs that this was serious. 

He doesn’t do the ‘serious glare’ thing as well as Kia does. 

“We only know of a few Questors, but they’re all different. They have different builds, different personalities and different weaknesses. Some speak with magic, others will grant grand Insights to those they find friendship with.

“What is petrified in place is that they will never value your lives.” He set his hands carefully on the table. “A Questor will fight a dragon at your side, and may even help you with items and Insights. But they will be free of regret if you die in battle. To an allied Questor, you are an asset, not a person.”

Stanel picked up the thread. “To an enemy Questor, you are an obstacle.” He indicated Nathan. “Or a rival. I hope the presence of Brox distracts Badud from you all. But - we should describe Brox’s abilities to you. I am afraid we know nothing of Badud.”

Stanel shrugged. “Brox seeks glory, and excitement. If he sees a foe it would be fun to fight, he’ll run for them. He won’t consider deeper strategy, and he won’t stick to a plan. He’ll charge an enemy it would be wiser to be cautious of. But for all that - he’s a dragon on the battlefield. He doesn’t use magic, just his two enchanted blades, and his build is all about speed.” 

Stanel tilted his head back, recalling a memory. “I’ve seen him run from one side of the battlefield to the other in a breath, striking down dozens along the way. His blades are as the wind - but they are not unstoppable. I can match him for five strikes, but it would push me to my limit.” 

Dalo was next, a flare of actinic light in his eyes. “Brox is not unkillable. He dodges magic, but when he jumps to strike airborne targets he cannot maneuver. If Kullal was unable to cage him in force, I would tempt him to jump and then strike with an unstoppable magic as soon as he was airborne.” 

Oh yeah, that reminds me - I need to talk to Kia about [Airwalk].

His wife reached out to caress the mage’s cheek. “But we do not have to fight Brox, unless we raise the past without reason.” 

Stanel took a drink and then wiped his lips, looking surly. “I’d trade him for Badud in a blasphemous instant. Badud seems a plotter, and in a Questor that is dangerous. Brox is just a delving idiot.” 

Nathan waited to see if the Guardians were going to say anything else about Questors. When they didn’t, he turned back to Kia. “I ranked [High-Tier Slow Fall] up to rank 10. I’m ready to Develop it for [Airwalking], but I wanted to ask your advice.”

Dalo had been in the middle of a drink, and he started coughing vigorously. “What…” He patted himself on the chest and finished clearing his throat. “You’re going to have [Airwalking] now?” The mage turned to Kia. “It took you two decades! It’s been two months since you taught him the first Insight.” He started grumbling. “Flying Antimage… blasphemous build.”

Kia’s lips turned up slightly. “I did not liberate a city.” She turned back to Nathan. “Well done. I will repeat what I said then - consider your Insight, but do not trigger the Development until a suitable fight. The greater the Insight and the more impressive the deed, the better the resulting Talent will be - it will use less Stamina and let you push harder.

“If Algoa’s luck rides with you then it will be a dangerous fight where [Airwalking] grants you a substantial advantage and enables you to win where you might have lost otherwise. I developed my Talent in a fight against an Agmon legion, using it to strike down their commander.” 

She shrugged. “Such a fight may not occur for a time - especially if you take Brox on patrol. If necessary, just have Stella throw you into a fight and then Develop the Talent, using it to drop down and strike an enemy. It may benefit you to keep it reserved - an unexpected ability is often the key to winning a difficult fight.” 

Yeah, like when I Developed [Perfected Body] and became immune to poison. 

Nathan took in the advice, thinking for a moment. “Should I hide the Talent from Brox? It might be a helpful trump card.”

Stanel nodded. “Yeah. If he knows you’re trying to Develop it, he’ll want to be part of it. Then he’ll want you to show it off. Don't tell him - but do not expect it to help if you fight him. The man jumps like a striped wolf.” 

“Pardon my ax, but is that the end of Adventurer business? We have fine drinks and better pastries to enjoy.” Kullal broke in gently, her expression expectant. 

“We’ll miss the meal hiding in the bushes.” Sarah said, leaning forward to grab some more of the meat pies and chow down. 

The tension ratcheted back down as the Heirs and the Guardians chatted about small things, happy to avoid talking about the recent conflict or the foreboding future. 

After a little while, Nathan looked over at Stella. “Hey Stella! Dalo and Kullal too - I recently got a really good look at one of the most impressive force spells I’ve ever seen. Can I try to explain it to you?” 

Kullal looked at him and blinked in confusion. “Do you wish to teach a mage to light a fire? I taught Stella all she knows of force magic. It is a different tradition than used by Giantsrest.” 

“Yeah, but I think I got some Insights that might help your force magic too.” Nathan said. 

Both of her parents looked doubtful, but Stella was excited. “Just listen. Nathan’s good at explanations. He’s got a teaching skill, and his mana sense is better than mine.” 

Yeah, because I can jump into any spell and not get vaporized. 

Dalo raised his eyebrows and waved his hand, clearly humoring Nathan. “Go ahead, we’ll listen.”

“Ok, so when we charged the square there was this old Artisan mage - I think his name was Thulio dho Pelogi. He cast this big force dome that let spells pass through one direction but not the other. It was also the most efficient force shield I’ve ever encountered.” 

Kullal frowned. “That name has been spoken before. I think he enchanted the shield-stones on the raiding parties. You killed him?” 

“Yup. He killed Delric Enesto first, and tried to kill Khachi.” Nathan replied, remembering the old man’s [Crushing Force] spell. 

You really can’t just be a fighter on Davrar. You need something else - magic, or Faith, or a powerful enchanted item. Otherwise a mage will just flick their fingers and squash you.

“Anyway - the spell. There were a few really impressive parts of it - first the part that let magic through in one direction. Beyond that, it had a structure that reminded me of something on earth called a geodesic, which helps spread force out so it doesn’t break the overall structure. Let me remember how it worked…” 




	Mental Fortress 3 achieved!






He guided Stella through assembling a miniature version of the dome shape, then tried to explain the way that it had actively distributed force around the structure, using the reinforcing struts as channels to guide mana to where it was needed. 

She started to get it, and Kullal grew interested in the explanation as Nathan explained how the dome had healed itself. 

Then he moved on to describe the one-way properties of the spell. This was harder, and took a lot more analogies. 

“It was kind of like it was in a very specific phase, that caused interference with spells coming from the outside, but not from the inside.” 

Stella scrunched her face up to try to understand, but her mother just looked completely confused. 

Fair - I’ve taught Stella about phases and interference, but Kullal doesn’t have a clue. 

He tried again. “Ok, let’s do this more practically - can you cast a force spell? I’m going to try to use my antimagic to destablize it in a specific way so that you can understand what I mean. It’ll only work for an instant before the spell breaks, but it’s like a specific vibration - though a vibration of the mana, not the spell itself.” 

They kept at it for almost an hour, continuing to eat and drink the entire time. The other Adventurers prodded them for doing work, but Kullal prodded right back. “Don’t smother our fire. This is fun.” 

The fox woman decided to cast a dozen subtly different [Force Blocks], then have Nathan indicate the one that was the closest to what he was looking for. After a bit longer, she cast a shield that wavered unsteadily. 

Nathan pointed at it. “Close! But the mana structure isn’t stable because of the way the bands are arranged. If you take out this flow then the instability goes away and it will start being permeable to mana.” He reached out with a tendril of antimagic and cut loose the offending portion of the spell, causing it to stabilize for a second before the whole thing melted down. 

Kullal’s brows drew down as she stared at where the shield had been. Then she cast another spell - this one was almost more purple than blue. Then her mouth dropped open in shock. “I just Developed [Mana Tuning]. I’ve had that skill at max rank for twelve years.” 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mid-tier Lecturing] utility skill into [High-Tier Lecturing]. 

Utility skill: [High-Tier Lecturing]
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“Huh. I just developed my teaching skill. It’s High-Tier now. Nice.” 

Dalo turned around, blinking at the commotion. “What occurs? Did you Develop a skill, dear?” 

She nodded mutely, gesturing at the purple shield. She flicked a [Force Bolt] at it - and it went straight through. 

His jaw dropped. “Blasphemous Endings.” 

“Hey!” Kia said from farther down the table, rolling her eyes. “None of that.” 

Kullal turned back to Nathan. “I am free of regrets for your teaching.” She turned to her daughter. “Is this what it’s like all the time?” 

Her daughter shrugged, tilting her head from side to side. “Not always. But often.” 

There was a knock at the door, interrupting them. Dalo muttered something, checking the spells on the door. “It’s your freed Nail. Do you wish to speak with her?” 

“Let her in.” It was Sarah, standing up and moving to the door. 

Dalo waved his hands and the door unsealed. Sarah opened it, revealing Egall on the other side. 

She addressed Nathan. “Myrla wants you. They’ve brought in all of the slaves from the outlying villages. It’s time to free them.” 

Oh. I can’t believe I let that slip my mind.

“I’ll be right there.” 

He got up, draining his drink and putting it back on the table. The Heirs started to get up but Nathan waved them back down. “I can handle this. Stay and chat with your parents. I’ve got the elites with me.” 

They sat back down, and as Nathan moved to close the door he saw Aarl reach into his pack. 

“I want eyes on this dimensional ring from a…” 

He turned to Egall. “Lead on.” 

 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 6

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 7

Talent 3: High-tier Slow Fall 10





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level 210

Deepened Stamina: 6524/6600

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Assassin of Gemore level76



Regenerative Focus: 860/860

Catastrophic Blows

Stealthy Movement

Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 8

Leadership 4

High-tier Sprinting 7

Magical Perception 6

High-tier Notice 10

Magical Intuition 3

High-tier Dodging Footwork 9

Mental Fortress 3

High-tier Lecturing 1

High-tier Tumbling 7

Mid-tier Noticeability 6

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 1










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Shoutout today for A death a day, MC will live anyway! It's definitely going for the OP protagonist vibe, and the system seems pretty cool. My impression is that the author has English as a second language, and while things are grammatically pretty good the dialogue read a bit stilted to me. 
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What to expect: 

 - A protagonist who will invade worlds.

 - Realistic battles and Skills based on scientific knowledge (the first being the manipulation of kinetic energy)

 - A well-built LitRPG System where the numbers mean something.

 - A smart human hero, neither too nice nor cruel. He can make mistakes, but not twice.

 - The MC starts young and idealistic, but his experiences and life will change him and make him grow. 

 - A vast universe and realistic characters.
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Chapter 23 Leaving a Legacy


                The door closed behind them, and Nathan appraised Egall. She was no longer wearing the robes of a Giantsrest mage, instead dressed in a fine but plain tunic of green and white. It reminded Nathan of the group of scribes who’d started running the city. 

He raised an eyebrow at the outfit. “Are you working for Myrla now?” 

Egall gestured for him to take the lead. She followed him as he started winding his way out of the building. “Yes. Apart from the Adventurers, there are no mages left in Halsmet. Not even the meanest finger of the Giant’s will. If the Adventurers leave, there will be nobody to heal sicknesses, or recharge the enchantments that do not charge themselves. Myrla wants me to start training new mages.”

Wow. She’d be taking on a heavy burden there. 

He looked back at Egall, finding that her expression was troubled. “Do you think you can?” 

She exhaled heavily. “By the Giant, I don’t know. I’ve only taught some low-tier students the first Insights of the Academy before. To train people as full mages - I never even graduated. That mana won’t flow clean.” 

“I don’t know the full story, but one thing is clear to me.” Nathan met her eyes, his tone serious. “You’re a skilled mage. I’ve felt your magic, and you’re better than many graduated mages of Giantsrest I’ve met.”

If by met you mean killed. 

He considered for a moment before continuing. “You’re not a mage of Giantsrest. You shouldn’t try to be one. You’re a mage of Halsmet, and you get to decide what that means. Don’t teach the same lessons you learned in the Ascendent Academy. You don’t have the same students and you don’t want the same results. Make the school you wish you had gone to.” 

She didn’t respond, so Nathan kept talking. “You should talk to Gale Shullet, the crowfolk mage who was at the meeting. She leads the Seven Fools, but she also runs the Tower of Trickery, which trains most of the mages of Gemore. I don’t know if she’d share magical Insights with you, but she might share teaching Insights with you.”

As if those are less powerful. I have a dream of getting a third class focused on teaching. When Giantsrest is destroyed.

Egall was breathing quickly, seeming overwhelmed by the weight of the task in front of her. 

Nathan turned around, reaching out for her shoulders before thinking better of the motion and withdrawing his hands. “Start small. You don’t need to challenge the Ascendent Academy by yourself. You need to train a dozen students to cast [Curing], and teach them to use their magic responsibly. That would be a win.”

He eyed her, gratified to see her taking slower and deeper breaths. “Is that something you want to do?” 

The ex-slave nodded slowly, then looked up. “Yes. Fingers of a fist. I can do that. I’ll teach their Insights to those they once held as slaves.” 




	Leadership 5 achieved!






Nathan smiled, then was struck by a sudden thought. 

I wonder if she can get a second class for teaching? Faline didn’t swear me not to share that Insight. She just told me that learning it could jeopardize somebody’s Path. But I don’t think Egall wants to level as a mage of Giantsrest, a Nail, any longer. 

He held her gaze. “I’m going to share the Insight for a second class now, because I think you can use it. Can you cast spells to block sound?”

Her eyes bugged out, and she stuttered a few times before successfully casting the spell around them. She still didn’t step very close to him, even if it would have made the magic easier. 

[Muffle]

Nathan kept his aura in close to avoid disturbing the magic enshrouding them. “I don’t know if this will work for you, and it carries the risk of destabilizing your current class. It might mess up your future class Developments, and I want to emphasize that there’s no guarantee that it will work. Do you still want to learn this Insight?” 

Egall grimaced at his words, and gave the question a few seconds of thought before responding. “Yes. My class was preparation to be a Nail. I will use those lessons to survive, but I won’t be a knife in the dark.” 

“Ok. This might work, it might not.” Nathan cast back in his memory to remember how Faline had explained this Insight to him. “What is your purpose? Why did you follow the Path of a Nail?”

Her eyes darkened, and she snorted with dark humor. “To keep myself safe, and hidden, though that truth is shattered. I was the daughter of a slave-artisan and a scribe, chosen because I was bright, and learned easily. I had no backers, no protection in the Academy. I hid from those who could squash me, especially Jaxis. I beat him in an early lesson and he always raised his hand against mine after that. The Nails found me, and they offered protection if I joined them. I liked their Insights, and I was good at them. I thought I was weaving the same color as those professors who recruited me.” 

She shook her head bitterly. “Then Exea tightened her fist, and I was made Jaxis’ slave.” 

Nathan tilted his head. “Do you still follow that path? To use magic to keep yourself hidden and safe?” 

Egall nodded sharply. “Yes. If Halsmet falls I will escape the city and flee to Gemore, or Litcliff.” 

“But you also want to teach the people of Halsmet magic, right?” Nathan questioned. 

Her nod was a little slower this time. “Yes. I will spread the Insights hoarded by Giantsrest. Especially those of the Nails.” She seemed amused by that last part. 

Nathan considered for a moment. “Yeah. I think you can do this. The way to have a second class is to have two Paths, which is to have two Purposes. You need to genuinely follow both, and they cannot overlap too much. Your second class also can’t be similar to one you were offered at level 9, on your first class selection.”

Egall was taking all of this in, clearly thinking at a mile a minute and starting to get excited. 

But Nathan wasn’t done. “Then, you need a deed that’s significant enough it boosts you up to level 9 all at once. For me, that was killing Histol. I don’t know what it would look like for a teaching class. Maybe helping a dozen kids unlock the [Mana Shaping] Talent in a single lesson. You might need to drop a utility skill and pick up one focused on teaching to accomplish that. You should ask Gale, and Sudraiel. If you tell her you’re starting a school for mages in Halsmet she should make time for you.”

He eyed her furrowed brow. “Does all of that make sense?” 
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“Yes - yes it does.” She started nodding rapidly, eyes distant. “I’m going to try. I’ll talk to Gale and Sudraiel. I need the palms of Myrla and Camran for this. Is the Insight of the second class mine to share?”

Nathan’s attention was drawn away from Egall when a thin middle-aged man came around the corner, looking peeved. His eyes locked onto them and he strode forward, saying something that they couldn’t hear. 

Egall hastily dispelled the [Muffle spell]. 

“...waiting! What in the Giant’s name is the delay?” 

Egall shrunk back, but Nathan stepped forward. “Sorry, just having an important chat. Let’s go.” 

 

As they walked, Nathan turned back to Egall, answering her final question vaguely. “Just be careful with it. I think if the Insight doesn’t work, then it might hurt somebody’s Path irreparably. Let me know if you need more help.” 

The man frowned at Nathan. “What occurs?” 

Egall stepped between them, leading the way forward at a fast pace. “Nothing, nothing. I’ll need to talk to you about this later. Nathan, this is Camran. He’s the person who trains new scribes.” 

The pinch-faced man looked between Nathan and Egall suspiciously as they walked, then sighed. “This is a time of ascension. I hope your conversation was worth hundreds of slaves suffering their bondage that much longer.” 

You know, I think it was. Halsmet needs power, not just freedom.

— 

Nathan had an audience as he walked down the line of sickly laborers and broke their collars. It seemed that every Adventurer had heard Nathan was going to do this, and wanted to see his antimagic in action. 

After all, this is usually something that takes a few hours of work from an enchanter skilled at cursebreaking. It's worthwhile to save a life, but not feasible to do across an entire city. Not to mention impossible if being captured triggers the failsafe and kills the victim. 

At least these enchantments weren’t as paranoid as some, since Giantsrest didn’t value their farmers or miners very much. Nearly every single one of them needed healing from some untreated injury or chronic malnutrition, and several Adventurer mages were working ahead of Nathan, curing some of the most egregious ailments.

But all eyes were on him as he reached out and snapped the next collar, unweaving the magic beneath it with a touch before tearing the crude metal from the man’s neck. Several Adventurer mages were trying to surreptitiously see what he was doing, and Nathan waved them closer. “I don’t think you can replicate this, but you’re free to watch what I’m doing. If you can get an Insight out of it you’re welcome to it.” 

They stepped closer and watched from feet away as he broke the next few collars, each of the newly-freed laborers quickly taken aside by the now-practiced volunteers. Nathan thought it was likely that a few of them had taken classes or skills to help them comfort and reassure others. 

Sort of a proto-therapist - probably something that Halsmet needs. I wonder if I should try to help? I don't really know anything about therapy, just a bit of popular psychology stuff. That would probably hurt more than it helps. It’s very much not designed for this circumstance. 

One of the mages watching was Argan, the mage from Kozar’s team. He watched Nathan break a few more of the enchantments and grimaced. “Maw from the deep. The magic just unwinds itself and is drawn away. There’s no Insight to be had here. Just a blasphemously powerful Talent.” He walked away, sharing a few words with Kozar before they both left. 

But more mages stuck around, wanting to try and wring every possible bit of information out of what he was doing. 

“Dragon’s breath, the magic just dissolves.” Ayen said excitedly, the illusionist from the Oath of Tulin bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Can you describe what you’re doing?” 

I think this has moved on from people trying to figure out how to free people from mind magic to people trying to figure out how my antimagic works. Not sure I’m comfortable with that. 

Nathan shrugged, moving onto the next collared man. “Using my Talent. I don’t think I can replicate the necessary conditions to pass it on, sorry to say.” 

“Hmm. Can you break this spell?” Ayen cast a diffuse orb of light, made of various layers of light and dream mana. 

After a quick glance at the spell, Nathan shook his head. “Nope. If you have questions about breaking mind magic I’ll answer. But I’m not going to poke a spell designed to tease out how my Talent works.” 

He turned away from Ayen towards the remaining slaves, working through them quickly. 

Give an inch, they’ll try to take a mile. 

Most of the other mages gave up quickly, but Ayen tried to tempt Nathan a few more times. “By the blood we shed, will you do me this favor? I only wish Insight into my own spellwork!”

I don’t believe you. 

“Sorry Ayen, I’d rather not. Thanks for your help. You do good illusions, I hope to work with you again someday.” 

Nathan sped through the rest of the farmers, releasing them to the care of the citizens of Halsmet as he ignored Ayen until the man huffed and walked off. 

After he was done, Camran approached Nathan, making a note on a clipboard-like object before putting it in his armpit to press his hands together in a Giantsrest salute. “Praise the Gi… - thank you. That is every slave of Halsmet freed. The city is born anew.” The man tilted his head back, looking skyward and trying to pretend there weren’t tears in his eyes. 

“If your hands are idle, Liluce has a list of magical locks to be broken, or enchantments we need destroyed.” The ascetic scribe wiped at his eyes surreptitiously, looking over at the group of work-worn men and women sprawled in Exea’s garden, the volunteer helpers bustling around to be sure everybody was comfortable and had help adapting to their sudden freedom. 

Nathan felt warmth blossom in his chest at the display of emotion from the man. “Maybe later. I’m headed out on patrol soon, and I’ve still got some people to talk to and preparations to make. She’s in the mansion?” 

Camran nodded, then saluted again and turned to walk past the two Halsmet elites guarding the door and back into the mansion that was quickly becoming the seat of government of the new liberated city. 

A voice hissed from the side. “Nathan!” 

His head snapped around, and he saw a hooded figure standing in a shadow underneath a tree. Green eyes shone underneath the hood before one of them flickered pink. 

Faline. In hiding. Of course. 

He walked over to her, spending some Focus on [Noticeability] to be more inconspicuous. With the skill active he felt the instant he entered Faline’s zone of influence. All attention on him suddenly vanished. He stopped and stepped back across the transition, examining what his skill was telling him. 

It’s like a blind spot. I’m just edited out of their perception as soon as I get close to her. That’s a powerful skill. I wonder how it works in combat? 
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He stepped up to Faline, and she smirked at him. “Have you divined more of my secrets?” 

He mirrored her smile. “Not too many, but I will never underestimate being able to blend in amongst your enemies. We would never have won this victory without your skills.” 

Faline gave an affirming grunt and her expression grew more serious. She studied him, without speaking. 

Nathan examined her posture, her expression, and came to an obvious conclusion. “You’re leaving. You’re going to Giantsrest, and you want me to come with you.” 

She gave a deep sigh. “If the prophecy had not been spoken, if the Questors were not here, then we could avert the coming smoke and blood. Together we could go to Giantsrest and strike every target. If you killed the host of a party and escaped uncaught - every mage would cower within their homes, and the archmages would hurl abuse and blame at each other for weeks. 

“But that is not the Path before us.” Faline looked down, her face suddenly lined with stress. “By the heavy hand of prophecy this battle will be fought, and I know you will not abandon your friends. You do not have the skills to blend into the Giantsrest army. Your weight in this fight is too high for a risky infiltration.” 

She looked up, bright green eyes boring into his. “I will go to Giantsrest, to follow my Path. I will give warning when the army marches. Sudraiel will hear it. I will march in their ranks. Look for a pink mask.”

He nodded solemnly. “Ok.” This felt different than any of his other conversations with Faline. Normally she was sly, joking and flirtatious. Now she seemed serious and tense. “Be safe.” 

The corner of her mouth turned up in a smirk. “We have stared this Giant in the eye, and torn a city from its grasp. Bait the Castlebear, but do not become its meal.” The smile extended across her face. “If we both survive the upcoming conflagration, then we move on Giantsrest.” She held up her hand for Nathan to grab. “If this army is broken, then there is an opening. We can cast down the Endings-damned empire.” 

Nathan reached forward and grasped her offered hand, looking into her eyes. “That’s worth a heavy cost.” 

But not every cost. I will do a lot to see Giantsrest destroyed, but there are lines I won’t cross. If she asks me to nuke the city, I'm finding another way. 

If Faline noticed any sign of his internal qualification she didn’t react, squeezing his hand for a moment before letting go and stepping back. “The Guardians have warned you of Brox. I add my weight to their word. Keep my name from his ears. He thinks me dead, and I would have that remain true.” 

Nathan couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows. “Everybody seems to have history with him, but nobody will tell me what it is. What happened?” 

The assassin shook her head sadly. “Waking Giants is what happened. Brox wished to challenge a Kalis Conclave dungeon. The Guardians were with him. They say he woke the horrors within. We call it the Night of Living Light, and hundreds died. That included Kosvel, Stanel’s wife and Aarl and Sarah’s mother. She was with him, on the walls.”

No wonder he’s so upset about having Brox around. But given that it hasn’t been mentioned, I probably shouldn’t bring it up.

Nathan frowned. “Did the dungeon need to go?” 

She hesitated, then nodded. “It is now the town of Grasmere.” 

Nathan took a second to recall his geography. Grasmere was a village to the southwest of Gemore. It lay on the route to three more villages. Those villages had probably all been established after this dungeon fell. 

So it was not worthless. Maybe Brox messed up, or maybe it was going to happen anyway and Brox was simply the one to set it off. But given that everybody has warned me about him I’m definitely going to veer on the side of caution. 

He blinked, and turned back to Faline. “Were you there? Is that why he thinks you’re dead?” 

“No,” she said bitterly. “Later he asked me to deliver him to Giantsrest, that he might work to undermine their Empire.” 

She shook her head sadly. “He is not an [Assassin]. He is a liability.” 

“Joy.” Nathan’s response dripped with sarcasm. “Any advice?”

“You have true aim, to ask me.” She hesitated, tapping her lip with a finger. “It is a narrow path. If he becomes bored he will seek out challenges without regard for their consequence. You must engage with him, entertain him, but without being impressed by him. All he meets are blinded by the light of his deeds. He seeks true companions, even if he says otherwise.” 

Her smile turned wry. “Hear me, but you do not wish to become the challenge he seeks. He might try to fight, seduce or recruit you. None will leave you free of regret.” 

Good to know. I know he’s already interested in me. I hope he can take ‘no’ for an answer if it comes to it. 

“Algoa’s luck ride with you.” Faline said, then faded from view.
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Chapter 24 A Party Ends


                Nathan watched Faline leave. She slipped out of the heart of Halsmet like a ghost, without a single person acknowledging her presence. It wasn’t a matter of rudeness, just that her stealth skills were so advanced that nobodycould see her. 

She can’t sneak past enchantments. She has to exploit the human element for that. 

It was a struggle to keep track of her, even with multiple skills boosting his perception and resistance to mental effects. Nathan’s [Notice] skill was capped out at High-Tier and he didn’t have an Insight to develop it further. He’d need to think about that, and watch out for the appropriate circumstances. 

Nathan walked back towards the room where he’d left the Heirs, keeping an eye out for Brox. He didn’t want to run into the Questor without warning. Everybody said that he needed to be careful of the man. 

Doing that for days on end sounds exhausting. It almost seems like I should just treat him like a senior colleague with a short temper or something, but his temper doesn't seem like the problem. It’s him getting bored. 

No Questors ambushed Nathan on the way back to the room, and he gently knocked on the door. The spell holding it shut frayed at his touch, and when Dalo tried to open the door with his magic it only cracked open. 

The white-haired man got to his feet, grumbling. “Hear me, that’s blasphemously annoying. Spells should stay put!” 

Nathan smirked as the older man recast the spell to seal the room. 

Dalo glowered at the expression, before sitting back down. “No wonder Giantsrest hates you. Magic is their worth and deed. I expect many of the mages you kill just stare with horror as their spells unravel.” 

“A few of them, yeah.” Nathan remembered the mage on top of the walls, who’d watched motionless as Nathan climbed up towards him, shedding spells like water. “But not all of them. That old artisan mage decided to do as much damage as he could before I got to him.” 

Khachi raised a glass to Nathan, recalling his own experience with the man who'd taken impromptu command of the Giantsrest forces in the main square. “My thanks - his spell carried a weight I could not hold for long.” 

Nathan nodded in response then swept his gaze around the room. Everybody was at least a few drinks in and it looked like they'd gotten more food from the kitchens. It seemed like they were all trying to enjoy quality time together. 

As if on cue Kia slid another glass of Umna towards Nathan and waved him to a seat. 

He picked it up and sat, flopping into the comfortable chair and closing his eyes with a groan. But the moment of relaxation was short-lived, because he could literally feel eyes upon him with his new skill. He looked around to see Kullal and Stella studying him with identical inquisitive expressions. “Do you want something?” he asked. 

“Stella has mentioned ‘interference…’” Kullal let the word trail off. “I would hear of this concept from the master of the mountain.” 

Dalo scoffed. “Please, he’s the master of a hillock at best.” 

Aarl and Sarah both chuckled quietly, and Nathan just rolled his eyes and took another sip, confident he didn’t need to respond to the jibe. 

It’s so nice to feel comfortable in this group. I don’t need to worry about my standing here. 

Stanel held up his hands placatingly. “Let’s just relax for a bit. The Guildmistress said their tally of deeds deserves a time of relaxation - and it’s been a busy day.” 

“Not for us.” Kia said. “We’ve been drinking for hours. It’s a divine blessing that my healing can cure drunkeness, and that Nathan has his own methods. We are on duty, but not on watch. Let’s drink enough to kill a Siegeboar.” 

Stella elbowed her mother, who sighed heavily. “Very well. I will ask to learn the secrets of the universe later.” 

—

Nathan didn’t wake up the next morning with a hangover, which he very much should have.

How much alcohol do they have in those dimensional bags? One of the advantages to being a powerful adventurer I guess. You get to carry your whole liquor cabinet with you if you want. 

He was back in their rooms, with the Heirs sleeping around him. It wasn’t too late, but Nathan needed to pee. He slipped out of their rooms and once more found a pair of Halsmet elites standing outside the door. 

One of them was Turbang, who raised an eyebrow at Nathan. “Have a fun night?” 

Nathan nodded, yawning. “Yep. How are you folks doing? Sorry for losing you yesterday. The Questor...“

Turbang’s expression lifted. “What a dragon. He sparred with us yesterday and set a dozen of us on our asses. He’s getting along well with Olad, though I hear you’re going on patrol with the man tomorrow?” 

“Yup. Should be interesting. I think you folks can finally go back to more important things. I shouldn’t need a guard in the wild.” Nathan took a few steps down the hall, trying to disengage so he could get to the bathroom. 

Turbang sighed dreamily. “Not with Brox Thastus weaving the same color.” 

I hope it’s not a problem that the elites are starting to worship Brox. I mostly worry that he’ll get them all killed. But that’s why we’re taking him on patrol. The Heirs won’t fall sway to his bullshit. Though I worry about Stella, since she's the only one without a mental resistance skill. I think some of her mental techniques are supposed to Develop to do that, but they haven’t yet. 

Resolving to bring that issue up later, Nathan cast back through his memory of last night. He smiled. It had been a good time. They’d ended up talking about magic after all, with some amount of Nathan complaining about how bullshit magic was, while Dalo and Kullal responded that antimagic was the real stalker shit. 

Then they’d chatted about Earth a fair amount, but not in specifics. He hadn’t talked about the quantum nature of light very much. Instead he'd found himself describing the history and mythology of his home. Much of it had been things that the Heirs had heard before, and they’d prompted Nathan for the things they thought their parents would find the most interesting. 

They loved the few Japanese myths I mentioned. Especially Kullal, for a reason that couldn't possibly relate to the kitsune. 

The night had ended on more of a downer, as the Guardians told more of their adventuring stories. They’d described the events with Brox in very vague strokes, clarifying even less than Faline had. 

Nathan returned from his business to find Neta knocking on the door, the knuld's dark orange skin standing out against the blue of her robes. 

“What occurs?” Nathan asked as he walked up. 

She turned to him, jumping slightly. “Oh. Nathan. Sudraiel asked me to fetch the Heirs. She wants to brief you for your patrol. Brox will be there, since he’s going with you.” 

“Right. Thanks. I’ll get my team moving. How long do we have?” 

The short woman shrugged. “The guildmistress is busy, but it’s probably more dependent on Brox than you. He’s not filled with patience.” 

Nathan snorted. “Thanks Neta.” He stopped before he opened the door, looking at her seriously. “I’m sorry about Delric.” 

She gave him a sad smile. “Thanks. When we were coming to Halsmet he said your flame was worth following.” She gestured around at Exea’s mansion, and the city beyond. “He was right. Even with what happened, I am free of regret.” 

More people dead because of my plans. Nothing I can do about it but honor them and what they died for. 

Nathan returned the smile. “We’ll be out in a few minutes.” He entered the room to find the Heirs in various states of readiness. He clapped his hands together loudly. “Rise and shine! Time to get briefed on our patrol!” 

“At least it’s not a patrol through old Gemore. Those were boring, sprinkled with the occasional ambush,” Stella groused as she pulled on her socks. 

Aarl groaned. “Now this patrol is marked by a prophecy of death.” 

“I think we are beyond prophecy’s hold,” Khachi said in a droll tone. “With a Questor along this patrol will have its share of smoke and blood no matter our desires.” 

“Let’s at least find out the route." Sarah had just finished putting on her gear, and stepped up next to Nathan. "How are you doing? We drank a lot, and Kia’s healing can’t touch you.” 

Nathan tapped his head. “I think my Talent is better than her healing. I was exactly as drunk as I wanted to be the entire night.” 

She chuckled as they watched the other Heirs finish their preparations. 

“Let’s go. The Questor will not appreciate waiting.” Khachi gestured towards the door. 

“Hold on, hold on, where’s my staff?” Stella looked around wildly, sticking her hands into various pockets before relaxing. “Oh. There it is.” She pulled out the long and knotted wooden stick, deeply carved with runes and inlaid with glowing gems. 

Nathan studied the clearly magical implement. There was definitely magic in it, but it didn’t feel like it made up a coherent structure to Nathan. “What does that do? I haven’t seen you use it very much.” 

Stella held up the object in question. “It’s mostly a decoy. A lot of mages use casting foci like staves and wands. I don’t, and it’s enchanted to look as powerful as possible while being fairly cheap. But it’ll block a blow and has some amount of mana storage. ” 

Right, and she’s got that Talent that adds the mana storage of anything she’s carrying to her own pool.

The Heirs walked out of the room, where Neta and the two elites fell in behind them. Stella greeted Neta warmly, and the two quickly fell into conversation, talking about magic as they walked to the Guildmistress’s new office tucked away in the corner of the enormous building. 

Sudraiel had set up shop in one of the old administrative sections of Exea’s manor. While it was smaller than her old office the effect of entering her domain was much the same. The old knuld secretary, Siltul, wasn’t present, but the old human woman still dominated the room. 

She was giving orders to an adventuring team Nathan recognized, The Blades of Steel. They were a team that had relieved the Heirs out at Bridgeguard far to the west, and were composed of four gruff old human veterans as well as a young foxfolk mage named Sunae. The rest of her team seemed to dote on the woman, like she had four aunts and uncles. 

“... that’s all. Scout it out, nothing more. The Giantsrest maps have too many Endings-damned dungeons for me to send anybody that way until we have reports. We need information, not cleared dungeons.” 

Armin nodded, then clapped a hand to his breast. “As your flame calls.” 

The Blades of Steel filed past the Heirs, trading respectful nods. Neta followed them out, exchanging a few words with Sunae. The two elites stayed in the central office space. 

The door swung closed behind them of its own accord and Sudraiel sighed and leaned forward to make a mark on a checklist. “At least Giantsrest has paper. Though I’m sure I would prefer not to learn its source. Another weight to hold against them.” 

She gestured around the room. “This used to be Myrla’s, where she was petrified in place in her duties under Exea. I asked if I could use it and she told me that it would welcome my hand. She said she would never enter this room again.” 

The guildmistress pulled out a map. “We’ll get this started, since I have no idea if Brox will come. Questors are beyond my authority.” 

She tapped the large parchment, which showed the mountains between Halsmet and Giantsrest. The focus of the map was a creatively named ‘mountain road,’ which connected the two cities together, snaking through low-lying valleys. “This road is too obvious - it will be watched, but I do not expect any serious Giantsrest scouts to use it. The army will no doubt march upon it when the time comes.” 

Her finger moved a little bit north, tapping another pass. “This is Fireface pass. It’s named for a dungeon set into the mountain on the side closer to Halsmet. It’s where both Faline and I judge the most powerful Giantsrest advance team will approach.” 

Nathan looked over the map and frowned, trying to interpret the markings. “The dungeon is a Fortress of the Face? Any others nearby?”

“No other dungeons nearby, but it’s a big one. Attuned to fire mana. But you shouldn’t need to approach it, and the only note I have is that the inhabitants are ‘passive’.” Sudraiel grabbed an index card and waved it with annoyance. “The Giantsrest approach to dungeons is downright blasphemous.” 

“How much of our mission is to calm the Questor?” Khachi’s question was quiet, but serious. 

Sudraiel fixed him with a steady gaze. “Only some. This mission is important. A force of Nails - or any other mages - could harass our preparations, slay fighters we cannot lose, and grant Giantsrest invaluable knowledge. Cala dha Drex is the archmage of the Nails, and she will try to get saboteurs behind us even without orders to do so. We are dispatching other teams to the other passes, but you are the ones most likely to meet the foe. I worry that the Questor will accompany them. If that is true, Brox will help you fight. He's immune to mental magic and has fought Giantsrest before. He's a more powerful fighter than anybody in Gemore.” 

They studied the map for a bit. Sarah traced her line along the pass and towards Giantsrest. “How far should we go?” 

Sudraiel shrugged. “We do not know the terrain, so this question is in your hands. Your mission is to prevent Giantsrest from sending scouts or saboteurs through the pass before the battle. Wherever you decide is best.”

“Can’t they just teleport past it?” Nathan asked. 

“Yes, but few mages know [Teleport], and we will be watching. I would trade a grand Insight for Giantsrest to send such powerful mages ahead unsupported, especially when we have the Halsmet detection enchantments and so many elite Adventurers ready to respond. Kozar could kill them from the city walls.” 

“Should we attack?” Stella pointed at the western edge of Giantsrest. “Harass them, cause them to shape their eyes towards us instead of Halsmet. We’ll be able to fight, with Brox present.”

At his name, the Questor bust through the door, golden locks flowing with motion as he strode into the room. He responded to Stella’s question. “I like your desire, young Caxol!” He waggled a finger at her. “But that is not our mission! Badud awaits, and I would not fight him with an army at his back.” 

Nathan could feel the pull of Brox’s charisma, but his new skill insulated him from the effect. Khachi was similarly unperturbed, though Sarah and Aarl were grimacing with effort. But Stella nodded along agreeably, eyes sparkling as she gazed at the Questor. 

Oh no. 

Brox turned to Sudraiel, beaming and throwing his arms wide. “This city will be safer than a vault of solace. By Edes I declare no scouts will pierce our shroud!” 

The guildmistress smiled grimly at him. “Of that, I have no doubt. This is the pass you need to guard.” She traced the pass, then tapped the marking for the dungeon. “This is a dungeon, but there’s no need to clear it. We don’t need the complication of an awakened dungeon atop a Giantsrest Army.” 

“What kind?” The Questor raised a sculpted blonde eyebrow. 

“It’s a Fortress of Face! Fire-themed.” Stella said happily, eager to answer Brox’s question. 

“Yes.” The guildmistress shot warning looks around at the Heirs. “A large and powerful one.” 

Brox pursed his lips, giving a faint nod. “Ah, Fortresses of the Face. Those are always interesting. I’d prefer ice to fire, but Algoa is a god of luck, not choice.”

“What about lightning? I’m great at lightning.” Stella said. 

The Questor turned to fully examine her, his face registering faint surprise. “Truth verified?” 

Stella nodded frantically and held out a hand, where sparks danced between her fingers. 

Nathan stepped forward to catch Brox’s attention and distract him from Stella. “You’re good to leave tomorrow morning?” 

The man turned to Nathan, then panned around to scan the rest of the Heirs. “Yes, yes I will be. Wonderful to meet you all. I know your parents, impressive Adventurers all. I praise the divine that I have this chance to know their heirs.” 

Then his attention turned back to Nathan, and he smiled charmingly. “And you, Nathan Lark. You are not the Heir to power, but you hold it regardless.” He studied Nathan again, carefully. “You have no history here. Are you of Davrar, or beyond it?” 

What does he know? I’m not sure I want him digging into Earth. But he could probably find out if he asked around. 

Nathan shrugged noncommittally. “I haven’t been here long - but Gemore is my home now. And Giantsrest is my enemy.” 

The Questor nodded sagely. “I understand. Welcome to Davrar! I embrace our time as allies, and wish you the blessings of Oltia. Or I would, if I hadn’t killed her sister Quenfi.” His smile turned smug, and he spun back to Sudraiel. “When is our Patrol ended?” 

She was glancing between him and Nathan with a worried expression. “Six days, though we will be in contact with [Message]. You can all move quickly. Be sure to get back for the battle.” 

Brox nodded, then waved at the Heirs. “I will see you all at dawn in the courtyard for our Patrol. Be prepared for a race. I am off to find Olad for some more… company.” 

The Questor jerked the door open and vanished, the speed of his movement kicking up a breeze that scattered papers around the room. 

Everybody watched the open door for a moment to see if the Questor was gone. 

“Dragon’s breath. He’s great. With him along we’ll make Giantsrest fart ice!” Stella said excitedly. 

Sudraiel shook her head, meeting Nathan and Khachi’s worried looks, and then looking up to see a harried-looking Liluce approaching. “Go. You know your mission. Don’t die.” 

The Heirs left the Guildmistress’ office as Liluce started going over issues with the process of training newly freed volunteers to fight. 

Sarah shook herself as if snapping out of a [Daze] spell. “Brox is dangerous.” 

Aarl looked at her strangely. “No, he’s just…” He trailed off. 

“Dangerous.” Nathan and Khachi spoke together. 

Aarl swallowed and sighed. “Yeah.” 

Stella just looked confused. “What do you mean?” 
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Chapter 25 Charged Conversation


                Nathan grimaced and opened his mouth, but Khachi interrupted him. 

“Let us speak in our rooms.” Khachi said, shaking his head slightly at Nathan. 

Yeah, probably better if this conversation isn’t overheard. I’m not even sure what to say. Tell Stella she was under the effect of a powerful social skill? Ask her to be more careful? I’m not sure that’s possible. She’s supposed to Develop a way to resist this eventually, but clearly isn’t there yet. 

The Heirs walked through the building in somewhat awkward silence. The two Halsmet elites that had been tailing them once more broke off to stand outside the door once they reached their rooms. 

I gotta say, maybe I should protest being guarded around the clock. It just feels awkward, and I’m worried that they might overhear this. At least they won’t be coming with us on Patrol. Having Brox around is going to be even worse though. 

They all sat. Stella looked around suspiciously, seeing how everybody was focused on her. “What? Did you all decide to take up Hydra farming?” 

All of the Heirs looked around at each other, nobody wanting to be the first to speak. It felt like an intervention, where everybody knew what needed to be said except the person who needed to hear it. 

“Stella, you trust us, right? You trust me?” Nathan said, meeting her eyes. 

She blinked at him. “...yes. We’ve stared the Ghoul in the eye, together.” She snorted. "A lot."

He nodded. “What do you think of Brox?” 

Confused by the non-sequitur, she answered. “He’s dragon’s breath. It’ll be great to go on patrol with him. I want to follow the path he blazes, we could learn so much from him.” She broke off, grinning widely.

“What did you think of Brox before we met him?” Nathan asked gently.

Stella shrugged. “I didn’t know him then. He’s a Questor, so I was apprehensive. But he’s on our side, beyond the hold of prophecy. Did you hear what he said?” The mage lowered her voice, mimicking Brox. “I would wish you the blessings of Oltia. Or I would, if I hadn’t killed her.” 

She turned towards Khachi. “Seems he’s got things to teach you of the divine.” 

“Smoke and blood.” Sarah’s words were bitter, and she rubbed at her forehead in frustration.

“What?” Stella said, turning back to her friends, her forehead creasing with confusion. “What’s your target?” 

Khachi was about to speak, but Nathan held up a hand. “Stella, Brox has a social skill. A powerful one. It makes him seem cool and friendly. You’ll want to agree with him on everything. It's that kind of skill.” 

“No. That’s not true. I would know if that were true.” Stella sounded offended, but not entirely sure of herself. Then her tone firmed. “Brox is on our side. He’s here to save us.” 

“Trust me, just for a moment.” Nathan said. “He’s got a skill that’s making you like him. Why would you like him? He implied he wants to fight the dungeon for no reason.” 

Stella still looked unsure. 

 

Nathan looked around at the other Heirs. “We all have mental defense skills. None of us like Brox, right?”

Aarl nodded firmly. 

“Muckgrabber’s asshole, that’s what he is.” said Sarah. 

Khachi raised up a placating hand. “He is a foe to our enemies. But that makes him our ally, not our friend.” 

Nathan turned back to Stella. “What did your parents say about Brox? Remember it. Why did they say that?” 

The mage was rubbing at her temples, looking down at the ground. 

Nathan had a vague sense of pushing at an ephemeral barrier with a limb he didn’t have. It was like his control of his antimagic, but orthogonal. It was yet another new sense. He tried to exert control over the feeling and nothing happened. Acting on a hunch, Nathan continued speaking.

“Trust me, and trust yourself. Ask yourself, why do you like Brox? Do you have a reason for it?”

His words pushed at the intangible barrier, and Nathan could feel it tearing. “It’s a skill, Stella. Recognize it for what it is.” 

Her face grew strained, teeth gritting. Then she looked up at him, visibly furious. “At least Taeol’s magic didn’t lie.” 




	Leadership 6 achieved!






Khachi breathed out a deep breath of relief, before holding up a restraining hand. “Hear me, hold yourself still. We need him against Giantsrest, and his skill would not be able to force you to attack your teammates as Taeol's spell did." 

Stella’s eyes sparked, and her hands lit on fire. “Do we need all of him?” 

Hoo boy. I’m not sure she’s wrong here. What he’s doing is not only a dick move, but also dangerous. His skill clearly compromises people’s judgment, which is not a great thing to do while Adventuring. But I’m not sure what to do about it. Should we confront him about it? Ask him to turn it off? Can Stella develop her skill in time?

“We don’t have to accept the shit he’s pouring on us.” Sarah said.

Khachi’s lips peeled back from his teeth, but it looked apprehensive instead of aggressive. “He’s a Questor. We cannot drip blood in his eyes.” 

Aarl had been silent in this conversation, but his face twisted with sudden animus. “Maybe we should trap him, demonstrate we could kill him.” 

Stella and Sarah both nodded. 

Nathan sucked in a breath. “That seems like a terrible idea. It’s a great way to die or at the very least make a powerful enemy where we don’t need to.” 

“What then? Let him hold this edge without answering it?” Stella snarled. 

Something Faline had said stuck out to Nathan, and he furrowed his brow as he repeated it. “He seeks true companions.” 

The rest of the Heirs looked at Nathan like he was crazy, but Khachi spoke first. “Explain.” 

“I think he buys his own story.” Nathan said. “He’s got this whole ‘invincible demigod’ thing going on, and whenever he walks into a room people either love him or hate him. But that means he doesn't have friends, just followers."

Nobody responded, not sure where he was going. Stella shook her head. “This is a dungeon for fools.” 

But Nathan wasn’t done positing his theory. “What if what he wants are teammates? Peers. People who will work with him, but also stand up to him?” 

Sarah’s frown did not abate. “He’s a Questor. He doesn’t seek peers. Only glory. We’ll repeat the past of our parents with that Path.” 

“Being a peer is not something offered.” Khachi spoke slowly, as if feeling the way forward. “We cannot force him to do anything, and threatening him will end in smoke and blood.” 

“Then what?” Stella said. She was still pissed, but her hands were no longer literally on fire. 

Nathan sighed. “I don’t know. I think he’s mostly interested in me. Maybe I can go ask Sudraiel to change the patrol so it’s just me and him.” 

“Not even as a game.” Aarl said, tone hard. “We won’t allow you to bait the castlebear for us again.” 

Sarah snorted. “You’d leave us behind in levels. Further behind.” She turned to look at Stella for a moment, frowning. “Stella, you trusted us now, to tell you that Brox was influencing you. Trust us again.” 

The mage frowned, but didn’t say anything. 

Sarah continued. “The skill won’t work as well now that you know about it, and know how it feels. If it does influence you, we’ll protect you. It seems like Nathan and Khachi are entirely protected.” She shot them questioning looks, and got nods in return. 

“They will deal with Brox. Aarl and I must spend our class resources to resist, but we can. We’ll try to stay farther away from the Questor. You should do your best to stay away from him, and work on Developing your own skills. We protect you on the battlefield, and we can protect you here.” 

Khachi spoke seriously. “Until such time as we are his peers. To that aim, we must be as impressive as possible.”

“And not be impressed.” Nathan said wryly. “He’s used to everybody fawning over him and his deeds. Let’s not be too taken in by his legend. Sure, he’s a Questor. He says he’s conquered empires and killed gods and whatever. But we took down a city, and more than one dungeon. We won’t let him walk all over us.” 

Stella still looked upset, but it was less furious and more resigned. “Yeah. Don’t let me mess up my build.” She paused, then shook her head. “He’s going to wake that dungeon. That’s clear to us all, right?”

Aarl sighed. “Yeah.” 

—

The Heirs spent the rest of the day on various preparations. They ate together, then dispersed to spend some more time with their parents. The Guardians were on watch, but Nathan saw Stanel walking Aarl and Sarah through some advanced weapon practice atop the wall around Exea’s mansion. 

We really should stop calling it that. This building won't survive if Giantsrest takes the city back. But not sure what else to call it. Not my problem. 

Nathan sought out Liluce, remembering that the administrator had a list of magic that needed to be broken around the city. He spent a good portion of the afternoon with her, breaking into magically sealed vaults with her pair of freed elites by his side. 

Each of the grand homes was crowded with recently freed citizens of Halsmet, and they treated Nathan with an awe that he found uncomfortable. There was some tension about what was going to happen to the contents of the vaults - but Liluce had been prepared. She used the elites and Nathan to be sure that nobody got pushy, handed out itemized lists of the contents as each vault was opened and the contents carted back to the central mansion.

She repeated the same spiel each time. “We’re all weaving the same color. Some of the value will return to you, but these valuables are to be used against Giantsrest, to ensure our freedom.” 

This didn’t placate everybody, but whenever there was disagreement, Liluce simply raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to hoard this wealth for yourselves? Or share in the wealth we found in Exea’s vaults, instead?” 

That and the presence of Nathan and the elites was enough to head off any issues before they started, and they cleared out a mind-numbing amount of wealth from the vaults. Only a small fraction of it was in coinage and precious metals. Most of it was enchanted items and crafting materials for enchantments. 

“What are you going to use all of it for?” Nathan asked, watching an elite carrying a dimensional pouch loaded with enchanting tools and valuable ingredients.

Liluce smiled at him. “Outfitting our own Adventurers, and hiring more from Gemore. Myrla’s got her finger set on starting our own Guild, though it’ll have the handprint of the Gemore Adventurers Guild.” 

She gauged him, and when he seemed interested she continued. “It’ll be a time before Halsmet has the crafters and money to do that by itself. It’s my blasphemous hope that this treasure will let us create a guild fit to hold a hand against Giantsrest, and safeguard farms in the way that Gemore does.”

Her tone became grim. “It’ll need to, if this city is to survive.” 

“Is Egall starting a school for mages part of that vision?” Nathan asked, genuinely curious. 

Liluce looked over, surprised. “Oh, you had a hand in that? It shines light in my eyes that she’s agreed. We need mages of our own, like your own Tower of Trickery.” 

“Do you know what she’s going to call it?” 

The thin scribe shook her head. “She was suggesting the Ghosts of Halsmet. Name doesn’t matter much, does it?” 

Nathan shrugged. “Seems fine to me. Where to next?” 

— 

He reconvened with the Heirs for dinner, after which they had another more subdued gathering with their parents. The Guardians seemed like they wanted to eke out every moment of time with their kids.

After dinner, Stella turned to Nathan. “To raise the past, can you teach me about plasma?” She shook her head. “It feels like it’s been an age, but that was only weeks ago.” 

Nathan looked over at her and smiled. “Sure, thanks for being patient. I hope the other stuff we’ve been talking about has been interesting.” 

Dalo looked over, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “Would you like a more private place to share this Insight?” 

“Nope.” Nathan replied, his faint smile still present. “You're welcome to listen in. But keep in mind the benefits of freely sharing information, if I ask for Insights in the future." 

Dalo shot a significant glance with his wife, considering the offer.

She just scooched over on the couch to wrapped an arm around her husband. “Hear me, but I’m happy to learn whatever you have to teach.” 

Excellent. I've got the edges of a plan for when things are a little calmer, and some Insights from these two will make it a lot easier. It's also an ego boost to have these two excited to learn magic from me. I remember them dismantling a monster the size of a hill right in front of me. 

Nathan pursed his lips, thinking for a minute. “Dalo, Kullal. Before we do get started, I want to warn you. Some of what I’m going to talk about depends on things I’ve taught Stella that you haven’t heard before. It also might conflict with your current Insights. I don’t want to get into a debate about who’s right. Your Insights work, mine should too. Once I’ve finished laying them out you can describe yours if you think Stella needs to hear them. But it’s important she not be split between two conflicting methods.” 

Dalo frowned a bit and opened his mouth, but closed it again after Kullal gave him a squeeze. Instead he just nodded. “Please, proceed. I am curious to learn more about the fuel of this blaze.” 

Nathan turned back to Stella. “Right. So, you made plasma earlier by making a cage of force, magnetism and light and then heating up the inside, right? You wanted to trap all of the energy you put in in a small space, then release it in a targeted way.”

She shrugged. “About on target. I wanted to get all of the output of the fire mana. Light, heat, hot gas, everything, concentrated on one spot. But the gas inside got weird. My air mana didn’t work to hold it in anymore. Then I started experimenting with it.”

Nathan pointed a finger at her. “Yes, we call that plasma. The fourth state of matter. It’s fundamentally different from a solid, a liquid or a gas, but you make it by superheating a gas.” 

“How is it different?” Kullal said, frowning. “I have noticed this thing. It acts strangely with lightning mana.” 

“Yup.” Nathan nodded. “In normal substances you have both positive and negative charges bound closely together. So closely that the overall material is neutral. But when you heat a gas hot enough, the charges separate from each other and you’re left with a soup of both positive and negative charges floating around. They’re both still present, but they can move independently from each other.” 

“To set aside these ‘charges' - why only a gas?” Dalo asked. “Can this ‘plasma’ come from something solid as well?” 

“Not usually. Everything transitions from solid to liquid to gas to plasma as it gets hotter. There's a few exceptions. Depending on pressure you can go straight from solid to gas… or from solid to plasma. But you’d have to have an incredibly high pressure for that…” 

I don’t want to get distracted with phase diagrams and triple points.

Nathan shook his head to avoid getting distracted. “Regardless. Plasma will happen to everything if you get it hot enough. You can also make it with lightning. The creation of plasma is a lot of why lightning is loud. It usually reverts to normal gas pretty quickly.” 

Dalo blinked at him. “What? Every time I use a lightning spell I’m creating this… plasma? But it does not seem so dangerous then. Well, no more than a normal lightning bolt.” 

Nathan chuckled. “Yes. More dangerous things can happen when you make very dense and very hot plasma, like the spell you cast on the Grave Tangle. There’s a point you can hit where a different kind of reaction starts happening.” He locked eyes with Stella. “That’s a very different level of Insight, and far more dangerous. Do not keep compressing and heating plasma to see how far you can go. It will explode violently and uncontrollably, and convey silent death all around.” 

She pouted slightly, clearly curious what he meant by 'silent death.'
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He glanced at Dalo. “I’m honestly impressed that you survived making a spell that involved that as a component. On Earth our first tests with that kind of power made a column of fire ten thousand feet tall and a crater a mile and a half across. The land was poisoned for generations."

Stella’s eyes lit up at Nathan’s words, and Kullal shot him a worried look.

Nathan held up a finger in front of Stella. “That crater was centered on the place where the compression happened. Don’t try it unless you can survive being at the heart of an explosion that would leave a smoking crater where Old Gemore stands. Not Gemore. The entire ruin of Old Gemore, gone.” He lowered the finger and turned back to Dalo. 

“Still. It takes an utterly ludicrous amount of power to get there. I have to imagine you had help from Davrar. A skill that makes things easier to burn?” Nathan cocked an eyebrow at the old mage. 
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Dalo frowned unhappily, but gave a slow nod. “Something like that. This… silent death you speak of, I would learn more. I think of it as a malign and invisible energy.”

Nathan looked between Dalo and Kullal, eyebrows raised. "Speaking about it will only make it easier to achieve. Shield yourself whenever you use this magic, and heal yourself frequently. That should be enough."

I'm pretty sure [Curing] fixes cancers, after all. 

Stella interrupted. “You all prophesy the dangers, when it’s been decided I won’t even learn about it! Let’s skip over it, and talk about plasma.” 

 Kullal closed her eyes and bowed her head, giving Nathan a sign to proceed.

He shrugged. “Right, plasma. It’s a mixture of positive and negative charges that are more separate from each other than in any other matter. In fact it’s common for the negative charges to fly off since they’re so much smaller, leaving you with a plasma that’s overall positively charged.” 

“Smaller charges? Just more of them?” Stella asked, looking confused. 

Nathan shook his head. “No, sorry. They’ve got the same charge, but they’re physically smaller, and move much faster. We call them electrons.” 

“What are the positive charges called?” 

I don’t want to go down nuclear theory right now. Maybe later. But it’s not really necessary for now, and I don’t know how easily that Insight leads to fission magic or something like that.

“Protons. But this all touches on a much deeper Insight that I don’t want to get into and isn't important now. In a plasma, you have a ton of individual charges floating around. That means three important things.” Nathan raised three fingers. 

“First, the particles affect each other because of the charge.” He held up his two fists a foot apart. “In a normal gas, if this particle moves, nothing happens to this one until they touch.” He moved his fists together until they bounced off each other. “But in a plasma, the particles will affect each other from a distance, usually repelling one another because they're both positive.” He moved one fist towards the other, but this time the second hand moved away from it. 

Kullal was frowning at Nathan. “Are all things made of particles?” 

“Mom! Stop interrupting. Both of you, I’d trade a grand Insight for silence. But yes. Everything is particles. Particles of what, I'd like to know.” She gave Nathan a glare. 

Aarl chuckled from the side. “Ahh, Caxol family arguments.”

Everybody involved in the conversation turned their ire on the source of the interruption for a moment, and the swordsman quailed before them and raised his hands in surrender.

Nathan continued, raising his two fingers again. “That has really important implications. It means that even though a plasma acts like air in some ways, it acts like water in others. It can have waves and other group behaviors in a way air doesn’t. It’s harder to pressurize.” 

“Scholars and their interests. Where’d they find a fourth Caxol?” Stanel said quietly to Kia from the side.

I’m pretty sure he just called me a nerd. But who wouldn’t nerd out about using science to do magic?

Stella’s expression cleared. “So it’s not just hot air!” 

Nathan chuckled at her phrasing. “No. The second point is that you can separate out the charges with an electric field, but it’s harder the denser the plasma. If you put a plasma in a strong electric field and then slice it in half, one half will be more ‘positive’ and the other will be more ‘negative’. They’ll be really unstable, but pack a lot of energy. And the high charge means they’ll be easier to move around with electric fields. Do you understand?” 

“I think so?” Stella said, her brows scrunched up. “Earlier I did the containment with magnetic fields, is that aiming at the right target?”

“Yeah.” Nathan nodded. “That’s a good way to do it, but you also need to prevent any air from touching it. You remember pulling out all of the air from a bubble to make a vacuum when you were working on the light Insight? Like that.” 

Dalo shot an utterly bewildered look at Kullal, mouthing the word ‘field’. She shrugged in response. 

“Right. Third and last. Plasma is an incredibly good conductor of lightning - electricity. You’ve already used this. Remember when you destroyed the Old Gemore siege constructs, when your lightning followed their beams of light back to the source?” 

“That was plasma?” Stella looked satisfied. “So those light beams were strong enough to make plasma, which was a path for the electricity mana to flow down? You mentioned aiming lightning with light, but I haven’t gotten the chance to try it.” 

“Yes. We call them electrolasers, but they don’t need to make a lot of plasma, just a little bit. Then the electricity will flow and make more. The same thing happens whenever you connect a lightning bolt to something. That’s why you can keep channeling it and it mostly follows the same path. But if you control the plasma, it’ll help you control the flow of lightning.”
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Stella collapsed back in her chair. “I need to try some magic.” 

Nathan smirked. “Go ahead. I don’t have any other plans.” 

Aarl stood. “If this is our last night in Halsmet, then I do. See you in the morning.” 
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Chapter 1 Timely Ambush


                Nathan was feeling left out. Khachi’s blessing meant each of his companions left faint trails of golden light behind them, and their bodies were limned in a magical glow of the same color. But his mind whirled with what Brox had said.

At least some Questors have been alive for thousands of years. They shepherd civilization through the Endings? But they disagree with each other about how to do it.

He shook his head to clear the topic. He could remember Brox’s words in detail later. For now they needed to focus on the battle.

Stella’s voice was confident as they walked up the slope. “I’m [Messaging] the rest to battle. It’s a few minutes early, but now is the time.” Her voice also bore the slight resonance of the divine blessing, and it gave her a much more serious air than normal. She started flipping out [Message] after [Message], casting multiple copies of the spell at once with smooth confidence that he rarely saw from the excitable mage. It seemed that the magic of the blessing didn't just enhance physical fighting.

They reached the top of the peak and stood there without fear. If Giantsrest hadn’t noticed the magical lightshow of Khachi’s blessing happening on the other side of the slope, it wouldn’t take them long to notice the glowing figures standing atop the peak. A few hundred feet of sheer rock stretched below them, leading to the gentle valley floor. Spilling across the bottom of the valley on both sides of the road was the Giantsrest camp, lit by magic and defended by powerful magical shields. Nathan’s improvements to his eyes and his perception skills allowed him to pick out most of the details even from this distance. 

Regiments of golems and slave-soldiers were arrayed on the outermost layer of the camp, alert and ready to meet an attack. The next layer was made up of serried rows of cots filled with more sleeping slaves. There were thousands of them, including several hundred elites. Nathan eyed them carefully, imagining replicating his success at Halsmet. 

The mages would immediately kill them all. They're the real threat here.

The entire center of the encampment was occupied by colorful tents belonging to the true power of Giantsrest, the graduates of the Ascendent Academy. There were a half-dozen unequally sized sections belonging to different factions, the splits made clear by the organization of the tents and the separate shields protecting each section. Further divisions were clear as well, with different colors of tent and magical decorations further delineating subfactions. 

Mages walked the paths between tents, and groups of brightly-robed people were eating an early breakfast together under the last moments of night. It looked like they planned to start early and were eating well to prepare for a long day conquering Halsmet. There were hundreds of tents but one stood out as significantly larger and gaudier than all the rest. It was made of several different colors of fabric, as if each faction had contributed to its construction. The effect was garish, but the large structure commanded the staging area in the center of the camp. 

Brox had drawn his blades while they examined the army below, and he pointed straight at the central tent. “Badud must be there, safe as Vault of Solace. By Edes do I swear that only one of us will depart this battlefield.” A faint smile graced his face, an expectation of what was going to happen. Then he threw a glance towards the Heirs. “Shape your eyes as a Questor goes to war. I’ll kill every mage in my path, but all who survive will be your duty.” 

The Questor activated his blades and zipped down the slope, moving faster than if he'd jumped. Nathan was only able to track him by the golden after-image of Khachi’s blessing and the cuts in space that his swords left behind. 

They all watched open-mouthed as the man leapt hundreds of feet, soaring over the lines of golems and soldiers like an arrow fired from a huge bow. He punched through multiple magical barriers sword-first, more a projectile than a man. Brox’s feet came down gently as he landed in the middle of sleeping rows of slaves and left them untouched, powering through and into the mage-dominated section of the camp. 

Alarms were going off across the valley below and mages jerked to their feet, but it didn’t help those in Brox’s path. The streak of light that marked him passed through a few groups as they leapt from their seats. He was gone before the body parts could hit the ground, leaving the leisurely breakfasts soaked with blood and strewn with bisected mages. 

Stella and Sarah shook themselves free of the paralysis of watching a Questor fight in earnest and began setting up. Stella carved out a small hollow in the hill with a prominent shooting position, then began rapidly charging up a paired lasing tube and a capacitor.

Sarah lay down in the provided spot, angling her rifle down the slope and sighting along its length to check the angle. She gave an approving nod and began pulling out ammunition, placing different rounds within easy reach. 

Khachi walked to the front of their position, slamming his shield into the stone and intoning a prayer. “By my divinity, this space will be sacrosanct. It shall be a sanctuary amid destruction. In righteous battle, I am the shield of hope.” Mana spilled out from the fabric of Davrar once more, called by the words of the [Divine Justicar]. It flowed into the framework of mana that the wolfman was building, making a shield that felt more solid than any that force mana could make. 

Aarl stepped up next to Nathan, slinging his pack off his shoulder. “Are you ready?”

“I don’t know if we’ll even need to do this.” Nathan said, watching as Brox finally arrived in the center of the camp below. He’d killed dozens of mages on the way in, and tore through the few trying to rally together in the assembly area. They cast shields and raised protections, but Brox’s flickering shape tore through them with swords that cut space itself and seemed to completely ignore [Mage Armor]. The Giantsrest mages cast spells at him, but only hit their allies. 

“Badud hasn’t shown himself yet.” Aarl said, lifting a bundle of folded metal loops from his pack. 

Brox vanished into the enormous tent, and the camp below was still for a moment as a few mages stuck their head out of tents, recoiling from the bloody carnage they saw all around them. 

Nathan nodded towards where the Questor had gone. “Maybe Brox caught Badud asleep.” 

Then the central tent detonated in a flash, and they instinctively shielded their eyes from the blinding light. Nathan snapped his gaze back as soon as he could, noting that the light itself was powerful offensive magic, weakened by distance. It seemed like a localized blast, destructive but contained so it wouldn't damage the rest of the camp.

He was just in time to see an unremarkable tent near the center of the camp puff into dust as a black-clad mage shot up into the sky. Badud’s head snapping around to look for his target, and his eyes fixed on the Heirs for a moment. Then a blurring Brox slammed into the other Questor with blades tearing. 

Space rippled, and Brox was thrown away from the other Questor with a flare of magic, landing heavily with empty hands. He clutched his side with one hand where the clothes had been burnt away, and was missing both blades. His expression was a vicious smile that Nathan could see from here. 

Badud hovered high in the air, body contorted around the blade buried in his side. The mage yanked Brox’s sword out with a full-body wince and pressed a glowing hand to the wound. The healing spell failed, and blood dripped from the man’s feet.

Badud snapped out a single word that Nathan couldn’t hear, but the space around him seemed to congeal just as Sarah fired, the bullet vanishing into the shield without effect. 

Brox was already airborne, flying upwards like an arrow released from a bow. He touched the distorted space and his forward progress slowed as if he was suddenly moving through molasses. 

What is that? Some kind of spatial distortion? Like the transit roads of Old Gemore, but in reverse? 

The Questor mage just floated there, raising both hands and channeling a spell that Nathan could feel from here.

Sarah fired again, this time an enchanted bullet, and Stella unleashed her laser spell, funneling the lightning down it a moment later. 

Other attacks flew in from the hills as hidden Adventurers unloaded everything they had on the Questor. A sonic boom sounded from one of Kozar’s javelins, and a powerful fireball impacted the sphere a moment later.

The spells washed over the spherical barrier, hiding Badud from sight for a moment as the spells played over the sphere of disrupted space. 

More spells flashed from the camp, the mages targeting the places where the Adventurers had attacked from. Three [Disintegration] spells struck at the Heirs, but they deflected from Khachi’s shield even as Nathan absorbed a lightning bolt thick as a tree with his aura.

The magic cleared from Badud’s protections, and Nathan saw that the black-robed Questor was unharmed, and smiling. The man brought his hands together and spoke a spell that sounded clearly in Nathan’s ear. 

[Reverse Time]

A wave of power flashed across the world, emanating from Badud. It covered the camp in an instant and then washed over the Heirs. Nathan instinctively drew his aura tight to his body, focusing everything on denying this new magic that assaulted him. It was a power beyond mana, like the spatial roads of Old Gemore or the cuts in space left behind by Brox’s swords. Nathan concentrated his entire being on not being swept away, on remembering. 

There was a moment of blurring confusion …

—
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Brox pointed a sword at the garish tent in the center of the camp. “Badud is in there, safe as Vault of Solace. By Edes do I swear that only one of us will depart this battlefield.” A faint smile graced his face, an acceptance of fate. 

Wait, this already happened.

He smiled at the rest of the Heirs. “Shape your eyes…”

Nathan interrupted frantically. “Badud just reversed time. The center tent is a trap. He’s in that one.” He pointed at the nondescript tent sitting just to the side of the assembly space. “Right now he’s probably setting up a trap and sounding the alarm. He knows you’re coming.”

As if prophetic, Nathan saw the mages below all tilt their heads, as if listening to an invisible announcement - or a mass [Message] spell. 

The words tumbled from his mouth, every piece of information weighed against the time it cost to say it. “He cast a bubble of space that stopped you, but couldn't heal your sword-wound.” 

Brox’s smile turned to a hiss through gritted teeth. “He cannot cast wizardry like that twice. If I strike down Badud the prophecy is fulfilled, but he is doomed even if I fail.” He bowed his head to Nathan, speaking quickly. “May your tale span the sky.”

Then the Questor leapt, flying towards Badud’s tent like an arrow. 

Nathan pinned Aarl and Stella with his gaze. “We do it now.” 

Stella looked confused but nodded, quickly shaping a stone suitable for Nathan to stand on and beginning to channel mana into the platform.

“Algoa’s luck ride with you.” Aarl said with quiet intensity as he handed Nathan the bundled hoops of metal that contained a huge dimensional space full of water. 

Nathan grabbed onto the rope handle they’d fashioned so he wouldn't touch the magic directly, then stepped onto the smooth platform. Far below him there was a flash as Brox clashed with a forewarned Badud, the unharmed mages below beginning to cast spells.

He gave all of the Heirs one last look. “See you on the other side.” Then he turned back to the army and allowed his Rage to sweep through him. He felt the desire to destroy the slavers, the excitement of challenging his enemy, and the knowledge that he had the tools to do it.

Then Stella threw him. The acceleration made Nathan’s legs creak with strain, but his Rage-enhanced strength and durability kept him upright as he soared high into the air over the Giantsrest camp. 

The mages below were well and truly alerted, and the Adventurers hidden in the hills hadn’t yet started their attacks. Their two focuses were Brox and Nathan - and Brox was a barely visible flicker harrying Badud through the air. The Questors were playing high-speed keepaway, with Brox suddenly capable of aerial maneuvering. Occasional sonic booms sounded as the sword-wielding Questor accelerated, but Badud was turning sharply to dodge the other Questor’s zipping form while fleeing and leaving behind magical traps. Nathan saw Brox run into one of the spells and punch through it with an explosion of magic that rocked the valley.

Arrows and spells reached up for Nathan and he reached inside for the Insight he’d held onto for so long. Kia had told him how to Develop [Airwalking] months ago, and Nathan had practiced the Insight a few times, just waiting for the right situation to Develop it. 

Now the time had arrived, and he spared no expense. Focus slowed down subjective time as Nathan funneled Stamina to his hands and feet. He pushed with his muscles, exerting his Stamina to provide an equal and opposite force to his muscles. At first it was like trying to push off water, but as he concentrated the surface firmed up into something more like foam. He pushed with his feet and then his hands, twisting himself out of the path of the first arrows, though not by much. One twisted to follow him, skills enabling it to penetrate his skin as the shot grazed his ribs. Nathan hissed even as his aura intercepted a half-dozen lightning bolts. The surge of Stamina went straight into his limbs, and all of a sudden he was pushing off something hard and unyielding. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Slow Fall] Talent into [Airwalking]. Beware, it is harder to rank and develop non-tiered Talents.

Permanent Talent: Airwalking

You have developed [Slow Fall] into the permanent ability to move through the air. This Talent will allow you to use Stamina to push off of air with any part of your body. The greater the force exerted, the greater the Stamina required.








The sudden force exerted by his push caused Nathan to lose control and start spinning with a yelp. He regained control easily, and the sudden jerk had helped him avoid the next volley of attacks. 

He used the momentary break to survey the camp below, straining Focus and [Alertness] to the limit to take everything in. He’d flown wide of the center of the camp, and the army below had started to organize with surprising speed. Slave-elites were waking up and picking up weapons, and the mages were forming up into squads to coordinate spells and reinforce shields. 

The Questors’ duel proceeded a little ways down the valley, but Nathan’s attention was caught by six figures who’d appeared in the very center of camp. One of them was glaring at Nathan with a focus so intent it tweaked his [Noticeability].

Exea stood there with five other archmages, and he could feel the magic boiling off of their shields from here. All six had their eyes fixed on Nathan. 
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It’s gonna get fun here in a moment. I need to get into position. 

Spells and weapons arced down into the valley below as the hidden adventurers started their attack. Force-shields shattered, already damaged by the battle between Questors, and mages died. Stella’s laser cracked and the following lightning killed a pair of war mages through their shields. A crackling javelin penetrated the quadruple-layered bubble around the archmages, but Exea’s jewelry flashed again and the projectile passed a hair's-breadth in front of her face. 

That was one of Kozar’s. 

One of the other Archmages turned and made a dismissive gesture. A [Disintegration] spell as thick as a battering ram flashed across the battlefield and took a huge bite out of the ridge the javelin had come from. More mages turned to zero in on the hidden Adventurers.

Did Kozar just die? The Adventures are gonna get wiped out with six archmages throwing around spells like that. I need to draw their attention.

Nathan screamed his Rage down into the valley below, pushing Stamina into the shout as he wrenched his vocal cords and flexed every skill to make himself as eye-catching as possible.




	Mid-tier Noticeability 10 achieved!









	Mid-tier Battle Cry 4 achieved!






He flared his antimagic wide, catching stray spells and drawing them into a circle around him, making dozens of spells collide with each other and explode before the magic was absorbed. The effect created a light show as different spells collided and exploded, making a vortex of magic with him at the center. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mid-tier Noticeability] utility skill into [High-tier Noticeability].

Utility skill: [High-tier Noticeability]

You will know when others' eyes are upon you, and can spend focus to shift their attention. You can also guide their notice away from other events.








Drawing all of the attention on the battlefield had its own problems, and Nathan had to exert his new Talent to the limit to dodge hundreds of projectiles coming his way. Many were just spells - but Nathan needed to protect his payload. He needed to maintain the magic on the bunched metal loop until he was in position. 




	Battle Meditation 10 achieved!






A wall of arrows and spells seemed to rush upwards, and only with the extra processing time of Focus and the absolute clarity of [Battle Meditation] did he manage to thread the gaps. Nathan twisted and pirouetted, ricocheting between hands, feet and even knees. With [Airwalking], every muscle group in his body could adjust his momentum and take him out of the path of another arrow.




	Airwalking 2 achieved!









	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-Tier Dodging Footwork] utility skill into [Effortless Dodge]. Beware, it is harder to rank and develop non-tiered skills.

Utility skill: [Effortless Dodge]

This skill will help you move to dodge attacks easily.








He accelerated into the sky, opening up the range and trying to position himself over the center of camp. Nathan leaned into his run as [Airwalking] seemed to generate a surface under his feet whenever he took a step. He felt like he was running across a terrain of his own choosing. 




	High-tier Sprinting 9 achieved!






Nathan checked his Stamina. He’d been using it without worry, and was relieved to find that he still had a full tank. Another volley of spells was rising in his direction, but Nathan was higher up now. The extra distance - and his new skill - made it much easier to make his way through the projectiles. He was almost in position high over the center of the camp.

A bare flicker of his mana sense warned him of something new, and Nathan barely twitched out of the way of a spell from Badud. It arrowed up past him at insane speeds, brushing past his hip and setting the bones to vibrating so hard they cracked in dozens of places. 

That wasn’t normal magic. It was like the time magic, affecting the world on such a deep level that I’m not immune to it. But I can still vaguely sense it. 




	Magical Perception 10 achieved!









	High-tier Tumbling 9 achieved!






He dodged a few more spells, the magic of normal Giantsrest mages seeming to crawl in comparison to Badud’s spell. Then he was ready, six hundred feet over the center of the Giantsrest camp. 

Nathan seized the dimensional artifact he’d carried into the sky. It was well-crafted of powerful materials, and at first the ancient magic resisted him. But he focused his strength and antimagic into the loop of metal, sundering the dimensional enchantment within.





	
Talent: High-tier Slow Fall

This Talent will allow you to use stamina to efficiently direct your fall. This is especially effective for controlling the rate of your fall.







	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Slow Fall] Talent into [Airwalking]. Beware, it is harder to rank and develop non-tiered skills.

Permanent Talent: Airwalking

You have developed [Slow Fall] into the permanent ability to move through the air. This Talent will allow you to use Stamina to push off of air with any part of your body. The greater the force exerted, the greater the Stamina required.








 




	
Utility skill: [Mid-tier Noticeability]

You will know when others' eyes are upon you, and can spend focus to shift their attention.







	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mid-tier Noticeability] utility skill into [High-tier Noticeability].

Utility skill: [High-tier Noticeability]

You will know when others' eyes are upon you, and can spend focus to shift their attention. You can also guide their notice away from other events.








 




	
Utility skill: [High-tier Dodging Footwork]

This skill will help you with quick movements to keep your balance and dodge attacks.







	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-Tier Dodging Footwork] utility skill into [Effortless Dodge]

Utility skill: [Effortless Dodge]

This skill will help you move to dodge attacks easily.










 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 8

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 8

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 2





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level237

Deepened Stamina:7402/7410

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Magekiller level 89



Regenerative Focus: 7720/990

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Leadership 6

High-tier Sprinting 9

Magical Perception 10

Alertness 3

Magical Intuition 9

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 4

High-tier Lecturing 7

High-tier Tumbling 9

High-tier Noticeability 1

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 4










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Happy Thanksgiving! Next chapter Monday. 



                



Chapter 2 A Battle of Giants


                Water exploded out from the broken artifact in Nathan’s hands, and he was blasted into the air. The forces involved in so much water exiting from such a small space were immense, and his hands were wrenched sideways at high speed, ligaments in his shoulders tearing even as the force cracked ribs and blasted his head back. It would have killed him without his multiple durability enhancements, and even so there was a lot of damage for [Perfected Body] to fix. 

Some of the water ended up in Nathan’s mouth, and it was foul. He retched for a moment and struggled to orient himself, finding that he’d been blown even higher into the sky and was now a good ways east of the Giantsrest army. 

He had a great view of the lake-sized mass of water falling towards the camp, which looked like an ant hive that was about to get hit by a sledgehammer. A few shields sprung up as a last-ditch attempt at protection, but they were too few and too late.

Between Nathan and the camp, and a good deal lower, he saw Badud. The Questor had his back to Nathan and stretched out a hand to cast a spell that thundered across the valley. Space started to twist in anticipation of his words. 

[Shield of - 

The golden blur of Brox slammed into the Giantsrest Questor, slashing. Nathan caught the barest glimpse of the blonde man viciously swiping at Badud’s head with both blades. The reality-tearing swords deflected from a protective spell that warped space, but Brox just kept attacking, striking dozens of times in a single second. The flurry of attacks tore through into the dimensional defense until a lucky strike cut Badud cleanly from his left shoulder to his right hip. Blood sprayed as the Giantsrest Questor fell in two unequally sized pieces. 

Meanwhile, the archmages in the center of the camp blazed with magical energies. Hexagons of bright force shimmered into existence before the crushing downfall, but they only managed to cover the assembly area in the center of the camp before the cascading waters slammed to the ground with a world-shaking roar.

Was that it? Do we just win now? Badud's dead and with Brox we can take them apart. 

Brox took off towards the Giantsrest camp, making for the place where the archmages had stood before the waters descended. Nathan sprinted after him in midair, wanting to get back into the fight. Hopefully they could catch the archmages before they teleported out. 

The roar went on and on as the giant sphere of water crashed to the ground, shattering the Giantsrest camp. A flare of green magic brought Nathan’s attention back to Badud’s tumbling body. Something around his neck shone blindingly, and a new body coalesced beneath the tumbling upper torso. The green light struggled to seal the wound caused by Brox’s black sword, and seemed to be winning. 

Oh come on. Just die!

Nathan adjusted course towards the Questor, trying to reach him before the healing finished. He opened his mouth and shouted over the roar of the water, trying to get Brox to hear him.

“Badud is healing!”




	Mid-tier Battle Cry 5 achieved!






Brox looked backwards even as the green light overcame the black and the necklace that had saved Badud’s life shattered into loose magic whose stray particles radiated the most intense life mana Nathan had ever felt. Even from here it felt overwhelming, like the magic of the Kalis conclave. The Gemore Questor’s expression twisted with fury as he reversed direction, readying his swords to stab Badud a third time.

[Quenfi’s Hatred]

A flaming tentacle the size of a tree lashed out from a ring on Badud's finger. It moved with shocking speed, wrapping itself around Brox in the blink of an eye with the roar of a vengeful god. The appendage was black-cored, with deep red flames licking around the edges. 

Nathan felt overpowering divine mana from the spell, but it was unlike any other variant of that power he’d felt before. While Khachi’s magic was imbued with inspiration and righteousness, this mana was destruction and hatred made manifest. All of the emotion of the spell focused on Brox, and it felt like the mana was more than willing to torch the world to kill the Questor it was targeted at. 

Enchantments in Brox’s armor flared to life and formed a web of protective light as the tentacle tightened around his captured form. Nathan saw the man’s lips moving, but couldn’t make out the words through the visceral noise and flame. But Brox’s expression looked content as he snapped his arm forward, hurling a sword at Badud’s center of mass. 

Then the tentacle constricted, crushing Brox and burning him to ash in a single instant. The giant magical limb seemed to shiver with pleasure. Then it faded out of existence along with the ring that had summoned it. 

The thrown sword spun once before stabbing into Badud’s stomach, sinking up to the hilt in the Questor’s naked torso. 

Nathan pushed harder as he ran, accelerating towards his target with every bit of speed he could coax from his legs.




	High-tier Sprinting 10 achieved!






Insight time. I need to kill a Questor. I’m not running on ground. I can generate force in any direction I can kick off from. I shouldn’t think of it like running over easy terrain. I should pick a vector and generate the most force I can along that vector.

Nathan kicked his legs faster and faster as he focused more and more of his Rage and Stamina into his feet. He leaned farther and farther forward, directing the normally upwards momentum that running generated into forward movement. Gravity was just another force vector to calculate and align into the direction he wanted to go.




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-Tier Sprinting] utility skill into [Acceleration]

Utility skill: [Acceleration]

This skill will help you accelerate very rapidly in your desired direction, and decrease the Stamina cost of doing so. Cannot be used to move in directions you could not without this skill.








Badud’s eyes widened at Nathan’s sudden burst of speed, and he gasped out another spell, coughing up blood as he grasped for the hilt of the sword sticking out of his stomach. 

[Slow Shell]

The bubble of distorted space that Nathan had seen before the [Reverse Time] spread around the Questor. Another ring blazed to green light on Badud's hand, battling against the growing blackness of the wound. But this time the sword was still in him, and the ring shattered as it lost the fight. But even as the black infection started to grow, Badud managed to grasp the weapon. He yanked out the black-bladed sword before ripping off his remaining sleeve to staunch the wound.

Nathan drew his aura in tight as he slammed into the shield. The magic wasn’t a hard barrier, but a zone of slowed time and expanded space. Nathan partially resisted the effect, but it went deeper than just mana. He truly had to cross hundreds of feet of distance at restricted speed to pass through the shield. He stretched his senses around to understand this new kind of magic.

It’s got mana in it, but there’s clearly more going on here. It’s like there’s another dimension to the magic, one that rewrites the rules of reality in a local space. I can’t detect it, but the mana here is arranged around bones of something deeper. Is it related to that weird dimensional layer that protects people’s mana barriers? Or the dimensional magic of the transit roads of Old Gemore? 

He focused on one of the blank spots in the shield where there had to be structure, spinning his aura in a vortex like he’d learned from the fire elemental. There was a sudden pop and something broke, draining into his antimagic without adding to his Stamina. 




	Aura of Antimagic 9 achieved!






The energy that drained into his aura had additional depth, feeling like the raw material of magic. But it wasn't mana.




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Magical Perception] utility skill into [Wizard Senses]

Utility skill: [Wizard Senses]

This skill lets you sense the mana and Wizardry around you, and understand its purpose.








Oh, so this kind of magic is called Wizardry? Is Badud a Wizard? 

The missing spots in the spell that entrapped Nathan filled in with a buzzing energy that had evaded him before. The structure was weird, and it was clear that the spell worked by different rules than any mana. He couldn’t figure them all out, but it only took a moment to understand what parts of the spell were integral to the spatial barrier that protected Badud.




	Magical Intuition 10 achieved!






It took a while to drill his antimagic through the barrier and siphon out the Wizardry. The delay made the spell break in pieces instead of shattering all at once. 

This method won’t work on an attack spell with wizardry. I need my antimagic to apply to it directly, either through my next antimagic Talent Development or my next class Development. That's my top priority right now, or else my biggest advantage doesn't apply. 

The extra time was enough for Badud to notice that his protections were fracturing. He looked up from his impromptu bandage to stare incredulously as Nathan surged towards him in fits and starts. The spell started fracturing faster and faster, and the Questor made a split second decision. 

[Teleport] 

The spatial spell popped like a bubble and Nathan stumbled into the space Badud had so recently left. He roared his rage across the battlefield, the sound audible above the crashing waves below. 

That’s the fourth time that’s happened! I should scrub the Insight for Teleport from the face of Davrar. Kill anybody who can teach the spell. 

He reoriented himself on the battlefield, jaw set. It was time to kill the mages he could. This time he wouldn't give his targets the opportunity to teleport out. Below him, dirty water foamed and crashed across the base of the valley. Surf rebounded from the slopes to either side and a wave flowed down the valley, carrying the detritus of the camp away. Nathan saw tents and trees, crates and bodies. A small ashblood cobra surfaced for a moment, swallowing down the corpse of a slave-soldier before diving underwater again. 

Oh, they survived after all. Hooray?

But the army hadn’t been completely destroyed. Some mages floated in the water, protected from the swirling water by their [Mage Armor]. Others flew above the surface, swooping down to rescue their comrades and bring them to safety in the center of the camp, where the archmages stood. The previous assembly area had become an island of safety and light. The archmages were spaced evenly around the circumference of a wide dome of force. At least fifty other mages stood with them, recovering from the sudden attack.

Nathan watched as the archmages slowly walked outwards, their protection expanding with them. The shield pushed back the foaming waters and they used spells of earth and water to grab soldiers and mages and draw them into their protection. Powerful light spells illuminated the space around them, giving the other mages a beacon to head towards. 

Adventurers were harassing the rescue effort, and arrows, spells and bullets sniped down the fliers and struck at survivors in the water. The return fire was desultory and weak because the Giantsrest mages had bigger problems right now. The water boiled here and there as ashblood cobras struck at targets and were killed in turn. The snakes were only ten or so feet long, but could still easily swallow a person. Some of them were succeeding at cracking through [Mage Armor] to feast on screaming mages.

Nathan started sprinting for the archmages, spending Focus to make himself less noticeable as he built speed towards the bubble. He had stealth skills, but there was nothing to hide behind. He spread his aura out in front of him to absorb the light mana that illuminated the battlefield, preventing it from reflecting off of him.




	High-tier Noticeability 2 achieved!






He turned his gaze to check on the Heirs, and blinked in surprise. The bubble of golden light that marked Khachi’s shield was high above, a small orb atop the nearest peak. But it was accompanied by dozens of other identical domes scattered across the mountains around the army. More of the shields popped into existence with every moment, and soon there were nearly a hundred decoy shields spread across the mountains. 

Those have to be illusions cast by Gale Shullet and her students. The second wave of Adventurers must have gotten here. But why are they building decoys of the Heirs? 

Then Nathan saw a flicker of lightning from the ridgeline behind the Heir’s position and remembered the second part of the plan. It was a simple idea, really. 

Stella spent the last few minutes charging lightning capacitors. 

The night lit up as lightning bolts stabbed down from every direction, crashing into the water all across the valley. One of the bolts passed close enough to Nathan’s headlong dash for him to feel the magic in it. It was made of light mana, not lightning mana. An illusion. 

But one of the three dozen bolts of magic that stabbed into the water wasn’t an illusion, and it wasn’t easy to tell which one. About a third of the bolts weren’t great illusions, and it would only take a second of study to notice the irregularities. But they contributed to the overwhelming lightshow and distracted from the rest - which all looked nearly identical. 

The water steamed and boiled as the lightning spell continued, sparks of electricity jumping from the foaming waves and occasionally reaching up to grasp a low-flying mage. People in the water convulsed as [Mage Armor] popped, their protections failing in the face of so much lightning mana. The electricity surged with power for a few seconds longer before all of the spells cut off together, leaving the valley in abrupt darkness. 

The bubble around the archmages held firm against the arcing energy. The people inside had been stunned by the sudden attack but rallied with a vengeance, sending spells back at the golden bubbles. They hammered the decoys with fireballs, spears of ice, bolts of lightning and [Disintegrate] spells. A few of the bubbles vanished and several flickered before reappearing, but most seemed to shrug off the attacks without impact. 

Illusions. I hope most of the trickery mages were far enough away to avoid getting caught by the attacks on their decoys. 

Nathan had been watching the Heirs’ bubble. It had taken a direct hit from a huge fireball and came through entirely unscathed. The sound of detonating spells rolled across the valley like an artillery barrage, but faded away at Exea's amplified command. 

Both sides seemed to pause and consider the state of the battlefield. The Gemore Adventurers were entrenched in the mountains, hidden behind illusions and layers of decoys. They’d pick off any Giantsrest mages that left the cover of the archmages’ shield bubble. But by the same token, the Adventurers couldn’t penetrate the barrier of the archmages, at least not without overwhelming power that revealed their positions and invited retaliation. No more of Kozar's shield-penetrating javelins were forthcoming, and the situation was a stand-off. The archmages looked around, trying to come up with a plan. 

This is where I come in, to break the stalemate before our enemies figure out something clever. Don’t give them time to adapt, get inside their decision loop and keep hitting them.

Anticipation of the fight to come coursed through Nathan’s veins as he spun in midair, using his skills and Talents to guide his final approach and slowing only slightly from air resistance. He was coming down at a steep angle and at effectively terminal velocity. He meant to end this battle right here and now.




	Acceleration 2 achieved!









	Airwalking 3 achieved!






Nathan’s aura flared wide as he impacted the barrier feet first, punching through all four layers of the shield and ripping a huge hole in the protections. He barely slowed down before impacting his target. 

Exea dha Humal didn’t see him coming. She was glaring up at the bubbles of light with a peeved expression when his feet collided with her neck and side. Bones shattered and skin tore as she was driven into the ground, torso pulped underneath him.

The body cushioned Nathan’s fall slightly, and his knees bent to absorb the impact. His ankles and knees cracked and his butt slammed into the ground painfully hard, but that was it. [Lethal Index] kicked in, and Nathan knew how badly Exea was injured. 

That was a lethal wound, she’ll go unconscious in seconds and be dead in minutes. Her whole torso needs to be regenerated, but there’s magic that can do that. I just saw some of it.

A war mage to Nathan’s right acted immediately and darts of ice cracked towards Nathan at supersonic speeds. They evaporated in his aura as he stood and stomped on the archmage’s head. 

Problem solved.




	Magekiller has leveled to 102! You have slain Archmage Exea dha Humal from surprise in the midst of battle!






More mages recoiled in surprise from Nathan’s sudden appearance. Spells flew his way, but he was already moving. Water sloshed into the dome from the hole Nathan had left in the shield, but the hole he’d ripped was mostly overhead and the flow was slow. 

He bounded past the war mage, crushing the man’s skull with an elbow and then kicking an enslavement mage hard enough to cave in their ribs.

Dead of punctured lungs in a few minutes. 

There were a few slave-elites moving to block Nathan, but they felt so slow. He exulted in leaping right over them, completely unbound by gravity. He ricocheted between targets, striking down more mages and keeping the momentum going. He angled along the edge of the dome on his way to the next archmage, slicing the gap in the shield even wider. Nathan outran the gushing water, heading towards his target. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 108! You have slain the mages Bazan dho Humal, Hest dha Medz, Vikris dho Khilo and Birgar dho Idraci in battle.






The next archmage glared at Nathan with an expression of pure contempt, raising a hand to cast a spell that reverberated across the battlefield. 

[Banishment]

The space around Nathan quivered at the focused power of annihilation channeled into it. With his new senses he could detect the hint of Wizardry in the spell, but it was undisciplined and badly focused. Regardless, its presence gave the spell an extra weight that mana alone couldn’t. This was a spell that would strike past normal defenses, destroying physical matter from the inside out. It tore at Nathan despite his antimagic. It was similar to how Exea’s [Disintegrate] back in Halsmet had fared better against his antimagic than it should have. The spell was imbued with authority that reached past mere mana. But his antimagic was boosted by Rage, and Nathan gritted bloody teeth as the skin across his body split and then healed, the magic of the spell crumbling away with the job undone.

Nathan’s fist barreled towards the archmage’s face, but five heavy metal plates interposed themselves in front of his foe. The enchantments that animated the shields were crude but sturdy, and it looked like they’d been roughly forged in the last few days. There was a gap between the plates, just big enough for him to slip through.

Instead of falling for the obvious trap, Nathan juked up and sideways by pushing off the air with a knee and elbow. The shields rose to meet him, keeping themselves interposed between him and the archmage. He turned and pushed with his legs to shoot towards the mage’s feet, tucking into a ball to bounce past the plates as they slammed into the ground just behind him. Their sharpened edges and immense weight cracked the stone road as they impacted. 




	High-tier Tumbling 10 achieved!






But Nathan was already through. He smashed through [Mage Armor] like it wasn’t even there and cannonballed into the man’s legs, taking him down in a flailing tangle of limbs. A dozen powerful defensive enchantments activated to blast Nathan with ice, hurl him away with force, reestablish the shield and heal any injuries the archmage had suffered. 

His aura ate them all, and Nathan rolled atop the archmage. The man’s eyes narrowed with hatred for a split second before Nathan’s fist went through his face and into the soft tissue behind.

Prognosis: dead.




	Magekiller has leveled to 112! You have slain archmage Chennal dho Pelogi in battle.






The metal plates clattered to the ground as Nathan sprang into the air to avoid the knee-high wave sweeping across the bottom of the dome. 

The remaining mages fled from him, gaining space while the elites waded through the water towards him. The four surviving archmages were grouped up to present a united front. They were all men, and they glared at Nathan with expressions ranging from fury to disgust. 

The leftmost archmage’s head exploded as a penetration-enchanted bullet flew through the gap Nathan had torn in the dome and tore through his [Mage Armor]. Stella’s laser followed close behind, missing the archmages but nailing a trio of war mages who stood just behind. None of the three red robes survived the lightning that crackled down a split second later, blasting a crater into the ground and casting their smoking bodies aside as the blast knocked other mages off their feet.

Nathan’s Focus ran out and he grimaced internally. He wouldn’t be able to move as precisely or perceive things as clearly until it regenerated some. But his Rage, the thrill for battle, pushed him forward and towards the foe. Nathan yelled wordlessly and began to charge.

There’s only three archmages left, how hard can it be? 

They all cast [Teleport] within the course of a single second, fleeing the battlefield just as the sun illuminated the ravaged valley from directly overhead.




	Mid-tier Battle Cry 6 achieved!






 





	
Utility skill: [Magical Perception]

This skill lets you sense the mana around you, and understand its purpose.





	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Magical Perception] utility skill into [Wizard Senses]

Utility skill: [Wizard Senses]

This skill lets you sense the mana and Wizardry around you, and understand its purpose.








 




	Pending utility skill: High-tier Sprinting

This skill will help you run very quickly in the future and decrease the stamina cost of doing so. Will not allow you to run in circumstances where you couldn’t otherwise.



	Congratulations, you have developed the [High-Tier Sprinting] utility skill into [Acceleration]
Utility skill: [Acceleration]

This skill will help you accelerate very rapidly in your desired direction, and decrease the Stamina cost of doing so. Cannot be used to move in directions you could not without this skill.










 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 8

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 3





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level237

Deepened Stamina: 6709/7410

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Magekiller level 112



Regenerative Focus: 17/1220

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Leadership 6

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 1

Alertness 3

Magical Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 5

High-tier Lecturing 7

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 2

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 6










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Phew. That was fun. Next chapter Thursday!



                



Chapter 3 Battle’s Ending


                A few more mages cast [Teleport] to follow their leaders to safety, vanishing with quiet pops. The remaining mages stood in stunned silence. They huddled together, looking hopelessly around at the devastated valley. 

Just minutes ago there had been a proud camp here, luxurious tents of many colors housing hundreds of mages as they marched on Halsmet. They’d been escorted by thousands of slave-soldiers and legions of golems. A Questor had led them, accompanied by six archmages. It had been an army fit to conquer a nation.

Now the Questor and archmages were gone. Their camp had been flattened by a lake’s worth of water, and fewer than sixty mages had survived the deluge in the center of the camp. A good portion of the slaves and golems had escaped the raging waters by climbing into the hills. But now they were without mage support, fighting in rough terrain that broke up their formations. It was the kind of fight where Gemore Adventurers held every advantage.

The water sloshing across the bottom of the valley was only knee-high by now. Most of the lake Nathan had dropped on them had washed down the valley in both directions by now, leaving the ground scarred and pitted. But these mages were far from safe, and they flinched as more attacks rained on what was left of the archmage-level force bubble that had protected them thus far. The barrier shivered and peeled back from the spot where Nathan had punched a giant hole in it. 

Four slave-elites attacked Nathan as one, trying to leap up to where he stood a dozen feet in the air. One threw a knife that he dodged without trouble. He unraveled the mind magic enslaving them all with the ease of practice before speaking in a commanding voice. “Giantsrest is defeated, and they are your masters no longer. Halsmet will welcome you as people worthy of love and care. Recognize your true enemies.” 




	Leadership 7 achieved!






The elites splashed to their knees and dropped their weapons, looking around with confusion. His skills ensured that they would hear and believe him, but it still took time for the very concept of freedom to sink in. The mages watched the entire process like deer in the headlights, seemingly unwilling to do anything to make themselves stand out. He thought they were about to shatter and flee in all directions, and he started picking out the war mages. They would be his first targets.

If I just attack I’ll start the stampede. There are more than fifty people here and I'm not sure if I can catch them all, especially if some of them can cast [Fly]. 

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a cloud of glowing specks pop over the mountains from the direction of Halsmet, beelining towards him.

Ah, my reinforcements. I wonder if they’ll be happy that they’re just in time to clean up the mess. 

“We are graduates of the Ascendent Academy! Our magic can kill dragons! If we die, we die tearing down monsters! Use your water magics.” A swarthy war mage stepped forward, his voice boosted by some skill or magic to cut through the tension. 

I think somebody just volunteered to be my next target. 

[Water Lash]

The red-robed man raised a tendril of muddy water from the liquid at his feet and it cracked forwards like a whip sized for a giant. 

Nathan’s aura broke the spell, and his skills helped him retain his momentum as he blasted through the suddenly limp body of water. He aimed directly at the red-robed man as the water crashed to the ground behind him.

The war mage’s face fell in the second it took Nathan to cross the gap. The man’s hands came up in a useless effort to ward off a blow, but they accomplished as much as his [Mage Armor] in blocking the spine-breaking fist that slammed into his neck.




	Magekiller has leveled to 117! You have slain war mage Nil dho Glick in battle.






The mages backed away, forming a fearful semicircle around Nathan. A few cast [Fly] and tried to escape, but Nathan swept his aura overhead, breaking the spells and causing them to splash back into the water before they could get out of range. His eyes darted over the crowd, noting that one of the mages towards the back wore a pink mask. 

Oh good. Faline survived. I bet Sudraiel warned her about the plan and she was ready to find cover.

A fully armored Kia slammed into the ground next to Nathan, water spraying up from her feet as she slid to a stop from being thrown across the battlefield. The metal-covered figure glowed with intimidating golden light, and her greatsword was a forty-foot long construct of divine mana that gave off an aura of overwhelming power. She looked like an avatar of war, descended to teach the mortals their place. 

She could kill all of them in just a couple of swings of that sword. 

“Surrender!” The divine warrior’s voice boomed out across the valley, heavy with the weight of divinity. She leapt up into the air to stand above the mages, her presence pressing down with a feeling of overwhelming confidence.

I guess she’s not killing them all. How is taking them prisoner going to work? 

A few mages swore quietly and looked around to gauge each other’s mood. The situation balanced on a knife’s edge, and a war mage on the edge of the crowd raised his hand towards Kia.

[Disint -

Nathan’s aura speared through his mage armor and banished the forming spell a bare moment before Kia’s sword bisected the war mage from crown to groin with the hissing of cauterized flesh. 

“I s-surrender!” The voice came from the pink-masked figure, who ripped off the mask to reveal a nervous young man. Faline’s disguised form swallowed nervously, a prominent adam's apple bobbing. She made a gesture and fell to her knees in the shallow water. “I just dispelled my [Mage Armor]. Don’t kill me!”

Kia’s sword made a whirring noise as it whistled overhead, unmarked despite the man she’d just killed. Her glare was a tangible thing as it pressed down upon the mages, though many of them stared back with fragile arrogance. 

“Kneel or die.” Nathan said in the most threatening voice he could muster, jumping into the air to stand next to Kia. 

The mages knelt in a sweeping wave, dispelling barriers and [Mage Armor] as they did. A few projectiles continued to rain down from the nearby hills, but Kia swept them from the air with her sword. She addressed Nathan; but kept her eyes on the mages below. “Success beyond prophecy. The Questors?”

“Brox is dead, vaporized by some kind of divine magic. Badud teleported out with a cursed sword in his gut.” Nathan watched their captives, seeing a few look around furtively. One of them was surreptitiously holding something to his mouth and speaking into it. Nathan swept his aura through the enchanted item, disrupting the enchanted [Message] device and shattering the [Mage Armor] that hadn’t been deactivated. The man flinched and looked up in sudden terror.

Adventurers and freed elites splashed into the water all around as Guardians of Gemore arrived and dropped their passengers onto the battlefield among the kneeling mages. The gathered Adventurers held their weapons ready above the kneeling mages.

Faline stood up with flair, throwing off the robe she’d been wearing to reveal her familiar slim figure and black leather outfit. She’d transformed in the last few seconds and seemed to have appeared from nowhere. “True aim! Now slay them all.”

“Hold!” Kia’s shout blasted across the valley, catching blades before they could descend. “Hear me - if you kill them, you earn my wrath. They are prisoners, not enemies.” 

“Will you hold them yourself? They will break any oath and kill any guard.” Faline sneered. “Would you take their eyes and tongues? One healing spell, then they can cast deadly magic once more.”

Kia reached up and removed her helmet, red-blonde hair spilling down her armor and floating around her as she yanked it free. Her blue eyes glowed with righteous anger, and they locked onto Faline’s green gaze. The situation had the delightful ambiance of two battleships sighting in on each other.

“Have you ever attempted to awaken them from evil?” Kia’s voice was soft, but it carried clearly across the gurgling of water. “You kill, for that is your Path. Your blaze would be brighter if you turned your foes from the Paths you hate so much.” 

Everybody present was looking back and forth between the two elite Adventurers as they argued. They each had a magnetic presence about them, like actors on a stage.

This really doesn’t seem like the time for this. 

Faline started chuckling, and seemed like she was about to ramp up into a full-fledged cackle when an exasperated voice cracked through the dawn like a whip. 

“Truly, you two leave me in muckgrabber shit.” Sudraiel descended upon a pair of enchanted metallic wings that emerged from a harness on her back. She carried her enchanted spear and frowned down at the kneeling mages. 

She gave Nathan a deep nod of acknowledgement before turning an unfriendly glare towards Kia. “If we follow your light, how shall these prisoners be kept? War and enslavement mages cannot be imprisoned. That’s a truth set in stone.” 

Kia’s head swiveled to where Nathan stood on thin air. “How deep does your antimagic go, mage-breaker?” 

Wait. What? 




	Implacable Antimage has leveled to 243! You have won a battle against an army of mages attacking your home, and killed two archmages! Please choose a developed class from the following list to continue leveling, as you have unlocked a higher level than 243!



	
Antiwizard: Your Path is to counter the deepest magic. This class will make all parts of your antimagic directly apply to Wizardry, and will give you Insight into the secrets of this reality-bending magic. This class may further Develop to stabilize reality around you or to shape the Wizardry around you. This class will let you effectively fight the most powerful magic-users on Davrar.





	Invincible: Your Path is to stand against your enemies, no matter how they attack you. This class will dramatically enhance your toughness, as well as allowing you to heal from complete destruction so long as you have Stamina. It will also enhance your airborne speed and maneuverability. This class may further develop towards being able to reincarnate even after total defeat, or becoming invulnerable to outside forces. This class will let you survive any disaster and carry your knowledge into the future.



	Magebane: Your Path is to kill mages. This class will enhance your speed, as well as enhance the reach and weight of your aura to allow it to harm mages directly. This Class may further Develop your aura to be a physically tangible effect or to kill with it. This class will make you into an absolute counter to those who wield mana.



	Thief of Sorcery: Your Path is to steal magic from those who wield it to use for your own purposes. This class will allow you to manipulate magic cast in your presence and temporarily drain mana you understand. You will be able to shape this mana into spells for a short time before it is fully absorbed. This class may further Develop towards absorbing and storing others’ magic to use on demand or combining stolen magic together into new forms. This class will allow you to use every kind of magic so long as you can steal it.



	Void of Magic: Your Path is to deny the magic of Davrar. This class will dramatically expand your aura and allow it to effectively resist wizardry you understand. It will also allow you to render a target forever anathema to mana, unable to ever again use or cast magic. This class may further Develop towards banishing magic and wizardry over a wide area, or denying the subtle effects of magic and wizardry over an entire region. This class will allow you to contest magical might across an entire battlefield.



	Zealot: Your Path is to Rage against your enemies. This class will dramatically enhance your speed and strength, and intensify your Rage to match your antipathy against your foe. This class may further develop to allow you to move faster than the eye can track, or enhance your strength beyond the merely physical. This class will make you an unstoppable fighting machine. 






Nathan blinked at the sudden class choices, the knowledge imparted directly to his brain. His jaw dropped open as he parsed the options. 

That’s a lot to consider. I only just learned about Wizardry and now it’s in two of my class choices. Well, I’ve seen wizardry before. I’m pretty sure the spatial roads of Old Gemore are Wizardry, and I copied the fire elemental’s Wizardry to drain mages. Being able to counter it seems important, especially with Badud’s [Reverse Time] spell…

“Nathan?” Sudraiel’s voice was worried. “Can you kill this problem?” She winced and looked down at the cowering mages where they knelt in the water. “Those are words I regret.” 

“I… maybe, I need to think.” He responded, holding up his index finger to tell them to give him a moment as he frantically parsed through the opportunities available. 

Do I take my class choice now? This is a monumental decision, and Kia’s pushing me into it, intentionally or not. I could refuse to pick this moment, and push this responsibility back onto her. She chose to demand their surrender, she can figure out what to do with the prisoners. I do think she wanted to force me into considering nonlethal options. 

Nathan shook his head to dismiss that line of thought. He was pretty sure that the divinity within the holy warrior wouldn’t let her kill captives. She had taken a shard of the god of righteous battle within her, and it demanded she try to take captives when appropriate and guarantee their proper treatment. That was part of why the Guardians mostly fought monsters, and not people. 

Faline brushed her hair back in an exaggerated gesture and spoke in a sarcastic tone. “As your flame calls, mage-breaker. The mages who would enslave you and your friends can wait all day for their salvation.” She pulled out a wicked dagger and began innocently cleaning her fingernails.

Nathan considered what she’d said, brow furrowing. These mages had been part of an army that had tried to kill his friends without compunction. They’d marched to conquer Halsmet and enslave its citizens just as they got their first taste of freedom. Nathan had come here to kill them, plain and simple.

But that no longer applies. They’re captives of war, and have surrendered. It’s different to kill them now. They’re in my power fully and completely, and if I can’t find mercy now then I never will. Is death the only path? No, it’s not, my classes mean another way is possible.




	Mental Fortress 6 achieved!






[Void of Magic] is the only class that will let me permanently cut people off from mana. It’s also one of the two classes that will let me protect myself from Wizardry. I’m like 90% sure it’s the right choice. But this is an important enough decision that I’d like to bump that up to 99%. Otherwise I’ll regret my choice forever.

He heard whispers from below. “Does anybody know if the mage-breaker is merciful?” The mages shaded their eyes to watch him with expressions ranging from hope to terror as they whispered back and forth. They’d certainly figured out that their fate rested in his hands. 

Nathan looked back at the three women who watched him impassively, waiting for his decision. He copped out. “I need to think through a Development. It won’t take long, and it might solve this problem. For now I’m going to drain their mana pools. It’ll be temporary, but if they’re out of mana then they’re not a threat.” 

Faline’s face clouded with disapproval, but she merely spun the knife through her hands before the blade vanished. “Your target should be the slave-soldiers. They need your mercy, not this muckgrabber filth.” She faded from attention, slipping smoothly into the crowd of Adventurers.

Kia merely nodded at Nathan’s words, replacing her helmet on her head and launching herself back into the sky. She rejoined the Guardians and they zipped off into the hills under Dalo’s [Mass Fly] spell.

A few of the surviving war mages flashed a few quick hand gestures to each other as Nathan stepped down towards the gathering. They were subtle and quick, but Nathan caught the gestures and could tell that they were about to try something. 




	Alertness 4 achieved!






He slammed his aura down upon them, causing spells to wink out in their hands. The mages tensed, then relaxed in defeat as Faline appeared behind two of them and prodded their necks with her knives, drawing blood from shallow cuts.

Their expressions paled as Nathan started up the mana siphons, cracking into their mana pools and quickly draining every speck of the resource that allowed them to cast devastating spells. Without it they were just flabby men in wet robes kneeling in shallow water.

Nathan closed his eyes and found he could feel more than just mana. His new [Wizard Sense] could detect the shell around each mage’s mana pool. It was like each mage had a tank floating around them, a container made of a kind of dark matter that held their power. 

He expanded his mana siphoning efforts, draining five mages at a time. It took anywhere from ten to thirty seconds to drain each mage’s mana, depending on how much of it they had. 

This would go faster with an expanded aura. I'd love to take one of the classes that do that. A bigger aura would mean I could do more with it. Reach farther, cover a larger area, condense it down more when I need to stop a powerful spell cold.

An insane amount of energy flowed into Nathan as he drained all of the mages present over the course of a few minutes. The total mana supplies of five dozen mages was enough to vaporize a mountain. Luckily, he had just the thing ready to spend it on to avoid doing his best impression of what happened when you hooked the energizer bunny up to a nuclear power plant. 

He had to spend all of the Focus that had regenerated to keep the process stable, but Nathan managed to replace all of the skin on his body with the improved version. The silk-inspired collagen fibers enhanced the tear strength of his skin without sacrificing flexibility or his sense of touch. 




	Perfected Body 9 achieved!






Not a very good exchange rate, is it? But the Talent rank up is worth it. 

He exhaled and opened his eyes, surveying the scene. The mages were wilted before him, empty mana pools having convinced them of their position in a way that blades couldn't. 

Sudraiel had landed nearby and started issuing orders and coordinating the teams hunting the portions of the Giantsrest army that had escaped. She frequently spoke into some kind of [Message] artifact that blurred her mouth and voice. 

“They’re all drained of mana.” He called out, walking in her direction. “This war mage and those two enslavement mages have skills to regenerate mana quickly.” He pointed them out, and the Adventurers standing guard pivoted to keep close watch on the ones he’d marked. “The others shouldn’t be able to cast so much as a fireball for the next half-hour. Is there somewhere you need me?”

The guildmistress nodded quickly, looking up with furrowed brows. “The Seven Fools have trapped forty five slave elites in a maze of illusions. That way.” 

Nathan nodded and leapt into the air. He spent the next twenty minutes sprinting around the valley, bouncing between groups of slave-soldiers to free them from Giantsrest’s mental control. He was fast, now that he didn’t care about terrain. His new skills meant his top speed was somewhere around fifty miles an hour, and he pushed that limit to reach all of the groups that needed his attention.

He jogged over a large crowd of normal slave-soldiers, dragging his aura like a cloak to tear out the mind magic enslaving them. It only took about half of Nathan’s attention, and he diverted the rest to reconsidering his class choices. 

Now I have some time to think without pressure, and to be sure I’m not being influenced. I respect and want to take input from all three of them, but they’ve all got agendas and espouse different Paths. Sudraiel is pragmatic, Faline is bloodthirsty and Kia is idealistic. What am I? Let’s go over these choices again, in order. 

He built a little whiteboard in his memory, tallying up the pros and cons of each option. [Antiwizard] was a good choice. It would let him counter Badud’s most dangerous magic, and Nathan was pretty sure that understanding and messing with Wizardry would be important to dealing with the Endings. But it didn’t do anything except let him manipulate wizardry. It didn’t improve his capabilities against normal magic at all.

It doesn’t make my aura bigger or do anything except against Wizardry. I want to be able to cover a battlefield in antimagic, and that class doesn’t get me there.

[Invincible] was next, and it was similar to the [Woundless Berserker] class he’d been offered at level 81. But better. It was clearly based off of the Insights he’d been brainstorming for [Perfected Body], and he’d love to stop worrying about a freak headshot threatening death.

I think I can get the same benefit from a Talent Development, though it’s not certain. The class doesn’t improve my antimagic at all, and has no protections from Wizardry. A smart enemy will figure out a way to deal with me. I don’t want to get locked into a stone box and dropped deep beneath the ground.

[Magebane] was too similar to [Magekiller]. The speed and aura improvements were tempting as heck, but it really made him worry about his two Paths becoming too similar. It also had no wizardry protections. 

I should really just stop considering anything that doesn’t protect me from Wizardry. That [Reverse Time] spell was terrifying. 

That left [Thief of Sorcery] out in the cold, which was a crying shame. Nathan loved the idea of the class, which would let him steal magic for his own purposes. He could absorb spells from Stella to cast himself. But it also didn’t protect him from Wizardry at all. 

I can probably Develop my antimagic Talent to deal with wizardry? But it's not certain, I don't know what kind of Insight that would require. My Antimagic has already Developed once at the unique tier, it'll take a hell of an Insight to Develop it again. And I would need wizardry to practice on. It seems like the kind of thing where I'd be depending on a mid-battle Development next time I fight Badud. That seems like a terrible idea. Also, [Thief of Sorcery] also doesn’t expand my aura at all or really improve my antimagic beyond letting me grab spells. 

Then there was the class he’d almost picked already, [Void of Magic]. It expanded his aura, gave him options against Wizardry and also let him permanently cut mages off from magic. It would let him spare the captured mages, and give him an alternative to killing every mage of Giantsrest he fought. 

That’s important. It means I have another option than killing my enemies. Sure, they might think being deprived of magic is a fate worse than death, but it gives them the opportunity to learn, to change. And I can still kill them if I need to. But what [Void of Magic] doesn’t do is give me ‘Insight into the secrets of this reality-bending magic’ like [Antiwizard] does, but that’s what [Wizard Senses] and [Magical Intuition] are for. It feels like the most efficient use of class skills.

His eyes widened slightly as Nathan connected some more dots. 

[Void of Magic] would almost certainly help me make Antimages. If I cut somebody with a free Talent slot off from magic, they would probably get the Talent. Strangely enough, I think that’s the deciding factor. I want to teach my antimagic, to leave behind a legacy that can resist powerful mages.

He spent just a moment considering [Zealot] for the sake of completion. It was a powerful class that would let him stand up to powerful melee fighters. But, he was leery of Rage enhancements in general and it didn’t enhance his antimagic at all or protect him from Wizardry. It might be worth it if he was going to fight Agmon, but that wasn't the challenge in front of him. 

Nathan approached the center of the valley again, looking down on the huddled mages and their guards. In making his own choice, he would grant them one of their own. They would be able to choose between their life or their magic.





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 3





	
Class: Implacable Antimage level243+

Deepened Stamina: 7402/7410

Antimage’s Impassivity

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Improved Antimagic

Strenuous Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise





	
Class: Magekiller level 117

Regenerative Focus: 225/1270

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Leadership 7

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 1

Alertness 4

Magical Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 6

High-tier Lecturing 7

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 2

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 6
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Chapter 4 Cast from Power
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                Nathan had made his decision. He knew he'd been influenced by Kia and the captive mages, but he was also confident that [Void of Magic] was a good long-term choice.




	Congratulations, you are now a Void of Magic. Three of your existing class skills have developed, and you have unlocked three new class skills!



	
Class skill Deepened Stamina:

Your Stamina capacity is tripled. Stamina will accumulate during periods of rest, and can be spent to improve the speed and strength of your movements, or used for other skills or Talents that utilize Stamina.





	
Class skill Antimage’s Impassivity -> Void of Feeling

You are detached from pain and injury, and mind-affecting skills will be ineffective while in combat.





	
Class skill Antimagic Momentum:

Motion enhances your inherent antimagic, allowing you to break magical effects with your movements and blows. The greater the momentum behind the motion, the greater the enhancement. Effect is further enhanced while Raging.





	
Class skill Raging Thrill:

You can voluntarily enter and exit a Rage state, where you will be immersed in the thrill of combat. This will rapidly consume stamina, but will greatly increase your strength, speed and resilience to damage.





	
Class skill Implacable Inertia: 

Your motions carry significantly greater momentum, and any attempt to slow your movement is hindered. Magical effects will be almost completely unable to change your velocity.





	
Class skill Unarmored resilience:

When not wearing armor your body becomes more resilient to damage from all sources.





	
Class skill Improved Antimagic -> Magic Anathema

Your antimagic Talent is greatly enhanced, and your aura will excel at degrading and capturing all magic.





	
Class skill Strenuous Agility -> Airborne Agility

You will move more quickly and easily, especially when reorienting your body in combat. Stamina spent on mobility will have a greater effect. This skill is substantially more powerful while you are airborne.





	
Class skill Hand-to-hand Expertise:

You will be faster, hit harder and be more skilled at unarmed combat.





	
New Class skill Voluminous Aura:

Your aura will be larger and more potent, able to spread farther from you and be more powerful when concentrated.





	
New Class skill Denial of Wizardry:

Your antimagic will degrade wizardry. The better you understand the wizardry at play, the greater the effect





	
New Class skill Mana Severance:

You can use your aura to sever a target from the mana of Davrar, permanently destroying their mana pool and preventing them from manipulating mana ever again.











	Void of Magic is now level 286!






Dang, 286? So I had another 40-odd levels banked from winning the battle. But I’d need to do that another ten times to get to 729. That’s probably going to take years, even if I keep going at the same pace I have been. 

Some of the effects of the new class were immediately apparent. Nathan’s jog through the sky became faster and more efficient. His aura billowed out, easily tripling in volume. It took some effort to gather in his antimagic so he didn’t start accidentally disenchanting the gear of the Adventurers below him as he ran through the sky and back towards where the captive mages still knelt on the ground.

Most of the water seemed to have drained away, revealing a muddy field carpeted in debris. Supplies, corpses and dead giant snakes were strewn across the base of the valley. Most of the ashblood cobras had been killed by Stella’s lightning spell, but a team of Adventurers was checking to be sure they were all dead. 

Nathan landed next to Sudraiel with a squelch, shoes sinking a few inches into the waterlogged ground. She was talking to Olad and a couple of Adventurers, pointing around the camp towards various locations. Somebody had cast a [Muffle] spell so the prisoners couldn’t hear what she was saying. 

Her [Message]-artifact buzzed as he approached, and she listened to it and swore. “Harpy Tits!” She turned to Nathan with a scowl. “Kozar’s dead. We only lost a few teams, but The Gleaming Fist were elite mage-killers.” Her expression was stony and calculating. "Giantsrest will raid again, and we have fewer teams to ward them off." 

I probably shouldn’t be feeling relieved that the duel won’t be happening, but his death certainly simplifies things. Still, hard to muster up any regret after how he goaded Simla and then blamed me for his death. 

The guildmistress cocked an emphatic eyebrow and gestured towards the prisoners. “We follow your light, now make the Endings-damned decision.”

Nathan responded with confidence and a bit of pride. “I can sever them from magic permanently. They’ll never be able to cast a spell again.” 

“By the Giant’s fist.” Olad’s voice was raw, and he cast his gaze towards the surrendered mages. “I’d say they deserve death. But severing their magic… That is a doom I will treasure.” 

Sudraiel sighed and rubbed her forehead with two bony fingers. “Do it. We need every Adventurer to secure this battlefield and collect loot. I’ll have the Guardians take the prisoners back to Gemore on your word. They’ll live as long as a goat in a stalker nest if I send them to Halsmet.” 

Nathan nodded and airwalked over the [Muffle] spell to approach the prisoners. They watched him approach with trepidation. The guards, on the other hand, wore expectant expressions. 

Do I warn them about what I’m going to do? I don’t see the point. They’d try to break free again, and the alternative is death. If I force them to choose now then a lot of them will choose death for emotional reasons, without actually considering the alternative. Once they’ve actually experienced being severed from mana, they can decide to kill themselves later on their own time. Maybe it won’t be as terrible as they assume, and some of them can pursue a second life as chefs or whatever. 

Nathan stopped in the middle of the cluster of kneeling mages. His aura now covered the entire group, and they shivered at the touch of antimagic. These men and women had trained for years to have the power to reshape the world with a word - and it was completely useless in the face of his power. 

I remember when I first accepted that magic was real here. I was so excited by all of the possibilities of combining science and magic. Then I learned that Giantsrest used magic to enslave and dominate, and I used antimagic to escape. What would that Nathan say about ripping the magic from people, ensuring they would never again cast a spell? Would he be able to understand why I’m doing this? 

Nathan sighed deeply, closing his eyes and sinking into the feeling of his antimagic swirling around his enemies. Vortices formed, punching through a dozen of the non-physical shells that contained mana for their associated mages. He targeted those who had regenerated any significant amount of mana, draining what was present in moments. He wasn't sure what to do next, but felt his new class skill guiding him to push more of his aura through the barrier and into the now-empty spaces that had once been full of power. His aura flowed orthogonally to the physical world, entering the metaphysical space of the mages’ mana pools. It wasn’t fast, and Nathan paid careful attention as his antimagic filled the resource storage of the weakest mage. There was resistance, but he stuffed more aura into the container like you’d stuff a pillow into a small box. 

The boundaries of the mana pool flexed and cracked in a way that had nothing to do with material properties. The entire construct seemed to be at least partially formed from tightly wound wizardry, and he felt the nonphysical container bend in ways it couldn’t tolerate before shattering. The components of the wizardry that allowed the mage to cast flowed into Nathan’s aura.

A faint gasp sounded to his left, and somebody slumped to the ground. 

Nathan braced himself for something to happen as the strange energy dissipated in his aura, absorbing into his power. Nothing seemed to change. The shards of metaphysical weight had fizzed away to nothing in his antimagic.




	Wizard Senses 2 achieved!






Are mana pools wizard constructs? Is Davrar built from wizardry? Or am I just understanding more about the deeper structure of reality, and that’s what a Wizard also manipulates? Am I turning them into antimages? I don't think so. Their mana pools are broken, but I'm not purging mana from their bodies and I think that's a critical step to being an antimage. 

He opened his eyes to see that a young man had collapsed. He wore a yellow robe and no longer had a mana pool. Nathan walked over and checked his pulse, finding it strong and rapid.

Just knocked out. 

Nathan continued the process, keeping all of the mages smothered in his antimagic. More mages collapsed as he moved on. The larger the mana pool, the more of his aura it took to shatter. Once he moved past the younger mages the process started to take longer, and he could work on fewer at a time. 

The prisoners were confused, but they knew he wasn’t killing them. They weren't sure what was happening. Some of them tried to stand, to cry out against this unknown fate, but the elites standing guard kicked them back to the ground until Nathan got around to shattering their ability to wield magic. He felt mildly sick about using this opportunity to examine and interface with wizardry. He was experimenting on unwilling people and causing them to suffer in the process. He paused and took a deep breath to center himself. He wasn’t stripping their magic for the purpose of experimentation. This needed to happen anyway, and it was critical that he learn what he could from the process.

I think I can Develop [Magical Intuition] here. I didn’t get the wizard understanding from [Antiwizard], but I can get it by Developing those utility skills. The Insight can come from this practical experience with dozens of Davrar-provided wizard constructs. 

The war mages’ mana pools were enormous, and Nathan was saving them for last. He was pretty sure he’d need a majority of his new aura to disable each of them, and once he severed the rest of the mages he’d have more of that aura to work with. 

But the red-robed combat-trained mages had been biding their time. They sprang to their feet together when Nathan was at the far end of the prisoners. They’d clearly trained in some kind of physical combat, and used surprise to overpower the Adventurers watching them. By the time Nathan spun around they'd knocked the young Gemore Adventurers down and were wrestling for their weapons.

The first of the three war mages clutched at his neck, blood suddenly gouting between his fingers. Faline’s dagger had cut from chin to spine, and she faded into visibility splashed with blood.

The second mage got tackled by Olad. Bones cracked as the huge elite pinned the bulky figure to the ground and bent his spine alarmingly far backwards. 

The last mage had succeeded in wresting a blade from the Adventurer he’d knocked over. He rolled atop the young man and stabbed the weapon down towards the young man's face.

Nathan was halfway there when Sudraiel’s spear went straight through the mage’s chest. The thrown weapon left a gaping hole where a heart had once been and threw him off the young Adventurer. Gore sprayed out in a cone, but the spear suddenly reversed and slapped back into Sudraiel’s hand with a thunk. She held the weapon ready, poised to throw again. 

“Don’t stay petrified in place. Finish this deed.” The old woman called out, addressing Nathan from where she’d continued organizing the cleanup. The guildmistress lowered her spear and issued another order. “Pin the rest down.” 

The fighters guarding the mages followed orders, viciously slamming the still-conscious mages to the ground. 

Nathan picked up his pace. He’d severed about half of the Giantsrest captives and spent Focus to speed up the rest of the process. The additional attention let him proceed faster with the fiddly aura manipulation, but he once again felt the difficulty of pulling off fine manipulation with his aura. 

He continued to examine the wizardry that made up the mana pools. It worked under different rules than normal mana and was more complex than Badud's spells, but he didn’t have the frame of reference to know if it was just more elaborate or beyond it entirely.

If it’s the same as Badud’s spells, or other wizardry I know of, then that probably means the system of Davrar itself was constructed by powerful wizards a long time ago. That would have some significant implications. 

Eventually, the surviving war mage was the only one conscious. The red-robed man struggled against Olad’s armored bulk, but the huge elite kept the man’s face pressed against the soggy ground, a knee driving into his spine. 

Nathan placed his palm against the back of the war mage’s head, sinking his antimagic into the enormity of the space that stored the man’s mana. His aura scratched and tore at the inside of the container, but it only started to crack when three-quarters of Nathan’s power was stuffed inside. 

But this time, Nathan pulled back, halting the process and examining the wizardry that had been exposed in the cracks of the container. It was woven together with a mathematically precise framework, and was clearly made of more than just the wizardry Nathan could now sense. There were gaps in the framework, places where another power than wizardry held everything together. But the wizardry itself was the bulk of the construct, and it seemed to set the rules of the space it constrained. 

Mana pools are made of more than just wizardry. That doesn’t mean that there couldn't be super-wizards that made Davrar, but the system and powers of Davrar go beyond wizardry. Whatever this is, it’s manipulating wizardry just like it does everything else. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Magical Intuition] utility skill into [Wizard’s Intuition]

Utility skill: [Wizard’s Intuition]

This skill helps you understand magic and wizardry, as well as aiding intuitive leaps towards correct conclusions. It will extend to all applications of magic and wizardry, including spells, enchantments and other effects, but not natural phenomena.








Nathan focused his new senses on the message from Davrar, looking for the faintest trace of wizardry. He found none. Davrar could clearly control Wizardry, but it was far beyond it. He nodded to himself in satisfaction. 

The mage underneath him moaned in pain, his muscles spasming as his mana pool strained and cracked. 

Time to bring this to a close. I don’t want to torture somebody.

Nathan tore the man’s mana pool apart, sending him slumping into unconsciousness. 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 297! You have stripped many Giantsrest mages of their magic, and they will no longer be a threat to you or what you protect!






Nathan blinked at the second message for a second. 

That makes me feel strangely dirty. I didn’t kill them, but Davrar is giving me almost as much experience as if I did. 

Then he shook off the feeling and rose to give Olad a hand, leaning back and pulling the huge man to his feet before clapping him on the shoulder. “Good tackle. Thanks for not killing him. Breaking the magic of a war mage was a useful experience for me.”

The man spat to the side, barely missing the sprawled figure. “This’ll cut them worse than death. I like your hope, that they could be something better. But I’ll take a prophecy where they don’t hurt anybody else.” He nodded to Nathan, then turned his head to listen to Sudraiel. The [Muffle] spell was gone, and she was shouting to gather all of the prisoners together for transport back to Gemore. 

Faline's voice came out of the crowd, pitched low and barely audible to his ears. "We must wait for the lockdown of Giantsrest to end before we move. I will find you in Halsmet." 

He looked around and caught a glimpse of her fading back into the crowd of Adventurers, giving him a single flashing wink as she went. 

Just as well, I don’t necessarily want to talk to her right now. We’ll regroup later to figure out when we're heading to Giantsrest to follow up on this victory. I hope having won this victory so completely means we’ll have more time first. There’s a lot of stuff I want to do. But first, I need to check in on the Heirs. 

He squinted up at the top of a nearby peak where they’d set up their firing position. The location was surrounded by blackened and shattered rock from the spells that had been thrown against them, but it looked like Khachi’s shield had protected the area at the core of the devastation. However, Nathan’s enhanced eyes didn’t see any movement. 

They probably moved as the battle went on. Better to just ask where they are instead of wandering around. 

Sudraiel looked buried in organization, calling for the Guardians and watching over the captives. But Nathan didn’t need to talk to her, he just needed somebody who could cast [Message]. He spotted Neta and the rest of the Old Hands picking through the debris of the camp, helping make sure that all of the ashborn cobras were dead and picking up any valuables they found. They were also retrieving the bodies of the dead and piling them up to be burned. 

Right, mages who rise as zombies can still cast spells and raise more undead. It would be better to avoid that. 

He leapt up above head height and jogged over, calling out from fifteen feet in the air. “Hey Neta, glad to see you’re alright. Do you know where the Heirs are?” 

“Harpy tits! Wha…” She glanced up at him and shaded her eyes. “Oh, Nathan. You can fly now?” 

He shrugged. “More like what Kia does.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Same target. I’ll [Message] Stella.” 

The other members of the Old Hands had stopped and were looking at Nathan with expressions of awe and respect. The same expressions that people gave the Guardians after they did things like vaporize a grave tangle. 

I suppose drowning a Giantsrest army isn’t much less impressive.

“How many archmages got away?” said Karo, the woman that Aarl had bid farewell to when they’d left Halsmet. She bore a few bloodstains on one side of her body, though it looked like the underlying wounds had been healed. 

“Three. Scared shitless.” 

Karo guffawed. "Hah! Scared shitless, I like that," she said, slapping her thigh with a metallic clang.

Neta looked up from her [Message] spell, catching Nathan’s attention and pointing down the valley towards Halsmet. “They’re over there, protecting the rally point for the freed slaves.” 

“Thanks,” Nathan said, giving a wave and turned to jog in the indicated direction. He tried to run without [Airwalking] to conserve Stamina, since the Talent consumed a lot of the resource. It hadn’t been a problem before because of all the magic flying around, but it wasn’t like Nathan had an unlimited supply of Stamina. 

Well, I do so long as Stella’s close by. But I shouldn’t get used to airwalking everywhere. My feet are still good for something.

The ground was rough and muddy, broken by the spells and the passage of a lake’s worth of water. The terrain interfered with his running, and his [Acceleration] skill in particular couldn't really kick in when he had to change direction constantly to avoid uprooted trees or runnels carved out of the ground by the surging water. 

It didn’t take long for Nathan to spot his destination. A couple of Halsmet Elites were guiding a group of confused-looking ex-slave-soldiers towards a shallow slope where several hundred other former slaves had gathered. Nathan spotted the Heirs standing off to the side. They saw him coming and waved in greeting. 

Gale Shullet, the leader of the Seven Fools, dropped from the sky to land gently next to Nathan’s friends as he approached. The crowfolk woman tilted her head back and yawned demonstratively before launching into a fast tirade. “What a boring day! I awake early for a conflict of Endings and find a puddle of water and a bunch of lost goats.” She gestured with one black-feathered wing over to the collected soldiers, most of whom Nathan had freed in the last hour. “If this is the spark of Giantsrest, I say we smother their flame and have an early dinner.”





She clacked her beak together a few times in a dry chuckle, but then her tone became more serious. “I worry that that the enemy will devastate Halsmet and Gemore in response to this defeat. Giantsrest politics will demand a victory.” She shrugged and stepped away a few paces, gesturing the Heirs forward. “But that’s a problem for you and Faline to kill. The Questor isn’t dead, and I’d bet dragon teeth to stalker bones he’ll want total victory, and that means conquest, not destruction.” 

Nathan’s friends had been wearing wide smiles, clearly ready to cheer and celebrate the victory. Gale’s words made them all freeze and sigh, suddenly considering the future.

The old birdfolk clacked her beak once more in a laugh. “The easy joy of youth. Enjoy your victory, but don’t let the light of glory blind you to new challenges! Wait while I gather up a few more groups of lost little goats, then you can escort them all to Halsmet.” The old crowfolk woman faded to invisibility. 

Nathan tracked her as she zipped off back into the mountains to gather more freed slaves.

Aarl rubbed the back of his neck. “The older Adventurers need to have their fun.” 

“Because we took the glory!” his sister said with a smile, punching him in the shoulder.

Khachi’s expression was more restrained. “Brox won this battle. The power of Questors is beyond prophecy.” 

Stella frowned at the ground, kicking her feet. “Yeah. What he said… I understand a bit more of why he acted that way. What a fate. Are we putting ourselves on the same Path?”

The Heirs looked troubled, but Stella’s expression morphed to a superior smile. “Hear me, I’m free from regret.” She tried to keep her voice down, but the sheer excitement behind her face made the next words come out in a loud squeak. “I leveled to 243!”





	
Class skill Antimage’s Impassivity: 

Pain and injury will only drive you further onwards, and you will have resistance to mind-affecting skills while Raging. Being attacked with magic will enhance the intensity of your Rage.





	
Class skill Void of Feeling:

You are detached from pain and injury in combat, and mind-affecting skills will be ineffective while in combat.








 




	
Class skill Improved Antimagic: 

While Raging, your antimagic Talent is greatly enhanced, and will be especially effective at protecting you from hostile magic. 





	
Class skill Magic Anathema

Your antimagic Talent is greatly enhanced, and your aura will excel at degrading and capturing hostile magic. 








 




	
Class skillStrenuous Agility:

You will move more quickly and easily, especially when reorienting your body in combat. Stamina spent on mobility will have a greater effect. 





	
Class skillAirborne Agility:

You will move more quickly and easily, especially when reorienting your body in combat. Stamina spent on mobility will have a greater effect. This skill is substantially more powerful while you are airborne.








 




	
Utility skill: [Magical Intuition]

You will easily understand complex magic, even from incomplete evidence. This skill extends to spells, enchantments and other magical effects, but not natural phenomena. Will enhance your understanding of mana types and spellwork.





	
Utility skill: [Wizard’s Intuition]

This skill helps you understand magic and wizardry, as well as aiding intuitive leaps towards correct conclusions. It will extend to all applications of magic and wizardry, including spells, enchantments and other effects, but not natural phenomena.














	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 3





	
Class: Void of Magic level297

Deepened Stamina: 8031/9210

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 117

Regenerative Focus: 419/1270

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Leadership 6

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 2

Alertness 4

Wizard’s Intuition 1

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 6

High-tier Lecturing 7

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 2

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 6










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Shoutout for Quill and Still today! Aaron and I started posting our stories at about the same time last year and had a fun time fighting it out at the top of Rising Stars. Both of us write litRPG stories about applying science to a magical world, but while Ends of Magic focuses on action, Quill and Still is cozy & slice of life in a remarkably utopian world. If that sounds fun, go check it out on Amazon!
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Next chapter on Thursday! 



                



Chapter 5 Discussions of Victory


                Nathan chuckled lightly. “I also hit 243. I took my next class.” 

The Heirs rolled their eyes as one. Aarl threw his hands towards the sky and raised his voice in mock outrage. “You didn’t stop to consider the most blasphemously important choice in your entire build?” 

Nathan scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “Not when Kia and Faline are both staring at you, demanding you make the choice.” 

“Waking giants, my mother did that?” Khachi turned his head sharply, surprised and concerned.

“Well, she and Faline were having a stare-off over executing the captured mages. You can guess who was in favor of killing them all.” 

“Ah, that was the argument we saw.” Sarah said, shaking her head. “Hear me, I was wondering what was going on down there. How many choices did you have?” 

“Six.” Nathan said without inflection. Six choices was a lot for a 243 class Development. People normally got fewer classes at higher levels, though he suspected that was mostly because they settled into a style and didn’t do much experimentation. Both he and his teammates had rocketed up in levels from the sheer number of deadly encounters, too fast to become set in a specific style. “I had some time to think it through, and ended up taking a class that can sever people from magic permanently. I’m happy with the decision, and I know Kia is because it meant we could spare the mages. We can talk about the details later.” 

He turned expectant eyes on Stella before anybody could formulate a response. “What about you? Are you excited about your options?” 

The short mage was almost bouncing from foot to foot as she walked. “Yeah! I have four choices. [Skymaster] would give me flight, but…”

“Not now!” Sarah’s sharp voice cut across Stella’s excited babble. “We can speak on this later, but be conscious of who may hear details of your build.” Her eyes went sideways, indicating the mass of freed slaves they stood near. Several of them had noticed Nathan and he saw some whispering and pointing, but none seemed to want to disturb him. 

Then the tall woman smirked. “I also leveled to 243. Davrar favors those who kill archmages.” 

Aarl groaned. “My spark is drowned. I leveled only a stalker’s weight from that battle! All of the fighting was from afar until the very end.” 

His hand came out of his pouch brandishing empty air, but Nathan’s senses could tell that he held the invisible ax. His new skills informed him it bore the mark of wizardry as well as more standard enchantments. 

Ah, so you can enchant with wizardry. Good to know. I bet Brox’s swords have a ton of wizardry on them too.

The wiry man’s voice was aggrieved. “I can’t throw this as far as my sister can shoot! I should ask for a rifle in addition to the shotgun, then…” 

“Wait hold on, we need to go get something!“ Nathan said, glancing around quickly. “Aarl, we need to run to the other side of the battlefield for a moment.”

He turned to Stella. "Aarl and I need to go. Can you hold down the fort for twenty minutes or so - [Message] somebody if necessary?”

“Yes.” She said decisively, suddenly serious. “You’re acting like your butt is on fire. Go, there’s time.”

Nathan turned, gesturing for Aarl to follow. “Follow me.”

They took off, moving faster than they could have managed as a group. Aarl and Nathan were the fastest of the Heirs, though Stella could manage surprising bursts with her magic. But neither Khachi or Sarah had a resource that allowed them to run faster, and the wolfman’s heavy armor slowed him down dramatically. 

Aarl managed to keep up despite Nathan’s new skills, though that probably wouldn’t be true if he took to the skies to avoid the difficult terrain. The magical armor whined slightly as it boosted the shorter man’s speed, and they both zipped across the battlefield. 

“Where are we going?” Aarl wasn’t even breathing hard, though it was a bit hard to hear with the wind of their sprint.

“You’ll see. I’ve got another little present for you.” Nathan could almost feel his friend’s anticipation. He chuckled. He wanted to see Aarl’s surprise, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up in case they couldn’t find what he was looking for. 

Nathan consulted his memory skill as they ran, looking for landmarks and references to pinpoint the right spot. The pair of Adventurers blitzed past the others roaming the battlefield, canvasing the area for survivors and loot.

Just like we are. I just want one very specific piece of loot. 

It took a little while to cross the entire battlefield and go some distance in the other direction - towards Giantsrest. Aarl tensed, looking around carefully. There were signs of a harried retreat, where Adventurers had barraged a small group of retreating mages. Nobody was in sight, though Nathan thought it was likely that at least one team was keeping watch from the hills above.

He found the right general spot and closed his eyes, reaching out with his magical senses. After his class Development he could detect things from farther away, and was tuned towards deeper magic. Nathan wasn’t quite used to the extra sense, it was like being able to feel temperature when all you’d previously gotten was texture. 

He repositioned a few times, trying to cover as much ground as he could. They spiraled out from his best guess before Nathan's senses brushed against an object buried in the ground, heavy with enchantment and positively dripping with wizardry. 

“Aha!” Nathan ran over to the location, finding an unremarkable gouge in the ground. He turned towards his skeptical companion, pointing downwards. “Dig here. It’s a few feet down.” 

Aarl shrugged, pulling a shovel out of his dimensional bags and digging with abandon. His class meant his combat skills applied to the weapon, and it took Aarl less than a minute to excavate a black-bladed sword that had been buried a few feet in the ground. 

The enchantment was inactive, but Aarl’s eyes went round. “Dragon’s Breath… the weapon of a Questor.” He reached down tentatively for the handle before pulling his hand back and looking toward Nathan with naked longing. “Is it safe?”

Nathan scanned the sword, carefully looking for danger. None of the mana-based enchantments would attack a wielder, but he wasn't sure of the wizardry. After a minute he shrugged. “I think so. If it’s not, then it’s the kind of trap that nobody will be able to disable. I might be able to catch anything dangerous before it hurts you.”

“This is a game worth playing.” Aarl said with a grin, reaching down to grab the handle of the enchanted blade. He hefted the black sword carefully, smiling wider as nothing happened. “Surprisingly heavy, but I’m free of regret. The weapon of a Questor.” He hesitated, then sighed and stored the weapon away in his dimensional pouch. “We should return quickly.”

They ran back across the battlefield, and Nathan could feel the confused eyes on them from adventurers, elites and freed slaves as they ran back so soon after they’d left. 

“Care to share the prophecy of joy?” Sarah’s voice was inquisitive, and aimed at her brother’s wide smile. 

Her brother shrugged nonchalantly. “You may have gotten levels, but I got the blade of a Questor.” 

Khachi chuckled at the dumbfounded expression on Sarah and Stella’s faces. “Brox may have been a questionable ally, but he left us with treasures aplenty. Aarl received his sword, I received knowledge of the Divine, and Nathan was directed towards more enemies.” 

Stella’s response was biting. “I received a hatred of social skills.” 

“And I got nothing at all.” Sarah said with a shrug. “Except the opportunity to send a bullet through an Archmage’s face.” She smirked. “The people who escaped probably don’t even know what killed him. One moment there’s an angry archmage, and then he doesn’t have a head.” 

Another group of freed soldiers were filing down the nearby hillside and towards the large group, guided by Gale, the old crowfolk woman. There had to be nearly six hundred recently freed slaves here, and not many Adventurers. Nathan waved to Gale, but she just clasped her hand to her breast in a Gemore salute and flew away again. 

“I’ve never seen the other members of the Seven Fools.” Nathan said. “Is it just Gale?” 

“There are at least four, maybe as many as eight,” responded Stella. “They disguise themselves as each other, and often roam far apart, staying in contact with some kind of developed [Message] spell. They love to confuse and…” She held up a hand, clearly receiving a [Message] of her own. 

Then the short mage looked around worriedly at the growing mass of humanity. “We’re supposed to lead this group back to Halsmet. All of them. I’m asking for clarification.” She cast [Message] herself. The response came back immediately and Stella shrugged helplessly. “No, it’s our problem to kill. It’s just us, to take care of all of them.” She waved her hand to encompass the entire mass of people.

Nathan surveyed the milling crowd. Many of them were watching the Heirs, but nobody was approaching. There was a group of about thirty elites keeping to themselves off to the side, shooting distrustful looks at both Adventurers and the slave soldiers whose mind magic had been broken. 

“I think I know why they put us in charge.” Nathan’s voice was tired. 

The reward for work well done is the opportunity to do more.

He glanced towards Aarl. “You studied the maps. To get to Halsmet we just go down this road, right? How long will it take to walk back?” 

The swordsman hesitated. “About half a day at a normal pace.” 

“Good enough.” Nathan turned to Stella. “I’ll get them moving. Make sure you talk to Egall or somebody in Halsmet and let them know we’re coming. They’re gonna need food and support for these people when we arrive. They’ll know how to organize that better than we do.” 

His last question was for Sarah. “Did Davrar tell you the name of the archmage you killed?” 

She nodded. “Heyo dho Declan.”

“Thanks.” Nathan leapt up into the air, walking over the crowd. Absent any other source of authority people turned to watch him, whispering. They all seemed cowed by his presence. Most of the people below wore the standardized armor of the normal slave-soldiers, those who were supposed to act as meat shields while the mages cast their magic. 

The elites looked at Nathan distrustfully, some of them snarling at his appearance. They still carried their weapons, and a few looked ready to use them. 

I actually don’t know if they’ve chosen to leave Giantsrest behind. I think they’ve been caught in illusions and mostly been shepherded around by Gale. I didn’t say much as I blitzed by to break the mind magic. They’ve been guided here but haven’t made any choices yet. They were raised to fight for Giantsrest and didn't get the chance. 

Nathan stood on thin air above the road that led towards Halsmet and safety. He turned back towards the crowd and his voice boomed across the valley, boosted by Stamina and the [Battle Cry] skill. 

“Giantsrest is defeated.” 

There’d been a low but continuous murmur from the crowd, but his words quieted it. He let the statement lay in the air for a moment, enough time for the words to echo back from the mountains around them. 




	Mid-tier Battle Cry 7 achieved!






He repeated the phrase. “Giantsrest is defeated. The archmages Exea dha Humal, Chennal dho Pelogi and Heyo dho Declan are dead. So are most of the other mages that were with your army. Some of them have had their magic stripped, and will never again cast a spell. The escaped slaves of Gemore have won this battle.” 

The crowd was reacting with alarm and confusion, the defeat of their masters impossible to comprehend. Nathan kept an eye on the elites, half-expecting them to react with rage. Several of them watched him with calculation, while others appeared distressed at his words. None moved to attack him.

“Down this road lies Halsmet, which was liberated from Giantsrest a week ago. All of the mages and slavemasters fled or were killed, and now the army sent to recapture it is destroyed. Nobody in Halsmet wears a collar or suffers from mental magic. Their leader is a woman named Myrla, she was a scribe-slave owned by Exea. Now she is the leader of the city.

“She chose her own path, and works to guide Halsmet to a better future. A future for ex-slaves like you. If you follow me there they will feed you, give you a place to sleep and help you find your own Path. If you walk down this road, you will no longer be a slave. You will need to work, but you will have choice in that work, and nobody will be your master. Because all of the masters of Halsmet are dead.”

His last words were said viciously, but it couldn't shock the crowd more than they’d already been shocked. His gaze panned over the crowd of ex-soldiers, seeing all sorts of people. Old, young, men, women. It looked less like a group of fighters than a cross-section of humanity. “Follow me down this road, and take the first step on a Path of your own making.” 

He dropped to the surface of the road, landing and turning his back on the crowd to begin walking down the road towards Halsmet. He didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. The sound of a large number of people following him down the road was audible enough. 




	Leadership 8 achieved!






Just gotta get enough people moving, then the herd instinct takes over. Let’s hope none of the elites try to stab me. 

There wasn’t much to do after that except lead the group and keep an eye out for monsters. The Heirs spread out around the crowd, ready to defend them against any threats. Aarl was closest to the elites in his full armor, with the helmet up. 

—

A few hours later, Nathan led the crowd of freed slaves down the slope and towards Halsmet. A welcoming committee was waiting for them, just outside the dirt trenchworks that were being dismantled by a mildly disgruntled group of workers. 

Yeah, I’d be a bit annoyed if I spent all that effort digging and then had to fill in all the holes after the fortifications didn’t get used at all. But they did serve their purpose as a giant decoy rather well. 

Myrla was at the head of the group, her assistant Liluce right next to her. Spread out behind them were hundreds of other citizens of Halsmet. Nathan recognized a bunch of the proto-therapists, the people who’d helped before when he’d spent a whole day stripping mind magic from every person in Halsmet. 

The mayor of the city bowed to Nathan as he approached and started speaking formally, voice pitched to carry. “I greet the mage-breaker, and those who follow him.” 

Her tone hardened, and her gesture excluded Nathan but took in the crowd behind him. “Giantsrest has no hands here. We are free, and will fight to keep that treasure. You are freed of their magics, and if you enter Halsmet, you burn all allegiance to that accursed empire.” 

Myrla paused, looking around with a serious expression before clasping her hands together in a Giantsrest-style salute. “May you all find your homes here, and reclaim what was stolen.” 

The old scribe waved in a prearranged gesture and the crowd behind her came forward, dividing up to split the crowd into individuals and start guiding them back into the city. Nathan watched as Myrla and Liluce walked over to the elites. She wasn’t armed and was only escorted by two elites of her own, but she didn’t seem nervous. 

The old woman spoke authoritatively to them, pointing back towards the city and then around at the deserted farms. Finally she pointed back at Nathan and chopped her hand downwards. 

Nathan walked closer to hear what she was saying. “...always be monsters to fight. Fight to protect the people, not just the mages.”

Then she turned to Nathan. “Ah, mage-breaker. I am asking these elites to help us clear the farmland, and ensure no monsters lurk to eat those who must grow our food. If your hands are idle, will you help as well? A northern wyvern was seen in the upper valleys yesterday.” 

She turned and pointed north, towards a desolate-looking valley. 

Nathan narrowed his eyes, then shrugged and turned back to look at the Heirs, who’d followed him over. “Sure.” He glanced at Stella. “Do they need us back at the battlefield?” 

“No blood from our wounds.” Stella said. “Sudraiel has everybody returning. She doesn’t want to give vengeful Giantsrest mages a still target. The Guardians and half of the Adventurers are flying back to Gemore with prisoners. Are we really hunting a wyvern now?” 

Sarah pursed her lips and nodded agreeably. “I’ve always wanted to wing a northern wyvern and watch it fall.” 

Nathan turned back to Myrla. “Any more details?” 

Liluce stepped forward, the pretty assistant reciting details from memory. “The farmer said it was a large northern wyvern, and brought a chill wind with it. He said that it was ‘endings-damned big’ and that it flew high in the sky except when it came down to eat livestock. The farm is located at the end of the northern road.” 

“Alright. We’ll be back before dark. Have Egall [Message] Stella if anything comes up.” 

The Heirs turned away and started jogging north, quickly leaving behind the crowd as it slowly drifted through the trenchworks and into the city. 

“Why are we hunting a wyvern?” Stella asked, sounding bewildered and a bit irked. “We just won a prophesied battle. Hear me, that tally of deeds should earn us a break. I want to eat a meal made by a cook with levels.”

Nathan snorted at the blunt words, reflecting that she’d exercised restraint by waiting until they were out of earshot to ask. “Because Myrla needed to show the elites that she has enough authority to order us around, and that we'd listen. Also to demonstrate that they’re not being handed the shit work. Those elites saw us defeating their army. If we turn around and patrol for monsters then they’re more likely to do it too. I think she’s trying to get them working for Halsmet through momentum. Now the battle is won, a bunch of the Adventurers are going to leave. She desperately needs good fighters, people who can kill a siegeboar that’s chewing up a field. Those elites represent decades of training she can't afford to lose.” 

Then he gestured around at the group. “Besides, do you expect us to have trouble with a wyvern? Think of this as a few hours of exercise in the wilderness so we can talk over the battle and our class Developments in privacy. We’ll be back in time for dinner, and we can bring them wyvern to cook for us. One of the books at the Adventurer’s guild said it’s supposed to be delicious.”

“It is a worthy endeavor. A wyvern is a dangerous foe to those without magic or the ability to strike from range. But we must not underestimate the foe.” Khachi spoke mildly, before he turned his attention back to Nathan. “You said you had developed your class to allow you to permanently sever mages from magic. What else?” 

Stella shivered. “Waking giants, that’s right. Permanently? What kind of grand Insight led to that?” 

Nathan smirked slightly, but then schooled his expression. “Yeah, it’s permanent. I break their mana pool. I think their mana will always be empty afterwards. The Insight was based on what that fire elemental was doing, along with something else I learned from Badud’s magic. Kind of.” 

That statement earned him a few questioning looks, and Nathan scrubbed his hand through his hair, trying to figure out how to explain. “Badud’s magic was more than just mana. There’s a deeper kind of magic that he casts. It’s the same thing as the transit roads of Old Gemore. You remember when I said that Badud reversed time? That too. He was losing, so he cast a spell to start the battle over. No mana can cast that spell, you need a deeper magic.” 

Aarl shook his head in exasperation. “I am good with swords. And he reverses time? Endings-damned Questors.” 

Nathan chuckled sardonically. “At least he lost the second time too. Well, he retreated with Brox’s sword in him. But that's the situation that caused him to reverse time the first go-around too." 

“Why didn’t he return to the fight?” Sarah asked. “I saw the wound. It was bad, but a mage like Badud should be able to heal any wound that isn’t death.” 

“The blade was cursed.” Nathan said, shrugging. “Before Badud reversed time I saw him try to heal a wound from the sword, and he couldn’t. He had a powerful healing artifact that saved him the second time, but it broke. I hope the wound kills him, but it probably will just take him a while to recover. Faline should know.” 

Nathan waved his hands around. “Anyway, back on topic. That kind of magic is called wizardry. It goes beyond mana, touching concepts like space and time. Probably more too. Mana pools are partially made of wizardry, and my class lets me interfere with them. Some of the archmages can do a little bit of it, it’s what makes their spells so powerful.”

Stella’s eyes opened wide. “Tell me more.” 
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Chapter 6 Feast on the Wing


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    I added a line to chapter 41 that is relevant here. Before Faline fades into the crowd she tells Nathan that "We must wait for the lockdown of Giantsrest to end before we move. I will find you in Halsmet." 



                

                Nathan spent a little while trying to describe wizardry to his rapt audience as they jogged around Halsmet and towards the valley where the wyvern had been sighted. Sarah and Aarl usually stopped paying attention when he started talking about magic, but this time they were both listening and asking questions. They wanted to understand this entirely new domain of magic, especially if it let their enemies rewind time.

Unfortunately, Nathan’s understanding of wizardry was limited. His new abilities were geared towards countering it, and while he could explain some of the fundamental differences between wizardry and mana, he had no idea what sort of Insight made somebody into a Wizard.

But when forging into the unknown, knowing that it’s possible is half the battle. 

Stella soaked up everything he had to say, clearly trying to think about how she would access such power. Over time her excitement turned to frustration. “Harpy’s tits! I wish I’d learned this before my class Development. Then I could have gotten a wizard class! But now it’s too late.” 

“A witch class?” Aarl supplied, one eyebrow raised humorously. 

The short mage rounded on him, her eyes flaring with light. “I don’t care, I just want the power!” 

“What are your class choices?” Khachi interjected, speaking calmly. “With our tally of deeds, they should be weighty.”

Stella frowned at him, deciding if she was going to let herself be distracted. After a moment she heaved a deep sigh and explained. “I mentioned [Skymaster] earlier. My dad gave me the Insights for that. It focuses on flight. Skills for casting [Fly] and [Mass Fly] easily, as well as more control over those skills and advantage in aerial fights.” 

She chewed on her lip unconsciously. “It’s the class he’ll want me to take, I’ll bet stalker teeth to dragon bones. The class will move us to problems fast and keep me safe from most enemies. Flying neutralizes most monsters.” She raised her eyebrows and mimicked Dalo's voice. "Never be in danger from Stalkers or Siegeboars again!" 

“You don’t seem to like it. Why?” Sarah spoke curiously, though her eyes were on the mountains around them. “It seems a gem of a class.” 

Stella blew a raspberry, then shook her head. “No, you’re right. It’s the safe option. It follows the Path of my father. But I fight differently than he does, I have different teammates, and a different goal. Why should I walk the same Path?”

“So what are your other options?” Nathan asked. They were getting close to the farm that had sent the news of the wyvern, and he was hoping that it would be drawn to their presence without them having to hunt it down. 

“[Lady of Light and Lightning], [Archmage of Science] and [Avatar of Mana].” She said offhandedly. 

Aarl whistled, loud and long. “Those sound worth their weight in Adamant. [Archmage of Science] seems to continue your current path. Is there a hidden trap?” 

Stella threw her hands into the air. “It ties all of my future magical improvements to learning more science!” She rounded on Nathan and stabbed a finger at him. “And my teacher refuses to teach me many powerful Insights.” 

Nathan frowned, not sure how to neutralize the situation. His friend was mad, and it didn’t seem like she’d respond well to a plea for calm. 

The finger dropped and Stella stepped back, taking a deep breath. “Sorry. I shouldn't be farting ice. My magic is powerful, more powerful than any other mage of my level. But to see the might of the archmages and the Questor, and be told they’re casting magic more profound than anything I know...” 

She shook her head. “Apologies again. I shouldn’t be mad at you, especially with all of the grand Insights you’ve shared with me. I appreciate everything you’ve told me, but I don’t want to rely on your knowledge for all of my power. Knowing the reality of the world is part of my Path, but I don’t want it to be the only part.” She stopped talking, smiling apologetically at him. It seemed to be a silent request for forgiveness. 

Nathan returned the expression, indicating he hadn’t taken offense. “That makes sense, you’ll be stuck with this class for a long time. It seems important to make sure that you’re happy with the Path it sets you on.” 

Nathan sighed, eyes rising to study the mountains around them for any sign of their quarry. “That's especially true with me leaving for Giantsrest soon. We don’t know what will happen, and I don’t want you to tie your build to my knowledge. If nothing else, eventually I’m going to run out of things to teach you, and then you’ll need to discover things yourself. If your class isn’t set up for that, you’ll stall.” 

That killed the conversation for a moment. Nobody addressed the topic of Nathan leaving. They’d talked about it almost a dozen times, but now the time was rapidly approaching.

I think we all hope that I’ll come back and it’ll be as if nothing had changed. But who knows? I could die, I could level up so much that it doesn’t make sense to be on a team with me anymore. Or we each get drawn into conflicts of our own. If I'm gone for years then we might be different people.

They’d reached the end of the road and looked at the farmhouse that stood there. It was in better repair than most of the others that Nathan had seen. There was a barn and paddocks for animals, but they were all empty right now. 

Khachi broke the uncomfortable silence as they started circling the area. “What of the other two classes?” 

Stella lifted one shoulder slightly. “I like [Avatar of Mana] the most. Faster mana channeling, a skill to allow more exotic mana types and a skill to make it easier to invent spells. I don’t just want to cast a few spells really well. I want to be able to experiment with every spell, and find the combination that explodes the hardest.” 

Nathan started chuckling, ramping up into a skill-enhanced guffaw that boomed out across the valley. The other Heirs looked around at him with confused expressions. 

Still chuckling, he glanced back towards Stella. “I think that’s your Path. Don’t worry about your future opponents, leave aside theorizing on the most advantageous style. Pick what will let you make the biggest explosions. It's what makes you excited to push yourself harder." 

“There’s the muckgrabber.” Sarah interrupted, snapping her rifle up and firing almost straight up. An eerie shriek sounded from high above and then cut out suddenly.

Nathan looked up to see a limp blue-and-gray shape fall out of the clouds. It impacted in the fields a short distance away with a surprisingly loud wumph. 

“It was in the clouds. Came down to see us after you laughed.” She explained, swapping her gaze from Nathan to Stella. “His advice is a light to follow. It’ll be years before the next class Development. Pick a Path you want to follow.” 

Stella looked pensive, pursing her lips and tilting her head at Sarah. “What of your own class Development? What are your choices?”

“Doesn’t matter. My choice was clear as polished gems. I’m a [Sniper] now.” The tall woman said, gesturing towards the corpse of the huge lizard. Her shot had gone straight through the bottom of its jaw, through the brain and out the top of the skull. It looked like the elephant-sized flying creature had died instantly.

She strode to her kill, posing over it like a big-game hunter. “That’s my Path. Killing far away, before my target even realizes they’re in danger.”

Aarl nodded sagely. “You have been using the rifle a lot more than the revolvers, even when they’d kill the problem better.” 

Sarah didn’t respond to her brother, running her hands along the stock of the enchanted rifle. She pulled the bolt back with a precise motion, slotting another round into place with a surety born of long practice and shooting home the bolt before sliding the weapon back into her dimensional pouch.

Then she gestured towards the corpse. “Well, I killed it. Let’s bring back the meat.” 

Her brother sighed. “The butchery is my task, isn’t it.” 

— 

Nathan frowned around at the farms as they returned to Halsmet. A few people were actively working to grow food, but most of the fields sat abandoned, waiting for planting or plowing. 

It’s a safety problem. People don’t want to live out here, where they might randomly get eaten by things like wyverns. Or stalkers. Or castlebears. Or one of the other monsters that are so common on Davrar. 

One of the farmers waved to him, and he waved back. The Heirs didn’t stop to chat, but it was good to know that their presence was seen and appreciated. 

We have to make the outlying areas feel safe enough that people are willing to move back here. I think Myrla was talking about increasing the rewards for farming to lure more people out, but Halsmet needs Adventurers to patrol its farmland. 

Nathan’s musing was interrupted by Khachi.

The big wolfman who spoke carefully, as if afraid of giving offense. “When are you planning to depart for Giantsrest? You spoke of teaching your Talents, so I do not expect it to be tomorrow.”

“Right, I gotta figure that out,” Nathan replied, rubbing his forehead. “Always more to do. I need to talk to Faline but we were going to wait for Giantsrest to come out of lockdown before leaving. I also want to try and train some antimages, as well as talk to Sudraiel about the library idea and get that running. Two weeks? Giantsrest has to be reeling after the defeat, so we'll hopefully have a bit of a break.”

He looked around at his friends. “What about you? Are you planning on going back to Gemore soon?”

“I would stay and aid Halsmet.” Khachi said, his voice resonating with the barest hint of divine power. “They are in need of aid, especially as other Adventurers return to Gemore. But I do not speak for us all. What do you think?” His gesture encompassed all of the others. 

“True aim,” Aarl said. “The city was freed because we were here. I’d be filled with sadness to leave it now. We should make sure there’s still a city here when Nathan returns.” 

Sarah merely nodded, conveying her agreement. 

Stella seemed less sure, but was hesitant to speak up. Only when it became clear everybody was looking at her did she mumble something. “I want to learn magic from my parents, and they’re already back in Gemore. They’ll teach me spells worthy of a Questor now that I’m level 243.” 

Aarl shrugged expressively. “Ask them if they can come to Halsmet every week. Their flight makes the distance an easy obstacle.” 

“Yeah, I could do that,” the mage replied. “My flame calls to Halsmet. Gemore needs an ally, and Halsmet needs Adventurers." She gestured to the empty fields around them. "The cooks here are better than those in the Adventurer’s guild too.” 

Nathan licked his lips in anticipation. “I’m looking forward to the wyvern.” 

—

The next morning, Nathan studied the crowd of thirty young people gathered in front of him. They stood in the courtyard of the mansion on the second-tallest hill, the place he’d fought Stella and killed Taeol dho Droxol. 

The stone around him was still broken and battered from that fight, since fixing up the entryway to the guest mansion wasn’t a priority when Halsmet’s limited supply of builders were busy razing the slums and various warehouses to build new houses. But this was the place that Myrla had chosen to put the candidates for Nathan’s antimagic. They were staying in the mansion's many rooms, with dozens more left over. 

There were more people here than he expected. Myrla had asked how many he’d be willing to teach, and he’d said thirty. He’d also required that they be older than fifteen, have a Stamina class and two free Talent slots. He’d expected that to limit the pool of candidates pretty far, but he seemed to have been wrong. 

Liluce had told him there’d been fights over who would get to learn from him. She’d had the elites break them up and interviewed the candidates yesterday to separate out those who were willing to listen to authority and those who just wanted glory. 

It’s not the worst qualifier. After all, she’s the person who is going to have to manage them once I leave. 

Most of the people in front of him were young, between the ages of fifteen and twenty-one. It was a bit weighted towards men, with eighteen men and twelve women. Nathan recognized a number of the candidates. Raf was here, the brown-skinned teenager who’d been digging in the trenches and accosted him as the Heirs had come back from their patrol to fireface pass. A few more were familiar as messengers from when Nathan had run all over the city breaking mind magic. 

One of the girls was giving Nathan coquettish looks, and he remembered that she’d made a pass at him on the first night after Halsmet was freed. She was damned good-looking, with languid eyes, an athletic build and long, curly black hair. 

Bah. Keep it professional. You’re not sleeping with your students. There's enough Earth left in you for that.

He'd thought about this, and had decided to be a harsh teacher. At least at the start. The biggest qualification here was motivation, and he wanted to separate out those who would never quit. With that thought in mind he started his planned speech. “You’re here because you want to learn antimagic. I can give you that Insight, granting the Talent that will make you immune to mages and their magics.” 

He hopped atop the crushed fountain that had once occupied the center of the courtyard, mangled during his fight with Stella. “I have used my antimagic to kill dozens of mages and four archmages of Giantsrest. One of them died right there.” He pointed at the fallen balcony that had crushed part of the colonnaded walk around the courtyard.

“I’m immune to mental magic, fireballs and [Disintegrate] spells. It’s helped me conquer dungeons and monsters. I am immune to magical traps, can see through magical stealth and can kill undead with a touch.”

He swept his gaze across the crowd below, meeting each of their eyes for a few seconds with as much intensity as he could manage. “I also cannot be healed. [Cure] spells do nothing, and neither do healing potions. I cannot use enchanted weapons or armor, and no beneficial spells of any kind can be cast on me.”

Nathan paused, watching to see who understood the significance of what he’d just said. Most people just watched him expectantly, but a short and somewhat pudgy dark-skinned guy seemed to recoil slightly. After a moment his brows drew down in thought and he opened his mouth slightly as if to ask a question. Then he closed it and looked curiously at Nathan. 

Good, I found somebody who thinks. 



Nathan started tracing places where he’d been injured. “I’ve lost my arms and legs multiple times and been stabbed in the gut more than once. My neck, spine and skull have all been broken. It’s impossible to avoid injuries when you can’t use magical weapons or armor and have to fight from close up to use your Talent. Antimagic is not armor.” 

Most of the students had seen the conundrum at this point, but they were too awed to interrupt. 

He pressed the point home. “To be an antimage, you must be capable of perfectly healing yourself from any injury, or else you will die. The second Talent slot you all have is for a powerful self-healing Talent. I will teach the Insights for that Talent, and only those who learn it will receive antimagic.

“Because make no mistake, without that Talent you will die. It will either happen quickly when a monster eats your guts and you cannot be healed, or slowly as you take weeks or months to heal every injury, and are left with a broken body and too few levels to challenge any foe.” 

A few of the people in the courtyard looked less than certain about being there, but they didn’t move.

Nathan struck at their uncertainty. “Of course, the healing Talent will not prevent the monster from eating your guts. It will just mean you can survive it, and get back up to break its spine while poison burns in your veins. The path of an Antimage hurts. You will be a frontline fighter without all of the Talents of one. If you take classes that focus on antimagic then you won’t be able to fight people of your level on an even footing, but you will survive things nobody else could. You will be injured. You may be killed. This is not an easy Path to fame and glory.” 

Some of his audience fidgeted, but nobody moved to leave. 

“This is your choice to make. I want students who will keep going despite hardship, who can think through pain, who will fight through an Ending because they want to protect their city from all of the terrible magics of Davrar.” 

Nathan bared his teeth, evaluating his audience. About half of them looked a little taken aback by his speech, glancing around and biting their lips uncertainly. The rest looked serious, and Raf and the flirtatious girl both seemed downright eager.

Nathan pointed towards the open gate. “This isn’t a commitment. You won’t swear any oaths today. If you want to leave at any point, I’ll let you go. The only people who will become antimages are those who want it. Anybody?”

None of the students moved. A few threw surreptitious glances towards the gate, but peer pressure was enough to keep all of them in place. That was ok, he'd give them many chances to bow out without embarrassment. He didn’t want people who were here to impress their friends.

“Alright, let’s get started. Before we get to the Insights we’re going to go for a run. Drop out if you need to, we’ll meet back here in an hour. At that point I’ll answer questions and start explaining the Insights for the self-healing Talent. Follow me.” 

Nathan started out of the gate, jogging casually. His students followed him, but it was a hard pace for many of them. They all had Stamina and different levels of physical fitness, but Nathan outleveled all of them several times over, and he wanted to judge them regardless of their current class. He was going to drain their resources and evaluate them on how hard they were willing to push themselves on an empty tank.

Anybody who dropped out because they were breathing hard wasn’t going to last long. He wanted to find the people who would keep running until they threw up, then stand back up and keep going.

—

An hour and five circuits of the city later he returned to the courtyard with four people following him. Twenty more were waiting for him to resume the lessons, which confirmed that several people had decided this wasn’t for them as soon as there weren’t eyes on them. But Nathan was focused on the four who’d stuck with him the whole time. He’d slowed down once it became clear that none of them were giving up, but they still staggered into the courtyard with him.

I think I might have my top candidates right here. 

The first was Raf, the intense teenager who had been working on the dirt fortifications a few days before. He'd challenged Nathan to teach him antimagic, and seemed committed to following through on that. He was probably nineteen years old, with a wiry build, light brown skin and a thick mop of dark hair. He’d run without complaint, focused on his feet and breathing mechanically. 

The second was the curly-haired girl who’d been making eyes at Nathan earlier. Her name was Shai, and he’d expected her to be among the first to drop out. He’d made an effort not to give her any attention, expecting her to deflate and quit when rebuffed. But she’d demonstrated a dogged determination that had surprised him. When he’d asked the group if anybody needed a break, she’d replied challengingly even as everybody else had been heaving for breath. 

The third and fourth were siblings, a brother and sister. The brother was Shom, and he was the short pudgy black guy who had noticed the drawbacks of antimagic first. He’d had the hardest time keeping up at the start, but his sister had encouraged him with a few words. During a short break he’d asked for some tips about running and Nathan was pretty sure Shom had taken a running utility skill after that. 

I think he figured out that I have one, and decided to follow suit. He’s smart, curious and asks lots of questions. I like him. 

Shom’s sister was Hetal. She was shy, and hadn’t said a word to Nathan yet. That was clearly a common occurrence, and her brother had introduced her. She was a few years older, with clear black skin, long limbs and straight black hair that was tied back but still went down to the small of her back. She seemed to be the highest level of all of the students, and had only run out of Stamina twenty minutes before. 

Nathan ran his eyes over his diminished audience, marshaling his thoughts as they dug into the lunch of boiled grain and vegetables he’d arranged to have waiting for them.

He was definitely going to stick to the highlights at first, but he needed to explain enough for them to have a chance at [Regeneration] in the next week or so. The plan was to trim the number of students down quickly, so he’d be able to individually tutor those who remained.

“Nathan Lark. We must speak.” Faline’s voice came from the rubble of the colonnade, where her shadowed form lurked out of sight of everybody but him. 

With a sigh Nathan walked over to the assassin, leaving his students to their meal. 

“Time to talk about Giantsrest?” 

The black-clad woman dipped her head gravely, the streaks of iridescent color in her hair shimmering at the motion. “Indeed. We will depart soon to fulfill the prophecy of death cast upon them.” 
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Chapter 7 Archives of the Ages


                Nathan glanced back at his new students, who were laying into their lunch with gusto. “I need two weeks to teach them.” 

“Do you look at me and see a fool?” Faline spat. “That time will allow Badud to return without injury. Giantsrest is wounded, but their revenge will be terrible if we allow them their recovery.” 

She nodded decisively, green eyes flashing. “The city will already be locked down, harshly enough we cannot enter. We must wait until the social scene of Giantsrest is reborn and the adamant curtain is lifted. There will be power struggles for the positions of the dead archmages. With Declan dead, Ardglass is without a master, and that alone will cause greed unending. If we are wise with our butchery, we can use their greed, turn the mages against each other before Badud can gather them into his palm once more. “

 

Her gaze was flat. “To strike that target, we must leave in five days, and enter the first moment the lockdown is finished.” 

The assassin’s surety was intoxicating. Nathan could almost see her plan unfolding. They’d sneak in as Giantsrest began to recover from the disastrous battle. There would be uncertainty in the streets and chaos in the Academy as the death of so many senior mages sunk in. Then, they’d strike. Nathan and Faline would sneak into places that were supposed to be safe and kill mages to instill panic. They’d do it in a way that would turn mages against each other and sow discord across the city. He didn't know how, but Faline did. 

Giantsrest would know that the fight had come to them. It would be like Halsmet, when Nathan had killed an archmage and then evaded capture. That had sowed fear, which he'd harvested by striking with impunity in the days following. Only this time, the mages wouldn’t have anywhere safe to flee to. He found himself nodding along, altering his plans to make Faline’s story into a reality. Then he caught himself.

Training up antimages for Halsmet is important. They are going to need people to fight monsters and dungeons, not to mention mages. But if we wait too long, Badud will recover from a cursed blade to the gut and rally Giantsrest around his cause again. Then he might decide to inflict some retribution. I might be able to fly now, and defend myself from his wizardry. But there’s no way I can defend the entire city from an [Earthquake] spell. We need to go on the offensive, and soon. This is our best chance. 

Nathan frowned, considering how much time he could reasonably cut off the training course. He met Faline’s bright eyes, ignoring the provocative way her hand slid down her hip. “Ten days.” 

“Six.” She returned, blinking slowly. 

He bit his lip in thought. She was bargaining, so there seemed to be some wiggle room to the timing. “Eight. Any less and I won’t be able to teach them anything material about the antimagic Talent. I have other Insights that will help them master their antimagic.”

Faline tilted her head slightly. “Will you set them on the same path that you follow, place the blades in their hand and shepherd them through their first levels? That will lead to dim flames and shrouded paths.” 

She stepped closer and smiled wide, the sunlight glinting from sharpened teeth. “Give them the Insights to challenge Davrar, and those that survive will become dragons. Think of your own Path. It started in the tower of an archmage. Every morsel of safety will smother their fire.” 

Nathan glanced back towards the twenty-two students who remained. A few of them were looking in his direction, elbowing others and pointing towards Faline surreptitiously. 

Some of them are going to die trying to follow in my footsteps. I might be able to give them more knowledge, help them be better. But it comes at the cost of giving Giantsrest more time. Even if an extra day of training might save a life, it could doom this city. But if I can’t teach them [Regeneration] and a little bit about antimagic then I should just call this whole training off. 

He turned back to Faline, seeing her tilt her head and smile, satisfied that he’d decided in her favor. 

Nathan frowned at her ability to read him, then shrugged. “Seven days from today. Any less and I shouldn’t teach them at all.” 

Her smile turned into a pout, eyes wide and innocent while her lips became full and red. “Six would be better. Please?”

Pouting is not an expression I ever expected to see on her face. 

“Seven or I cancel this whole thing. Don’t you want to recruit more antimagic assassins in the future?” 

She snorted, rolling her eyes and giving up the coquettish expression to speak bluntly. “If I need to recruit more assassins, we have failed. But you wish to hit every target. I will meet you at dawn in seven days, and we will bring a prophecy of death onto Gianstrest.” 

Nathan frowned, then saluted. “See you then.” 

Faline performed an elaborate bow that Nathan had never seen before. He didn’t know how to react, but she solved the problem by activating her stealth skills and fading from view. He watched as she slipped through the shadows and out the open gate. 

The candidates behind him had reacted in alarm when she’d vanished, and Nathan snorted as a few of them looked around wildly. He walked back over and clapped his hands together to draw their attention. 

“Ok. Let’s talk about [Regeneration], and [Focused Mind].”




	High-tier Lecturing 8 achieved!






—

Nathan knocked on the door of Sudraiel’s co-opted office in the basement of the governmental mansion, unsure if she was still up. It was late, but some of the Adventurers had indicated that she was planning to leave tomorrow. He needed to talk to her before then. 

The door was opened by Neta, who squinted suspiciously before she recognized him. “Oh, Nathan! I was about to tell you to check the time and go screw a muckgrabber. Come in!” 

“Where are the rest of the Old Hands?” he asked, looking around for the other members of her team. 

Neta sighed. “Dissolving. Karo tried to hold on, but she’s not Delric. We followed her for the battle but…” She shrugged, communicating that the whole situation was complicated. "She’s staying to train and lead a team of Halsmet, but the others are returning to join other teams in Gemore. I work with Sudraiel now.” 

“Neat. Apprenticing in how to Guildmistress?” Nathan joked. 

“Hah. That would be a target to hit.” Sudraiel’s voice came from further in the office. “Hear me, her succeeding me would be a blessing from the divine. But no, she apprentices in the true work of the Guild. Administration.” The last word was spat like a curse.

Nathan wandered in, looking for Sudraiel in the offices where Myrla and her fellow scribes had toiled for years. The spaces were mostly cleared out, and Nathan saw Sudraiel shoveling spare paper into a dimensional bag. 

She saw his questioning look and returned the gaze unselfconsciously. “Gemore doesn’t make paper. I will take every scrap I can find.” She set down the bag on a nearby desk. “It’s good you’ve come. Faline left me a note that you two will attempt to destroy Giantsrest?” The old woman snorted and sat heavily in a chair behind the desk, waving him in. “What words. I never believed I’d say them, not even as a game. But we’ve followed your light to this place, and I have little regret. What did you come to say to me?” 

Nathan took the seat she indicated as Neta sat down off to the side. 

That’s fine. Neta’s good people, and this doesn’t need to be private.

“Yeah, Faline and I are going to Giantsrest soon. Faline’s got a plan to set them against each other. We need to knock them off-balance before Badud can reorganize. It’s got to be political chaos over there with three archmages dead, not to mention all of the other causalities from the battle.” 

He was struck by a sudden thought and went off on a tangent. “I killed Chennal dho Pelogi on the battlefield. That was Harthi’s father, right? You might want to be careful how she learns about it.” 

Sudraiel waved a hand dismissively. “She bears little love for her father. Remember that she worked for Taeol to catch his attention. This further severs her ties to the city of Giants, which is good. She has shown herself a capable enchanter, and is set to receive her own shop soon.” The elderly Guildmistress interlaced her hands on the desk, her translucent skin whitening under even the gentle pressure. She didn’t say anything, just cocking one eyebrow at him.

Nathan felt sheepish. “That’s not what I came to talk to you about. I want to start a library of Insights. Available for all Adventurers to browse and find ways to improve their builds. I think it will strengthen Gemore.” 

Her head tilted, Sudraiel studied him. “You are leaving for Giantsrest soon. You say you wish to do this, but truly you wish me to start this project, with the resources of the Adventurer’s guild?” She sighed and shook her head. “And you think this idea is new? I saw this light decades ago. I plan to call it the Adventurer Archive. I have been working toward such a thing since before I became Guildmistress.”

She glanced over at Neta, who looked even more surprised than Nathan. “Hear me, the young ones think they’re the only ones with plans. A dungeon of fools, all of you.” 

The guildmistress turned back to Nathan. “I plan to unveil the plans for the Archive soon. With Halsmet captured and Kozar dead, there will be little to smother my fire. Jolba is building a bunker for it, carved into the mountain underneath the guild. I have a dozen weighty Insights ready to be carved onto tablets within.”

Nathan took a second to adapt, but then he nodded. 

Bah, I feel like my thunder’s been stolen. This is definitely better though. She’s clearly been thinking this through for a while. 

Then her eyes landed on Nathan with a serene superiority. “Do you wish to contribute to the Archive?” 

“Uh.” He looked back at her for a second, completely unsure what to say. “Yes? Yes. Good. I was expecting to need to convince you.” 

Sudraiel rolled her eyes hard enough that only the whites showed. 

Nathan forged ahead, suddenly defensive. “I suppose great minds think alike? Gemore definitely needs some powerful Insights that are common, so people can make decent builds even if they don’t inherit Insights. Do you want to make standardized builds, like the Agmon legionaries?” 

“No.” The guildmistress shook her head emphatically. “I will urge people to design their own builds. Standardized builds are a trap. Those legionaries are powerful, but they have their weaknesses. Agmon has designed their military doctrine around that build, and they will be slow to change. I expect gun-wielding Bhos to defeat them handily for the next fifty years until they raise a new generation.” 

She snorted bleakly. “After that, it’s not my problem. I’ll be dead in twenty years and Jolba will follow the same flame if he retains the Guild.” The guildmistress reached into a dimensional pouch and pulled out three glasses and a bottle of fluorescent blue liquid. She poured a couple of fingers into each glass and slid one over to Nathan and the other to Neta.

“Don’t look like you smelled a muckgrabber, girl.” Sudraiel said, gesturing with her glass. “If you’re to be my apprentice, you need to get used to thinking of the future beyond prophecy. The politics and dirty truths that Adventurers can’t kill. That’s the job of the guild and those who manage it.” 

She met Neta’s eyes with a stern glare, then swapped her focus to Nathan. “Know that I wish to hold the knowledge of the Archive close. Not even the Guardians know, so do not tell them, either of you. I will dispel the illusion soon enough.” She took a sip of her drink and leaned back, looking satisfied. 

Nathan noticed that the drink was heavy with cold mana, and he withdrew his aura to feel the icy liquid on his tongue. The taste was sharp and floral, like a gin made with lavender. 

Neta sputtered on the drink. 

Sudraiel chuckled. “You’ll also need to manage your alcohol. Important Insight for a Guildmistress.” 

Her expression sobered as she turned back to Nathan. “The Adventurer Archive will only be open to those the Guildmaster approves. We must keep the secrets within safe, and only those trusted by the guild will be allowed within.” 

Nathan frowned, sipping at the drink again while he thought. After a moment he shook his head. “Then you’ll have two castes within the guild, the people you trust and the people you don’t. It’ll be a constant source of resentment, and will undermine the entire purpose of the archives. The time people need it the most is beforethey’ve had the chance to prove themselves.” 

“You have hit a target, but not the only one,” the guildmistress sighed, waving her glass around in frustration. “The Archive will make Adventurers more powerful, and that power must be entrusted carefully. There’s no other path.” 

“It would be better to trust all of the Adventurers.” Nathan retorted, earning another eye-roll from the old woman sitting across the table from him. 

“Blasphemously good idea! Let’s trust the Ending of History to be an easy target too, shall we?”

This isn’t the same as classifying information. This is like only teaching engineering courses to people with classified clearance. Actually, that gives me an idea. 

“It’ll poison the guild, to block off all of the Insights within,” he protested. “You already have problems with Adventurers acting on their own, hurting the guild with infighting or even outright betraying you. You've been trying to unify the guild, but this will make that worse, not better!"

Yeah, like the Pack Leaders, the ones who tried to capture me on a promise from Taeol.

He continued. “As Gemore expands and becomes more powerful, there are going to be more opportunities for Adventurers to abuse their power. There will be more villages and cities spread over more territory, which means that they’ll be able to abuse villagers, attack other Adventurers, or just do a bad job because they feel resentful that they’re denied the Archive.” 

Sudraiel nodded along begrudgingly, taking a sip of her drink and gesturing for him to continue. 

“That’s a separate problem from the Archive, but the Archive will make it worse. You need a group inside the Adventurers whose job is to police them. Call it Internal Review, and that’s where you put your trusted Adventurers. Then you have a mechanism to ensure nobody is abusing your Insights, and you aren’t kneecapping the Archive before it can even get started.” 

She frowned again, but didn’t speak immediately. 

Nathan took the moment to add one more idea, inspired by his previous musings about teaching Stella. “You can hide away the truly dangerous Insights, make them only accessible to mature, trustworthy Adventurers on the right Path. Things that could cause incredible destruction.” He held up a finger to emphasize his next point. “But all Adventurers need access to most of it, enough powerful Insights to design a powerful build.”

The guildmistress looked grumpy at his argument, and she eyed him over the rim of her glass. “What Insights would you contribute to the Archive?” 

Nathan was surprised by the non-sequitur, but he responded honestly. “[Regeneration], maybe [Noticeability] and [Focused Mind]. I’ve only gotten [Regeneration] written out, but I can get the rest in the next few days.” He set the condensed version of the [Regeneration] Insight on the table.

Sudraiel seemed deep in thought, though she acknowledged the weight of Nathan’s Insight with a dip of her head. 

“I was also going to turn over a bunch of the favors I’m owed. That’s a few from the Guardians, though Kia said she wanted to add a few to the library regardless. There’s also a really big one from the Bhos. I also had the Bhos extract a favor from everybody who wanted a gun, and I was going to turn those over as well. I was going to use it as my primary leverage for the library, but all of that should go into the Archive instead.” 

The guildmistress barely managed to avoid a spit-take, coughing on a sip of liquor. “Dragon’s breath, really?”

He nodded, and Sudraiel leaned back again, clearly giving his argument a second thought. And then a third. “It is a different angle to strike from. An Internal Review, which investigates reports of wrongdoing. A careful hand would be essential.”

“I would be ok with denying access to the Archive as a punishment.” Nathan said. “And don’t make everybody you trust part of Internal Review. Or the most powerful Adventurers. It needs to be a job, not a status. In fact, you should put some honorable traditionalists in it. People who won't turn a blind eye to injustice.”

The guildmistress seemed to be very willing to consider the idea, and they spent a while longer talking over the details. Nathan reached back in his memories for everything he remembered of this kind of internal affairs department on Earth. Most of it was from TV and books and thus of dubious accuracy, but they provided ideas on how to structure the new arm of the Adventurer’s guild. 

Neta got more involved as the discussion continued, contributing some ideas of her own before they circled back around to the Archive. 

Sudraiel spent some time talking about everything she’d planned for the Adventurer Archive. She’d spent an enormous amount of time planning the security, only surpassed by how much effort had gone into figuring out how to present it to Gemore so people would feel motivated to contribute powerful Insights.

 

“It’s all about weight, and status.” The guildmistress said, three drinks in and just a little tipsy. “The Insights in the Archive need to be powerful enough to become part of many Adventurer’s builds. Then it becomes a matter of pride to have contributed. With the citations engraved across the top of each Insight, all will know who contributed a lasting boon to Gemore. It will be part of the pride of an Adventuring family, to contribute weighty Insights to the Archive.”

She swirled the remnants of her last drink and downed it. Her voice was cynical. “If we’re favored by prophecy and Algoa, it may even work.” 

Neta had drunk half as much, but the small knuld woman clearly didn’t share the older Guildmistress’ tolerance. She laid a careless hand on the older woman’s shoulder and slurred slightly. “It’ll be blasphemously good. You’re smart and this’ll make Gemore better.” 

“She’s right.” Nathan said through an amused smile. “Even if it takes a while to catch on, just having some powerful Insights available will help the new Adventurers from the villages. More will survive and level. They’ll contribute more Insights in gratitude, to pay it forward. This will work. You’ve been working for a long time to change the culture so it will work.” 

Nathan waved his hand around, indicating the city around them. “And if anybody disagrees, just point to what we can accomplish when the Adventurers work together, and stop hiding Insights from each other.” 

The guildmistress shook her head and grabbed the three empty glasses to tuck back into her pouch. “Teach a mage to light a fire. You’re the one who freed this city, then beat the army. Killed three - no, four archmages. Taeol. The army.” 

“The water thing was Aarl’s idea.” 

The guildmistress rolled her eyes and gave him a shooing gesture. “Go. It is late. I thank you for the ideas, and the support.” She held up the papers that held the description of the [Regeneration] Insight. “Though I need to think on how to carve this into stone. It might need a room.” 

Nathan left the meeting confident that everything he’d wanted from his library would be accomplished by Sudraiel’s Adventurer Archive. 

You know, I think the archive might be something great. Though it might become a dungeon in a few hundred years. 

He shrugged on his way to bed. You could plan for the future, but some risks had to be taken.

-

The next morning, he woke his antimage candidates before dawn to run sprints. Then he started quizzing them on his lectures from the day before during breathers, assigning more sprints for wrong answers. 

Shom answered perfectly, the heavy teenager dodging any extra running with a desperation borne of breathlessness. His sister Hetal only got one question wrong, though she whispered her answers so quietly Nathan had to strain to hear them. Raf kept getting questions wrong but did his extra running in good humor, his developed physique and intensity carrying him through the punishment exercise. 

Nathan was a bit disappointed in Shai, the dark-haired girl who’d flirted with him. She tried to drift away from his gaze and avoid eye contact to prevent him from asking her questions, but Nathan kept rigorous track of engagement and singled her out regardless.




	High-tier Lecturing 9 achieved!






He lost six more students that day, and considered it a fair trade. 
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Chapter 8 Skill Lessons


                “I need to drop a utility skill.” Nathan said, taking another bite of stew. 

He had given his antimage trainees a night of rest, and was having dinner with the Heirs. He only had nine students left, and they all seemed to be committed to learning antimagic. The final test would come in a few days when they attempted to gain the [Regeneration] Talent. 

But for now, he was taking a break to hang out with his friends. There was a tiny bit of distance between them now, since Nathan wasn’t coming with them on missions out of the city. The Heirs had been adventuring in the wilderness around Halsmet, keeping the farms safe and giving elites a demonstration of how you hunted wood stalkers. 

“That’s a heavy statement. What do you mean?” Khachi responded from across the table, where he was cleaning vegetables out of his teeth.

Nathan sighed. He’d been thinking about this for a couple days and had decided to get some input. “I need an aura manipulation skill for my antimagic. I can spread it over such a large area and use it to direct magic, but the limiting factor is always my control. I can’t do anything but a cloud if I make it big, and I can’t reach as far as I think I should be able to. I can't really disable one enchantment from a couple of them unless I'm touching an object.” 

Stella gave him a questioning look. “Sorry to raise the past, but how large can you spread your antimagic?” 

“About the size of this building.” Nathan replied, but then quickly corrected himself as all of the Heirs looked up in surprise. They were in Exea's old mansion, which was several stories tall. “But at that range it’s not very dense. It would make it harder to cast magic, and drain spells of power instead of completely denying them. A fireball would still explode, but only at half-power. I would also slowly degrade all of the magic items in range. I need to condense it down a lot to really deny magic effectively, and I can only do that when it’s a lot closer.” 

“Sounds like a good target.” Sarah said, gnawing on a bone she’d found in her bowl. She pointed it at him. “The heavy question is, what utility skill do you drop?” 

Nathan pursed his lips. “A few options. I’ve always thought of [Lecturing] as a skill I was eventually going to drop, but it’s Developed twice and been pretty useful.” 

“Don’t drop that one!” Stella interrupted loudly. “Your Insights are difficult enough already, and you’re teaching other people now. You’d do better taking up hydra farming.” 

He shrugged. “Yeah, that’s my thought. I see why it’s common for ‘temporary’ skills to become permanent. Once you’ve used it a lot and Developed it a few times it’s hard to give up. Anyway, another option is a skill I picked up for stealth, [Quiet Movement]. It was useful when sneaking around Halsmet at night.”

Aarl tilted his head. “Overlapping skills are powerful. You want to be sneaky, and multiple stealth skills are how you hit that target.” 

Nathan nodded, but he wasn’t so sure. “Right. But it hasn’t been relevant since we freed Halsmet. I don’t make a lot of sound when [Airwalking]. I’m not sure, it might Develop to something good when it goes unique.” 

Khachi crossed his arms, pushing away his empty bowl and the utensil he’d been using to clean his teeth. “Are those the sole options?” 

“No, there’s also [Battle Cry]. It’s been useful for intimidating people and warning about danger, but I’m not sure it fits with the rest of my build.” Nathan shrugged. “I do need some kind of aura manipulation skill, but I’m not sure what skill to drop or who to learn it from.” 

Khachi’s voice was confident. “My mother will have this knowledge. She will teach you such a skill without regret.”

Nathan blinked, but decided not to ask why Kia knew the Insights for an aura skill when she didn’t have an aura. “Ok, then what skill should I drop?” 

Aarl pursed his lips, considering. “[Battle Cry] and [Lecturing] have both proven their worth to my sight. [Battle Cry] let you draw the attention of the army, so they attacked you instead of us. [Lecturing] has helped us all gain Insights. Hear me, that skill caused the destruction of the Old Gemore construct army.” 

Stella narrowed her eyes at that comment, but didn’t disagree.

“[Quiet Movement] could be just as important.” Sarah said, cocking an eyebrow at her brother. She glanced back to Nathan. “How much have you ranked up each skill? That will weigh the regret you’ll carry.”

Nathan countered. “[Lecturing] started as low-tier, and now it’s high-tier 9.” 

Sarah snorted, cutting him off. “That skill is worth its weight in Adamant. You were trained in teaching, you’ll be able to Develop that to Unique. Keep it, especially for your antimages.” The rest of the Heirs voiced their agreement. 

Nathan crossed [Lecturing] off of his mental list, and nodded in reply to Sarah. “Yeah, good point. [Quiet Movement] is low-tier 4, and [Battle Cry] is mid-tier 7. It started out in mid-tier.”

“That’s a clear target.” Aarl said, reaching over to grab Sarah’s bowl of stew. She swatted his hand and he looked hurt, shaking his head in mock disapproval before turning back to Nathan. “You don’t need [Quiet Movement], and it’s not very powerful. Drop it and get an aura manipulation skill.” 

By that metric, I should at least consider dropping [Disguise]. It’s the only other low-tier skill I have. But I want to go to Giantsrest, and [Disguise] lets me hide in plain sight. After seeing how Faline moves around Giantsrest, I think I should prioritize skills that make it seem like I belong over skills that let me move unseen. Besides, she gave me the Insight for [Disguise], while I just kind of picked up [Quiet Movement].

After a moment of thought Nathan nodded back at Aarl. “Yeah, [Quiet Movement] is a good candidate.” He turned to Stella. “Can you ask your parents to tell Kia what I want? And also that I’m hoping we can meet soon?” Nathan asked. 

Stella nodded, pulling her bowl closer as Aarl glanced around the table for more food. “They’ll come back before you leave. My parents want to hunt a castlebear with us, and they killed all the ones around Gemore decades ago.”

“Go get yourself another bowl, with dessert as an extra target.” Sarah said, pointing her brother towards the door. “He eats more now than he did as a child. More than I ever did, even before I changed.” The wiry woman said, frowning after her twin. 

“He’s spending his energy on many things.” Stella said mysteriously, wiggling her eyebrows. 

Khachi looked confused. “Are you speaking of his amorous…” 

“Yes, yes I am.” Stella choked out, flushing slightly. “That’s the only thing I could mean!” 

Nathan chuckled. “Who’s he been sleeping with recently? I hope he hasn’t broken many hearts.” 

Sarah replied in a surly tone. “He was flirting with Liluce, Myrla’s second? She smothered his fire quick as that,” snapping her fingers to demonstrate how quickly Aarl had been shot down. 

Khachi licked out his own bowl, eyeing the [Sniper]. “Watching her gaze, that would be your nemesis to slay.” 

Now it was Sarah’s turn to look uncomfortable, and she changed the subject. “Nathan, how fare your students? Are they learning the Insights of an antimage?”

He chuckled and answered in detail, giving the Heirs an overview of what he’d done so far. Once Aarl had returned bearing a platter loaded with small sweetened cakes, Nathan launched into his plan for the future. 

“In two days I’m going to see if they can get the [Regeneration] Talent. Anybody who succeeds gets antimagic. Then we train that for one day before I leave.” 

“Only one day for antimagic?” Stella asked curiously. “For antimage candidates, that’s a strange target.” 

“Antimagic is the easy Insight,” Nathan summarized. “I think I can essentially grant it to people without much preamble, and after that it’s innate, not the sort of thing you need classroom instruction on. But [Regeneration] has to be learned the hard way, and it’s the much more important Talent. Once they have [Regeneration] they’ll be much more able to survive learning how to use their antimagic.”

He held up one finger. “But, the final part of the [Regeneration] Insight is using Stamina to regrow a missing body part. Preferably an arm.” He looked around seriously, to ensure they understood what he was proposing. 

“Khachi, can you heal a missing arm? In case someone can't get the Talent. That’s the critical part. I’m not about to cut off limbs until I know we can grow them back.”

The wolfman frowned in disapproval. “This is not the appropriate use of my power. Such wounds would not be earned in righteous battle. The power of the divine expects to be used judiciously.” 

Nathan frowned. There weren’t a lot of healers that could restore severed limbs, and they tended to both be expensive and not willing to leave Gemore. It would take a lot of favors and money to get one out to Halsmet. Khachi’s divine magic was tailored for defense, healing and inspiration, so Nathan had been hoping it was an easy solution to his problem. 

“These are not wounds sustained lightly.” Nathan said carefully. “Those who need healing will have taken a desperate risk to gain the ability to protect their home. They bring personal danger upon themselves, so that they may better defend their community and their city. Will you be able to heal their wounds?” 

The tinge of divine mana pulsed in Khachi’s eyes. He returned Nathan’s gaze and nodded deeply. “With that context, they are worthy. Extinguish your doubt, for I will heal your students when they are in need.”

Then Nathan turned to Aarl. “Can you do the cutting? I need clean and fast.” 

His friend nodded seriously and patted the pouch that contained the weaponry. “I can bear this burden. Stella can cauterize the wounds to prevent blood loss.” 

The mage nodded hesitantly, then after a moment nodded again more decisively. “I can do that.”

“Great.” Nathan said, sighing and leaning back. “Come to the courtyard where we killed Taeol, in two days. In the middle of the afternoon.” 

Nathan turned to Sarah. “Can you come by tomorrow morning? I’ve got an exercise I think you can help with.” 

The [Sniper] shrugged and looked around at her team. “We can leave in the afternoon to hunt that pseudowyrm, yeah?”

They all agreed, and then Stella broke in with excitement. “I forgot I haven’t told you about my new class! I took [Avatar of Mana], and I can charge up a lightning capacitor in about twenty seconds now! I’m also working on learning water mana from an old scroll. I almost have it!” 

Nathan chuckled. He looked around at the other Heirs. “How much was left of the last monster you fought?” 

Aarl held two fingers about a half-inch apart. “That was the biggest piece left. From a Terrorghast.”

—

“No!” Nathan yelled, pelting Raf in the stomach with a rock. The young man was airborne, having jumped up to dodge a blunted hatchet Sarah had thrown at his knees. It meant he was locked into a trajectory, and could do nothing about Nathan’s rock. He folded around the stone and fell to the ground, the wind knocked out of him. 

“Unless you have skills to move in midair, jumping just makes you an easy target!” Nathan said, walking up to Raf to offer him a hand up. 

The intense man refused the offer, jumping to his feet and glaring back at Nathan. He didn’t argue, just reset himself to go again. 

At this point, Nathan knew that Raf wasn’t angry at him. At least not mostly. Raf was angry at Davrar, angry at Giantsrest, angry at everything that had held him down. He never quit, and never turned down additional training, even when the nineteen-year old was falling asleep on his feet and could barely move.

He’ll definitely make it to the end, and if he gets [Regeneration] he’ll level fast. I’m worried he’s gonna die fighting something he really should run away from.

“Raf, sit down. Shai, it's your turn.” 

The dark-haired young woman got up from where she’d been sitting, massaging a bruised leg. Her face was full of spite, and Nathan was pretty sure she was angry at him. She’d clearly worked out that he’d expected her to quit after refusing to give her any special treatment for being gorgeous. He'd been a little harder on her every time she tried to flirt with him.

It appeared to have caused her to persevere out of spite. She wanted to prove him wrong, and he was fine with that. One more student hadn’t shown up to training this morning, and Nathan was starting to worry about losing more. Though he was pretty sure that the eight remaining students would stick it out. If nothing else, Shom was going to stay around because he just had so many questions for Nathan. It seemed like he had a learning or memory skill, and Nathan would be shocked if the short pudgy teenager didn’t manage to learn [Regenerate]. 

If he doesn’t, that means nobody will and it's not feasible for me to teach the Talent this way. 

Shom’s sister Hetal was also in it for the long run. She was taller than her brother, with the same dark skin and dark hair, though hers was long and straight to his short and curly. She didn’t seem to care much about pain or suffering. Or social status. Instead, Hetal cared about her brother, and wanted to stay with him and protect him. She didn’t speak unless she had to, but when he asked her a direct question she always answered completely and concisely. Everything she did seemed designed to attract as little attention as possible. 

Nathan had wondered about their pasts, what kinds of slaves they’d been. But he’d decided he didn’t need to know. If his students wanted to talk about themselves he would listen, but he wouldn’t go digging into their pasts uninvited. He was afraid that what he might learn would change how he treated them. 

Besides, I think therapists are becoming a respected profession here. Everybody in Halsmet has trauma, and the people who started out helping newly freed slaves have started to develop builds for that. They’re more qualified than I am to help with any issues here. If I had more time I would go find one myself, but I really don't.

“Good!” he called out as Shai dodged all of the rocks. She was good at reading people and had quick reflexes. She’d managed to dodge most of their attacks, even when Nathan had feinted and then thrown at the same time as Sarah. Neither of them were going all-out, which was definitely a good thing. 

If he activated [Raging Thrill] and spent Stamina and Focus, Nathan was pretty sure that he could hit a fly with a 120-mile-per-hour fastball. Not only did the two resources synergize to an incredible extent, but all of Nathan’s bodily and skill enhancements added up. He didn’t want to know what Sarah was capable of. Her recent skills were more directed towards long-range firearms, but she still had many of the skills that had let her sink a javelin into a stalker eye on their Blooding Patrol. And now she was much higher level, so all of those skills were even more powerful than before. 

Nathan gave Sarah a fistbump as they finished up the dodging portion of training and she rose to leave. She jogged out of the gate of the ruined mansion, headed to the front gates to rendezvous with the other Heirs and go kill the latest monster. 

Meanwhile, Nathan turned to his students as they nursed bruises. He rubbed his hands together and started yelling. “An Antimage cannot wear armor! We’re going to go through those footwork drills again, now that you know what they’re for. After that, it’s time to talk about mental exercises. You will need mental skills. Antimagic will protect you from [Charm] and [Dominate], but a slavemaster can still Command you, and they also help you with pain management and the [Regeneration] Insight. Now, up, let's go!” 

The students got to their feet with various degrees of stoicism, and Nathan started leading them through the quick pivots and driving knees that bore a lot of similarity to dance training. 




	Leadership 9 achieved!









	High-tier Lecturing 10 achieved!






—

“Hey, Egall.” 

It had taken some time to find her, which was fitting for somebody who specialized in invisibility and stealth magic. He’d eventually asked Liluce and been pointed to this unassuming two-story mansion just within the inner city. It was the same place that they’d climbed together and used to clamber across the wall and into the outer city right after he'd freed her. The building was large but isolated, located away from any major thoroughfares.

Now he stood in the door, waving at Egall past the older woman that had opened the door at his knock. “Can I come in? I want to talk about a few things.” 

The pale mage seemed surprised to see him, but she waved him inside after a moment of hesitation. She looked stressed and tired.

Nathan looked around as they walked through the corridors, seeing dozens of curious faces watching as Egall ushered him through the house. They were almost entirely women, mostly in their thirties and forties with worn hands and tired eyes. There were traces of shadow mana clinging to several of them, indicating magic training. He surreptitiously checked for mental spells on everybody and found nothing. 

It’s not that I don’t trust Egall, but it’s worth verifying. They’re hidden away over here and I know she has basic mind magic.

The sharply pretty mage gestured him into an office, then closed the door and cast [Muffle]. 

“Are these all of your trainees?” Nathan asked curiously.

She nodded tiredly, sighing and leaning back behind the enormous desk. “Yes, this is all of them. I wanted to cluster together, and Myrla gave me a free hand in candidates and resources.”

The room looked like it had been the office of the head of the household. A small cot sat in the corner and a few personal possessions were scattered across the room. A bowl of plain and unseasoned porridge sat on the desk, cold and gelatinous. 

“You’re sleeping here?” he said, looking around and seeing very few traces of luxury. There was a dresser in the corner that seemed messily stuffed with fine cloth, but that was it. “Surely there are some nicer beds in this place.” 

Egall waved a hand around the room. “I’m the only mage of Giantsrest left in this city. The mana won’t flow clean if I indulge in luxuries. Besides, each of those beds sleep four now, and I prefer to sleep alone.” She gave him a questioning look, subtly asking why he was here.

Nathan nodded in acknowledgement to her silent question. “Sorry to burst in here with all of these questions. I wanted to check in on you, ask if you needed anything? I’m going to be leaving Halsmet soon, and I wanted to ask if you could do something for my own trainees. I think I’m going to leave between three and five antimages here in Halsmet. Olad and his elites will take over their martial training, but I want them partnered with the mages they’ll end up working with. It’s important for antimagic to have magic to practice on.” 

Nathan leaned back in his comfortable chair, giving her time to think things through. 

Egall took that time before responding. “I’m glad to hear we will have antimages. I know Myrla has already thanked you, but I know the weight of that Insight, and what it can do against Giantsrest.” Her hand drifted up to her neck, where the delicate slave collar had once sat. 

She tilted her head from side to side, eyes far away. “My most advanced students are all weaving the same color, but they’re months away from casting on the field of battle. I can pick the ones I think will work well with your students. What are they like?” 

Nathan snorted, amused. “Intense. I’m picking people who can push through whatever they need to. All but one have strong personalities. The one - Hetal - is shy, but she should be listened to. I think she’s going to make it.” 

Egall nodded sharply. “With your Insight and a few tips from Gale, I have gained a second class, and reached 27. [Teacher of Magic]. One of my new class skills lets me assign partners who will work well together. In a few days I will meet your antimages, and decide who to partner them with. It would be good to begin team training before my trainees become too distant from the rest of Halsmet.” 

She rubbed at her forehead. “I would consider it a Giant’s blessing to never level my mage class again.”

“Congratulations.” Nathan said, deciding not to comment on her last sentence. “I’m happy you’re doing this. Is there anything else I can help with?”

Egall gave the question some more thought before shaking her head. “No. I will consider those best suited to work with antimages, a few bold and one calm.” 

He slapped his own thighs and stood. “Ok. The final test for the antimages is tomorrow, if you want to come. In the afternoon, the second mansion.”

She shook her head, not saying anything. 

Nathan didn’t often use his [Leadership] skill in normal conversations, but he did now. “If I don’t see you again for a while, remember that you’re doing a good job here. This is hard, and as long as you're trying, you haven't failed.” She’d never been responsible for people before, and now dozens of students were dedicated to learning from her. It was obvious the responsibility was weighing on the young woman. 

“Thank you.” She said quietly, then walked him back to the front door and held it open. As he left, he heard her whisper. It was quiet enough that he wasn’t sure he was supposed to hear it. 

“May you topple the Giant.”





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 3





	
Class: Void of Magic level297

Deepened Stamina: 8031/9210

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 117

Regenerative Focus: 1270/1270

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection
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Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Leadership 9

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 2

Alertness 4

Wizard’s Intuition 1

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 6

High-tier Lecturing 10

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 2

Low-tier Quiet Movement 4

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7
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Chapter 9 Antimagic Descendancy


                Nathan watched proudly as the seven remaining antimage candidates lined up in the ruined courtyard, chairs waiting behind them for the events later in the day. He’d described what was going to happen, and given his remaining students another chance to opt out before they got their arms cut off. 

“I’m pleased with how hard you’ve all worked.” He said to them all, holding his hands behind his back. “No matter how this afternoon goes, I’ll put in a good word with Olad. You’ll be able to join the fighter training, even if not as an antimage.” 

A group of people entered through the gate, causing Nathan to look up from his students. To his mild surprise, it was Myrla, along with most of the other leaders of the newly formed Halsmet council. Nathan recognized Liluce and Camran, but there were almost a dozen more he didn’t know. They carried a few large platters of food, which got placed on tables set along the back of the courtyard. The whole group was guarded by two elites. 

Nathan beckoned the new group over, offering a Gemore salute to the mayor of Halsmet as she approached. “I asked for some extra food, but I wasn’t expecting you to deliver it. We’ll only find out how many of the trainees will be able to learn antimagic in an hour or two. One more day of training after that and you’ll be able to send them to their teams and free up this compound.” 

The elderly woman shaded her eyes as she looked at the seven people standing in a line. She nodded firmly and pitched her voice to carry, “Those who succeed will stay in this mansion. Their teams will come to them. This is the first class of Halsmet antimages. I beseech prophecy that it will not be the last. This manor will house the antimages of Halsmet as long as they exist. Succeed, and become a force that safeguards our city.” 

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked over the crowd of attendees in a new light as the antimage candidates stood a little straighter. 

She’s making this into a ceremony, and trying to build the antimages into an institution. A bit bold, given that I’m currently the only one who can make new antimages. 

He pursed his lips, trying to decide if he wanted to challenge this new direction, or if he felt offended she hadn’t discussed this with him first. 

Not especially. I want Halsmet to succeed, and I explicitly offered to train antimages without strings attached so long as I got complete control over their training. I’ll probably be willing to train more later, if I like where they’re going.

He snorted softly, considering the relative status of the new home of Halsmet’s antimages versus the place where their mages were being trained. 

Egall’s tucked away in an unobtrusive corner, while this is the second-most prestigious building in the city. It’s a bit worse for the wear, but I’m sure that’ll get fixed once they finish rebuilding the slums. It’s a statement of values, and one tailored to my ego. But it makes sense for Halsmet to build an institution for antimagic and raise it high. Gemore’s far enough away from its former master to be a bit shielded, but Halsmet will be defined by its conflict with Giantsrest. 

While Nathan was musing, the leadership of Halsmet started grabbing chairs from inside the mansion and assembling a seating area behind Nathan. Then the Heirs entered the courtyard and paused, looking apprehensive at the presence of the entire leadership of Halsmet. 

Nathan walked over to his friends, speaking quietly. “Don’t worry about them. They’re here to make the whole thing more official. It doesn’t change anything for us. I’ll give a bit of a speech, then Aarl and Stella will cut off everybody’s arms and cauterize the wounds. I’ll talk them through the Insight one more time. Khachi will heal everybody who gives up. Clear?” 

Khachi grunted his understanding, jerking his head towards the side. A few Halsmet leaders came over to chat with the Heirs once it was clear they were also waiting, and Nathan bustled to take care of last minute details. 

He reassured Hetal, who was almost quivering under the attention. Shai was the reverse, and seemed to be drinking in the attention with a faintly euphoric expression. The others were mostly impassive, seemingly filled with a mix of anticipation and apprehension. 

Eventually Nathan was satisfied that everything was ready, and he stood in front of the line of students and cleared his throat. The council members settled down and paused conversations once they realized it was starting. 

Once everything was ready, Nathan started talking. “You all know what’s going to happen, and I’m proud that you’ve pushed yourselves so hard. This is the part we’ve been preparing for, where we will cut off your arms, and you will use the Insights behind [Regenerate] to heal the wound. There’s food to help refill your Stamina, and a healer who can heal the damage if you have problems. Everybody will leave here unharmed, but it will be bloody and painful before we’re done.” 

He paused to meet the eyes of all of his trainees, and they looked back with resolve. Nathan nodded in respect. “Hold out your arms, whichever you choose.” 

They did so. Most of the outstretched limbs were steady, though Shom’s quivered with fear.

He’s overthinking this, probably caught up in his own head imagining how much this is going to hurt. But he’s still doing it.




	Leadership 10 achieved!






“Let this be the last time that magic harms you.” Nathan said in an even voice, gesturing for his friends to commence. “Aarl, Stella, go ahead.”

Aarl strode down the line with his force saber, wielding it with the precision of the master he was. He lopped off every outstretched arm two inches below the elbow in just a few seconds, finishing the job before the people at the end of the line had time to process the gasps of those at the beginning. 

Stella followed just behind, holding a jet of intense purple flame. She gently touched it to the stumps, quickly cauterizing each wound. Each of the antimage candidates collapsed back into the chairs waiting behind them afterwards. 

Neither she nor Aarl said anything as they returned, and there was an air of quiet solemnity to the affair as the students gripped their arms. Some of them definitely had skills to help manage pain, but not all of them. 

Nathan waited for Stella and Aarl to move to the side before he spoke in a calming voice. “Remember my lessons. You have been wounded, and this is not a wound that will heal normally. You must guide your Stamina to the wound and direct your body to regrow your arm. Start with the bone, where the cells that already divide frequently reside. They are inside the bone, and it is the easiest with them. Focus on growing the bone outwards, past the damage. Your Stamina is the fuel and the guidance, but your body knows the plan. You do not need to guide every detail, merely the direction of the healing.” 

He continued speaking in this vein for a little while, reminding his students of his lessons. He told them not to worry about Stamina, and to raise their remaining hand if they needed food brought to them. 

He wasn’t surprised that the first one to succeed was Shom. The short and somewhat pudgy kid was smart. He’d understood everything Nathan had said, connecting dots and leaping ahead. A tendril of flesh extended from his arm, slowly regrowing the limb. 

Excellent, that proves that this Insight is possible for them to learn. Although I have a teaching skill, I think Shom has a learning skill. You don’t need a PhD for this Insight, though I doubt he got mid-tier [Regeneration]. 

“Good.” Nathan said. “Don’t push it, take your time. This will take a lot of Stamina, so keep going slowly.” 

He checked in on the others, repeating the overview of the Insight again before trying variations that he thought might work better for different people. Shai was next, gasping as if she’d just been dunked in icewater. Her arm began regrowing, just like Shom’s had. She looked around victoriously, pleased that she’d been the second one to succeed and checking to ensure everbody had noticed. 

Not long after there was a small cheer from Shom, quickly silenced in the solemn atmosphere. Nathan turned to follow his gaze, finding that Hetal’s arm was also regrowing. The quiet dark-skinned girl relaxed, heaving a gentle sigh as flesh extended from her arm once more. 

Nathan fetched food from the platters whenever one of his students raised a hand, distributing hearty meat-filled pastries. He’d asked for food that could be eaten with one hand and without a table, and the professional chefs of Halsmet had delivered. 

The four remaining students continued straining and Nathan walked each of them through the concepts once more. One of them gave up an hour after he’d been wounded. He looked up at Nathan with angry and pain-filled eyes. “I’m done.” 

Nathan waved Khachi over, and the [Divine Justicar] went to a knee before the burly man. “By my power, you are worthy. By the justice of your cause, you shall be whole. By the bravery of your sacrifice, you are healed.” 

Golden light illuminated the courtyard as the man’s arm grew back in seconds. He slumped in the chair, then got up and moved to leave, cradling his arm in a memory of pain. 

He didn’t have to leave, but I guess he feels ashamed. I think calling out to him would only make him feel worse. I’ll make sure to have a chat with Olad later. He’ll do well as an elite. 

After that, it wasn’t long before the others gave up, one by one signaling Khachi to come heal their arms before they left the courtyard behind in disappointment. 

The last to give up was Raf, the intense young man staring ahead with gritted teeth. Eventually Nathan knelt down before him, reaching out to gently grab his shoulder. “It’s ok. You can still fight for Halsmet without antimagic.” 

Raf nodded, tears in his eyes. He bowed his head, and Khachi healed his arm just like the rest. But he didn’t get up, instead holding out his arm and staring intensely at Aarl, “Again. Cut higher up.” 

Khachi rumbled disapprovingly. “I cannot heal you again today.” 

“I won’t need it.” Raf said through gritted teeth, gesturing sharply for Aarl. 

Nathan frowned down at his student.

Do I let him do it? He’s determined, and it might work. Different people learn in different ways. If it doesn’t work, Khachi can just heal him tomorrow. 

“Do it.” Nathan said, and Aarl approached, Stella in tow. They cut and cauterized the wound once more. Raf bent over the arm, staring at the wound like it was the only thing in the world. 

Nathan knelt next to him. “Talk to me. What are you thinking?” 

“That I need to push harder, use the pain. My Stamina’s in the arm, it’s hot. It’s ready. I want the arm to grow, and it’ll happen if I can focus past the injury. I won’t accept failure, not from this wound. Not from any wound.” Raf’s voice was low and serious. 

Let’s try a different framing. He should still have phantom pain from the arm.

“Close your eyes.” Nathan said confidently. “Concentrate on your body. Can you feel the arm still? Does it hurt?” 

“Yes. I can feel the hand, but it’s not real. It’s gone.” Raf said. 

“Think about the bone. It’s hollow. Concentrate your Stamina there. make it denser than anything else. That’s the power of your body, the fuel for [Regeneration].”

Raf’s voice was barely a whisper. “It hurts worse than the cut.” 

“Shove the pain of the bone out of your body, out the end of your arm. You can still feel your hand, your arm. The Stamina and the blood it’s mixed with know the shape of your body. Make it fill in the arm that hurts. Replace pain with Stamina.”

A slow tendril of bone extended from Raf’s stump, and he heaved a deep and shuddering breath at the strange sensation. His eyes flickered open, and his head snapped up with a triumphant expression on his face. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Lecturing] Utility skill into [Tutoring].

Utility skill: [Tutoring]

This skill will help you explain concepts. This effect will be dramatically increased when explaining to a single person, greatly accelerating their learning and deepening their understanding. It will give you a better understanding of what your student understands and what they do not.








Nathan grabbed onto Raf as he leapt to his feet, stabilizing him and keeping him from falling over. “Some food here please!” 

Shai approached and handed over two meat pastries. She gently punched Raf in the shoulder, but her voice was relieved. “You made it.” 

The wiry boy was too busy eating to answer. 

Nathan got up, walking back towards his position in front of the trainees. He met Shai’s eyes, tilting his head to indicate she should get back into her position. She hurried to comply. 

Halsmet’s leadership had stayed throughout the session, occasionally fidgeting and engaging in low conversation, but they’d been respectful and polite. Now they quieted down and directed their attention back to Nathan. 

He waited until all of his students were standing in front of him once more, tired from their ordeal but triumphant in their acquisition of the [Regeneration] Talent. Nathan met each of their eyes and started the second part of his speech. “Being an antimage isn’t about being powerful. It doesn’t let you knock over fortresses or reap foes on a battlefield. In fact, antimagic makes you less powerful than a normal fighter.” 

He paused, seeing that his students were drinking in his words. 

“Being an antimage is about denying somebody else’s power. The mages of today can throw fireballs and cast [Earthquake] to destroy cities. The mages of the past could topple mountains and bring down the sky. Their smallest leavings threaten everybody. Most of the dangers of Davrar are rooted in magic.”

He waved his arms around to encompass the world around them. “Magic is how the mages control Giantsrest. They hoard Insights and channel their wealth to enchantments that allow each mage to control hundreds or thousands of people. Magic enables power and dominance in a way that other classes do not. Mind magic, flight, invisibility, mass destruction. Each of those things is something that a high-leveled elite can accomplish without magic, if they dedicate their build to it.

“But a mage can do them all, at half the level. Magic on Davrar is more powerful than any other Path, and lends itself to control and domination of those without magic. Even those without the Insights of a mage use enchantments, placing those with wealth above those without it.” 

Nathan stabbed his finger towards the line of students waiting in front of him. “Equalizing those imbalances is the Path of the Antimage. It is your Path to bring down those who rely on magic and wealth. Tear away their advantages and see what they are without them.

“What’s left to a mage when their magic is gone? What power does a warrior have when you break their enchanted blade? The power of their body, and the power of their spirit. This is why I’ve been pushing you so hard, and why you must always grow stronger. You must be tougher, more resilient than everybody else, so that when nobody has any advantages, you will triumph. And with your triumph, you will keep your people safe.” 

I could keep going, but I think I’m going to call it there. 

The four remaining students looked at him with eager eyes, drinking in the spectacle. Raf looked vindicated, his face intense and expectant. Shai was even more pleased, looking almost blissful at being told she mattered.

Hetal was the least responsive, but even the reserved girl seemed moved by Nathan’s words. Faint tears glittered in her eyes as she stared at him unblinkingly. Shom just watched Nathan with a wide grin on his face, nodding along with the speech as if he was listening to an interesting lecture. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Leadership] Utility skill into [Inspiration].

Utility skill: [Inspiration]

This skill will inspire and motivate those around you. It will encourage them to follow your example, and reward them with a measure of your strength and abilities. It will also help you communicate your earnest convictions, and people will naturally look to you as a leader.








“Now, it is time to grant you antimagic. Bow your heads and stay calm.” Nathan stepped up to Shom and put his hand to the top of the young man’s head. He concentrated his aura, purging his student of all mana, even the trace ambient mana of Davrar. He closed his own eyes and focused on his new senses, probing for the latent connection that would allow Shom to develop a mana pool, even if he didn’t take a mage class. 

Artha could cast spells. You get a mage class by having the [Mana Shaping] Talent or something like it, but that Insight requires you to shape mana. There must be something there that everybody has. 

Shom didn’t have a pool of mana like he’d felt from mages, but there was still something there, a kind of faint tether that reached across the barrier to that place where mana pools existed. Nathan bored through the barrier with his aura and sliced through the tether, detaching Shom from magic. The wizardry snapped in both directions as if it had been under tension, and Shom jerked in surprise at the sensation.




	Wizard’s Intuition 2 achieved!






“Did you get the [Magic Resistance] Talent?” Nathan asked quietly, removing his hand. 

Shom nodded, whispering back. “Mid-tier.” 

Good. The combination of purging mana from their bodies and severing them from mana is enough.

With confirmation that he’d figured it out, Nathan moved down the line. He quickly repeated the action with each of his other students, getting faster each time. Afterwards, he returned to his central position and looked at them. “It’s done. Congratulations.”

There was a faint smattering of applause, and Myrla walked up to stand next to Nathan. “Well done. You are the first Antimages of Halsmet, and we will bend our efforts to ensure your victory and power. I challenge you to leave a legacy that will continue beyond the Ending of History.”

If I was going to get a third class, I think it would have been right there. The [Student] and [Scientist] classes I turned down at the very beginning must have been too close. Oh well, [Tutoring] is pretty good. 

Myrla turned and beckoned to the rest of the leadership that it was time to leave. “Now, we’ll leave your hands free to celebrate. Drinks are on the way.” 

The mayor was as good as her word, and that night Nathan and the Heirs partied with the newly minted antimages. They celebrated the beginning of their Paths.

Nathan let down his guard for the first time, no longer treating them like students he needed to stay professional around. The Heirs spoke to the newly minted antimages with respect, and he could see the impact it had on their confidence. Nathan and his friends offered lots of advice to the new antimages. It was less the kind of teaching and training that Nathan had been giving them and more experienced Adventurers telling stories and communicating lessons about when to attack and when to run away.

Stella cast a few spells for everybody to play around with their new Talent, and they had fun sticking their hands into the magical fire. It seemed to grant them all some easy initial rank-ups. Raf started talking to Khachi, and the wolfman seemed to recognize a kindred spirit in the intense young man. 

Shai spent a good portion of the night flirting with Aarl, and Nathan rolled his eyes as they snuck away into the manor to find a bedroom. Sarah shook her head and said something biting to Hetal, who covered her mouth with a hand to laugh. 

Meanwhile, Nathan stayed up late answering questions for Shom, barely restraining himself from mentioning Earth. The short kid was just so curious about everything, and Nathan found himself wanting to talk about things that would blow the younger man’s mind.

Instead he glanced around the fire-lit courtyard, reflecting that this chapter of his life was about to end. He’d have one day to explain antimagic to his students, and then he’d leave at dawn the next day to go to Giantsrest. He would be gone, and wouldn’t be able to help them anymore. 

At least it seems like they’ll have plenty of support from Halsmet. I know they’ll be doing risky stuff, but if they die it won’t be due to a lack of support. 





	
Utility skill: High-Tier Lecturing

This skill will help you explain concepts, smoothing over gaps and aiding greatly in explanation and understanding. It will help your students connect their own knowledge to what you say, but will not fill in details you do not know, and will not help you suppress people’s doubts about what you are teaching.





	
Utility skill: Tutoring

This skill will help you explain concepts. This effect will be dramatically increased when explaining to a single person, greatly accelerating their learning and deepening their understanding. It will give you a better understanding of what your student understands and what they do not.








 




	
Utility skill: [Leadership]

You have used honest conviction to rally the confused and angry to your cause. This skill will help portray the intense conviction you have in your purpose, and encourage people to follow your example. In addition, people will look to you as a leader, and this skill will help you encourage, reassure, and coordinate those who align themselves with you.





	
Utility skill: [Inspiration]

This skill will inspire and motivate those around you. It will encourage them to follow your example, and reward them with a measure of your strength and abilities. It will also help you communicate your earnest convictions, and people will naturally look to you as a leader.
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Chapter 10 A Final Celebration


                Nathan awoke refreshed the next morning, once again thankful that he didn’t have to deal with hangovers. Unfortunately, his students didn’t have the same capability just yet. They all had [Low-tier Regeneration], and it was going to be a while before they had the same kind of poison-resistance and bodily control Nathan had acquired with [Perfected Body]. 

I don't think they'll be able to get there. I think [Perfected Body] might actually require a graduate-level education. Hopefully we can work out some other Insights for them. 

He reflected back on something that had been in his mind since yesterday’s ceremony. Myrla was trying to set the antimages up and make them self-sustaining as an organization. After all, they had seen that an antimage could make another antimage, and Nathan had already known they would try to propagate the ability when he’d passed it on.

The problem was that it required a sufficiently powerful Antimage, one with a Talent that could extend outside of their body and neutralize the magic in another person. It was possible that one of Nathan’s students would become powerful enough for that, but it wasn’t going to happen soon. Especially if it required interacting with wizardry to fully pull off. 

The same was true for the [Regeneration] Insight. Nathan’s students understood enough to gain the Talent themselves, but he would be surprised if they could teach it effectively. He had a teaching skill, and had personalized his lessons for each person. You had to understand something very well in order to teach it effectively. 

That’s part of why a lot of teachers suck. Shom might be able to get there, but not easily. If he wants to do that, I would help. A whole military with [Regeneration] would be a great way to keep people alive. I wish them luck, but I haven't committed to helping more than I already have. Other shit to do, like Giantsrest. And the Endings. 

Nathan walked around the manor, noting the heavy rain cascading down outside. It felt like it should be a lazy day, but he was tense with the knowledge that he was leaving tomorrow. He woke up the four new antimages and directed them to meet him in a central sitting room in the empty mansion. 

He made sure to give Shai plenty of warning, hoping Aarl had already left so he wouldn't have to deal with the awkwardness. 

But when he first knocked on the door, Aarl popped out of the sumptuous bedroom Shai had chosen with a cheerful grin. He tapped Nathan on the shoulder. “May the light shine in your eyes. I must hurry to meet the Guardians for our planned hunt!”

Nathan just sighed. “Get out of here. I’ll see you for dinner. Let Kia know I’ll come by this afternoon so she can teach me [Aura Control].”

Aarl gave a jaunty wave as he vanished around a corner. 

Shai came out a moment later, and gave Nathan a challenging glare. He didn’t say anything, just beckoned her to the lounge. There they met Hetal, Shom and Raf. They ate a quick breakfast of food leftover from the previous day, then Nathan got started on his last day of teaching. 

“Congratulations again on your success. I’m leaving tomorrow morning, so we’ve only got one day. There's a lot of ground to cover. I want to describe some more details about [Regeneration] to help with your next Development. Then I’ll talk about how to effectively use antimagic, especially against monsters.

“But I will also answer questions and help in other ways if I can. I have followed one Path, but there is more than one way to be an antimage. For example, I Developed my antimagic to absorb mana and convert it into Stamina. That requires a very comprehensive understanding of mana, and several skills that would be more common on a mage. But I think I could have also tried to increase my control over my antimagic so I could have wielded enchanted weapons without breaking them.” 

He knocked his knuckles on the fine wooden table. “Or I could have attempted to incorporate my antimagic into weapons, from swords to bows. I want to hear your ideas, and brainstorm Insights that might lead to further Developments and classes. I’ll be happy to provide supporting Insights and skills that might help.” 

Shom was first out of the gate, a question ready. “I ask about using the [Regeneration] Insight to heal others. The Stamina is mine, but there’s a [Worker] Insight to transfer Stamina that could be used…”

They talked for the entire day, the new antimages eager to learn things that would help them survive and better protect Halsmet. They also seemed to be ready to explore their own ideas, now that they had the two critical Talents. 




	Tutoring 2 achieved!






Then it was time for farewells. Nathan wore a satisfied smile as he shook everybody’s hands. “Good luck to you all. Level, don’t die, and I hope to see you again soon.”

Hetal pulled her eyes up to meet his. “Thank you.” 

—

Nathan approached the room he’d been directed to when he asked for Kia. It was one of the fancier rooms in the governmental mansion, making it seem like Halsmet was trying to woo the elite Adventurers of Gemore when they visited. Probably in the hope that they’d decide to spend more time in Halsmet and maybe help out with all of the problems of the newly liberated city. 

Maybe Myrla's hoping they’ll move in. It’s what I’d do. But after seeing the Caxol estate back in Gemore I doubt it. 

He knocked on the door, not feeling the enchantment that Dalo usually cast to prevent eavesdropping. 

The door was yanked open a moment later, and Kia stood beyond. “Good, you’re here. I grabbed extra bottles of Umna.” She jerked her head inside, and Nathan entered the room behind the tall, gorgeous woman. 

She wasn’t wearing much armor, and the padded undershirt did little to disguise her heroically toned body. Once again Nathan was struck by how much Kia’s Path had perfected her. It had shaped her into a tall Valkyrie of a woman, in both shape and personality. 

There was nobody else in the room, and Kia pulled out a flask of the purple liquor they both enjoyed and poured two glasses. “I am filled with regret for the obstacles I put in your path, after the battle. I forced your Development, and for that I am sorry.” 

“But you would do it again?” Nathan said as he took the offered cup. His tone wasn’t entirely polite. 

She threw back the glass with relish and looked at him over the empty cup. “I would. My Path is narrow, but it is not why I acted as I did.” Her lips pulled back from her teeth, showing an even row of shiny teeth. “People deserve a chance to change, if it can be granted. Faline kills for vengeance, not because it is Righteous.” The final word held an entire philosophy’s worth of meaning. 

Nathan decided to change the subject before they started talking about morality again. “Where is everybody? I’m leaving tomorrow morning and hope to see them again.” 

Kia gave a small smile and tilted her head, seeming to consider how to respond. She gestured him to a seat and sat herself. “They are delivering our kill to the kitchens, and touring the city. I have heard you desire a specific Insight. I will teach you before they return.”

“Yeah. Khachi mentioned you knew something like [Aura Manipulation], but you don’t have an aura. How did you learn it?”

Kia's gaze went distant, and she sighed heavily. “When I was young I found one of the most valuable treasures of Davrar.” She frowned, eyes troubled as she called up unpleasant memories. “Knowledge. It was an ancient stash of books, held in stasis by powerful magic.” Her lips twisted. “With many powerful Insights, clearly written on their pages.” 

She’s been sitting on a trove of Insights and hasn’t passed them on? She could have saved people with that knowledge.

Nathan didn’t say anything, but Kia picked up on his disapproval and explained carefully. “They were stored away during the Ending of Deicide. There was a note, an explanation that many were attempting to destroy all traces of this knowledge. Reading the tales within, I believe that the gods were once a force of balance and civilization on Davrar. They were a path to power through four Endings. But it is as clear as polished gems that the Ending of Deicide made them into malevolent tyrants, a Davrar-born force of domination and control.”

She swirled her glass, breaking eye contact and speaking softly. “The Ending of Deicide was the rebellion of mortals against their gods. The books were hidden by some of the last faithful worshipers before they were wiped out. They hoped that the Insights would rekindle worship, and cause the rebirth of the gods.”

The last sentence was spoken in barely a whisper, and it hung in the air for a moment. 

Kia’s expression was downcast, and she looked up with a haunted air. “Worship of divinity is corruptive. You come to embody your god’s ethos. Once you begin the Path of worship, the powers you receive change you. I feared I would bring the Ending of History, by reviving old terrors. I now consider the books as dangerous as any dungeon, and the Insights of worship as terrible curses.”

Then the warrior-woman snorted and drained her glass. “I did not trust any others, so I did not share the Insights. But as a fool in her first dungeon, I trusted myself, and chose who I believed was the safest god to worship. Deiman, the god of righteous battle.”

She shook her head in mild disgust as she poured more. “I was lucky. Deiman’s power can be used, as you have seen. But if even the barest speck of the god’s mind had survived the Ending, I would have been doomed. I could have granted him that power, if I had chosen to dedicate myself to him fully. But instead I chose to take the mantle of the divine, to cut away a part of the deity’s power for myself.”





Kia was silent for a second, but Nathan didn’t jump in. He wanted to ask questions, but it didn’t seem like she was done. 

“I was lucky.” She repeated. “It was not a Path I knew was present. I should have burned the books and cast myself into Firewatch peak for reading them. But Davrar rewards risk, and I found another Path. I know that this power has changed me, but I am comfortable with it. Instead of bringing back the gods, I have weakened one of them by stealing his power. Those who follow my Path will do the same, until the gods no longer pose a threat to Davrar.” 

She shrugged. “And now I have the wisdom to share some Insights, detached from the greater whole of the Path of Worship. I will describe [Divine Aura Manipulation] to you, though I believe that the Insights will work for other auras.”

Nathan held up a hand. “Hang on, I want to go back and hear about the Ending of Deicide. What caused it? How long did it last? How did it end?” 

“The details are not clear.” Kia said with a frown. “Most of the books were from before the Ending, though some contained histories and scriptures that praised the glorious mastery of the gods over Davrar. The books describing the Ending were so full of propaganda as to be useless, decrying the faithless and thankless mortals and Questors who rose against their benevolent overlords.” 

She shook her head with exasperation. “Muckgrabber assholes, those writers. So far in the grip of the divine they could conceive no other view than that of their gods.”

Doesn’t sound much like the Ending of Elements, where elemental storms ravaged the surface for decades. This sounds like an apocalyptic war between gods and their worshipers.

Nathan frowned, thinking back on his other sources of knowledge about the death of the gods. 

From what Brox said, it seems like most of the Questors were fighting against the gods, but that could have just been him and his allies. Badud killed Brox with an amulet that cast [Quenfi’s Hatred], but it shattered. Quenfi was a god that Brox boasted about killing. I wonder what the history of that item was. Was it from before the Ending of Deicide? Did Badud fight on the side of the gods? 

Nathan shrugged. There was no way for him to know unless he could get Badud talking about it. He stopped ruminating and looked back to Kia. “Thanks. I know which skill I want to drop. Should I do that now?” 

She nodded. “Yes. I have few doubts that you can learn this skill, the only question is the tier.” 

Nathan had never gotten rid of a skill before, but so far Davrar had been pretty easy to work with. He focused on the skill he wanted gone, willing [Quiet Movement] away. After a moment of concentration a prompt appeared. 




	Do you wish to lose the [Low-Tier Quiet Movement] Utility skill? This is a permanent decision, and you will be unable to reverse it. You will be able to regain the skill, but you will lose all ranks, and the tier will depend on the quality of the Insight used to gain the skill.






Nathan acknowledged, and confirmed his choice. 




	[Low-Tier Quiet Movement] Utility skill lost.






He looked back at Kia. “Ok, all set.” 

She grunted in acknowledgement “You can shape your aura, move it around, make it more concentrated, yes? Then, start by forming a spiral…”

The next half-hour was spent by Kia walking Nathan through a pattern of exercises where he formed complex patterns with his aura and focused on making the edges very clear. There was supposed to be a clear line from where his aura started and ended, instead of a gradient. It seemed like the trick was to make his available aura have the largest possible defined surface area. 

If this isn’t something she uses then she’s gotta have a memory skill. Or maybe she just looked it up when she learned I wanted it. 




	
Pending utility skill: Mid-tier Aura Manipulation:

You have trained for fine control of your aura. This skill will make it easier to manipulate your aura, including precisely controlling the shape and density. Will not increase the size of your aura at all.








Yup, that does what I want.




	Congratulations, you have accepted the [Mid-tier Aura Manipulation] utility skill.






He relaxed and raised his glass to Kia. “Success!”

She smiled wide, the expression dazzling. “A prophecy of victory. We may now proceed to further exercises. Begin by making a spiral with your aura.”




	Aura Manipulation 2 achieved!






Another half-hour later, Nathan blew out a breath and rubbed his forehead. “Ok, I got a rank-up. Not easy to do out of combat.” 

Kia drained her latest glass of liquor. “True aim. If you master those exercises you may earn another rank or two. Further advances will require danger.”

She reached forward to pour another glass, finishing the bottle. They’d both been drinking like fish, but neither had shown any signs of drunkenness. It was almost a waste of alcohol, but both of them enjoyed the taste and Kia didn’t seem bothered by the expense. 

The Amazonian woman leaned back in her chair and tapped something at her hip. “I sent a notice that we’re done. They should be here soon for the celebration.” She pulled out a few more bottles of various kinds of alcohol and set them down on the table. 

“What are we celebrating?” Nathan asked, curious. 

Kia gave a sharp and disbelieving laugh. “What else? The defeat of an army of Giantsrest, and the impossible truth that we all survived. Gemore lives, and Halsmet will remain free. Some Adventurers died, but that is our fate. The villages are safe.” She smirked. “Safer than before, now that Halsmet is no longer a haven for enslavement mages." 

Then the door popped open, and Nathan’s friends entered, bearing food. An enormous amount of food. Aarl and Sarah carried a wide platter loaded with a giant stack of steaks that looked like they’d come off the ribs of a cow the size of a semi truck. Stella and Khachi carried further plates holding vegetables and sides, but the focal point of the meal was definitely the steak.

“Castlebear?” He asked, watching as his friends placed the food onto a table. 

“Castlebear!” Stanel said excitedly as he pranced through the door, carrying a couple bowls of sauce. “Hear me, but I’ve been looking forward to this. We killed off the last one around Gemore a decade ago.” 

The rest of the Guardians entered, and they set to eating and talking with gusto. It was a good time, and everybody made efforts to avoid talking about the more serious things that were upcoming. Nobody had an agenda, they were just trying to enjoy each other’s company - and the delicious food before them. Apparently Castlebear was hard to prepare properly, requiring multiple steps to make the meat safe for consumption. But done properly, it was amazing. 

Nathan used [Perfected Body] to accelerate his metabolism, breaking down the food quickly so he could keep eating. The steak tasted a lot like a good cut of beef, but a bit denser and infused with a herbal tang.

The conversation was mostly light, split between gossip about Gemore Adventurer politics and discussion of Halsmet’s developing culture and economy. The Adventurer’s Guild was undergoing a pretty major political shift with the death of Kozar as the leader of the traditionalist faction of Adventurers.

I'm really not sad about that, he was a jerk. But he was somebody the archmages were wary of, so in the strategic sense it’s not good that he’s dead. 

The overwhelming victory against the Giantsrest army had also changed the attitude inside Gemore. The dangers of Davrar abounded, but with Agmon chastened on one front and Giantsrest defeated on the other, it looked like Gemore was currently secure from organized aggression for the first time in its history. 

Sudraiel was working up another Adventurer training course, and was recruiting heavily from the villages and trying to find Adventurers who were interested in mentoring new trainees. The Guardians were pretty sure she was up to something beyond that, and Nathan considered telling them about the Adventurer Archive. But the guildmistress had asked that he let her manage the reveal herself, so he managed to hold the information back. Even if he wanted to see the Guardian’s surprise at the official version of what he'd proposed to them earlier. 

“What of the antimages you’ve been training?” Stanel asked. “Pardon my ax, but some of the people I trained spoke as if they were a prophecy of safety.” 

Nathan frowned. “There are only four of them, but they’ve got [Regeneration] and [Magic Resistance], which is all I could give them in the time available. I hope they’ll do well. Myrla wants to make them into an institution, so I bet she’ll ask me to give antimagic to more of them later on, or push my students to Develop their antimagic so they can make more.” 

“Waking Giants.” Dalo said with exasperation. “An organization of antimages? Not even as a game.” 

Nathan rolled his eyes at the white-bearded man. “I think you mages have had it too good for too long. There needs to be some way to challenge an archmage without another archmage. Now there is.” 

Kullal gave her husband a fond smile, then turned to the other Heirs. “Have you met the new antimages? What do your bones say?”

“They have the spark.” Khachi said. “Nathan trained them well, and they will become great, or die in the attempt.” 

“I like Shai.” Aarl said, his gaze introspective. 

Sarah elbowed him. “Of course you do, you horny goat.” Then she seemed to remember that her father was present and winced, shooting Aarl an apologetic look. 

He blushed deeply at the sudden interest from Stanel, looking down. “Yes, but she has fire, and a deep humor that I…” He looked up and shrugged helplessly. “That I like.” 

“Good that we’re planning to stay in Halsmet a while longer.” Stella said ruthlessly. “Aarl can stay near his harem.”

He glowered at her and pretended to ignore his father’s expression, but didn’t dispute the point. 

“You do mean to stay in Halsmet?” Kia asked, her voice not betraying any opinion.

“Yes.” Khachi responded, folding his arms and meeting his mother’s eyes challengingly. “Gemore is steady. Halsmet needs help - much of it. We freed this city, and I would see it survive. Few of the Adventurers are staying, and Halsmet needs all the hands that will help.” 

“It’s also the only Endings-damned way to keep up with Nathan’s levels.” Aarl quipped. “When he comes back from Giantsrest he’s going to be blasphemously strong. We need challenges, and there are more targets here.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” Nathan said lightly. “If I do manage to bring Giantsrest down, I'll want Halsmet to help with the fallout.” He snorted in amusement. “I hope Myrla’s ambitious, because I might just dump an entire empire into her lap. I certainly don’t want to try to run the place.”

Then he looked around at the other Heirs. “I like Myrla, but I haven’t worked with her too much. After all of this, let me know if you think I can trust her with that kind of responsibility.” 

The other Heirs looked surprised at Nathan’s comment, but Kia gave him a nod of approval. 

Then Kullal changed the subject, asking about how he’d trained and selected his antimages. Nathan described each of the four before describing the ways he’d taught his students, and how his focus had been to weed out anybody who wasn’t committed. His descriptions got Kia and Stanel interested, and they probed for knowledge from Earth on the subject of training. Nathan had some training in pedagogy from his time as a grad student, and he certainly had some examples to not follow. 

But what he'd run the antimage students through was more like a boot-camp, and he was well aware his knowledge there was barely surface-level, taken from a few books like Starship Troopers and war movies where they showed bootcamp, but they wanted to hear what he had to say. Gemore’s primary method of instruction was apprenticeships, and even the Adventurer training course was a departure from anything they’d done before. 

By this point they were finishing up dessert and on after-dinner drinks, and Kullal coughed and stood up. “Well, we should depart, and give our Heirs some time to talk.” The older foxfolk woman turned to Nathan and held her arms wide. “May your future be a prophecy of victory.” 

“Thanks Kullal.” Nathan said as he walked over and hugged the gray-furred woman. He turned and shook hands with the rest of the Guardians, giving each of them a quick farewell. 

Last was Kia. “Hold yourself to the Path you wish to walk.” Her face was confident, without a speck of doubt. 

Then she was gone, and Nathan was alone with the Heirs.





	
Utility skill: Mid-tier Aura Manipulation

You have trained for fine control of your aura. This skill will make it easier to manipulate your aura, including precisely controlling the shape and density. Will not increase the size of your aura at all.





	
Utility skill: Low-tier Quiet Movement

You have successfully muffled your movement in a situation where being loud would alert enemies. This skill will help you move silently in the future.








 







	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 3





	
Class: Void of Magic level297

Deepened Stamina: 9116/9210

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 117

Regenerative Focus: 1270/1270

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 1

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 2

Alertness 4

Wizard’s Intuition 2

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 6

Tutoring 2

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 2

Low-tier Disguise 4

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 2
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                    Merry Christmas! We're gonna keep on posting straight through the holidays. 

Next chapter Thursday! 



                



Chapter 11 A Giant’s Grave


                Nathan looked around at his friends, trying to figure out how to say goodbye. His eyes passed over each of them before he spoke. “We’ve been talking about this for such a long time, it’s hard to believe it’s finally here. What more is there to say? I’m going to do something that I need to do, and I’ll try to come back sooner rather than later.” 

“It always seemed an uncertain prophecy.” Aarl said. He reached across the table and clapped Nathan on the shoulder. “Drip blood in their eyes, and then come back so we can challenge the Endings together. We’ll wait.” His smile grew crooked. “But not forever. If you take too long, we’ll kill that problem without you.” 

Sarah’s lips were pressed tightly together, her expression troubled. “We'll need to level fast. You’re not even at 243 yet.” She flicked her brother in the side of the head and he winced. 

Then she turned to Nathan. “Don’t bait the castlebear.” She paused, then snorted in amusement. “Ah, that’s a prophecy of fools. We all know you’ll walk up and punch the giant in the balls. Don’t die, and we’ll swap deeds when you return.” 

Nathan nodded to the twins, heartened by their humor. “Good luck. I’ll try to bring back another legendary weapon or two for Aarl, since he needs the help.” 

The [Master of Many Weapons] groaned dramatically, but he smiled and made a grasping gesture as if reaching for what Nathan had promised. 

Nathan turned to Sarah. “You can trade against my favors with the Bhos for another rifle of your own design. I figure you might have some new modifications in mind now that you’re a higher level.” 

The [Sniper] thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “If we have the time to return to Gemore, I may do that. I hear that Beatred has a much larger shop now, and many apprentices.” 

Nathan turned to Stella next. “I look forward to seeing whatever new magic you pick up with your new class. I’ll probably have some new abilities when I come back. Try not to blow up any mountains unless they really need to get blown up.” 

The red-haired mage was subdued, but she sniffed haughtily at his words. “I’ll be a blasphemous force of destruction. When you return, I’ll be able to slag a desert. Without your Insights of Endings.” 

Her mouth quirked into a small grin. “Then, when we need to destroy the next army, it won’t be a problem. And when we need to blow up the sun, we can join our Insights to get it done.” 

Nathan couldn’t help laughing at her words. Maybe blowing up the sun would fix the problem of the Endings, given what he’d seen on the Solstice. “I look forward to seeing it. Good luck.”

Finally he glanced at Khachi, whose face was trapped in a complicated expression. 

I think he’s going to try the divine blessing thing again, but I'm not sure that's a good idea. 

Sure enough, when Khachi spoke his voice reverberated in the small room. “You leave to fight your own battle, with a truly Righteous goal.”

The wolfman’s voice bore a rhythmic cadence, similar to the previous times he’d invoked the divine. “Your path diverges from ours, and you journey to a place we cannot follow.” 

The speech wasn’t loud, but the reverberation effect Nathan had noticed before was accomplished by traces of wizardry that flowed out of Davrar, responding to Khachi’s words and releasing divine mana in response. 

Khachi was channeling divine mana to stimulate the ritual, but he wasn't manipulating the wizardry. It was more like Davrar itself was casting the spell in response to the ritual. The wizardry and excess divine mana were being summoned in response to his call, and guided by wizardry that responded to his words. 

“The heart of Giantsrest is not our Path. But it is yours, and I charge you to walk it well. May your flame grant you the power you need to cast down the Ascendant Academy in Righteous battle.” The power around them swelled, though not as dramatically as it had when Khachi had blessed Brox and the Heirs before the battle. 

Nathan could feel the vortex of power spinning around them, waiting for his response before it would act. The wizardry was dormant but ready, eagerly expecting the next stage of the ritual. It liked the narrative that Khachi was setting up, and wanted Nathan to complete it.

Why am I giving the wizardry agency here? Badud's wizardry didn't feel like it had emotions. Is it something to do with divine mana? 

He bowed his head to Khachi and spoke seriously. “I will challenge Giantsrest with Righteousness in my heart, and carry your blessing to the death of a Questor.”




	Wizard’s Intuition 3 achieved!






It was the right thing to say, and Khachi’s eyes flashed brighter with familiar divine fire as the divine mana responded to their words, flaring high enough that the very air glowed with golden luminescence. 

But they weren’t done yet, and the flaming orbs in Khachi’s face bored into Nathan. “Do not forget your Path with us. We swore an oath together on the Solstice, atop the Seal. We swore to protect not just Gemore but all of Davrar. Your enemy is not just Giantsrest, but the Endings themselves.” His next words weren’t so much a blessing as a plea. “Come back to us, that we might fight the greater battle together.” 

Nathan’s voice was similarly quiet, but the vow he made was no less serious. “I will.” 

The magic in the air around them thrummed with the words, shifting in some profound way. It went from the frenetic energy of impending battle, the rah-rah of adrenaline and the fight, to the comforting certainty of having friends at your side through danger. 

Khachi’s voice was stronger now, but still bore a faint echo. “Then by our destiny, go forth and defeat this foe, before we go on to greater things.” 

The wizardry took that as the prompt, and the magic and wizardry swirled around Nathan, converging on him. He tried to pull in his antimagic tight to avoid interfering with the blessing, clenching down on his newly expanded aura.




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 3 achieved!






It wasn’t enough. The divine mana lost cohesion as it flowed into Nathan, giving him a dramatic Stamina boost but having no other effect. The wizardry followed, attempting to settle into Nathan’s bones and graft power into him. It would have contained the divine mana, storing it for future use like an artificial mana pool. He guessed that it would be used to protect Nathan from hostile mental effects, empower his movements and heal him when he was injured. 

But the construct fragmented and broke against Nathan’s aura, dissolving away into motes of power that were subsumed into his antimagic. He tried to clutch at the power, bring it back, but the structure was gone for good. Nathan flexed his hand, examining his body and finding no trace of the blessing that Khachi had tried to bestow upon him. 

It brought him back to the battle, when he’d been left out of the blessing that had empowered Brox and the Heirs. He’d felt like an outsider in that moment, left out of a special connection with his friends. 

Antimagic has its drawbacks. There are some things I can’t share with the Heirs, and now I’m leaving, widening that gap even further. 

Nathan let out a slow breath, opening his eyes to smile sadly at Khachi. “Thank you.” 

The wolfman bowed his head in defeat, then stepped forward to clasp Nathan’s hands. “If you cannot carry my blessing, then know that you have my hopes.” 

–

That night, Nathan couldn't sleep. He lay awake, agonized by doubt over his decision to go to Giantsrest. There was so much to do here in Halsmet. He could keep adventuring with the Heirs, train his students. Protect people and live comfortably. But he was planning on leaving all of that behind. Tomorrow he'd go into enemy territory. He’d sneak into Giantsrest with Faline and try to topple it from the inside. It was a monumental task, one that could very well get him killed. 

Why am I doing it? Is vengeance still driving me forward? I’ve had time and distance from those first days when Taeol tried to subjugate me, to make me a thing. I killed Taeol with my own hands, is that vengeance enough? Why am I still dedicating myself to taking down Giantsrest? 

He rolled over in bed, remembering the past. His first days on Davrar had been confusing and terrifying, and he’d come out of his captivity with a deep revulsion for Giantsrest and a strong desire to take revenge for what they’d cost him. 

Giantsrest is the reason my Path is to break magic, instead of learning it myself. If they weren’t such assholes I could have worked with them. Translated my knowledge to make Davrar a better place. But the choice was to embrace antimagic, become a mage of Giantsrest, or become a slave. I hated Taeol, but I also hate the system that made him, that will continue to make more like him. 

Nathan sighed, thinking about how that motivation had led him to where he was now, going to sleep in a liberated Halsmet. Every step along the way had seemed reasonable, but it had mostly been reactive. He’d come to Halsmet because the Heirs had been kidnapped, then liberated it because it had been a better option than running away. 

But now he was taking the initiative, he was going to Giantsrest to murder mages and try to destabilize the slave-empire. If he succeeded a lot of people were going to die, as the mages fought each other and monsters prayed on the undefended. Why was he doing it? Was it for revenge, or was it because he was being objective in evaluating Giantsrest as an evil that needed to be purged from Davrar?

Does it matter? I think Davrar would be better off without Giantsrest on it. But it’s a personal issue for me because of what happened. They’re my enemies. Opposing magic is my Path, and going to Giantsrest will make me powerful faster than anything else. If I survive. 

He snorted softly. If he ever wanted to challenge the Endings, he’d need that power. If he settled for a comfortable life, he’d never fulfill the oath he’d sworn on the Solstice. 

Toppling Giantsrest is the next thing I need to do. I won’t spill lakes of blood or murder innocents to take them down, but I will give it my best shot. After that comes the Endings.

—

Nathan awoke early the next morning, grabbing a quick breakfast in the kitchens and packing a small bag with supplies and food. Thus far he’d depended on the Heirs to carry all of his gear in dimensional bags, but he wouldn’t have that option anymore. 

He found Faline waiting for him in the square as the sun ignited, sitting on the stage where the mages of Halsmet had been overwhelmed trying to defend against the Adventurers and freed elites. She waved at him as he approached, hopping off the stone platform and beginning to walk towards the eastern gate without waiting for him to catch up. 

Nathan hurried forward, falling in beside the assassin as she strode through the waking city. His attention was drawn to the crowds of people getting started with the day, and Nathan noted the differences from the first time he’d walked through these streets at Faline’s side. There was actual conversation now, with people chatting and complaining. Messengers and porters moved through the street, yelling and joking with each other as they ran early deliveries. The traffic got out of their way like it had the first time, but it seemed to be out of a genuine desire not to delay Nathan and Faline on their business, instead of a fear of being noticed and punished for delaying a mage.

The two didn’t say anything to each other until after they’d passed all the way through the city, at which point Faline leaned back and stretched, thrusting her chest forward and going up on her toes slightly. Then she turned to Nathan with a sly smile. “Hear me, I hoped this would be your Path when first I found you in the Adventurers Guild.” 

She gestured back towards the city of Halsmet. “I did not prophesize the liberation of a city, but it is a powerful start. It will enable our strategy in Giantsrest. Listen to my words, for I have considered how we shall strike the target. Follow."

They started at a mild run down the road towards Giantsrest, and Nathan felt Faline’s stealth skills envelop him through his [Noticeability]. There’d been a dozen eyes on the pair of them from the city, but they all drifted away as the pair set off along the road.

Faline filled Nathan in on the internecine politics of the slave-empire as they traveled. Giantsrest didn’t really have a government. It was more of an administrative council of archmages that ran the Ascendant Academy at the heart of the city. They funded a force of guards for Giantsrest itself and set rules that sounded more like guidelines. The cultural norms were the real rules.

The enforcement of those rules weren’t the responsibility of the Ascendant Council, or even the guards. Instead, it was considered a civic duty for mages to punish transgressions, and it wasn’t uncommon for somebody without allies to be accused of an imaginary offense, be challenged to a duel and and have their wealth confiscated as punishment. It was taboo for a mage to kill or mind-control another mage outside of unusual circumstances, but lower-level conflict led to a sprawling web of alliances and feuds that spanned from students to archmages. 

All that being said, the system worked well to encourage people to generate wealth and develop their own personal power and that of their allies. To be worth anything in Giantsrest you needed to be rich enough to hire mages to work for you, powerful enough to deter challenges, and connected enough to have allies that would help you if another group came after you.

Each of the offshoot towns and cities of Giantsrest were effectively owned by a different mage or archmage, who was in charge of the defense of the territory. Other mages who wanted to live or do business in those territories had to pay rent, and were usually allies or vassals of the one who owned the territory. It was common for the majority of slaves to belong to the ruler of a city, who also ran most of the important businesses. The lucrative ones were prizes that were often distributed to allies and vassals. In general, slaves were often bundled with real estate as a single unit, and part of building a new business or venture was purchasing or capturing the labor to work it.

But Giantsrest itself was the crown jewel of the slave-empire. It was larger, richer and the focus of all of the status games. A promising mage could build a prosperous city up from nothing, but without allies in the capital, it would be taken from them by a more powerful mage in short order. And those allies would expect payment in service, money, slaves or Insights. 

The entire edifice was a pyramid with the Ascendant Council at the top, almost two dozen archmages that each had their own supporters, vassals and proteges. Then those people had another layer below them, and down it went until they reached the mages at the bottom of the hierarchy, the students of the Ascendant Academy without resources or power of their own.

Taeol was powerful enough at magic that nobody could dismiss him, but he wasn’t good at the political game. He didn’t have the support network of people below him to fund his projects, and he probably owed Exea a favor for staying in Halsmet when he was trying to capture me. Ultimately he was only an Archmage in terms of magical power, not political power or the ability to command large numbers of mages.

After she’d concluded the background, Faline laid out their goal. “Our target is to disrupt Giantsrest, set a spark to the tension between mages and prevent them from striking against Halsmet or Gemore because they are too busy settling feuds with each other. There are too many mages for us to kill, so they must kill each other.” 

Her mouth twisted like she’d bitten something sour. “I know exactly where to strike, what I would do if this were not a time of ascension. But now they follow Badud. They call him a ‘founder,’ one of those who established the Ascendant Academy after the Ending of Elements. He leads the Council, and will quell dissent if he is able.”

Her brow furrowed as she considered the problem. “We should strike at his enemies, then at his allies. If we cause smoke and blood at an event with representatives from both sides, that may be enough to force conflict. We must hit that target before he is recovered.” 

She sighed heavily, pulling out a knife from her sleeves and spinning it through her knuckles. It seemed like a nervous tic. “But who are his enemies? What are his goals? Now that he is defeated once, is his priority to see the destruction of Gemore and Halsmet? Or does he seek to rebuild Giantsrest's armies?” She shook her head. “I hate not understanding my enemy.”

Nathan frowned, thinking back on what Badud had said when he’d kidnapped the Heirs. “He wants Giantsrest united, efficient and growing. He wants them to take over the continent quickly, with as little of his attention as possible.” 

Faline hummed slightly as they continued down the road, seeming to consider the implications of that. She started thinking out loud. “If we’d left yesterday, we would have time for scouting around the city, gathering information. But since we have given our enemies time,” she shot a moderately annoyed glance in his direction, “we must strike the very day we enter the city. Tonight.” 

“Are we going straight there? I would think that they’re watching this route and we'd have to take a detour.” Nathan said, gesturing at the paved road underneath them that led straight to Giantsrest.

“With my skills? No.” Faline said shortly. “It is not a risk I would normally embrace, but I have an edge against magical dangers on this journey.” She reached over and patted his shoulder fondly, making it clear what she meant. 

Nathan pursed his lips but didn't respond, and they lapsed into silence for a while as they ran through the mountainous terrain. The site of the battle came up soon enough, now several days old. There was still wreckage of the Giantsrest camp everywhere, and the ground was carved and the vegetation broken from the spontaneous flood. All of the bodies were gone, either removed by the victorious forces from Gemore and Halsmet or eaten by monsters. 

It wasn’t even midday, but Nathan found the stillness of the place unsettling. He could clearly remember the extent of the army’s camp, and the experience of fighting in the sky above as hundreds of mages barraged spells at him. Revisiting the place and finding it empty and silent was spooky.

I wonder if I could just [Airwalk] up to get the same view, see what’s changed since the battle. But I need to start conserving Stamina. Stella’s not around to recharge me anymore, and here in the wilderness I need food and rest to get it back. With my expanded pool it takes a few days of good eating and quality rest to completely fill the tank. 

He was on the lookout for monsters and spotted a pseudowyrm rooting through some tents that had been caught in a few bushes. The long lizard looked like a huge elongated gila monster with extra legs, and it undulated as the claws on those legs shredded the enchanted fabric to expose what was hidden beneath. It found a wooden drawer unit, which it promptly swallowed whole.

The monster sniffed the air and looked around, causing Nathan to tense. It wasn’t a particularly dangerous monster, but it was one that neither he nor Faline were well-suited to fight. Faline’s daggers were too small to inflict the damage needed to kill the large monster, and while Nathan was strong there was only so much bare hands could do to a creature that outmassed a polar bear. 

But Faline showed no concern, and it turned out to be justified as the monster turned away from them and loped off to another pile of debris to pillage. 

They passed through the battlefield, continuing their run. They were less than halfway to Giantsrest, but the mountains flew by at their pace. It had taken the army days to travel this distance, but two unencumbered and high-level Adventurers could cover the distance in a day. Faline seemed to be having a slightly harder time than Nathan did, even though he was trying not to spend any Stamina on the travel. 

This is much calmer than the run to Halsmet after the Heirs were kidnapped, and my movement skills are more powerful. 

The terrain grew gentler and greener as they approached Giantsrest, the mountains smoothing out into hills that were spaced farther and farther apart. At a few points Nathan had to disable magical sensors for them to pass. He also spotted the illusions that hid various watchers, but left them alone at Faline's command. They were running in the open down the road but nobody seemed to see them, an impression backed up by his [Noticeability] skill. 

Faline’s skills really seem to make the watchers temporarily forget they have eyes.

His companion broke the silence, speaking slowly to explain the plan she'd been mulling over. “We should strike at the hedonists. They’re a group of artisan and enslavement mages who create specialty enchanted items and carefully breed slaves according to the tastes of the buyer. They’re not a powerful or disciplined group, but they’re friendly with all the other groups and careful to curry favor with anybody who could threaten them.”

She nodded more decisively, warming up to the idea. “I have ignored them, because they do not push for attacks against Gemore. They also mostly afford themselves wards to the adamant standard, and that is a target I cannot hit. But they are visible, and the invites to their parties are worth the Giant’s favor. If we strike them, it will cause confusion and open up further possibilities."

 

Nathan frowned, asking the question that had been bugging him. “Isn’t Badud our priority? Shouldn’t we go straight for him?”

Faline chuckled, looking at the terrain around them. “Hold your words for a moment, and you will see.” A minute later they came around a tall hill, and Faline gestured as the city of Giantsrest was revealed. 

The thing that grabbed his attention were the towers. The Ascendant Academy dominated the skyline like an organ sized for a god. The cluster of golden skyscrapers could be mistaken for a lone mountain standing out from the rolling grassland, with multiple tall pinnacles stretching high into the sky in a way that reminded Nathan of cathedral spires. Except the building was the size of a geological feature, and it was surrounded by a haze that glowed with golden light. The magic created a halo effect around the structure, like something from Christian religious iconography. Orbs of multicolored light stood above the various spires and streamers of color framed each tower. The whole edifice shone, glorying in the light and color of powerful magic. 

Nathan was stunned into immobility by the majesty of the structure. But then he thought at what lay under that beautiful exterior. 

I understand why it’s the center of Giantsrest, the symbol of their power. It’s a wonder of Davrar. But I’ll bring it down if that’s what’s needed. 
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                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    The scene where Nathan and Faline see Giantsrest for the first time is what's going to be on the book 3 cover. We're doing sketches now and I'm excited for it. 

Excited for the next arc of the book? Next chapter Thursday.



                



Chapter 12 Into the Giant’s Maw


                Faline pointed up at the highest tower with a colored nail, indicating the very peak of the Ascendent Academy. “That is where Badud is. It is not a place we can reach.” 

Nathan tilted his head back to look up at the central tower. It skewered the sky, surrounded by its shorter peers. It was hard to tell if it was ‘skyscraper' or 'mountain’ tall because he was lacking a frame of reference. 

“We cannot go into the Academy.” Faline said with an air of old frustration. “Magic beyond mana bars entry to those who should not be there, and ancient golems stalk the passages. The graduates speak of shifting walls and stairs that move to facilitate access to those acknowledged by the Academy. Students may only reach a certain height, and the tallest towers are restricted to the archmages and their slaves.”

She chewed on her lips, sharpened teeth standing out against pink flesh. “No assassins have returned from entering the Academy. We cause problems outside, then strike those who leave the building to enforce their will. Badud and the archmages are unassailable in his stronghold.”

Damn, that’s not great to hear. It’s probably powerful wizardry. It also sounds like the building itself might have some degree of intelligence. I need to be careful about that. I’m mildly regretting not taking [Antiwizard]. If I'm going to infiltrate the Academy I'm going to need to learn everything I can about Giantsrest, and rank up my stealth skills.

His brows drew together, thinking about the obstacle posed by the giant Academy. "If it’s so protected, why don’t all of the mages live there? It looks big enough.”

“Access to the Academy is a privilege,” Faline replied. “Mages learn there, train there, but the graduates are pushed out to grow the empire. Only archmages and teachers may live within the Academy. The lecturers are marked with orange robes, and that status is sought by many who enjoy the safety and luxury of the Academy. Most archmages have rooms in the towers but maintain compounds in the city, where their households live. But many of the lecturers have not left since they first entered.”

Her attention dropped down to the city that sprawled underneath the massive edifice of the Academy. “Our target is there. The Academy is closed to us, but the city holds many foes. It's much easier to hide in.”

Nathan almost hadn’t noticed the city underneath the massive edifice, but three-and-four story buildings stretched for miles across the rolling hills, illuminated as much by the glowing magic of the academy as by the sun. Nathan caught glimpses of parks and walled compounds interspersed throughout the city. The entire city was huge, many times larger than Halsmet, though still only a tenth of the size of Old Gemore. 

But that’s essentially the comparison between Paris and Tokyo. It’s still hundreds of thousands of people. Who am I to look at that and think I’ll be able to challenge it? I decided to take down Giantsrest after Taeol tried to subjugate me. But how do we do it, short of me teaching Stella the nuke spell?

Nathan frowned at the line of thought and his attention landed on the gates that were their next obstacle. High walls stretched around the city, built from a light stone and studded with tall towers. The towers were squat constructions and clearly magical, each surrounded by an aura of enchantment that betrayed powerful weapons. 

This place would be a nightmare to attack conventionally.

The gates were spaced frequently, giving access to rings of rich farmland that stretched out in all directions. There was a short killing field directly in front of the wall, but the next ring out was a series of dense gardens, then orchards of trees and finally expanses of fields. It looked like it had been meticulously planned by somebody with a birds-eye view, and a desire to place labor-intensive crops closer to the city gates. 

“Well, at least we’ll have our pick of gates.” Nathan said as they started towards the city, soon entering the expanse of fields.

The assassin at his side didn’t answer, instead studying the fields and the walls beyond. After a second she swore. “Stalker shit, they haven’t opened the gates. We won’t be able to enter.” She looked around. “We should find a place to camp outside until they lift the lockdown. I’d have bet stalker teeth to dragon bones they’d have opened up the city by now."

Nathan blinked at her. “You can’t get into the city if the gates aren’t opened?” 

I would have thought that the most elite assassin of Gemore would have an entry point that wasn’t just ‘walk through the gates,’ but I guess with her skills that’s the most reasonable thing to do. Especially if they have powerful enchantments preventing entry everywhere else…

She turned to him, eyebrows drawn down in annoyance. “My skills are myriad, but I do not have the Insights of flight.” Then she blinked in realization “But you do. Can you bypass the wards over the walls?” 

He nodded. “Almost certainly, and at the very worst they'll just know that somebody busted through them. Let’s go.” 

She assented quickly, and they diverted into the tall stalks of grain alongside the road. 

Nathan mused on the crops around him as they moved through the available cover to approach the city. The vegetation wasn’t quite wheat but it was close, clearly a few thousand generations of selective breeding derived from wild grass. It was also lush and verdant, dense without a trace of weeds. The crops were planted in rough rows, which indicated they’d likely been planted by hand and not by magic. 

They snuck through the rest of the fields without issue, passing underneath the dense cover of well-established orchards. Nathan grabbed a fruit he recognized, biting through the red skin into the juicy innards. It was like a single pomegranate seed, but scaled up to the size of his fist.

Faline shot him an amused look at the munching sounds. She chuckled deeply, then reached up to grab another of the ripe fruits dangling directly overhead. They came to a stop under the canopy of green.

A gentle wind rustled the trees, and Nathan looked back at the beautiful woman as she cocked an eyebrow at him and grinned, reddish juice running down her chin. He chuckled in return, smacking his lips as he finished the delectable fruit. 

It’s ridiculous, but it feels like we’ve struck the first blow on their territory. By stealing fruit. 

Then she wiped her face and started pulling disguises out of her bag. Her own robe was the yellow of an artisan mage, while his was the green of an enslavement mage. “There will be slave-soldiers on the wall, but if we move quickly and do not attack them then my skills will hide us.” 

Nathan changed into his robe, turning his back while Faline stripped off her own clothing. 

She gave an amused grunt. “Our Paths will run parallel for some time. We should become comfortable with one another.” 

Nathan merely shrugged as he turned around, seeing her finish fastening the robe together over her upper body. Her very shapely upper body.

He looked away, judging the distance to the wall and deciding that this was about the right place to start from. They were still a few hundred feet away, but he’d practiced [Airwalking] back in Halsmet. It was much easier to ascend at an angle rather than go straight up, like climbing a staircase versus climbing a cliff. “You should take off anything enchanted and hold it against your stomach.” 

She pursed her lips and then shrugged, tugging off various pieces of jewelry and then pulling a dozen knives from various locations, carefully sheathing the blades before sliding the enchanted items into her dimensional bag.

Nathan could tell she didn’t have anything else magical on her, so he simply scooped the assassin up in a princess carry and leapt into the air, aiming for the top of the wall. He focused on speed, trying to minimize the amount of time they spent obviously visible. 

Faline squeaked slightly as Nathan picked her up, quickly throwing one hand around his neck while the other held the dimensional pouch tight to her chest. She started giggling, the high-pitched noise startling as it came from the deadly assassin. 

He looked down at her as they flew up towards the top of the wall. Faline’s long hair blew in the breeze, the streaks of color looking like sparks as they fluttered at the speed of their passage. She wasn’t looking up at him, but instead watched their ascent with glee, lips parted and eyes still wide with surprise. 

Wow. She’s gorgeous. 

Then she caught him looking and her lips curving upwards into a smirk as she wriggled teasingly in his arms. 

Nathan jerked his attention back to where it belonged, guiding their path over the wall. He could feel eyes sliding off of them and bolstered the effect with his own skills, spending Focus to deflect attention away from a pair of people zipping up and over the top of the wall in broad daylight. He tried to merge his efforts with Faline’s, to layer them so that anybody who saw through her barrier dismissed them as a pair of mages flying home. Even if flying over the walls was certainly not allowed.




	High-tier Noticeability 3 achieved!






Then he detected the magical defenses on the wall, and Nathan’s attention was fully consumed in figuring out how to bypass them. He’d done this sort of thing a few times before when sneaking around in Halsmet and breaking through the wards around the army camp, but these defenses were on a different level. 

An invisible sheet of interwoven mana stretched up in a cylinder all around Giantsrest, merged with the crenelations on the wall to ensure somebody couldn’t slip underneath it. The barrier contained a half-dozen different ways to detect anybody passing through it, as well as mechanisms to detect tampering or magical hacking. There was also a layer of wizardry enmeshed throughout the spell, and it seemed to make the mana more stable and less malleable. Harder to mess with. 




	Wizard Senses 3 achieved!






Nathan spent Focus to help him pry a hole in the net. He slipped a thin spike of his aura through a gap and weakened the local wizardry. Then he pried apart the weave, splitting the spike into thin tendrils that weakened and teased apart the strands of magic in the detection web without fully breaking them. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 4 achieved!






It was an exercise in precision, and it would have been significantly more difficult without Nathan’s newest utility skill. He could also feel the benefit of [Antimagic Stealth], calming the spell and guiding his actions to interact with the magic without setting off alarms. 

They arced about thirty feet over the head of the slave-soldiers standing guard and straight through the hole Nathan had cut in the detection spell. He released his hold and the magic started sealing shut behind them, the wizardry flowing back in to reclaim the local space as if nothing had happened. 

The city beyond the outer walls was dense, and they fell towards it quickly as Nathan stopped running and let gravity take over. This was where he missed [Slow Fall], which would let him precisely modulate the speed and direction of his fall. He could still do something similar with [Airwalking], but now it required him to push off the air with his muscles. The Talent required subtlety, and he hadn’t had that much practice yet. 

As a result their descent was jerky, and Faline’s arm tensed as she clung to Nathan. She pointed with one hand towards an alley behind a warehouse “There. Flying is not allowed in the city, and we must move away from the wall.” The traffic on the roads was sparse, but it seemed like Faline was nervous being so exposed.

The pair of them dropped like a thrown rock, with Nathan occasionally kicking out to guide their fall towards the alley. Faline sucked in a breath as they approached the stone cobbles at bone-breaking speeds. As soon as they ducked below the level of the roofs Nathan braced himself and kicked downwards a few times, bleeding off momentum and straining to keep his passenger stable. 

Then he slammed to the stone alley, shock running up his knees as his legs absorbed the impact. He gently deposited Faline on her feet. “Welcome to Giantsrest.”




	Magekiller has leveled to 119! Congratulations, you have bypassed the defenses of Giantsrest to enter the city undetected!






The assassin spun gracefully away as if he'd just dipped her, then bowed to him slightly. “I thank you for that performance. We should have begun this plan the day after the battle. That would have delivered a prophecy of fear on our enemies.” She turned for the mouth of the alley. “Follow, we should spare no time now that we are here. We strike at the Hedonists first, then move to my safehouse. I must have some chatter in order to confirm an exact target.” 

She looked him up and down, stepping close to tug down the sleeves of his robe where it had ridden up when he’d carried her. “If names are needed, I am Fala dha Asna and you are my husband, Natad dho Asna. We have moved back from Skargess with wealth. We seek to open a specialty slave business, but are cautious about saying so. We seek an audience with the Hedonists to court allies and pay our respects.” 

Once his appearance met her approval she fiddled with her own, losing the streaks in her hair, but keeping it long and dark. Her nose squished in and some fat puffed out of her cheeks and figure. She also lost a few inches of height, overall appearing somewhat younger and less striking. Instead of an elegant beauty, she looked more like a friendly girl-next-door.

From her lower vantage point she frowned up to Nathan. “Your Path doesn’t let you make yourself shorter? The height makes you stand out rather blasphemously.” She imitated a higher-pitched, younger voice. “Yes master archmage, he was taller than an orc! Just look for the man who hits his head on doorways and you’ll find the assassin.” 

“No. Well. Maybe.” He said with a chuckle. “It would take a while, a lot of Stamina and then I’d have to get used to the new height. I would have to do the same thing to change back. Anyway, I’ve got a skill called [Forgettable] that makes people forget details about me.”

“That hits the target, so long as you are over level 100 in the class.” She responded, linking her arm with his and guiding them towards the mouth of the alley. “Such skills are worth their weight in adamant for an assassin. My bard Path would never allow such a skill. My deeds are to be remembered.” 

She flipped her hair back, settling into the act of a mage on a stroll through the city as they walked through the market square inside the gate. Most of the stalls were closed, detritus and signs indicating that this was usually a place to buy fresh produce from the gardens outside the wall. There were other open shops around, all managed by slaves selling everything from prepared food to ceramics. 

Faline - Fala - wasn’t quiet, constantly gossiping about their surroundings. She critiqued the consequences of the lockdown, then started to pull Nathan in various directions seemingly as the whim took her to look at various stores or explore different directions. The diversions never bent them far off course, and she deftly steered the pair deeper into the city. 

It was easy for Nathan to fall into the role of Natad, the tolerant husband walking his flighty wife around the city. All he had to do was look amused at her antics and gently tug her back towards the path whenever she seemed about ready to hare off in another direction. They didn’t have much of an audience for the performance, but this wasn’t about impressing the audience. This was about Faline testing Nathan, seeing how he responded to her cues and adapted to a situation without prompting. Apparently he passed muster, and she calmed down with the distractions. 




	Low-tier Disguise 5 achieved!






They continued deeper into the city. There were very few slaves in the streets, and the ones who were wore a magical badge that seemed to indicate their right to be out and about during the lockdown. However, the mages didn’t seem to share that limitation and walked the city without worry. There was nothing reminiscent of the detection spells of Halsmet that searched for mage-marks.

Faline guided them towards a higher concentration of mages and they quickly found themselves in a more residential area centered around a small park, lit in golden tones by the glowing haze overhead. To the side of the park was an idyllic little cafe, where mages gathered to talk and gossip while served various drinks and pastries by attentive slaves. They walked up and took a table set between a few other groups. A slave dressed in a skimpy outfit hurried up to them, and Faline ordered curtly. Less than a minute later they had cups of hot cider in front of them, tasting like they’d been spiced with basil and a faint touch of cayenne pepper. 

The three men next to them had been comparing brothels in loud voices while they destroyed a platter of meat and cheese drizzled with fragrant sauce. “... I disagree, I find eagerness more important than sculpting. The Verdant Flower’s girls are creative and eager, often suggesting delightful ideas.” One said, responding to his companion. 

The other man was busy chewing, and Faline turned and deftly inserted herself into their conversation. “You must have Insights to share. Tell me, where would I find the best specialty slaves in Giantsrest?” Her waggling eyebrows left no doubts as to exactly what specialty she was referring to. 

“Uhh.” One of the men responded eloquently, glancing over at Nathan uncertainly. The glance seemed to ask 'are you ok with me answering this question?'

Nathan smiled back indulgently, nodding his head slightly to indicate that the question should be answered. Inside he felt a sense of dissociation, as if what was happening wasn’t real. It wasn’t a profound disconnect from the world, but he was successfully pretending that all of this wasn’t his problem. 

Yet. It will be my problem, but I’m going to be smart about it. I won’t fly off the handle at casual shit, because that would interfere with doing things that could actually make a difference. 

Another of the artisan mages picked up the conversational slack, leaning in. “Ah, new to the light of the capitol? What is the weight of your budget, my dear?” 

Faline’s smile grew wider, normal teeth showing a smile that carried an edge of depravity. “Weighty. The best specialty slaves in Giantsrest.”

The last member of the trio guffawed and wiped foam from his mustache, setting down a mug of beer. “Go see Tharra dha Stedst. Her husband Lang builds the mental magic unique for every slave, but she trains ‘em and sells ‘em. You’ll need more than treasure. They require weighty favors for every sale. They’re in the Silver Square, look for the sign with a crimson dart. But get an appointment first.”

The second mage smirked and smacked his lips. “They sell to archmages and brothels. Don’t expect to weave that magic.” He shot Nathan a challenging glance before looking Faline up and down, making no effort to be surreptitious. “I could take you to see the best brothels after, if you would like?”

Faline just smiled and tilted her head towards Nathan, prompting him for a response. 

He snorted in reply to the man’s deliberately provocative comment, shaking out his robes and standing upright. “A fine proposal, but I fear we must decline. We are to visit my uncle, a teacher at the Academy. We can visit these merchants tomorrow, if you wish a treat.” He offered his arm to Faline expectantly, gaze calm and intentional. 

I think a reference to a connected family and calm confidence are enough to communicate that you don’t want to mess with me. 




	Low-tier Disguise 6 achieved!






The disguised assassin rose with an aggrieved sigh. She dropped a few coins on the table for their drinks and then took his arm to depart. 
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Primal Wizardry - A Magic School Progression Fantasy





Kole always wanted to be a wizard, a dream that grew into an obsession when his parents disappeared on an adventure. The son of two powerful magical traditions, Kole was hailed as a prodigy at an early age. But, a head start is of little use if you're tied to the starting gate. When his mother's magic manifested after he'd already embarked on the path to wizardry, he found he had only a singular powerful magical ability—to turn invisible.

But the heritage that granted that power holds him back from the higher heights of his dreams. He's spent the last five years struggling to overcome his blocked wizardry, but when his parents are declared legally dead he is forced to make a choice. Stay at home and be forced to train as a Mirage Knight like his mother, or set out on his own to seek answers to his problem at the center of all magical learning, the Academy of Illunia.

 



This story takes place in the same world as my book Dear Spellbook, 100 years after the events of the first trilogy. You do NOT have to read that series to follow and enjoy this story. But if you have read Dear Spellbook, you will see a lot of familiar names, places, magical abilities, and magical artifacts.

Reading this story will not spoil any elements of Dear Spellbook or its sequels.



What to expect:

-Single POV with no interludes or switches

-Heavy magic system exploration

-Some slice of life elements

-Slower pace progression fantasy

-Heavy D&D inspiration

-Deep world building

-1.5k-4k word chapters. Usually around 2k.

What not to expect:

-Harem

-Overpowered MC
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Chapter 13 Touring the City


                “That was foolish.” Faline said after they had departed the square and were walking down a deserted street. “You spoke of an uncle in the Academy. What if they asked after the uncle? How would you have responded?” 

Nathan pursed his lips. “I probably would have used the name of one of the mages I killed in the battle. Maybe one of the war mages protecting one of the other archmages?” He thought about that a bit more and winced. “You’re right, that was a mistake.”

She nodded and started lecturing him in a fast and intent voice. “Lying well is a matter of giving few openings. If you give your foes a detail, they may pull on it and force more from you. You never know what may reveal you. A master of deceit will seem to give much information, but it will dissipate like mist when grasped. Instead of speaking of an uncle in the academy, speak of a victory in the wilderness, or a favor owed by a high-placed figure who cannot be reached. Cala dho Drex would be one.” 




	Low-tier Disguise 7 achieved!






Dang, low-tier skills level up fast in hostile territory when you have a master mentoring you. 

“Wouldn’t they know she’s dead?” Nathan asked. 

Faline rolled her eyes and snorted. “She’s pretended her death before. Some have claimed to own her demise, only to be slain in turn. She is known as tricky by reputation and deed. It will take some time for people to believe that she is truly dead.”

She paused for a moment, eyeing Nathan suspiciously. “Verified truth, she is dead?” 

He chuckled, remembering the confusing combat that had ended with the feeling of ribs crunching underneath his knees. “She’s dead. She had some kind of healing artifact that tried to save her from the mortal wound, but I ate it and got the notification from Davrar. It’s what pushed me over level 81 in my [Assassin] class.”

He was struck by a sudden thought. “How did she convince people she was dead before? Did she fake a notification from Davrar?” 

“Mind magic.” Faline said patiently. “Mages are not allowed to use mind magic against each other, and it is reason for an immediate duel. But the Nails have bare respect for those mandates.” 

She looked around calmly, surveying the street while seeming to take in the densely packed slave housing. “The Nails patrol the streets after night during a lockdown. Be aware for them and any eavesdropping or sensor magic, and kill any you see.”

Nathan had been keeping an eye out for any spells that came near them, but there hadn’t been much. Now he looked around, alert for any hazy patches, either on ground level or in the sky. There was nothing. 

I’m not going to get caught by that trick again. 

They rounded a corner and emerged into a larger thoroughfare, where litters were being carried back and forth by well-muscled slaves. Faline gripped Nathan’s arm again, seeming to be entranced by one litter that seemed to gush gleaming lace. It was a convincing act, and he was drawn into it. 

As they kept walking, Nathan was trying to keep track of the layout of the city. The Ascendant Academy was a landmark in the center, and it seemed like large roads branched out from it like spokes on a wheel, each terminating in one of the major gates. Other roads circled the city at various intervals, with squares at the intersections between the two. It wasn’t perfect, and there were definitely areas where the simple design was broken up by large estates that forced the road to divert around. The design was easy to grasp. The problem was that Nathan didn’t know the names for everything. There weren't any street signs or maps, and he had no clue where to find the Silver Square.

But Faline did. She guided him through the city, pointing out various landmarks as they went. She didn’t even try to hide the actions, simply acting like a native showing off her hometown to a partner who didn't know it well. 

I’d be a bit screwed without her. She has the skills and experience to infiltrate Giantsrest and the knowledge necessary to make plans. Without Faline I’d be a big dumb oaf trying to punch down a mountain. She’s guiding me to find the best place to dig a mine so we can plant a bomb and bring the whole thing down. 

Faline stepped close and hissed instructions to Nathan under her breath as they approached their destination. “We are not here to free slaves. After Halsmet, all know that the Mage-breaker can free slaves with a touch. They must think that mages of Giantsrest are the hands behind this attack.” She shot him a warning look. “We may spare them, but do not let a slave see obvious antimagic, or else they must die.” 

Nathan frowned, looking at the paving stones underneath him. They were laced with a delicate tracery of bright silvery metal that reflected the light from the magic overhead. He drew Faline closer and whispered in her ear, aware of the presence of people around him. “I agree about freeing slaves, as we can’t keep them safe afterwards. But is it worth a life to keep my presence secret?” 

Faline studied him, but didn’t seem annoyed. She seemed to be carefully considering his question, and leaned against him to whisper her response. “Yes. Many slaves will die if Giantsrest is to fall, and the secret of our presence is worth a dragon’s hoard. With the lockdown, they will believe this attack came from within. We must be invisible until suspicion has added its weight to greed and mage fights mage.” 

“People might die, but that’s not permission to kill for convenience.” Nathan responded stubbornly, drawing Faline into a corner of the square, away from the other people. 

Faline sighed airily, though there were traces of aggravation in her voice. “Hear me, this argument will be a prophecy of death. We can attempt to subdue any inconvenient witnesses, but I will not stay my daggers when they are needed.” 

Then she giggled, jarring Nathan out of the argument. The sound was both adorable and disconcerting because of who it came from, and the assassin grabbed his hand and pranced towards a small compound that took up half of one side of the square. Over the closed gate hung a large crimson dart, and inside stood at least three separate buildings barely visible through abundant foliage.

They approached the gate and Faline made a show of knocking while not actually striking the wood. She spoke out of the side of her mouth. “Break the enchantment, but don’t throw the gate open.” 

Nathan probed the magic on the gate, finding it to be robust and functional. The gate would resist tampering, stop a battering ram and sound an alarm in either case. He resisted the urge to just absorb the entire enchantment. Instead he took a few seconds to understand how the whole thing worked. There was a bar that would slide aside when the gate was fed the proper authentication. 

Probably better to make it look like this got hacked by a skilled mage, instead of somebody with the ability to absorb magic completely.

He couldn't spoof the authentication part of the spell, and that meant the alarm would activate if the gate was opened. So Nathan destabilized the targeting portion of the [Message] alarm with a tiny application of antimagic and drained the mana reservoir that would sound an audible alarm. Then he used the attractive properties of his aura to manipulate the portion of the enchantment that actuated to unlock the gate, but not the part that would cause it to swing wide. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 5 achieved!






The whole process took him about ten seconds, including understanding the enchantment and disabling it in a minimal and non-obvious way. He gave the gate a small push and it opened slightly, allowing both of them to slip inside before pushing it back closed. Nathan prodded the enchantment again, locking the barrier behind them as the bar slid back into place. 

Inside was a sculpted garden, decorated with trees, decorative flowerbeds and a small pond. The path meandered around to the left and towards the first building, which looked inviting and hospitable. There was a shirtless and well-muscled slave tending the garden, but he had his back turned to them as he pruned a bush. 

Faline jerked her head and led the way off the path, moving towards the third building. It was hidden from view by the garden, and they dove into the brush to approach. The assassin was almost completely silent, stealing through the trees like a breath of wind. 

Nathan activated [Airwalk], stepping a few inches above the ground to avoid snapping any sticks and hopping over a bush without rustling any branches. It cost a bit of Stamina, about the same amount he’d gotten from messing with the gate. 

They emerged from the garden to find a large home or small manor, complete with a beautiful patio set against the pond that lay in the center of the compound. The area looked purpose-built to host parties, with groupings of comfortable weather-proof chairs and low tables situated to hold food and drinks. Various small animals in the pond and trees chirped to provide a pleasant background noise. 

There was a guard at the front door, standing stiffly against the wall. Nathan reached out and tapped Faline on the arm, motioning to the side of the house and pointing to a second-floor balcony. 

She nodded, and they moved out of the guard’s line of sight, skirting around the edge of the garden. 

Before they turned the corner, Nathan studied the building that was farthest from the gate. It was tucked away in the back and was the least aesthetically pleasing of the structures, with a large storage area and what looked like a forge attached to the side. 

His companion saw him looking. She pointed to the first building and whispered an explanation. “Stable, sales and demonstrations.” Then she pointed to the one in the back. “Workshop.” Then her finger moved to the balcony above their heads. “Home. Up?” 

“Up.” Nathan scooped Faline up once more. She’d left her dimensional pouch on her hip, not removing anything Nathan needed to be worried about. He bounded into the air, setting her down on the balcony after just a few steps, then stepped down himself and moving to the door. It had an alarmed magical lock, but the construction wasn’t fancy. Nathan bypassed it in seconds and they stepped into the bedroom beyond. 

The centerpiece was a perfectly made bed big enough to sleep eight. An open door led to a tiled bathroom, while another opened into a huge closet. Magical auras abounded, from the plush carpet under their feet to the hairbrush on the vanity. Nathan had to pull his aura in tight to avoid disabling things, but he still paused to take a measure of the space. 

This looks a lot like a luxury bedroom on Earth. Luxury is the same across worlds. Though they’ve probably got one of the zero-gravity baths here, and the enchantments do better than even the most expensive materials could on earth. This carpet feels like walking on warm clouds.

He heard a soft sigh from the third door, which stood open a tiny crack. He crept over, keeping his ears perked and taking in the field of view available through the gap. He saw a woman’s head draped back against a sumptuous couch, her eyes closed and a sated expression on her face. 

A male voice spoke from out of view, deep and “... those twins have proven their worth. Should we keep them?” 

The woman let her mouth fall open and exhaled slowly, sounding entirely spent. After a moment she mustered up the energy to reply, eyes still closed. “No. They’re worth adamant. We should dangle them before the Founder, try to earn favor from the highest tower.” 

Faline had drawn a long dagger and jabbed it towards the woman demonstratively. Then she pointed at Nathan and farther into the room, towards where the other voice had come from. 

Nathan nodded, then held up three fingers. He put one down, then the next. After the last finger dropped he pushed the door open smoothly and quickly, striding into the room as Faline whispered through behind him. 

There were only two people in the room, and they were both naked. The woman lay back on the couch while the man sat on an ottoman in front of her, massaging her outstretched feet. 

The man noticed their entry and his face twisted in confusion. “What in the Giant’s…” 

He didn’t get any farther. Nathan took two long strides and punched him in the side of the neck, crushing cartilage and bone and throwing him to the carpet. 

The woman’s eyes were still closed, and she didn’t react at all as Faline came around the back of the couch and planted a dagger into her eye. 

Nathan cast an eye over both of their victims. The woman spasmed slightly, but the dagger in her brain would kill her in seconds absent a very powerful heal. The man would take a little bit longer to expire, but wasn’t going to do anything except choke on blood until then. Nathan listened for any other breathing, indications there were other witnesses. He heard nothing, so he turned to Faline. “How do we make this look like other mages?” 

She extracted her knife and wiped it off on a handkerchief from her bag. “We light the house aflame. I’ve got some potions of fire.” She started stripping their targets of jewelry, going after enchanted rings, amulets and earrings and dropping the loot in her bags.

“That will kill any slaves who live here, won’t it?” 

The assassin rolled her eyes at him, “they will flee the flames if their masters do not command otherwise.”

Yeah, I think that’s getting too far into hypotheticals. Going to extremes to ensure we don’t cause any collateral damage would endanger us beyond reason. This has been a shockingly clean attack so far. If we attempt to do something silly like clear the building or carry the bodies elsewhere it’ll almost certainly backfire. 

“Do it.” Nathan said. 

Faline popped up with a smile, grinning at him with unadulterated joy. Her teeth had sharpened again, and the feral grin was creepy in the unremarkable face. “This has been an easy target, let us depart before our fire is smothered.” 

On the floor, the man rattled his last breath, his frantic eyes finally sliding closed. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 125! You have slain Artisan mage Lang dho Stedst in perfect stealth inside a secured area!






Faline dug a out a glass orb full of red liquid that exuded fire mana. She ushered Nathan back into the bedroom before tossing the orb at the two corpses and closing the door. There came the muffled sound of shattering glass, followed by the fwoom of a rapidly growing fire. 

Nathan didn’t need any more prompting. He pushed the balcony door open and stepped outside, leaving it open behind him. He reached for Faline and she leapt into his arms, reaching behind his neck to tug up the hood that hung off the back of his robes. Hers was already up, blocking the view of her face. 

“Take us a few buildings over.” She said, resting her hand against his chest. “Away from the square. Look like you’re flying, not running.” 

He obliged as best as he was able, leaping upwards and running a few inches above the roof, headed towards the back of the compound. Right before he reached the back wall he crouched on thin air and jumped explosively, using Stamina to assist the motion and giving another few subtle kicks to further increase their speed. 




	Airwalking 4 achieved!






Faline grunted as Nathan’s arms dug into her, but they soared clean over the next street and reached the roof on the other side where Nathan could resume his run without fear of being seen. The roofs were tile and he didn’t want to leave any evidence that they weren't using the [Fly] spell, so Nathan kept walking on thin air. He accelerated further, quickly moving a few blocks and being careful to cleanly jump over every gap so it looked like he was soaring without effort. 

Faline wasn’t using her stealth skills, seemingly wanting them to be seen fleeing by air. She giggled against his chest with the speed of their movement, then murmured into his ear. “This is far enough. Down into that alley.” At her words the powerful look-away skills reactivated, and they dropped to street level unseen.

Faline was still giggling as Nathan dumped her unceremoniously on her feet. She almost collapsed, leaning against a nearby building. “What a blasphemously clean departure. Come, let us gawk at the spectacle.” Her face smoothed out in an instant, and she grabbed his hand and dragged him towards the nearby street. They came out of the alley into a street that had a good view of the compound and joined a sparse crowd of a dozen mages gawking at the sudden blaze that had ripped its way out of the second story of the home. 

Nathan took his cue from the crowd, dropping the hood of his robe and watching the blaze with a shocked expression. 

“... I saw two mages flying away.” Said a man in the pink robe of an entertainment mage, looking around with a frown on his face and tracking the direction they’d come. His gaze landed on Nathan and Faline, but he dismissed them a moment later and looked back with a frown.

“That mana won’t flow clean!” Faline exclaimed in a disgusted voice. “By the Giant, this isn’t a time for mages to turn on each other.” 

There were mutters of assent from the group, and the man shook his head. “A founder returns for a time of ascension. But some want to bury the giant.”

“Indeed.” Faline said, before tightening her grip on Nathan’s hand and guiding him out of the crowd. 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 299! You and your companion have killed two mages of Giantsrest and destroyed their home!






His companion spared him barely a glance as they departed the scene, instead navigating them carefully through the city. Nathan felt eyes sliding off of them with his [Noticeability] as she engaged her stealth skills once more. Once they were walking along a deserted street she spoke again. “We’re going to my safehouse. It’s close.” 

They were in the inner third of the city, but the neighborhood wasn’t especially fancy. There was almost zero traffic, and after seeing a few people peeking out of the windows, Nathan understood why. This was a slavemaster neighborhood, where the slender middle class of Giantsrest lived. It didn’t seem like they had permission to leave their homes during the lockdown.

Faline took a sudden turn, approaching an unremarkable door and pulling a magical token from her bag before holding it to the lock. The door clicked open and she gestured him through and up a long staircase. It led to an apartment that took up the top floor of a narrow building, with three rooms in total. The space was drafty and felt a bit desolate, like it didn’t see much habitation and never saw guests. 

Nonetheless the space was clean and comfortably furnished. It was a good place for them to rest and plan their next move.

“Welcome.” Faline said, coming up to stand beside him. She was back in her taller elegant shape, having dropped the more homely artisan mage persona. “This is my safety among the terrors of Giantsrest. None living know of it. Do not reveal it to any. No freed slaves, nobody. Do not return here if you are being followed. Now, let us plan.”

Nathan eyed his partially depleted Stamina, then the golden sky outside. The sun had set a little while ago, but the glowing haze emanating from the Ascendant Academy put out plenty of light, blocking off any view of the world overhead. 

“Dinner first?” he asked. 

“I thought that might be the light in your eyes,” his host said, moving into the kitchen. 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 4
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Chapter 14 The Politics of the Forum


                Faline wasn’t a great cook. In fact, she was pretty terrible. At least she was able to warm and soften the preserved pemmican, mixing it with a bland grain. He tried to ignore the burnt edges.

Nathan didn’t consider himself much better, but he’d lived on his own for more than a year before he’d come to Davrar. He could manage eggs or a stir-fry. Unfortunately for them both, the cooking equipment was enchanted and Faline wanted to keep it that way, so she handled the cooking.

Over dinner Faline described their next move. “Trust my word, we should stay hidden for tonight. I want a building sense of smoke and blood in the city, not a spree of sudden attacks. I want news of the killings to spread across Giantsrest, leading all to wonder what may come next.”

“What does come next?” Nathan asked, awkwardly trying to scratch his back through the heavy mage robe she’d given him. “Are we going to find somebody else from this ‘hedonist’ faction and kill them so they start getting paranoid?”

Faline’s answering smile was a picture of menace. “No. We will find a gathering. A party if one occurs, a meeting if one does not. There is always a party in Giantsrest, and tomorrow morning I will hunt it down. Then we will strike.”

“Can I come? I want to train up some skills, and sneaking around the city has been good for skill ranks so far.”

Faline rolled her shoulders in a languid shrug. “As your flame calls. You are a good companion to have, making barriers of adamant evaporate like mist.“ The assassin stood, casually tossing her plate into the sink. “Clean up, and we can become comfortable.” She spoke with a suggestive lilt, and sauntered over towards the bedroom. 

Nathan grumbled, getting to his feet and thinking about what was about to happen. Faline had been trying to seduce him ever since they’d entered the city. He wasn’t sure if she was about to proposition him or if she was waiting for him to make the first move. The intent was clear either way.

I’m of half a mind to go along with it. She’s impressive, powerful and hot. And who’s never had a fantasy of a lover who can change shape and even sex? Exciting in all sorts of ways. But I’m also not sure I trust her, and that’s a bigger deal. 

He frowned as he scrubbed at the plates under the cold water of the tap. There was plumbing in the apartment, but it was limited to a single cold water tap in the kitchen and a running trough in the bathroom. But he was glad that doing the dishes meant he had a chance to think this decision through. While it would certainly be exciting and fun to get into it with Faline, it would be an extra risk. Being attracted to somebody hot was one thing, but having sex in the middle of enemy territory with the only person who could guide him through that territory seemed dumb. 

It’s like something out of a Bond movie, where he sleeps with somebody and you immediately know they’re either going to betray him or die. This isn’t a spy movie, but there’s certainly the risk that sleeping with Faline goes terribly. Under these conditions we can’t exactly have a one-night fling and go our separate ways if it doesn't work out. 

Though - Davrar wasn’t Earth, and it didn’t have the same social paradigms. Both he and Faline were adults, and if they talked about it then maybe they could have some great sex without complications. Nathan certainly wanted to on a physical level. But there was still doubt in his mind, reservations that wouldn’t quite go away. 

I think she used social skills to influence me towards killing people back in Halsmet. I’m not sure about that, but I did notice that I was only able to really stand up to her after my [Mental Fortress] Development. 

The thought triggered another memory, and Nathan remembered the aftermath of the battle against Giantsrest. He’d stood over dozens of surrendered mages with Kia arguing for mercy on one shoulder and Faline promoting slaughter on the other. 

I got a rank of [Mental Fortress] when I told her no. That reinforces but does not confirm my suspicions. Why didn’t I notice it at the time? Was there another mental skill, or did I just have too much to think about at the time? 

“Are the dishes clean yet?” Faline asked from the bedroom of the apartment. She stood silhouetted wearing a dressing gown of sheer fabric, almost a negligee. It was a dark purple but thin enough to show the paleness of her skin through the fabric. She wasn’t wearing any underwear. 

Nathan sighed, looking down at the dishes and realizing that they’d been clean for a little while. He set them to dry, and met Faline’s smoking gaze. 

Decision time. Ultimately I’m worried that I’m a tool to her, and this might just be a way for her to control me. As long as I’m careful here I can always say yes later, when we’re not literally in the heart of Giantsrest. When things aren’t quite so complicated, and I trust her more. 

He nodded as he came to his decision, making sure to engrave his choice into his memory. He wouldn't change his mind unless he had good reason to. He met Faline’s eyes and gestured towards the couch in the sitting room. “I’ll sleep there. I can use my bedroll if you don’t have spare blankets.” 




	Mental Fortress 7 achieved!






The beautiful woman looked at him with an unreadable expression before responding with a single syllable. 

“Ah.” 

There was a volume of meaning packed into the word, conveying disappointment at his refusal and assurance that she wasn’t upset. The sultry look she shot him over her shoulder as she turned away communicated that the offer was still open. 

Now let’s just see if she keeps pushing. 

—

They left the apartment early the next morning with an imperceptible distance between them that hadn’t existed before. Faline wasn’t quite so familiar with him, but she still flirted mildly and got into his personal space a few times. She managed to skirt the line masterfully, backing off right before he was about to bring it up every time. 

Nathan decided to let things lie. They were here to destabilize an empire, and he wanted all of their focus on that task. “We should have different disguises today. Those mages might have told somebody that a young couple were looking for the Stedst’s. Maybe two brothers?” Nathan suggested. 

Faline shook her head dismissively. “An attractive appearance makes information gathering an easier target.” She pursed her lips. “I can be your younger sister, recently graduated from the academy.” She pulled out the pink robe of an entertainment mage for herself and gestured for Nathan to reuse the same enslavement mage robe as before. 

They left the safehouse shielded by Faline’s skills until they reached a neighborhood where two mages wouldn’t be remarked upon. Then they found a local cafe where ten mages were engaged in a freewheeling discussion. Unsurprisingly the gossip centered around the maneuvering of the various groups as they tried to grab power from the sudden vacuum that had resulted from the death of so many powerful and prominent mages during the battle. The current focus seemed to be trying to figure out how the death of the Stedst couple fit into the political maneuvering that dominated the city. 

Nathan did more listening than talking, but he did speak up a few times where there was an obvious gap. He kept Faline’s advice in mind, trying not to say anything falsifiable while suggesting twisty motives for the murders on the parts of the Nails and the archmages. 




	Low-tier Disguise 8 achieved!






The chief gossipmongers seemed to be the trio of mages who owned the cafe. They held court from a raised plinth, resting on overstuffed couches. The three of them generally agreed that the murder had been caused by the favors accumulated by the couple, though it was uncertain if the killer had owed a favor and not wanted it called in or if they’d wanted to prevent the Stedst from providing those favors to an ally. 

“The mana doesn’t flow clean for either path,” said one of the three atop the plinth. The thin-faced man shook his head disdainfully. “It is a time of ascension, but some mages see only the truth of the fist, and not the waste of a senseless killing.” 

Faline seemed satisfied that they’d extracted all the gossip they could and led him on, closer to the center of the city. There Nathan caught his first glimpse of the base of the Ascendant Academy, where the colossal grouping of towers merged into a monolithic structure. From here it was obvious that the Academy wasn’t built with the same methods as the rest of the city. 

Many of the buildings of Giantsrest had decoration, especially here in the heart of the city. But the portion of the Academy that fronted onto the square looked like a cathedral, built huge and with aesthetics as a primary goal. And that aesthetic was magic. Enormous stone carvings reminded Nathan of mana flows for various spells, and perpetual examples of the spells hovered above each of the massive carvings. The very architecture made it clear that this was a place to learn magic, and you could likely learn small Insights by just studying the exterior architecture. But the grand entryway was closed, and several exquisitely carved fifteen-foot golems stood before them to guard the way. 

Faline directed them towards the other end of the square, where there was a kind of forum area. Several dozen mages were gathered to speak and to listen, taking turns to cast their voices wide from enchanted podiums. A tall older man in an orange robe was speaking authoritatively, and everybody listened attentively to his words. “... Badud’s imminent recovery is a prophecy of doom for the greedy. Heed my warning. If you should reach your hand upwards, you will lose your fingers.” 

Several mages sent evaluating glances towards Nathan and Faline as they approached, quickly checking them over. They failed whatever the test was, and were summarily ignored as irrelevant.

The next speaker was a sharp-faced young woman in the red robe of a war mage. She stood on a second platform and clasped her hands together in a Giantsrest salute. “This is a time of ascension, when prophecies are resolved and Giantsrest rises, or falls. Those very words mean that it is time to reach upwards. It is time for every mage to rise beyond what they are capable of, that our great empire itself will be borne upon the swell of our magic. Many have died, and their duties lay empty.” 

The war mage gave the salute again, this time towards the orange-robed man who had just finished speaking. “Lecturer Tirof dho Favis, I hold your words with respect. But I would raise my hand to say that those who reach upwards now do it to fulfill the responsibilities of those who have fallen, not to seize their riches. To tell us to shackle our mana now is to deny Giantsrest the loyal children it needs to seize glory.” 

The crowd seemed receptive to her words, with approving murmurs breaking out across the gathering. Most of those who spoke were younger and stood closer to the woman’s side of the forum. She wasn’t without supporters. 

“We risk a splintered spell,” said the other man. “If you think only of the glory of Giantsrest, wait until the founder and the archmages decide upon a path. Then once the path is set, follow their words.” 

His tone was a bit dismissive, and it clearly rankled the woman. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a second, regathering her calm. Then she opened them and spoke in a sharp but measured tone. “If we are to aid Giantsrest, we must contribute to the decisions that are made. Many who led are dead, and you will not find new leaders by acting as the Nails. Bring those who wish to strain their Insight into the discussion. We will Develop ourselves into what Giantsrest needs, and act according to the decisions we contribute to making.” 

The subtext of what the woman was saying was clear. She was ambitious, and was offering her allegiance and that of her followers in return for a place at the table. There was also a threat in her words, that they would not listen to the older leaders of Giantsrest if they didn’t feel like they had a voice. 

This reminds me of what I remember hearing about ancient Athenian democracy. 

The man studied her for a second, then seemed to come to a decision. “Well argued. Niray dha Norenusk, you may attend the gathering this afternoon at the Chokiz estate. Come in three hours, and expect to stay late. Your voice will be heard.” His mouth twitched in a smile. “Come hungry, for Nol dho Chokiz serves the best food outside the Academy.” 

The woman smiled victoriously. She bowed her head to Tirof and repeated the salute. “A handful of blessings upon you. I will come to raise my hand, that we may lift Giantsrest ever higher.” 

Tirof stepped down from the platform and started reaching out to people and shaking hands. Two hazy patches in the air moved with him. They’d been out of sight for Nathan, but he recognized the distinctive look of an invisibility spell. 

Probably Tirof’s bodyguards. They might have skills to see through stealth. We already got the information we needed, time to skedaddle. 

Nathan elbowed Faline gently and took a step backwards, trying not to stare at the disguised people flanking the orange-robed man. He felt their gazes pan over him and spent a minimal amount of focus to divert their attention while they beat a hasty retreat. Faline's stealth skills were also active, and he felt sure they'd avoided notice. 




	High-tier Noticeability 4 achieved!






They strolled away without a care in the world, joining a few other mages who had decided the show was over and it was time to do other things.

After a few minutes Nathan shot another look around, making sure to scan the sky and the nearby rooftops. “We’re clear, they didn’t follow us. It sounds like the Chokiz estate would make a good target. Do you know where that is?” 

Faline wore an eager expression. “It is a fortress of an estate, owned by one of the richest enslavement mages in Giantsrest. I have been trying to kill him for a decade. Now he has received a prophecy of death, and we shall deliver it.” 

“Sounds like it couldn’t happen to a nicer person," Nathan said sarcastically. Then he shook his head in mild bewilderment. “That was great timing. I was expecting it to be pretty difficult to get the information we needed.” 

“Bard skills.” Faline said simply. “You have benefited from [Dramatic Entrance], but I also have [Helpful Gossip].” 

She gestured down the street, a grin revealing sharpened teeth. “Let us find lunch, and prepare our approach to the Chokiz estate. There are disguises that will make our attack blasphemously confusing to our foes.” 

—

Nathan and Faline scouted out the Chokiz estate and established their entry point, then waited until the party was well and truly underway before making their move. The property covered a huge tract of land in the inner section of Giantsrest, the size of the area as much a declaration of wealth as the fabulous manor house that was barely visible from the front gate. 

They didn’t enter from that direction, judging the number of guards too high. With that much security, it was very likely that a few of the slave-elites would have perception skills. Instead Nathan picked up Faline again and they popped over a set of tenements at the back of the property. There was a set of magical protections to prevent anybody coming in that way, but they didn’t extend high into the sky and Nathan found it simple enough to carry Faline over the barrier. 

The area within was the industrial heart of the Chokiz business empire, with well-organized workshops, forges and warehouses sharing space with dormitories and cafeterias. Slaves toiled even as the evening wore on, smelting metal to produce armor and weapons, as well as other sundries from nails to wheel-rims.

Faline directed them to drop down in a blind spot behind a warehouse and they faded from notice with the combined weight of several stealth skills. Faline was disguised as a man a bit older than Nathan, skin rough from hard living. Both of them were dressed in rough undyed clothes, much the same as all of the slaves around them. 

As they walked around the corner Nathan spotted something promising set against the wall of a warehouse and looked around to see if there was anybody watching. Then he hustled over to the object, grabbing it and passing the other end to Faline.

She seemed unconvinced, but shrugged and accepted. She grew a few inches to match his height and hoisted the top of the stepladder onto her shoulder before leading them deeper into the manufacturing complex. 

Two people with a ladder on their shoulders can go anywhere.




	Low-tier Disguise 9 achieved!






They navigated their way through the slave-quarters like that, passing through several magical sensors that checked for tokens that would authorize them to pass into various areas. Nathan bypassed each one in turn, reaching out with his aura to hotwire the spell to approve everybody, not just those who bore the correct token. 

The aura manipulation skill is amazing. It’s like messing with machinery with a proper toolbox, where before I only had a sledgehammer. Granted, you can do a lot with a sledgehammer, but not if the goal is subtlety. 

It took almost a half-hour of walking to pass out of the industrial area of the Chokiz estate, but they eventually reached the edge of the rich parkland that surrounded the mansion. Trees poked over the wall that surrounded the estate, and slave-elites stood to the sides. Their eyes glazed over as Nathan and Faline walked up and regarded the closed gate, Faline's stealth skills ensuring the two guards saw nothing out of the ordinary. 

The assassin shot a worried look back at Nathan, but he was concentrating. The lock on this gate was elaborate. It was designed to be hard to hack, and there were multiple layers of redundant alarms to detect when the gate was opened improperly, as well as five different levels of authentication. 

It might have been easier to just go over the wall. There’s a lot of eyes around here, but we have a lot of stealth skills.

He kept at it, not letting the pressure get to him. Eventually he figured out the trick, tracing the spellwork and realizing that three of the authentication spells were decoys and that only two of them needed to be triggered to open the gate. 




	Wizard Senses 4 achieved!






The slave-elites were starting to regard them with suspicion, their own skills starting to latch onto the pair that had been standing in front of the gate for thirty seconds. But then the gate swung open and the guards relaxed, letting Nathan and Faline pass into the wooded estate beyond without a word. 

There were another pair of guards on this side, but they didn’t react as the two assassins strode down the gravel path with their ladder held casually on their shoulders. 

After they were out of sight, Faline jerked her head towards the side and they ducked into the shade provided by the canopy of an ancient tree. There was a nook here with a bench and a small pond vivid with aquatic flowers. It was a secluded, beautiful spot. They dumped the ladder against the bench and quickly changed clothes, Nathan handing over his roughspun fabrics for another mage robe. 

“Do you have a skill for having the right disguise?” he asked, peering at her dimensional bag suspiciously. “I can tell that’s a pretty big pouch, but it’s not large enough for how many different disguises you’ve pulled out over time.” 

Faline smiled mysteriously, lips plumping out and becoming more sensual as her form became feminine and curvaceous once more. “Shape your eyes to the task ahead.” Her new disguise was more busty than her normal figure, with dark ringlets framing a heart-shaped face that looked pulled from a glamour magazine. 

He shook his head in mild exasperation as they left the nook, sticking to the shadows and approaching the sprawling manor. It was a huge structure, covered with magical decorations and windows lit from within. Sounds of merriment spilled out from various openings.

Nathan studied the building for a moment, then pointed at a second-floor balcony that looked fairly secluded. A particularly large tree overhung the balcony, and it looked like they could get there while staying out of major sight-lines. 

Faline nodded, and she leapt into his arms with a practiced hop and a quiet chuckle. 

This new body was heavier than her normal form, and he took a second to steady her before stepping into the air. Nathan approached carefully, sticking to the building and staying away from sight-lines and windows. There were multiple layers of wards and traps on the structure, and trying to breach one of the windows would result in several nasty spells to the face. 

He popped over the edge of the balcony and dropped Faline to her feet. Then Nathan’s attention caught on a decorative snake twining around the railing. It hadn’t been part of the ward spells, so he’d ignored it. Now Nathan caught the faintest twitch of movement. 




	Alertness 5 achieved!






He spiked his antimagic into the statue as the golem core in its chest roared from an ember to a blazing fire. The construct coiled to strike, but the real danger was the [Message] spells fired off in various directions. Nathan caught them all in his aura and shredded the communication magic into scraps of undirected mana. 

Faline leapt back, clearing distance as two daggers flashed into her hands. 

Nathan grabbed hold of the stone serpent and held it in place as he tore the mana out of it. It writhed and tried to strike with fangs that wept poison, but his concentrated aura stole the motive power from its magical muscles even as the core was drained dry. Drops of poison sizzled on his wrists, eating small holes through the robes but failing to damage his [Perfected Body]. 

The whole event was over in an instant, and Nathan set the drained golem onto the floor gently. He let out a tense breath. “It’s all good. It didn’t get an alarm out.” 

The assassin sighed with relief, her blades flashing back into the sleeves of her black robes as she grabbed the snake-golem and began feeding it into her dimensional pouch. “Good. Now the door?”

Nathan nodded, wiping his forehead with the robe that marked him as a Nail. Then he set to work disabling the door alarms. 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 4





	
Class: Void of Magic level299

Deepened Stamina: 8627/9270

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 125

Regenerative Focus: 1262/1350

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 1

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 4

Alertness 5

Wizard’s Intuition 3

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 7

Tutoring 2

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 4

Low-tier Disguise 9

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 5
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Chapter 15 Descent into Hedonism


                Nathan took his time with the door, laboring over the fiendishly complicated enchantment with single-minded focus. It didn’t hold the elegance or power of many of the more ancient enchantments he'd interacted with, but it made up for it in sheer bloody-minded paranoia and layers of reinforcing and authenticating enchantments. 

He erred on the side of caution in disabling the lock, and was forced to dissolve a chunk of the enchantment with his aura. It was possible that somebody would figure out that it had been disabled by antimagic instead of bypassed with normal mana, but it was the only way to be sure he wasn’t going to set off an alarm. 

After double- and triple-checking that the security enchantment was properly disabled and the bar had been magically raised, he cautiously pulled the door open. 




	Wizard’s Intuition 4 achieved!









	
Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 6 achieved!








Jeez, that thing was like a swiss watch. Some poor guy probably spent three months putting it together. But it was probably a Giantsrest artisan mage, so I feel more concern for the slave craftsperson that built the door. 

Faline was keeping watch, though she was shooting looks at him as he worked. Anxiety was clear on her sculpted face, but it transformed to murderous glee when the door swung open noiselessly. She stepped forward and seemed about to kiss Nathan, but he pulled back and gestured her through the portal. 

She murmured softly as she passed, tapping a small makers’ mark set into the lock. “That was an adamant-rated ward. With your Talent, the only target we cannot strike is the Academy itself.” 

Then they prowled through the door, finding an empty hallway stretching into the building. Doors opened left and right, but they were all closed. Laughter and the clanking of cutlery echoed from deeper in, and Nathan followed Faline as she ghosted down the corridor. He wasn’t the target of her stealth skills, knew she was there, and had perception and mental protection skills. She still became a black-robed blur that was hard to focus on. 

The hallway opened out into a fancy sitting room well-provisioned with couches. Side tables were well-supplied with fancy bottles full of colored drinks ready to pour into crystal glasses. A few trays held ground herbs Nathan didn’t know, and the tray of pipes made their intended use clear. The room looked like it was prepared for later on, when the guests had finished their business and retreated to a more intimate setting for relaxed socializing. 

A maid stood statute-like in front of another door leading out of the room. The black blur of Faline closed in and she gave a faint gasp and crumpled.

Nathan winced, crossing the distance to check the fallen woman. She still breathed evenly, and he looked up towards Faline in surprise. He hadn’t been expecting her to be merciful. 

She twirled a stubby rod before it vanished back into her robes. “[Sleep] enchantment. Slow to recharge, and must touch bare skin. But the death of a slave may trigger an alarm, and this lays a trail saying that mages were here. Now, stand straight. We are guests, invited to show that the Nails live beyond their archmage.” 

He nodded. “What if there are other Nails present?” He pulled in his aura, containing it inside a close radius around his body. Some of the mages here would be able to directly sense mana, and he couldn’t have his aura spilling out everywhere. 

Faline shrugged offhandedly, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Then we represent a different faction of Nails. Only Cala knew all in their ranks, and none will be surprised that they have splintered at her death.” 

She opened the door, letting in a wave of sound and light. Faline strode authoritatively out onto a second-floor landing, where a small group of mages were huddled around a small table loaded with a small buffet. They were looking out over the balcony at the crowd of mages below, gossiping in anxious whispers. 

Nathan recognized Niray dha Norenusk, the young war mage who had pushed to be involved in the decision-making process and been invited to the party as a result. The others with her were all similarly young, and it seemed they’d been taking a break from the politicking of the party. To Nathan’s eye they looked overwhelmed by the pressure. 

They turned as the door opened, jumping at Faline’s sudden appearance and shrinking slightly under her knowing smile. Their eyes widened as the black robes of the Giantsrest secret police registered. As one the younger mages pulled together to present a united front to the duo.

Faline didn’t give the surprised mages time to recover. “Wary of placing your hand in the blaze? No surprise, given your lack of value here. You lack power, money and friends.” Her attention turned to the crowd below. “Friends who matter. You should be down there, seeking patrons. They may be able to protect you from what is coming.” Faline snorted slightly, as if amused by a private joke. Then she turned away, making for the staircase with a dismissive wave. “Choose wisely.” 

None of the younger mages said anything in response, though one of them whispered a spell. It was barely audible to Nathan’s enhanced senses. 

[Tracking Mark] 

He felt the spell reach towards him and whirled, bringing up his hand in a cutting gesture and pretending to cast a spell of his own. “[Dispel].” His antimagic lashed out and shredded the spell, also cracking through the offender’s [Mage Armor] like a club through a thin pane of glass. Nathan took an aggressive step towards the clustered mages, a predatory smile on his face as they all shrunk back from the implied threat. 




	Low-tier Disguise 10 achieved!






Now what? I’ve done well acting the part of the thug, but if I need to move beyond threats it’ll be pretty obvious I’m not a mage. Mages don’t punch people. 

He was glad to feel Faline’s gentle hand on his shoulder, gentle but restraining. It was accompanied by a low chuckle and a gentle admonishment. “We all weave the same color for tonight. Leave the young ones to their schemes.” Her gaze refocused on them, icy and threatening. “But my indulgence is done. Do not attempt to interfere with the Nails.”

With that he and Faline turned and left together, leaving a group of thoroughly cowed young mages behind and descending the sweeping staircase to join the party below. They joined the party in a bubble of silence, moving through an open space as the guests reacted to their robes and scurried out of their path. People avoided their eyes, seeming not to want to give any invitation to talk. 

The Nails have cultivated a reputation, I see. Seems fitting to take advantage of it. 

A tall, imposing man in a green robe in the center of the next room turned away from his conversation and frowned deeply at their presence, his stately brows coming down in a thunderous expression. The rest of the party went silent and the space between them cleared as he inhaled angrily and addressed them. “The Nails show themselves. Cala dha Drex is gone and you look for a new sponsor in my home? I don’t know you, but the Nails did not earn themselves an invitation.” 

He seemed to be working himself up into a fury, and paused to look around the room. “Who invited you? What fool brought you into my home?” His tone promised disfavor, and nobody responded until his gaze landed back on Faline. 

She met his gaze evenly, a slight smile across her sumptuous lips as she gave a measured and respectful dip of her head. “Honored mage Nol dho Chokiz. Your party is a place to speak and mingle with the Giant’s fingers, so that the Giant’s Nails may know how best to serve the Academy. In this time of Ascension, we seek to know the people who should be known.” 

“Who. Invited. You.” The man ground the words out, his face reddening as he stared at Faline. 

She tilted her head, as if innocently confused. “Nobody. We came on our own. You have a gorgeous estate.” 

The blood drained from the man’s face as quickly as it had come, and he gasped like a beached fish. “You stole into my house? Past Adamant wards? But the Nails can’t…” 

Faline’s expression was a work of art, with a warm and friendly smile paired with eyes like sharpened icicles. The bearer of that expression would not start a fight, but she would finish one. “We are here to speak and listen, if we are welcome. If we are not...”

I suppose she is trying to avoid a fight? It would be pretty obvious we weren’t Nails if we actually started here. I can probably survive a fight that starts like this, but I’m not so sure about Faline. 

Everybody had taken another few steps back, leaving the center of the large room empty. But several mages had moved to flank Nol, ready to act on his command. He looked around and seemed to gather confidence from his supporters, sneering in response. “Bah, this is a trick. You disguised yourself as other guests to enter, though you will tell me how you fooled the divination enchantment.” He brought his hands up and spoke deliberately to cast a spell. 

[Mage Armor]

He cast the spell provocatively, baiting for a reaction. Faline didn’t give him one, but the tension in the room ticked upwards. The mages to either side of the enslavement mage mirrored the spell, becoming sheathed in their own protective magic. But Nol wasn’t leaping straight to a fight, and he spoke dismissively. “Cala was the hand that guided the Nails. Now she is dead, and you pretend more than you have. But I know of your weakness, and here you…” 

Faline interrupted his tirade. “Did you think Cala the only power of the Nails?” She tipped her hand towards Nathan.

He stepped forward, frantically trying to figure out what to say now that he’d been prompted. 

The cardinal rule of improv is ‘yes, and’. You take what your partner gives you, agree and then add another layer on top of it. So let’s do that. 

Nathan brought his open hand up between them, palm up. He sneered at Nol and spoke in a grating voice. “The Nails have Insights beyond what you know, old man. Insights from the Founders.” Then he clenched his fist, and slashed out with his aura. Nol’s [Mage Armor] shattered, along with that of every other mage who stood with him. 

Risky, but confirmation bias means they’ll see what they expect to see. Which is a Nail using wordless magic they don’t understand to pop a bunch of [Mage Armor] spells with a gesture.




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Low-tier Disguise] utility skill into [Mid-tier Disguise]. 

Utility skill: [Mid-Tier Disguise]

This skill will make your disguises more convincing in the future, especially in conversation.








The mages confronting them hadn’t been struck in any physical way, but they all staggered back at the loss of their protective magic, some of them tripping over furniture and falling over. Gasps sounded from the room around them, and all of the other guests tried to both get out of the line of fire and maintain a line of sight on what was about to happen. 

Nathan brought his aura back under tight above his skin, ready for action. Either they’d fight now, or they’d watch him carefully from now on. He was poised on the balls of his feet, ready to leap forward but unwilling to strike and ruin the masquerade unless necessary. 

Nol dho Chokiz stood upright and glared murder at Nathan. His anger had turned cold, and the Enslavement mage’s eyes were calculating as they flitted from him to Faline, judging the level of threat. He focused on Nathan first, and a spindly thread of mana reached out for him. But it didn’t approach normally, instead moving through the extra dimension where mana pools existed. 

He’s got some kind of skill, enchantment or silent spell that can check somebody’s mana pool. [Mage Infiltration] says it will give me a fake mana pool, but I haven’t practiced with it. 

He quickly shaped his antimagic into the approximate shape of a mana pool, which he knew well from breaking dozens of them earlier. He made it big, nearly the same size as Stella’s, and then raised a mocking eyebrow as the searching tendril reached Nathan. 

Nol dho Chokiz sucked in a surprised breath and the tendril snapped back. He looked shaken once more, and swallowed heavily. The enslavement mage took a second to regain his focus, struggling to come up with words. After a moment he just nodded curtly, addressing Faline. “You may listen to our words. I will give a speech soon, and you will hear the truth of Giantsrest, though it will not please you.” 




	Mid-tier Disguise 2 achieved!






Then he turned on his heel and left, passing through an innocuous curtained opening underneath the stairs. His supporters all looked at each other awkwardly and stepped back, trying to escape the public eye and fade back into the crowd. 

Nathan looked to Faline, feeling the attention from all around the room. He shrugged. “That was abrupt. Was it wise?” 

Her smile was satisfied, wide without a hint of teeth. “Indeed. We have won our admittance. Now it’s time to meld with the walls and listen.” She gestured, and they walked over to the side of the room, near the doorway Nol had passed through. From here Nathan could see into the next room, which looked like a presentation space. Tables groaned with food along the edges of the room, and dozens of chairs faced a stage with a podium on it. 

The conversation in the room was slow to start up again, but hushed whispers turned into open conversation over a minute or two. The room filled again as people reclaimed their spots and resumed conversations, though they avoided the faux Nails like there was a magical barrier around the two. 

Nathan eavesdropped a bit, hearing some of the conversation going around. Unsurprisingly, some of it centered on them, though nobody seemed willing to openly confront them after his display. Other topics abounded too, similar to what he’d overheard in the cafes and streets of Giantsrest. People were worried about the future, with the loss of the battle and the brazen murder of a pair of generally-liked mages in their home. 

The difference was that these people seemed to have access to better information and more capabilities to fix the problems. Some groups discussed training new slave-elites to replace those who’d been lost in the battle, specialized in perception skills to prevent future ambushes. Others speculated on the faction that had killed Lang and Tharra dho Stedst, but with privileged information. They all knew more about the different factions and their conflicts than the average mage on the street. One of them had seen the report of the people who’d investigated the compound, and spoke about expertly-bypassed enchantments, shooting a sideways glance towards where Nathan and Faline stood. 

After a few more minutes without any drama, Nathan felt Faline carefully ramping up her stealth skills. He used his own skill to push attention away, following as she carefully slipped through the curtain to follow Nol. There was a subtle spell on the curtain that reached out to check if they were allowed. Nathan hadn’t noticed it among all of the other magic and hastily blanketed the alarm in his aura, disenchanting the curtain entirely before it could respond to Faline’s unauthorized entry. 

Whoops. Hope that doesn’t get noticed. 

Nobody seemed to notice their exit, and the narrow hallway on the other side of the door was empty for the moment. There were a few other openings into other rooms, and a slave turned the corner at the far end bearing a platter of food. The pretty man was intensely focused on not dropping the platter, and didn’t spare them a glance as he passed through another curtain and back into the party. 

Faline strode down the passage, seeming to know exactly where she was going. As they walked there was an announcement that the guests should gather for Nol’s speech. Faline paused and leaned over to say a few quiet words into Nathan’s ear. “Kill Nol quickly and quietly. Don’t let him cast a spell, and don’t stain his robes. You handle any mages, I’ll take care of any others.” 

Nathan nodded hesitantly, starting to understand the shape of Faline’s plan. They climbed a short staircase and pushed open a door to a small prep room, where Nol was standing in front of a tall mirror while an elderly slave busied herself adjusting his artfully graying hair. 

The enslavement mage saw them in the mirror and his eyes widened in alarm. He spun as Nathan accelerated, and had time to yell for help. Instead his hands rose to cast a spell. 

[Disintegrate] 

The spellcasting itself was relatively quiet, and achieved precisely nothing. Nathan had already wrapped the man in his aura, and the mana drained away before it could even cohere into a spell. Then Nathan’s left hand covered Nol’s mouth as his right chopped at the back of the man’s neck. Bone crunched, and a muffled wheeze escaped as the imposing man flopped limply in Nathan’s arms. 

An automatic healing enchantment tried to activate on an amulet around the enslavement mage’s neck, but Nathan killed the magic immediately and slowly lowered his victim to the floor, where his eyes rolled and mouth opened and closed with a quiet wheeze. Nathan turned to Faline, grimacing as he saw her cleaning bloody blades on the dead slave’s clothing. “He’ll be dead in a couple of minutes.” 

She nodded, then gestured towards the dying man. “Help me get his robes off.”

They spent an awkward thirty seconds pulling the man’s sumptuous and multilayered robes off. Then Faline yanked off her black robe, standing naked over the prone form of the enslavement mage. Her figure morphed as she adopted the face and body of Nol dho Chokiz. 

Her new voice was deep and commanding, a perfect match for the Enslavement mage who’d just confronted them. “Pile the bodies together. Atop the bloodstain.” She pulled on the set of green robes, which fit perfectly. She pointed towards the original’s hands, where a half-dozen enchanted rings sat on his fingers. “Which of these are safe?”

Nathan scanned them all with his magical senses, discarding any where there was any chance of danger. He pointed. “That one is the mage mark. These three are also fine, and the amulet. Though it’s discharged. ” 

The disguised assassin reached down and pulled off the indicated jewelry, quickly donning them before turning towards the other exit to the room. She glanced over to Nathan. “Stay away from sight. I will speak, then fake my death. Reveal yourself on stage in the black robe, grab my body and come back to this room. I will firebomb the corpses, then we will flee. We’ll go out the first entrance on the left, which is close to a window facing the rear of the building. Then into the air and away as quickly as possible.”

On the floor the mage gurgled and died. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 139! Congratulations, you have slain the prominent enslavement mage Nol dho Chokiz inside his own home, without any alarm being raised!






Faline wasn’t distracted, and she waited until Nathan had given a nod in return before stepping forward and opening the side door to reveal the stage and podium they’d seen earlier. The anticipatory murmurs of the crowd indicated a full house. 

Nathan watched as Faline strode confidently out onto the stage, perfectly matching the now-dead man’s gait. He was just catching up to what had happened. 

Holy shit, we really did it. We snuck into the house of one of the richest men in Giantsrest and assassinated him. Now Faline is impersonating him, speaking to all of the most influential people in town with his authority. What a tour de force. 

The disguised assassin gathered the attention of the crowd with a few deft gestures, and Nathan considered just how they’d pulled this off. 

All of my abilities came into effect. Antimagic, especially being able to bypass magical security. Flight, stealth and disguise. But Faline… She needed me to bypass the magic and get her in, but all of this is based on her knowledge, stealth and social skills. I know she has a skill called [Dramatic Entrance] from her bard class, and I can’t help but wonder if that helped us pull this off. Or if she has other skills like it.

She’s an incredible force multiplier for me, like I am for her. I’m starting to believe we really can take down this city, so long as we can keep pulling shit like this. But now that she has this platform, this disguise, how is she going to use it?

 


Utility skill: Low-tier Disguise

This skill will make your disguises more convincing in the future.

Utility skill: Mid-tier Disguise

This skill will make your disguises more convincing in the future, especially in conversation.



 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 9

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 4
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Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable
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Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 1

Acceleration 2

Wizard Senses 4

Alertness 5

Wizard’s Intuition 4

Effortless Dodge 1

Mental Fortress 7

Tutoring 2

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 4

Mid-tier Disguise 2

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 6










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    My fellow Timeless Wind author Harish just published book one of Pygilist! Scorched Earth is available on Amazon and Audible! Hilariously enough they had to change the series name because Pygilist autocorrects to 'piglet' on amazon. Now it's called The Centennial Dungeon (RR link)! Here's the blurb: 

100 artifacts, 100 people, countless monsters, one dungeon, and only one Centurion...

Every century, the dungeon awakens and drags people from different worlds into a fight for their survival. Parth, a pro boxer, is one of the summoned hundred, displaced by the dungeon’s latest awakening.

After achieving the highest synchronization rate on record with a powerful magical artifact, he is thrust into the dungeon with a team of other isekai'd artifact wielders. He will fight men, beasts, and monsters, seeing just how far he can go.

But only one can win it all and become the era's Centurion. In his old life, Parth suffered a string of losses, the tragic deaths of his parents compounding his downward spiral. But transported to this new world and given the incredible opportunity to wield power beyond his imagination, he'll accept nothing less than victory.

Parth will win it all or die trying.

[image: image]


 

Next chapter Monday! 



                



Chapter 16 A Message from the Founder


                Faline stood behind the podium disguised as Nol dho Chokiz, influential enslavement mage and host of the current gathering. Her posture was commanding, reminding Nathan of politicians speaking to the camera. 

“The honored founders established Giantsrest after the Ending of Elements.” Her voice was similarly resolute, and carried clearly over the last murmurs of the crowd. “They raised their hands and conquered the dungeon of the Giants, then shaped it to shelter the weary survivors of the Ending. They established the Ascendant Academy from those ruins, and trained the first mages.”

Faline’s gaze was distant as she talked, like she was seeing something from the pages of history. “We were new to the light of magic, but they taught us its secrets. ‘Seize power with your own fists,’ they said. ‘Conquer the continent, and civilize it. Gain wealth and Insights, that the Academy will stand past the Ending of History, and all Endings that follow.’ That is the task they set for us.”

Her voice grew mournful, but didn’t diminish in volume. “But then they left. They promised to return when needed, and they did. Each time Giantsrest was threatened, a founder has led us to victory, taught us new magic and departed once more. That will be true so long as we hold their command to our breasts, and continue expanding Giantsrest.”

Faline lowered her gaze from the past to focus on the audience. “We have fulfilled their command. Giantsrest spreads across the land, and our power flows clean. Where once we were bare hundreds, now ten thousand mages command hundreds of thousands of slaves. We conquer dungeons and grasp new lands, with riches and Insights flowing back to the Academy.” 

The disguised assassin gestured, growing more animated and speaking faster as she approached the crux of the argument. “We learn new magics, and create new power from the resources of Davrar. The [Disintegration] spell, automatic healing enchantments, the slave-elites and their enchanted gear. All of these are our own development, new sources of power. My own slaves work the forges that make weapons and armors for our soldiers, and I supply one-sixth of the enchanting materials in Giantsrest.”

She stopped, letting the room fall into expectant silence. Her retelling of the origin story and the destiny of Giantsrest had the crowd dangling on her words. 

When she spoke again it was slow and ominous. “But our enemies have grown as well. The elemental tribes in the north have grown in number, and their hordes challenge us every Solstice. The Sklian Necrarchy in the south sends poison clouds and soul eaters to attack our slaves, while every year more dungeons awake. The environment of threats has developed, and for the good of the Academy we must exert our new strength to win regardless.” 

Another moment of silence stretched before Faline’s voice rose once again. “Then there is Gemore.” Several indrawn breaths from the audience indicated that this was a sensitive topic, but she pushed on. “Gemore, the city of slaves and barbarians, a strayed child in need of a firm hand.” 

Her expression grew ugly. “Or so we thought! But then they conquered Halsmet and killed a hundred mages. It was a prophecy of woe, the greatest setback Giantsrest has suffered! But then a Founder arrived. Badud, called forth from history to conquer our challenges. We offered to be his hands, as would any loyal graduate of the Academy. The Founders have ever led us to victory and power.” 

She let the audience hang yet again. “But then Badud lost. Four archmages are dead, along with hundreds of our most powerful mages. They raised their hands at the command of a Founder, and were cast down by slaves and barbarians! Badud lies defeated with a cursed wound, though he swears to deliver us inexorable victory.” 

Faline pressed her point, speaking emphatically and stabbing her finger toward the crowd. “There is a lesson here, for every student of the Academy. Founders do not have a prophecy of victory! The survivors of the battle speak of the mage-breaker, a man whom spells cannot touch. He is a new threat to Giantsrest, one we must confront ourselves, without asking the honored Founders to cast aside all obstacles, as a child asks their father.” Her eyes burned suddenly, lit with an internal fire. 

“For how else will a child grow? We are the leaders of Giantsrest! The Founders are a part of the Academy, but we must grow from the children they knew, and seize our destiny for ourselves. We must find our own Path for….” Faline paused mid-word, a sudden shiver running through her entire body. 

Her mouth worked and she coughed deeply, clutching at her chest. Then she collapsed to the ground, eyes moving to meet Nathan’s behind the cover of the podium. One of them flashed pink. 

That’s my cue. 

Nathan, still dressed in the robe of a Nail, dashed a few steps forward and seized Faline’s body. It was heavier than any of the times he’d lifted her recently, but he’d activated his Rage to make the task easy. He hefted her limp shape and sprinted out of the room just as the first shouts of alarm rose.

As soon as they were out of the line of sight Faline squirmed and reached for her pouch. She pulled out a potion of fire and hucked it at the two corpses as Nathan pivoted to change direction and leave the dressing room and get into the back hallways of the mansion. 

The bodies roared up in a sudden inferno that overtook the small dressing room, and without Nathan’s aura it would have flash-burned both of them. More yelling spread behind them, accompanied by the sounds of many people casting spells and giving chase. 

But Nathan was already accelerating, leaping down the stairs in two [Airwalk]-assisted steps. A slave carrying a stack of dirty plates was slammed aside, bouncing off the wall as plates shattered on the ground. 

Nathan took the first left, bracing his feet on thin air to help him make the sudden sideways leap. He identified the biggest window in the next room and thrust his aura forward like a battering ram to disable all of the wards and spells that made the thin glass as tough as a stone wall. Then his body impacted the window, spinning to break the glass with his back while curling around Faline to protect her from the collision. 

He went right through the window, bursting into the night and completing his spin to take off once more. The shattered glass had torn his robe and scratched his back, but the wounds healed immediately as Nathan took off, focusing entirely on getting gone. 




	Acceleration 3 achieved!






He zipped over a flower garden, making for the trees and staying close to the ground. He was trying to get into the treeline and out of sight of the mansion as quickly as possible. If somebody took to the air and started chasing them it would be hard to achieve a clean getaway. The foliage ahead was dense, and it would be easy to break the line of sight in there. 

Both his and Faline’s stealth skills kicked in, making them hard to spot in the relative darkness. The barest flash of fire mana made Nathan juke sideways, and a bar of fire narrowly missed him. It carved a line through the greenery ahead, a half-dozen fires flaring up along the path of the spell. 




	Effortless Dodge 2 achieved!






But then Nathan was amongst the trees, and stayed beneath the canopy as he zig-zagged through them, kicking from side to side. Faline shifted in his arms, reverting to her normal size and shape. The reduced weight made Nathan’s job easier as more spells landed around them. The magic accomplished nothing except demolishing several trees and lighting up the night with confusing shadows. 

The spells from behind stopped as a calmer head prevailed, and a detection spell pinged across the entire area. Nathan absorbed the portions of the spell that got close to them, and he knew that the mages behind him were frowning at the failure of their spell. Unfortunately, he didn’t know the fastest way out, and was generally just moving away from the spells behind. But for all he knew he could be headed straight towards a barracks of slave-elites. 

A powerful enchantment thrummed to life ahead, and a blue glow shone through the trees in front of them. The magic spread up into the sky, a shimmering veil of force that rose up in all directions to encapsulate the estate in a shielded dome. 

Nathan chuckled and shot straight for the closest part of the shield. He broke out of the cover of trees and ran towards the base for the shield, which was the inner wall of the estate. Instead of rushing straight through the barrier he slowed to examine it first, wanting to ensure it wasn’t a [Disintegrate] barrier that would vaporize Faline. 

It wasn’t. It wasn’t even a particularly strong shield. It appeared to be built to repair itself extraordinarily quickly, so much so that it would be difficult to blast a hole in the barrier and pass through before the hole closed. But a brief circle of antimagic aura did the job just fine, and Nathan accelerated again as he passed over the wall and into the industrial section of the estate. 

This wasn’t the same area that they’d entered. It seemed dedicated to finer work, with many rows of small workshops. Lights shone from within to indicate that Chokiz’s slaves were still hard at work as the night wore on. Nathan didn’t stick around to see more, instead running just above the rooftops and towards the distant edge of the property where they would be able to blend in with the general population. 

He glanced back. The shielded dome was still up, and a flash of magical light shone inside. From the vestiges of the spell Nathan was pretty sure it was supposed to dispel invisibility spells, which wouldn’t do them any good. The important thing was that nobody seemed to be following them in the air. With all of the buildings and walls Nathan was flying over, somebody on the ground would need Brox’s speed to keep up. 

The only remaining obstacle was the magical protections on the outer wall. Nathan flew over it once more, relying on their combined stealth skills to fool any watchers for the seconds they were silhouetted.

Then he peeked over the edge of the next building, into the street. The curfew was in effect, and it was deserted for a hundred feet in both directions. Nathan dropped to the street and deposited Faline gently on the cobblestones. “You’ve become a good passenger.” 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 309! You and your companion have raided a Giantsrest compound, killing an important mage and escaping retaliation!






She chuckled, eyes wide and cheeks flushed. “What an escape! My bones say they’re still searching the gardens for us. Much simpler than my last assassination.” She quickly pulled the pink robe from before out of her bag and started changing, stuffing Chokiz’s green robe away in efficient motions.

Nathan swapped out his own black robe for the green of an enforcement mage. A moment later they were disguised once more as brother and sister touring the city. 

“Let’s celebrate.” Faline said once they had reached a main thoroughfare and put some distance between them and the mounting uproar from the Chokiz estate. She gestured towards a quiet restaurant on the side of the road, with four tables set around a quiet fountain. 

They sat down and a pretty young woman approached with eyes downcast. She listed a few food and drink options and then took their orders back to the kitchen, leaving Nathan and Faline alone with the gentle tinkling of water and a few privacy enchantments set into the fountain.

Nathan exhaled slowly, relaxing for the first time in hours, though it felt like it had been much longer. 

Faline gave him a knowing smile, satisfaction radiating off her like a physical force. She looked like a cat which had gotten the cream, which seemed appropriate. After all, they’d just committed a masterful piece of political sabotage. 

Damn. We really did it. 

Only minutes later the slave returned with a second helper, placing a bottle and glasses before them along with a few cheesy appetizers. 

Faline poured the pale yellow liquid before flicking her glass to produce a resonant chime. “Health to the Giant.” It sounded like a ritual phrase, if a little sarcastic. Nathan copied the motion and words, receiving a nod of approval. They drank. 

The light wine paired wonderfully with the cheeses before them, and Nathan gave a groan of appreciation. Giantsrest might have been an evil slaving empire, but they sure had their luxuries. 

For the ruling class at least, which composes a small percent of the population. This is similar in quality to the best restaurants I’ve eaten in on Earth, but that’s because the slaves here become slave-soldiers if things aren’t excellent. 

Once the main course was served, Nathan started the conversation, intentionally staying vague. “Your words were excellent. I can’t imagine a better way to achieve the desired result.” 

The assassin smirked back at him, looking every inch the smug twenty-year old she was pretending to be. “My aim is true, isn’t it?” She sighed fondly, eyes going distant as she considered the day’s accomplishments. “Now we watch for the response. We might need to do more, but so far we’ve had Algoa’s luck in our mission.” 

“No kidding. Everything turned out better than I would have expected.” Nathan replied, thinking back over what they’d done today. Faline had gathered the information and handled the social and most of the stealth aspects, while Nathan had taken care of the magic and combat. “We work well together, my capabilities complementing yours.” 

The assassin idly twirled her glass and looked around to be sure that nobody was near enough to overhear. “Hear me that’s true. I have long lacked a solution to wards, as well as a method for a quick escape. If we continue to strike from stealth, we can drive the mages to kill each other and intervene if any seem to gain the advantage. We will bring Giantsrest to its knees, and they will not threaten Gemore or Halsmet for a generation.” 

Nathan frowned slightly. He didn’t want to weaken Giantsrest enough that it wouldn't threaten others for a generation. He wanted to outright destroy them for what they represented, for what they’d almost done to him and had done to so many others. He wanted to free every slave who wore a collar of mental magic. But that was impossible, and the reason why towered into the sky like a pillar of heaven. 

He studied the building with a set jaw before turning back to Faline. “Tell me about the academy. Who are the students? How do they graduate?” 

“Later.” Faline said, eying a few mages making their way down the street. They were making a show of examining everybody they passed. “Some earlier acquaintances are on patrol.” 

The two of them reverted to silence, digging into the meal with gusto until they were interrupted somewhat rudely by the trio of mages. “Have you seen anybody fleeing this way? Or anything strange?” 

Faline looked up at the man who’d asked, the picture of surprised innocence on her face. “What occurs? We haven’t seen anything. Was it a slave escape?”

The second of the trio, the only one who wasn’t an enforcement mage, circled to get a good look at Nathan’s face, and he forced himself to return the woman’s gaze calmly. He didn’t think many people had gotten a great look at him at the party, since he’d kept his hood up the entire time. He also had [Forgettable], a class skill to ensure people forgot details about him.

There was no flash of recognition on her face, and she answered Faline’s question with a shake of her head. “No. An assassination at the Chokiz mansion.” The woman’s face twisted in hatred. “The Nails. I swear doom on those fools.” 

“By the giant!” Faline’s reply was high-pitched. “The Nails! Should we leave? Will there be fighting?” 

Nathan caught one of the enforcement mages rolling their eyes. “If your hands are idle, you should leave. The Nails are gone, but…” He bit his lip and darted an eye at the other two mages. “There’s a splintered spell looming over all of Giantsrest.” 

Faline gasped, then motioned for the waitress to come over. She pulled out a purse and dumped currency into the slave’s hand before standing and gesturing for Nathan. “We will get to our home. Blessings of Algoa upon you.” 

Nathan rose more slowly, escorting Faline away. The mages let them go with hardly a second look, continuing down the street in the opposite direction. He walked in the general direction of the safehouse, and she didn’t correct him. 

When he’d turned the corner he gave her a gimlet eye. “Did you pay with Chokiz’s money?” 

She snorted and looked up with a sheepish grin. “The meal was worth a dragon’s hoard. I wasn’t going to pay for it!” 

Nathan just sighed, finding himself tense once more as they traversed the nighttime streets. The glow from the academy and the magic around it served to light all of the streets adequately, but it only illuminated more patrols of mages on the streets. 

Some were led by enforcement mages, and they seemed to be moving systematically in their search. Others seemed to be groups of mages roaming the streets, looking for an outlet for their anger. When these groups met there was usually yelling, but no spellcasting. 

Nathan glanced over at Faline. “Should we take advantage, pick off a few groups, leave the bodies to be discovered?” 

She hesitated, considering the idea. “Too risky, and too likely to reveal us as non-mages. I don’t have enough potions of fire to burn many more victims. We will stoke this flame tomorrow, with another deliberate strike.” 

The sound of a detonating fireball sounded from back in the direction of the Chokiz estate, and the assassin smiled. “Though I don’t know if this fire needs to be stoked any more.” 

They kept their disguises but started sneaking through the night, trying to avoid the attention of any of the scattered groups. It wasn’t hard with their skills. Soon enough they had truly cleared the area and were approaching Faline’s safehouse, leaving behind the roaming mages. 

The city still felt like it was holding its breath. Nobody moved in the streets, but people watched out of half of the windows. Their eyes skated right over Nathan and Faline, but he still felt like an ant under a microscope. Neither of them thought anybody was following, but they still ducked into a park and did a loop to shake a tail before diverting to the safehouse. 

The tension still hadn’t left Nathan’s gut after they’d ascended the staircase, and he didn’t move towards bed. He sat on one of the two chairs in the kitchen, closing his eyes and using [Battle Meditation] to calm himself as Faline spread out the loot she’d taken from the enslavement mage and started sorting through it. 

It’s not unreasonable to be tense. We just pissed off a lot of people, and it’s not outside of the realm of possibility for somebody with a high-level tracking skill to find us. Or for somebody to scry Faline. Though if it was that easy she would have died a long time ago. 

He was a lot calmer when she sat down in the chair opposite him a few minutes later, and he opened his eyes to see her back in her accustomed shape, elegant face and dark hair streaked with color cascading down her back. She was back to wearing the thin garment from last night, its diaphanous material clinging to her body. 

“Extinguish your doubts. We are winning. Would you like to celebrate?” She slowly dragged a finger from her stomach up between her breasts to her neck, leaving no doubt what she was suggesting. 

Nathan sighed and put his elbows on the table. 

Again, very tempting. A bit of distraction sounds nice after all the tension of today. But I decided not to mess around yesterday, and I’m going to stick with that decision. I didn’t give her an explicit no yesterday, I need to do it now. 

He looked up again, meeting Faline’s expectant and glowing eyes. “No, I don’t.” He paused, considering his next words. “Faline, while we’re in Giantsrest I want to keep my focus on the mission.” Then he gave a small smile and made his voice slightly teasing. “Afterwards…”

She sighed, leaning forward and planting her own elbows on the table. “Stalker shit. After today, I need a release.” 

He shrugged, resisting the urge to explain. “Sorry.” 

Faline looked up glumly. “Hear me, I understand how you’ve blazed your own path. Would you rather talk about the Ascendant Academy?” 

Nathan nodded in return. “Yes please.” 

I can hear the teenage me screaming in the back of my head. Picking a lecture on a school system over having sex with a beautiful, powerful woman practically throwing herself at me. But I can’t shake the feeling that sleeping with Faline would backfire epically. 
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Battle Meditation 10
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Mid-tier Battle Cry 7
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Chapter 17 Demanding Reprisal


                Faline waved one hand at Nathan tiredly. “You have questions about the Academy. Ask.” 

“What separates the different tiers of students?” Nathan asked curiously. “You told me that there are three different levels.” 

“Yes. They are named for the tiers of skills and Talents. A student will start in low-tier, and wear a gray robe. They must pass a test to Develop to mid-tier.” She scrunched her nose, remembering the details. 

“The test starts with basic mana shaping, and then spells that every mage of Giantsrest should know. [Mage Armor], [Moderate Curing], [Paralysis], one elemental attacking spell like [Fireball], [Ice Spike], or [Earth Orb]. The student then demonstrates other spells they have mastered and must impress a group of lecturers. Favors are traded.” 

Faline yawned slightly, leaning back languidly and running her hands through her hair to pull it back. The motion exposed her bare neck and shoulder, and Nathan jerked his eyes away. 

You made your decision, now stick to it. 

Out of the corner of his eye Nathan saw a small smile on Faline’s face. Her tone grew amused. “Once they are mid-tier, students may choose their lectures, and follow many different Paths. Many choose the Path of Artisan mages or Enslavement mages, and graduate once they’ve completed their coursework and passed a specialized test. Artisan mages learn enchantment and crafting skills, while Enslavement mages learn spells like [Mass Daze] and [Dominate].” 

She yawned again, standing and moving around the kitchen, her clothing doing little to cover her shapely backside. “Would you like some hot wine? I’m cold.” 

Yeah, because you’re not wearing much. 

Nathan shook his head, refusing the offer before continuing the line of conversation. “Do they need to become high-tier students before graduating?“

Faline activated a heating enchantment with a wave of her hand then retrieved a glass bottle from a storage cabinet. She answered without looking back. “No. That’s a weight few accept. A mid-tier student must have a sponsor to advance to high-tier. That means an archmage, a lecturer, or a mage with political power.” 

She poured the wine into a pot and mixed it with a packet of spices. “High-tier students are effectively apprentices, and they follow the path to higher magic. All archmages were once high-tier students, as well as most war mages.” 

Nathan chewed that over for a moment. “Tell me more about the lecturers.” 

“Orange robes.” Faline snorted. “Proud of their status, though they know only magic and arrogance. I killed one some time ago. He didn't understand what was happening, though he could cast spells like an archmage. Some archmages wear orange robes as well, but most wear whatever they desire. All know the archmages no matter their dress.” 

“Why’d you kill a lecturer?” Nathan asked, perplexed. 

The assassin shrugged, tasting some of the wine off her spoon. “It is rare to see them outside of the Academy, so it was worth being bold. Information of the Academy, fewer to teach new Giantsrest mages.” She glanced back with a sly smile. “I acted a young slavemaster dazzled by his status, and he told me much of this information about the academy over pillows before his lifeblood stained them.”

Then she sighed, her shoulders drooping slightly. “But he did not tell me about the security of the Academy. The assassins disguised as new students never returned.” 

Nathan blew out a breath, reminded that he wasn’t the first of Faline’s apprentices, just the most recent. She’d tried to recruit Adventurers during the Solstice graduation, and from what Nathan remembered of her speech, her apprentices didn’t tend to survive their first trip into Giantsrest. 

She’s still alive. Does she send them on suicide missions, or is she just that much higher-level? She does have two classes suited for social manipulation and stealth, and is cautious.

His musing was interrupted when Faline sat down on the table across from him, lips pursed to blow on a steaming mug. It smelled like a savory mix of cooking spices mixed into a sweet red wine. She eyed him through the rising steam. “You want to know the workings of the Academy, so that you can attack Badud there.”

He didn’t bother denying it. “And the rest of the Academy. We can only do so much out here. To break Giantsrest, I need to break that.” Nathan said, pointing towards the window and the gleaming magical edifice beyond. 

She tilted her head, considering him carefully. The move put her eyes in shadow and revealed their inner glow. “You have stared the ghoul in the eye, so I will answer your questions. But know that you wish to attack a Questor in his own dungeon. You will die attempting such a deed, and our opportunity to hurt Giantsrest will die with you.” 

She waved a hand downwards, indicating the city. “Giantsrest is a dungeon, but it is my dungeon. Together we can hit every target, set the factions against each other and break their power for fifty years. But hear my words, the only way to strike inside the Academy is to have the mages carry problems there. I don't know their protections, but they are suited for a dragon's hoard.” 

Nathan looked down. “Maybe you’re right. We work well together, and we should keep working to weaken them. It will set back Badud’s plans anyways, and give Halsmet time to become stable. What we’re doing is also helping me gain [Assassin] levels, and ranks in my stealth and disguise skills. But that won’t be the end.”

He felt for the familiar ember inside, the one that had been present ever since he’d first understood Taeol and everything Giantsrest stood for. He’d once promised himself he’d bring down the slave-empire. That promise hadn't grown weaker with time. It had become a pillar of his identity, a primary reason he walked his Path. “Once we’re done, I’m going in. I will tear down the Ascendant Academy or die trying.”

Nathan paused, watching as Faline delicately sipped her mulled wine. Her eyes never left his face and her expression was intent, as if he was a puzzle for her to solve. Eventually she replied, voice quiet. “As your flame calls, but remember you weigh more as a threat than a sacrifice.”

Nathan sighed. “We have some more time to decide. Can you tell me everything else that might be important for sneaking into the Academy?” 

She sighed but acquiesced, telling him everything she knew about the interior of the Academy, from the fact that low-tier students stayed in suites attended by a slave to the usual schedule where students usually had a long class in the morning and another in the afternoon. 

After finishing her wine she yawned widely again, leaning back and running her hands through her hair. It shortened under her fingers, seeming to shrink back into her scalp. “My target is sleep.” She cocked one eyebrow at him in a subtle invitation.

Nathan crossed his arms. “I’ll stay up a little longer. We stirred up a lot of chaos tonight, and I don’t want to be caught off-guard in the night if the building gets fireballed in the chaos." 

Faline lifted a shoulder in a delicate shrug. “Then I will wake early to discover the outcome of our efforts.” 

“On your own?” Nathan asked, surprised. 

The assassin’s eyes narrowed, and she looked at him incredulously. “As I’ve been doing since before you were born.” She shook her head and walked into the bedroom, closing the door with a touch too much force. 

At least she didn’t make another pass at me. 

—

Nathan woke up when Faline left, and gave her a little wave as she left. The assassin was disguised as a grizzled old artisan mage and gave him a grumpy nod. 

The night had been boring. He’d stayed up into the early morning, but hadn’t heard any indication that the unrest they’d started was spreading. He rolled over on the couch and went back to sleep. 

—

He woke up some time later, sure he hadn’t slept longer than a couple of additional hours. There was no obvious activity outside, so Nathan got up and grabbed some breakfast. 

I wonder how long I should wait for Faline to show up. Should I stay here all day, or go looking for her? Where would I look? I don’t really know my way around the city. 

There wasn’t long to contemplate the question, because the door banged open as Nathan dug into his meal of fried sausages and toasted graincakes. Faline strode in with a stony expression, back in her leather-clad assassin shape. 

“Follow me, we have a problem to kill.” Her voice was clipped, and she was already turning to leave. 

Nathan looked down at his breakfast. Then he checked his Stamina. It still wasn’t full after the previous day’s escapade. “Can it wait five minutes for me to eat?” 

The assassin turned back to him and rolled her eyes. “Pardon my ax. Eat quickly.” 

He proceeded to inhale the food in front of him underneath her impatient glare, eating fast enough he would have gotten heartburn if that was something that could still happen. 

Faline watched in silence, then jerked her head as soon as he was done, opening the door and vanishing down the stairs. Nathan shook his head and followed, leaving the dirty dishes on the table. 

He caught up to her on the street, looking around and seeing nothing out of the ordinary, which was to say that the street was completely empty. “Couldn't wait to explain inside?” 

“The flame we set has been smothered.” She replied, speaking in a clipped voice as she walked. “Badud sent messages in the night, gathering all the factions to his hand.” She hadn’t bothered disguising herself, and while both of their stealth skills were active it was still surprising to see Faline striding the streets of Giantsrest in her leather armor and the same face she publicly showed in Gemore. 

Something’s upset her. Or there’s another reason she’s being so cavalier. 

“He called every mage of weight to a gathering, so they can hear his words and speak of the tensions.” She hissed the last word, putting derisive emphasis on the description of their efforts over the last few days. 

“Are we going to attack that meeting?” Nathan asked thoughtfully. 

Can I fight Badud and the gathered archmages? 

Faline shook her head sharply. “He has brought them all inside the Academy. None other could allow so many in, but a Founder has that power.” She sighed, but it was a sound of focused anger. “We cannot strike there. They will speak to each other, and discover that none among them launched these attacks. We must act now, and counter Badud’s effort at peace.” 

“How do we do that?” 

She shot him a sidelong look as they exited the neighborhood, heading in a new direction. “We will strike in a way they cannot ignore. A deed that burns to the bone, and demands an immediate response.” 

Nathan frowned at Faline, but she’d turned her gaze forward and was reaching into her pouch. She tossed a gray robe at him. “Here, wear this.”

 



The uncertain expression remained on his face as he obeyed, pulling the soft robe over the light clothing he’d slept in. “This is a low-tier student’s robe. Where are we going?” 

“The compound of archmage Gergar dho Kav. An older archmage, expert in force and earth magic. He owns some mines, but much of his wealth comes from charging for the use of his Insights in building. Either him or his heirs have created almost all of the roads of Giantsrest and many of the buildings.” 

She continued with a slight snort. “He is also famous for having many heirs. I wish we could kill him and set loose that hydra nest, but he’s at Badud’s gathering. Along with his most powerful family. There will be elites at his home, but few mages of great power. We will enter and destroy his wealth.” 

Nathan nodded. “Ok, let’s do it. What is our disguise?” 

Faline whipped out her green robe. “I am enslavement mage Votel dha Bidz, from Skargess. I bring an unknown child of archmage Kav, so that he” she indicated Nathan, “may be raised with power and wealth, and enter the Academy as is his due.” 

“Wait, we’re claiming I’m his son? That seems farfetched.” Nathan gestured to his six-foot-five frame. 

The assassin shrugged, stepping into her robe. She hadn’t disrobed as she usually did before changing into a disguise, and the edges of her armor could be seen underneath the robe. “It will get us inside, to wait until the archmage returns. We won’t wait.” Her hair shifted to a curly blonde, and her skin lightened to a creamy tone. 

“Ok.” Nathan said distractedly, looking around to see if anybody had noticed them changing disguises in the middle of the street. The streets seemed extra dead, but there were a few people around. None of them seemed to be paying them any attention, and his [Noticeability] skill wasn’t pinging.

Faline walked quickly, barely below a jog, and they crossed the city rapidly. Soon enough they were striding directly towards yet another mansion, this one taller and bulkier than most. It didn’t have an exterior wall and fronted directly onto the street. The entire building almost appeared carved out of a solid block of stone, with even coloration across the entire surface. There were almost no windows, though the surface was fancifully carved with abstract patterns. 

They strode up to the door and Faline knocked loudly, waiting a moment before knocking again. A moment later the door was opened, and a somewhat older man stood proudly in the doorway.

“Yes? Why do you visit the home of the Kav?” He said, looking them up and down with quick flicks of his eyes. 

 “Allow us in, that I may speak to the archmage.” Faline said, holding her own head high. The corner of the man’s mouth quirked, but Faline continued with a sneer. “Or would a slave deny the archmage a meeting that makes his family greater?” 

The man blinked. His frown developed farther, but he took Nathan in before nodding shallowly and opening the door wide. He turned and led the way deeper into the building, and Nathan noticed the subtle slave-collar that rested atop his collarbone. 

The first thing Nathan noticed was the thickness of the walls. They walked through a corridor nearly twenty feet long before reaching the true entryway, and from what Nathan could tell that was the thickness of the outer wall of the mansion.

There was also a magical sensor that reached out towards them. It resonated with their guide’s collar and then moved onto Faline. It had the same kind of enchantment as the detection spell back in Halsmet - it was looking for a mage mark. Nathan almost blocked it before he realized that Faline had slipped on the ring they’d gotten from Nol dho Chokiz last night. 

The spell played over the ring for a moment, and a subtle gem set behind them flashed green. A pair of slave-elites in the room had been watching for the confirmation of Faline’s status, and they gestured politely for her to pass. She dragged Nathan along with her, seemingly not willing to let him stray from her side. 

The enchantment reached for him but ran into his aura, and the gem stayed dark. Neither of the slave-elites seemed to mind, which made sense. He was currently dressed as a low-tier student, and mage-marks were only issued on graduation from the Academy. 

The first slave led them to a richly decorated sitting room not far inside, then gestured towards a side table with a few accouterments for making tea. “The young heir will show his hand shortly.” Then the man left, closing the door behind him. 

Faline waited a few minutes before she snorted, leaning back in her chair and shaking out her curls. “He better hurry his endings-damned butt, or his father will splinter his spells.” Her voice was pitched to carry, as if for an invisible microphone. 

Sure enough, once Nathan reached out and looked he found a series of carefully hidden enchantments woven into the room that would transmit anything said deeper into the building. 

Faline shot him a fond look. “After all, it is not often one finds a lost child of an archmage, and one with such a Talent.” She cocked her eyebrow at him, inviting him to speak for their hidden audience. 

Nathan took a second to craft a response, throwing in some Giantsrest slang to make it stick. “Do we weave the same color as them? Just because this is the home of my father is no reason…” 
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Faline gave an encouraging nod, but cut him off. “Your father is this place. They will take you, especially with your special Insights. If you work hard you will inherit your father's power, ahead of all others.” The assassin said that last with a sly smile, and then sat back and waited. 

They didn’t have to wait long. The door burst open and a young man wearing a purple robe stormed in. His clothing wasn’t fully fastened, but his face was red with anger. He rounded on Nathan. “You. Depart now, or my magic will break you.” 

Faline gave a low laugh. “You invite a prophecy of death, boy. What is your blasphemy, to send away your own brother?” 

The new arrival rounded on Faline, and stepped right up to her, shouting in her face. “You have no weight here! Leave now, before I bury your bones beneath the earth!” 

Faline snorted in his face, utterly refusing to be cowed. “You have dozens of siblings, will one more change your status? Trust my word, your standing could not be worse. Now bring us to your father, that he may judge your brother’s worth.” Her eyes flicked up and down dismissively. “And your own."

The boy’s face purpled even further, and he stepped back, bringing up his hands into a spellcasting position. 

[Stone -

Nathan was on his feet in a flash, extending his aura to crack [Mage Armor] and interfere with the spell.

Faline was already standing right next to the mage and clasped one hand around his mouth while the other stabbed rapidly into his chest with an enchanted dagger. A dozen blows later she lowered the body to the ground, carefully avoiding the spreading stain of blood. She spoke into the air. “Do not cast spells on other mages. Outside this room, that would earn you a duel that you cannot afford.” 
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She continued speaking, lecturing the now-dead Rodril for the benefit of any listeners. In the meantime, Faline examined his figure before shifting shapes once more and pulling a purple robe from her bag and changing into it. She wasn’t a perfect duplicate of the young man, but backed by Faline’s stealth and look-away skills it would probably suffice so long as they weren’t under direct scrutiny. 

Next Faline reached down for the rings on the young man’s fingers, shooting Nathan a questioning look. She imitated Rodril’s voice, giving it a high-pitched squeak. “As you say. I will bring you to a place better suited to wait for my father to return.”

Nathan swept his magical senses through the indicated rings, and found that while they were all magical, only one was significantly so. It seemed to be some kind of identification enchantment that checked for the wearer’s mana signature. Kind of like a mage mark, but with a unique design that probably meant it was only issued to members of the family. He disabled the part of the enchantment that checked the wearer, then gestured towards it. 

Faline nodded, plucking the ring from the finger and sliding it onto her own finger. Then she jerked her head and they both left the room by the same entrance Rodril had entered from. Nathan followed a few steps behind, watching as Faline strode authoritatively through the building. 

The slave from the entrance stood at the next intersection of hallways, and Faline nodded to him assertively. “Leave her to wait. I will take this one farther in.” 

The man bowed deeply, then turned and walked back towards the entrance. 

They walked deeper into the mansion. Nathan was pretty sure Faline didn’t know where she was going, but you couldn’t tell. She walked confidently through the public areas of the house and then unlocked a door with her ring, guiding Nathan past another slave-elite guard and into the private portion of the living quarters. 

A couple of unclad slaves made come-hither gestures from a nearby room with an open door, but Faline waved dismissively and kept going, walking in a large loop to get her bearings. Then they went up a staircase and repeated the path. She was looking for something, but Nathan wasn’t sure what. 

Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any mages out and about. There were a few household slaves hurrying around at various tasks, but they mostly scattered from Faline’s path. None dared meet the eyes of the disguised assassin. 

He seems like a real charmer. 

On the third floor, there was a large area with an indoor garden illuminated by a skylight on the ceiling. To the side was a series of tables and benches that could seat three dozen, though nobody was present. 

Faline seemed to have found what she was looking for. She led Nathan straight towards a wide double-door next to the garden and opened it with her ring. On the far side was a large barracks-style living area, with dozens of kids ranging from eight to fourteen years old sitting around and amusing themselves with toys and small spells. 
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Chapter 18 A Splintered Fellowship


                Nathan just stared for a second, checking to ensure that he wasn’t looking at an illusion. But no, the room was as he saw it. A few dozen kids played and yelled beyond the open door. Some of the older ones were casting low-power spells for practice or fun, and he could feel the small magics from here. They were real. The room was real. There didn't seem to be any hidden treasure chests that were their real target. 

Several of the kids had noticed the door opening, and turned towards it expectantly. They were surprised to see Faline, even though she was still disguised as the young man who’d attacked them downstairs. A few shied away. 

One of the oldest, probably around thirteen, stepped forward and spoke deferentially. ‘Honored brother Rodril, what occurs? When will Gramma Rosita return?” 

Faline ignored him, turning towards Nathan. “This is our target. Archmage Gerger is focused on his legacy.” She gestured towards the room, and drew her hand into a fist. “If it is destroyed, he will not listen to reason. He will strike Badud himself if the proper evidence is planted. I have prepared a note that will point towards the Nails, acting to gain Badud's favor.” 

It wasn’t that Nathan didn’t understand what Faline was getting at. From a completely objective viewpoint, it made sense. Badud’s move to reconcile the mages had ripped the heart out of their strategy here. They needed to do something drastic to inflame tensions enough that the Questor’s authority didn’t matter. 

But this is beyond the pale. I’m shocked at how badly she’s misjudged me. I think she’s spent the last few days trying to influence me towards something like this. But now her hand is forced and she’s pushing ahead regardless. 

He blinked at the assassin, taking another second to follow the chain of thought. 

She hid what we were going for, until we’d already broken in and the kids saw my face. She’s pressuring me to go along with this in the heat of the moment. 

Indignant anger flared in Nathan’s chest, and he took a moment to commit it to memory, storing an everburning flame inside his [Mental Fortress]. He would not kill these kids, or let them be killed. No matter what arguments Faline mustered, this was not something Nathan would budge on. If some skill did change his mind he would remember this moment, this adamant promise.

He turned towards his companion slowly, letting some trace of his bewilderment and anger seep onto his face. “Fal- No. They’re children.” 

She countered immediately, clearly expecting his argument. “They are the children of an archmage of Giantsrest. They will attend the Ascendant Academy and become mages of Giantsrest. The same as the dozens you have already killed.” 

The older kids seemed to have caught on that something bad was unfolding. They’d backed away from the door, and were shepherding the other children away while trying to stay quiet. One had run to pull on a door at the far end of the room, but it didn’t open. He started knocking on it insistently.

Nathan faced Faline down, his gaze growing thunderous as he glared at the ancient assassin in the body of a hotheaded young man. “We can’t kill them for what they might become. They’re part of a shitty system, but I won’t kill them before they choose to be part of it.” 

“They will become enslavement mages and war mages. They will try to enslave the people of Halsmet and Gemore, razing the cities with their magics.” Faline snorted, disgust curling her lip. “By killing them, you kill that threat now instead of waiting for it to develop.” 

He knew she was right. They were children of an archmage and the oldest were already wearing gray robes that mirrored Nathan’s own. They would go to the academy, and they would become good little mages of Giantsrest. They probably already treated the slaves here like objects, tools to be used for their own satisfaction. 

Just like Harthi, who was raised in Giantsrest without any other option. But Khachi convinced me to spare her, and she’s adapted to Gemore just fine. If I do this, Kia would hunt me down, and I’m not sure she’d be wrong to do so. 

Nathan glared back at Faline. “The mages I killed made a choice. They marched to enslave, to conquer.” He remembered a colorful quilt on a bed and winced at the memory of times when that hadn’t been true. “Attacking adult mages who chose their Path is one thing, but they,” he waved towards the room, “have not made that choice. If Giantsrest falls, they will not be locked into that path.” 
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A low growl sounded in the assassin’s throat, and she took a small step towards the room, a wicked dagger appearing in one hand. “They have heard and seen enough to smother our flame. This is the only Path that can topple Giantsrest.” 

A little girl inside the room shrieked at the sight of the knife, but one of the older boys clamped a hand over her mouth. A few of them seemed to be eying the space around Nathan and Faline, as if considering making a dash. 

Nathan stepped forward, getting closer to Faline and blocking the door while he considered his next words. He wanted to be in range of her if he needed to be, and he didn’t want any of the kids to come within stabbing range if they tried to escape.

Faline used his hesitation to keep talking. “The fall of Giantsrest will kill thousands, tens of thousands. Many of them will be children. But it is still a flame worth following. This.” She pointed her knife at the cluster of watching kids. “Is no different. It is the only path that sees Giantsrest fall.” 

She watched his face, seeing the conflict there. “Giantsrest enslaves and conquers. You swore to end them. This is a dark deed, but it is required to achieve your goal.” 

Nathan muttered words under his breath, though they were still loud enough for Faline to hear. “I will spill lakes of blood to avoid spilling oceans.” 

A lopsided smile appeared on the assassin’s face, baring the edges of sharpened teeth. “Yes. This is a sacrifice, but it is a worthy sacrifice. We do this that the people of Halsmet might live free of masters.”

Nathan closed his eyes and sighed deeply. He’d caught the mental skill this time. It was a subtle thing, carrying him along in the wake of her argument. It encouraged him to rethink his viewpoint and follow her narrative, to the point of believing it. 

It probably started as a bard skill, to help tell stories. But now it lets her convince people if she’s got even a shred of actual argument. 

There was another skill too, one that prevented Nathan from noticing he was being influenced. It had probably prevented him from noticing any times thus far she’d used the skill to influence his actions. But this time he'd caught it.

When Nathan opened his eyes again the assassin hadn’t moved an inch. His voice was hard and grating. “This isn’t an argument. We can empty his vault, trash his enchantments, but we will not kill the archmage’s kids.” 
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Faline hissed and turned away from him, taking one step into the room. “You can stand there as damp ashes, or leave and meet me back at the safehouse. This deed must be done.” 

Nathan caught her arm. “Nope. You’re not doing this.” 

She whirled on him, eyes flashing in fury. The face she was wearing morphed, mouth spreading unnaturally wide to reveal a serrated snarl out of a horror movie as she wrenched to get her arm free. Her body writhed underneath his grasp, and all of a sudden she gave off the impression of a slavering beast eager to rend flesh. 

The surprising flash of teeth so close to Nathan’s face almost made him let go, and Faline knew exactly how to pull to get out of a wrist grab. But Nathan’s hand wrapped entirely around her wrist, and his strength was far greater. Her intimidation served only to wake his Rage, and Nathan used his grip to toss Faline out of the room with the kids, into the cafeteria next to the garden. 

She collided with one of the tables and fell to the ground as the furniture overturned with a clatter. 

Nathan stepped outside and took a moment to slam the door to the nursery closed, ensuring the locking mechanism re-engaged. Then he turned to his erstwhile ally and strode towards her in a haze of fury. 

Faline staggered to her feet, probing at her side with a his of indrawn breath. She’d dropped her knife but with a flick of the wrist it was replaced by another. 

Nathan stopped a half-dozen paces away, resisting the urge to punch Faline. With the amount of Rage flowing through him it would be a deadly strike. Instead he reached out with his aura and broke the enchantment on the ring she’d taken from Rodril dho Kav. Then he met her glare with one of his own. “Get out of here. If you want to figure out another way to do this, I’ll meet you back at the safehouse tonight and we’ll set some rules.”

The leader of the Gemore Assassins had dropped her horrific appearance, and she spat to the side before addressing him venomously. “You’re an idiot beyond prophecy’s hold. If you’re going to fart ice instead of fight Giantsrest, I’ll leave you to flare and die. If you make it back to Halsmet and beg, we may revisit this scheme. But I expect you to die fighting hundreds of elites in the next day or two. I will not be caught in the sweep that follows.” 

She backed away from him, angling to break the line of sight as quickly as possible. Her last words were bitter. “Your students will carry on your legacy.” 

Nathan let her go, shaking his head and gritting his teeth. He was tempted to chase after her and try to get in the last word, to threaten her to stay away from the Halsmet Antimages. But he’d only make this entire situation worse. If he ever wanted to work with Faline again or even stand in the same room as her, he needed to back off. 

Sometimes I hate [Battlefield Meditation]. I want the excuse of not being in control. She tried to manipulate me into murdering children, I feel like crushing her skull in a fit of Rage would be justified.

His blood still felt like it was boiling as Nathan turned away and looked around the large room for a fast exit. They’d never intended this to be a long infiltration, and he didn’t have the cover of Faline’s stealth and disguise skills on the way out. A skylight overhead caught his attention.

Nathan wanted out of this place, and to be far away from what had nearly happened. He didn’t want to cross paths with Faline again until he’d had some time to think, some time to process the events of the last few minutes. So he stepped straight up into the air and aimed at the sunlight streaming down into the garden. 

The sun didn’t move across the sky on Davrar, so the skylight was closer to a tall chimney than a normal skylight. It was blocked off by a trio of specially built force enchantments that would be better than glass for almost all purposes - except for preventing an antimage from passing through. Nathan broke through the panes of force quickly, letting them snap closed behind him as the enchantments reformed the barriers. 

The roof was rough, like a barren mountaintop. The thick stone itself was woven with enchantments bordering on wizardry, mostly focused on reinforcement. He wouldn’t be surprised if this building could survive the Ascendant Academy falling on it. 

There was no sign of a disturbance that he could detect, but he didn’t want to stick around long enough for that to change. But he needed to find somewhere quiet to think.

Nathan took to the air, making for a cluster of five-story buildings close by. They looked like fancy apartments. They were in the direction of the Ascendant Academy, but the roof was complex and had multiple peaks that promised abundant cover. He pushed [Noticeability] as hard as he could, diverting the few eyes looking in his direction as he ran across open air to the rooftop.

He reached his target unseen and easily disabling a couple of basic security spells before settling into a protected nook. He needed a minute to get his bearings, to think through options and figure out what the hell he was going to do now. So far everything he’d achieved in Giantsrest had been following Faline’s lead. 

He’d learned a lot from her, but he wasn’t confident that he could continue on his own. Sure, he could probably handle breaking into secured compounds and killing mages. But he wouldn’t be able to collect information or even travel around Giantsrest as easily as she did. Additionally, he lacked the detailed background that let Faline piece together plots and know where to attack to cause the most damage. 

I’m also still dressed in the robe of a low-tier student, which sticks out like a sore thumb outside of the Academy. 

He could try to head back to the safehouse and see if she showed up. Then they could hopefully have a rational discussion about what had happened, and continue their campaign against Giantsrest without quite as much child-murdering. 

That doesn’t seem likely for a few reasons. She basically said she was abandoning me and going back to Halsmet. The gates are still closed, but that probably won’t be true for long. Even if we did talk, do I really think I can convince her to do things my way? Or is it just another chance for her to influence me?

The bulk of the academy towered over him, occupying a quarter of the horizon from this distance. He gazed at it, trying to predict what was going to happen next. Badud was holding some kind of meeting with all of the influential mages of Giantsrest. They’d almost certainly take actions to curtail any further attacks, and would be a lot harder to manipulate into conflict. 

He had a window to move around right now, before the mages finished their meeting and implemented whatever new security they came up with. It might be as simple as city-wide scanning magics that he could evade with his antimagic, or it could be patrols of elites with perception skills, or something else he couldn’t predict. If he went back to the safehouse to wait for Faline, he’d be giving up this window of freedom.

Even if she does go back there, and we can work out our differences, do I think I can trust her again? Will she trust me again? Should I be worried about waking up with knives in my eyes?

But what else could he do? Nathan wasn’t about to run around murdering random mages in their beds. The longer he stayed out on the streets gathering information, the more likely it was that he’d get made and a [Message] would bring hundreds of slave-soldiers down on him. He could outrun most pursuit, but flying mages could follow him until he ran out of Stamina and then elites would pile on to take him out. Giantsrest wouldn’t care if he killed fifty or a hundred slaves before going down. They’d send them anyway and count the expense cheap.

Nathan’s gaze went back to the Ascendant Academy, with its grand architecture and attendant magical streamers that dominated the city. He’d been disappointed when Faline had said they couldn’t attack the academy itself, and should instead focus on tearing down the city around it. The Academy was the heart of Giantsrest, the source of their magic. It was where the Questor and the archmages were. If Nathan wanted to truly topple Giantsrest, that’s where he needed to strike. 

I wanted to use my antimagic to sneak into the Academy, after we sowed chaos outside of it. Maybe it’s time to go for it. Faline wouldn’t have followed me inside, and she already told me what she knows. If I sneak in now then I’ll evade whatever new security they put in place on the city. But how do I get in?

He sucked in a breath, standing up and looking for an entry point. He saw windows all over the structure, with some of them being enormous stained-glass works of art. But he didn’t want to leave a hole if he could avoid it, so he looked for balconies. There weren’t any near ground level. He looked farther up, well-aware that he didn’t have Stamina to [Airwalk] to the peak of the Academy. 

I might be able to absorb the mana spilling off the building, but I’m not sure it’s enough to get me much higher, and it might be pretty damned obvious if my aura cuts a swath through the haze. But there would be benefits to being higher up. Closer to the peak of the tower, where the archmages live. 

It took him a minute to locate a balcony against the enormous building, but once he saw one they started popping out to him. The platforms only started showing up several hundred feet above the ground, and then stopped about halfway up the structure. A thrill of excitement went down Nathan’s spine as he realized he could probably just run to some of the nearer balconies. He was already dressed in the appropriate robe. 

He took a deep breath to center himself. Was this a good idea? Should he instead use this opportunity to get the hell out of the city? Go back to Halsmet, rejoin the Heirs and protect the city he’d so recently liberated? It would be safer. He wasn’t even sure he’d be able to evade whatever wizardry protected the academy. 

This is an opportunity. Badud’s still recovering. They’ll focus on trying to catch us in the city, so I’ll have some time with their focus diverted. Even if they believe the kids, they'll think we left, not that I went into the Academy. If I can work my way up the tower I can kill Badud and the archmages in their beds, maybe even break whatever powers the Academy. That would rip the heart out of Giantsrest. 

He nodded to himself, feeling fired up. He was doing this. There was no value in waiting, there was no preparation he could make in the time available. For all he knew, the mages were about to be done with their meeting and they’d unleash the entire population of the city to look for intruders. He needed to go now. 

Nathan took to the sky, climbing in a long and loping stride that was the most Stamina-efficient way to cover ground. He was still deflecting attention away with his stealth skills, approaching the bulk of the giant building. 
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Chapter 19 A Refuge from Threats


                The first barrier Nathan found as he climbed towards the Academy was a detection net laid a hundred feet from the walls. It was clearly geared towards detecting flying mages and wasn’t particularly sophisticated. It looked like it just sent some kind of [Message] to anybody who crossed it. It didn’t pose a particular barrier to Nathan, and he easily teased apart the strands of the magic to pass through without a trace. 

He moved slowly, was on the lookout for further defenses as he approached his chosen balcony. There was no way that a flimsy detection net was the only defense the Academy had. The spell was on the same level as a single sensor net laid around the Giantsrest army, and a half-dozen Adventuring teams had been able to sneak past a dozen layers like it. 

When he was fifty feet out he picked up the next layer, which was both subtle and terrifying. A thin shell of intense wizardry sat about fifteen feet above the surface of the Academy, contouring to the shape of the building. It was distorting local space, but Nathan wasn’t sure quite what was going on. He paused some distance away from the spell, feeling some weird air currents and a faint heat on his face.

Is it a zone of expanded space, like Badud’s [Slow Shell]?

He was conscious of being visible from below, and his Stamina was still draining from standing in midair. But Nathan needed to understand the wizardry in front of him before his aura would be effective against it. He started spending Focus, delving into the magic before him with his magical senses. The wizardry wasn’t too similar to what he’d seen before, but he recognized a few different kinds of mana that were also involved. There was a lot of air and heat mana floating around, but the most heavily represented mana type was more esoteric. It felt familiar. Nathan had to reach back in his memory to identify it, remembering when Dalo and Kullal had helped him Develop [Magic Absorption]. 

Gravity. This spell has a lot of gravity mana in it. The wizardry is synergizing, boosting the effect beyond what the mana alone could accomplish. 




	Wizard Senses 5 achieved!






Nathan had an inkling of what was going on, and he let the smallest tendril of antimagic brush against the shell, yanking it back almost immediately when an intense jet of compressed air shot out in response, causing his robe to ripple. 

It’s a gravity shear. There are two narrow bands of intense gravity pointing inwards. Between them you’ve got a band of super-compressed air, where the pressure is high enough to counteract the gravity. It’s strong. Like a few hundred gravities strong. Anything physical would get sucked in and ripped to shreds as soon as it touched that. I bet the other spell was to prevent idiots from flying into it. 




	Wizard’s Intuition 5 achieved!






Nathan examined the barrier in awe. It was an incredible piece of magic that served its purpose amazingly well. He wasn’t even sure how he would get around it. The forces involved were strong enough to rip apart a metal bar, much less his body. If he disabled the gravity magic then the air inside would explode outward under the pressure. He could try to make a small hole and do a pressure-release, but air would be rushing in from all sides to equalize pressure. The spell was basically all or nothing. Either he took down the shield around the whole academy, or he didn’t take it down at all. 

Well, shit. Faline was right, the defenses on the Academy are no joke. Is it time to admit defeat and return to Halsmet?

 



Then Nathan’s brain caught up to the other things the spell was doing. At those pressures, the gas should be supercritical. It should be a super-dense layer of extremely compressed supercritical fluid without any surface tension. There would be so many molecules scattering light that even a thin layer should look like a opaque black curtain. 

Is that what the air mana is doing? Keeping it gaseous? And the heat mana is keeping the temperature regulated? Using mana to modify the physical properties of a material is so cool, definitely going to save that Insight. 

A new plan quickly formed in Nathan’s head. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but he was losing Stamina by the second out here. It was worth a try. He started by using careful tendrils of antimagic to misalign the air portions of the spell, pulling them away from the thin shell of gravity-compressed atmosphere. The surface in front of him went opalescent as it shifted phase, gulping down air as it went supercritical and became more compressible. A sudden wind blew from behind Nathan, almost throwing him into the zone of intense gravity. He backpedaled to keep his distance, watching as more and more air was sucked in and compressed down. Radiant heat started to shine on his face. 

I should have seen the wind coming. Supercritical fluid compresses better than gas, and now it’s heating up because it’s compressing down farther and farther.

Nathan had been careful to leave alone the heat-mana portions of the magic that controlled temperature, and they were working overtime to cool down the suddenly overheated section of the barrier. 

Yes, yesss. All according to plan. 

The zone he was targeting stopped shimmering and became blurry before darkening to a black shroud as it became denser and denser. The effect was less profound around the edges, and it looked like a two-dimensional stormcloud with a black center and shimmering edges. 

That’s gotta be obvious from below. I need to work quickly. 

Nathan gritted his teeth as he waited for the heat enchantment to finish cooling down the region. Then he manipulated yet more tendrils of aura to deactivate that part of the spell. Then he sent a third set of tendrils outwards to poke tiny, equally spaced holes into the gravity gradient near the edges of the cloud. It was an incredible level of mental gymnastics, and he was spending Focus like water to hold the necessary construct in his head. Without both [Battle Meditation] and [Aura Manipulation] it would be impossible. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 7 achieved!






The last set of antimagic tendrils bored into the shell of gravity, unleashing jets of wind strong enough to cut steel. Luckily he’d had the foresight not to put any close enough to hurt him, but his robes and hair whipped crazily in the eye of the storm. It took constant Stamina expenditure to stay in place against the crazy winds, but the surface in front of him flashed from black to blurry as gas was blown away from the wall by the crazy pressure. Vapor condensed in the air around him, and soon Nathan was immersed in a low-lying cloud of freezing fog. 

The temperature inside should be dropping faster than this. The heat was bled off when the gas compressed. Now that it's expanding...

Through the fog he spotted the first signs of success creeping across the barrier in front of him. Tendrils of creeping nitrogen ice spread across the shell as the expanding gas caused the temperature to drop dramatically inside the hyper-compressed shell. Most of the air that had been sucked in escaped through his boreholes, but what remained got colder and colder. He panned the release valves around, moving them until he had a ring of atmospheric ice twenty feet wide. 

Good, I’m damn freezing out here. But now I’m not fighting against the entire volume of the shell, just the local region. 

Nathan started draining the pressure from the area right in front of him, allowing the outrushing pressure to blow him backwards a few dozen feet as the central region also froze. His grip on his antimagic started to slip with the distance, but he was already accelerating as quickly as possible straight towards the center of the disk of ice. 




	Acceleration 4 achieved!






His aura stretched ahead of him in a solid column, spearing a hole through the wizard's barrier before him. Nathan’s momentum-based skills carried him through the remnants of the shield, and he shattered his way through the millimeter-thick layer of solid atmosphere. 

Cold cold cold! 

He hadn’t been thinking about slowing down, and so slammed into the wall of the Academy with an oof - and the crunching of a broken nose. Nathan lay against the sheer stone wall for a second, exhausted from the efforts of the last minute and shivering with cold. He directed healing to stave off frostbite before his nose snapped back into place. His eyes opened to a level-up notification. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 145! Congratulations, you have bypassed the outer defenses of the Ascendant Academy!









	Airwalking 5 achieved!






Outer defenses. Great. It really might have been easier to go in the front door and take my chances with whatever the identification process is. 

He shook himself and got moving. He’d made a bit of a show getting in, even if most of it had been under cloud cover. It was time to move, but Nathan turned to inspect the place he’d busted through the barrier. The ice was melting back to a sludgy mix of hyper-compressed gas and supercritical fluid, and a strong wind blew on his face from the spot he’d punched through.

Fortunately, the wizardry-directed gravity spell was working to repair the weak spot, repairing the gravity gradient as Nathan watched. The surrounding air and heat magic were also being guided back into place, a process that appeared possible because Nathan had just yanked the spells out of position instead of completely destroying them. His guess was that it would take another half-hour or so before the spell was back to full functionality.

Good. I’d hoped the spell would have enough self-repairing capability so that I wouldn’t leave a trace. But it might also have set off an alarm somewhere, so it’s time to skeddaddle.

The shield sat about fifteen feet away from the Academy, so Nathan was able to run sideways if he stayed close to the wall. He put several hundred feet of distance between him and the spot he’d entered before turning to look for an entrance. He alighted on a randomly chosen balcony, glad to have a solid surface underneath his feet once more. Now he wouldn’t fall out of the sky if he ran out of Stamina. 

Nathan checked his resources. He’d used most of his Focus breaking through the barrier, but it was replenishing quickly. His Stamina was sitting around 2700, lower than it had been in a while. It’d replenish quickly if he drained a bunch of magic, but he didn’t want to leave any more traces of his passage. A full meal and rest would also work, but that would be slower. 

Then he turned towards the door that led from the balcony into the building and stopped dead. There wasn’t a door. There was an arch where a door should be, but it was filled with a solid wall of stone the same golden color as the rest of the academy. 

Nathan walked over and rapped his knuckles on the surface, checking to be sure there wasn’t a hidden entry or a magical trigger. There was certainly wizardry buried inside the wall, but from this close he could feel it running through the entire academy. There was some kind of wizardry lock inside the wall, but it didn't have an obvious doorbell he could ring to get inside. From the feel of the wizardry the stone was at least ten feet thick. 

Not busting through that. Ok, check more balconies for one with a door? 

He ran around for a bit, glancing at every balcony he could as he put more distance between him and his original entry point. He found a few places that he’d assumed were entry points from farther away, as they all had stone railings and benches to sit on. But while each had a similar arch, none of them had a door. 

Well shit. Are all of these balconies just cosmetic? Am I going to have to break a window? They seem heavily reinforced with wizardry. 

With a sigh Nathan got back up and took to the air once more, still headed away from his entry point. In the distance he could see the specks of mages flying around and examining the spot he’d busted through. They were focused on that spot, not spreading out to search the exterior of the giant building. 

He returned his focus to the Academy, searching for an alternate entry point. A few of the windows seemed like potential targets, but he didn't like the feeling of the wizardry inside them. Then a particular balcony some distance below caught his attention. Unlike all of the other balconies it was strewn with trash, mostly dirty plates. 




	Alertness 6 achieved!






Dropping down, Nathan surveyed the spot that had caught his eye. It was identical to all of the others, including the lack of a door. Except this balcony had stacks of dirty dishes and few stained napkins, mostly centered around the wide bench where somebody could sit and look out across the city of Giantsrest and the surrounding farmland. 

Nathan stepped down and examined the plates, poking a dab of a brown sauce on one of the topmost plates. It was a bit tacky.

Probably just a few hours old. It seems like somebody’s made a habit of coming out here for their meals. Judging from the number of plates they’ll be coming back. That’ll give me a way in. 

With a nod Nathan sat on the bench, avoiding the clutter and looking out over the city. From here he could look down on the city, seeing people as little moving specks far below. The gravity shield was invisible, but Nathan knew the tremendously strong barrier was there, ready to rend anything that touched it into mush. 

He shivered, turning his mind to disguise. He was still wearing the gray robes of a low-tier student of the Ascendant Academy, though there were some small rips around the sleeves from smashing through the shield. 

The problem was that he was too old. Faline had mentioned that students usually entered the Academy when they were thirteen or fourteen, then graduated to mid-tier around eighteen or nineteen. Then most tested into various careers or became high-tier students between twenty-one and twenty-five. There were exceptions, but they weren’t common. 

My skills can cover for some of that, but I don’t want to attract attention in the first place. 

He sighed, and eyed his already-depleted Stamina. He’d explored a lot of aspects of [Perfected Body], but so far stayed away from modifying his body cosmetically. He liked his body. He’d grown it himself. 

But now there were some simple and obvious changes Nathan could make to look younger, and he couldn’t justify not doing them. They’d cost some Stamina, but it was probably worth it to have a better disguise. He grabbed a mostly-clean knife off a nearby plate and scrubbed one side clean on a napkin before using it as a tiny mirror. 

He started by adding fat to his cheeks and jaw. Which did a lot, actually. His cheekbones became less distinct and his jaw less angular. The overall effect rounded out his face and was surprisingly effective in making him look younger. There was one more simple change he could make, but Nathan hesitated. 

Oh come on, you pansy. You’re being vain. Just do it already. 

With a sigh he made his skin a bit greasy and encouraged a few pimples around his lips and along his jawline. He had to concentrate on getting the pimples to form since [Perfected Body] wanted to wipe them away immediately. He had to focus on their presence as part of his body to get them to stay. 

He poked one and groaned with disgust. Then he thought about other changes he could make. He wasn’t about to mess with his height. That would be a huge Stamina investment that would likely mess up his balance and movements. He was also a bit muscular for a teenager, but that was mostly hidden underneath the mage robes. Between the baby fat and the skin he looked like a tall eighteen-year old who knew how to shave and had about the average amount of acne. 




	Mid-tier Disguise 4 achieved!






It finally seemed to click that the pimples were part of his face, and [Perfected Body] stopped trying to wipe away the offensive growths. It was a bit of relief, but not a lot.




	Perfected Body 10 Achieved! Congratulations, you have maxed out this Talent! It cannot be improved any further. You must achieve Insight to develop it to the next level. As it is already unique, the kind of Insight will greatly affect how it develops.






Nathan froze, mouth agape slightly. He gave a muffled scream. 

Seriously? That’s what it took to rank the Talent up?

He stayed rigid with indignation for a second before flopping back against the back of the bench and groaning. 

Well. At least I can probably use that Insight I came up with a while back to not instantly die if my head gets crushed. Probably not now? I think I’ll need to be in some amount of genuine danger to do it. 

Nathan eyed the gravity shield for a moment, then shook his head. That was a terrible idea. Instead he relaxed back against the bench and closed his eyes, waiting for lunchtime. His stomach rumbled. 

Some time later there was a quiet shuffling behind him, like smoothly polished stone sliding against itself. The noise was accompanied by a small surge of wizardry, and Nathan just caught the sight of the stone retracting into the archway and providing a comfortable corridor that reached into the Academy.

He almost bolted down the newly formed hallway, but then he sensed two mana pools coming towards him. The first walked without any attempt at stealth, but the second was protected by [Mage Armor] and shielded behind a crude [Muffle] spell. 

The first figure emerged from the corridor. It was a somewhat fat boy in a gray robe, about fifteen years old with dark hair. He was focused on carrying a tureen of soup in both hands, and moved to sit on the bench. Then he noticed Nathan and jumped backwards with a squeak, nearly dropping the soup. 

The second person gave a sharp chuckle as he stepped onto the balcony and shoved the younger student. This was an older teenager, maybe seventeen or eighteen. He was in the white robe of a mid-tier student and his face bore a cruel sneer. 

The first boy gasped and stumbled forward, catching himself against the railing and once more managing to barely hold onto his soup. He turned around and the blood drained from his face as he looked between Nathan and the new arrival. 

The older kid hadn’t noticed Nathan, seemingly intent on his victim. “Hibor dho Pacva.” The words were threatening. “I’ve found where you flee to during our meals.” His voice became saccharine. “Won’t you weave the same mana as your classmates? Dine with me and my friends.” 

Then he noticed Nathan, and his brows furrowed in confusion. “Who are you?” His gaze took in the gray robes and he shook his head in dismissal. “Old and low-tier. Worthless. I want to see your heels.” He gestured back into the Academy in clear dismissal. 

Nathan stood from the bench, thinking quickly. On one hand, he’d been offered a clear path into the Academy. But then he’d be alone and directionless. He’d been scanning for some kind of identifying badge that would let him get through doors, but neither student carried anything like that. The wizardry of the Ascendant Academy was watching them, waiting to open the paths they were allowed. Like it had opened the corridor to the balcony. 

I need a guide, and a key. I think they’re one and the same. I can start killing mages when my cover is blown, after learning as much as I can about the inside of the Academy. And this looks like a perfect opportunity to make friends. 

Instead of scurrying away Nathan stood up and yawned in the bully’s face. “What if I don’t?” 
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Godclads (Eldritch Cyberpunk Progression) [BOOK 1 UNLEASHED]





Avo was born to destroy New Vultun. In a twist of fate, he’ll become its only hope for salvation.  

The gods were the enemy. The slaver. The chains. With dreams of paradise, humanity slaughtered them and stole their powers, opening the path to become more – to ascend.  

Instead, they nearly destroyed the world.  

Vast hive cities serve as the final bastions against the crumbling of reality. New Vultun is the greatest of them all, and within its borders, ascenders wage war to determine the laws of existence itself.  

The world descends ever deeper into ruination.  

Avo was born a weapon, a slave to his instincts and his masters. He and his brothers were made to burn New Vultun to ashes. Everything changes when Avo gains immortality and becomes heir to an impossible legacy.  

He must ascend the megacity of New Vultun. He must challenge the very tyrants that usurped the gods.  

He must finally free the world from chains.

Now with discord access and patreon 

Disclaimer: Expect detailed descriptions of violence, cannibalism, and cursing.

Expect: Violence, monster mc, magitech, cyberpunk, implants, atrocities, oppression, non-human protagonist, reality-warping powers, and combined arms warfare.

Do not expect: Smut, romance
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Chapter 20 A Sorted House


                Whatever response the white-robed teenager had been expecting to his dismissal, it hadn’t been mockery. His face scrunched up as if constipated and he looked at Nathan in confusion. Then he blinked and shook his head as if resetting. “You can’t see a sharp joke, can you?” Then he brought his hands up in a spellcasting gesture. 

[Paralysis]

Nathan had thought about how he would play off his antimagic in the Academy, and there seemed to be one obvious solution. He brought up his own hands in a sweeping motion and poked the slowly forming spell with a wisp of antimagic. 

“Dispel.” 

The clumsy spell promptly fell apart and was sucked into Nathan’s antimagic. The jaws of both students dropped at Nathan’s casual display of fake spellcasting. 

“Dispel.” 

Nathan swept his hands again, slashing a tendril of antimagic across the mid-tier student’s [Mage Armor]. It shattered, visible shards of force magic flying away and dissipating. He stepped towards the bully, gasping to pretend the two spells had winded him instead of slightly replenishing his Stamina. 

The would-be bully shrunk back, suddenly aware of the seven-inch height advantage Nathan had. Then he rallied and stopped retreating. A sneer appeared on his face. “A spell of power, for a low-tier student. But can you cast anything else?” He held his hands out wide, as if inviting an attack. 

Nathan closed the distance with a step and punched him in the face, careful to moderate the strength of the blow so he didn’t cave the guy’s skull in. He still had to grab the boy’s robes so the backwards fall onto the stone balcony didn’t crack his skull. Nathan lowered the insensate boy to the ground and turned to regard the younger kid - Hibor - who still had a death grip on his soup. 

Hibor gaped at Nathan, mouth working for a moment before he figured out what to say. “By the Giant. You punched him. Why?” 

Nathan shrugged, flexing his [Noticeability] to make him seem like another student. “The Giant gave me hands, it seems a waste not to use them. [Dispel] is also pretty much my only spell, and I can’t cast it very many times. I didn't want to let him cast again.” He indicated the corridor that led deeper back into the Academy. “Should we go back in? He’s going to get up in a minute, and I don’t want to be here when he does.” His stomach rumbled. “Maybe we can go eat together?” 

Having people vouch for you is the best disguise you can ask for. 

Hibor looked down at the soup, then around the balcony that seemed to be his hidden retreat. “Yeah.” His voice was dejected. Then he glanced at the bully sprawled on the floor and smiled. “Yeah!” He set the soup down on the bench and turned to leave without a second glance.

Nathan followed him inside, getting his first glimpse of the interior of the Ascendant Academy. All of the surfaces were polished stone in various colors, decorated with carvings and occasional statues or paintings. The ceilings were fifty feet high and vaulted, with pillars standing out from the walls. 

It felt like a cathedral, or a grand Buddhist temple. Nathan felt small and out of place in the huge spaces they walked through. He tried to keep the gawking to a minimum as he followed Hibor. They came out into a grand oval hall that would have been a good place for a king’s coronation. It was totally empty. 

“I found this area a couple of weeks ago. It's near as high as low-tier students can go, and there’s not much to want. But it’s a way to make space from people, like Eban back there. He’s been pulling me away from my suitemates to sit with his friends at meals. They cut me with their jokes, the one low-tier amongst them.” His voice dropped to a whisper. "I think Eban's been trying to get me to snap back, so he can duel me and set the terms." 

Then the younger boy brightened up again, grinning at Nathan. “But you - you splintered his spell and knocked him flat.” His gleeful expression grew curious. “Who are you? I haven’t seen you before. Did you just join? Where is your suite?” 

Nathan smiled slightly and held up his hands defensively to stem the flow of questions. “It’s good to meet you. Hibor dho Pacva, right?”

The other student nodded and Nathan continued, lying through his teeth. “I’m Natad dho Asna, and I’ve only been in the Academy a few weeks. I’m from down south, outside of the settlements. My family has a compound on the edge of the desert a few days from Ardglass, but we’re pretty private. We have some Insights of our own and keep to ourselves.” 

Then he frowned demonstratively, being very obvious with his unhappiness. “I’m looking for a new suite, since I’m not on good terms with my current suitemates. Is there an empty spot in yours?” 

[Disguise] don’t fail me now. I have the feeling it’ll take at least a few days to figure out how to crack the Academy’s defenses. I’d very much prefer to hide in plain sight while I do that, and this guy seems like a bit of a sucker. 

Hibor seemed taken aback. “Why don’t they like you? You can cast fifth-tier magic!”

“One of them made fun of my family.” Nathan replied with a snort. “So I punched him. Now they won’t let me forget I can’t cast any other spells. They soaked all my robes and laughed about how I don’t know spells to dry them.” 

“Can’t you just task the domestic slave in your suite?” Hibor asked confusedly, but then waved the question away without waiting for an answer. “You can move in with us! We’ve got three spare rooms right now! It’s just me, Roni and Yelun.” He leaned in closer, like he was sharing a secret. “Yelun dha Declan, you know.” 

It took Nathan a second to place the name. When he did, he made sure to pretend to be suitably impressed. 

Like archmage Heyo dho Declan. Who… Sarah killed with a bullet to the head. Faline said he was the archmage who ran Ardglass, which was another satellite city down south. Close to where I just said I grew up. Damn. 

“Wow.” Nathan said, as if unable to believe his fortune. Then he turned towards Hibor. “It would be amazing to move in with you. Let’s get food and then I can come with you to grab a room. Maybe if I don’t tell my current suitemates they won’t know where I went, and they’ll stop bothering me.” 

Hibor seemed thrilled, and walked straight towards the far wall of the grand hall. When he was ten steps away the wall irised open to reveal a grand staircase spiraling down a wide shaft. 

Nathan was keeping a careful eye on the magic around them, trying to figure out how the wizardry that controlled the Academy worked. As far as he could tell, there was a moving bubble of ‘attention’ focused on Hibor. It had interfaced somehow with the wizardry on the portal to get it to open. There’d been a similar one for Eban as well. 

It’s always watching everybody. Except me. I think between my antimagic, [Antimagic Stealth] and [Mage Infiltration], I’m invisible to the Academy. Which means I won’t set off alarms but I also can’t open the walls to get around unless I can hotwire them somehow. But this stuff is not simple. I can’t even tell where all the doors are yet. I’m halfway convinced that the entire Academy can reconfigure itself at will. But at least this is a good place to practice messing with wizardry. It’s everywhere here. 

He followed Hibor down the staircase as the young mage chatted about his suitemates. He told stories about them and their escapades together, then mentioned that they’d been planning a way to embarrass Eban badly enough he’d stop bullying Hibor. 

“But he’s got a bunch of mid-tier friends, and they all walk around with [Mage Armor] all the time! It’s a heavy task.” 

Nathan grunted his agreement, still mostly paying attention to his surroundings, both mundane and magical. The staircase went down quite a distance, but he was pretty sure it didn’t go all the way to the ground level. There appeared to be some kind of magic occupying the center of the staircase that could levitate people up and down the shaft. 

I’m glad Hibor didn’t, or can’t, use that. I would have to fake it with [Airwalking] and after busting through the exterior barrier I’m a bit too low on Stamina for that to be comfortable.

After a few floors another wall parted before Hibor to provide an exit from the stairs. The corridors here were similar to those above, but with more students. They wore robes of gray and white for the low-tier and mid-tier students respectively, and walked in cliques. Some seemed relaxed, others harried. Down the hall a woman in an orange robe strolled with a purple-robed student at her heels, and everybody was quick to get out of their way. 

Hibor led them through a series of sharp turns, and Nathan memorized the path. He saw more and more students walking to and fro, gossiping and laughing together in a way that wouldn’t be unfamiliar to any American high school student. Except Nathan hadn’t seen any high schools made of marble with fifty-foot ceilings. Or where the students played with each other by juggling little orbs of light. 

They turned a corner into another large space, with a crowd of students gathered around a broad oval marked on the ground in shining metal. Nathan could see over everybody’s heads and into the circle, where two mid-tier students faced each other across a thirty-foot distance. 

[Wind Blast] 

[Force Block]

[Earth Orb]

They traded spells back and forth with intense focus, actively seeking to knock each other over while the crowd rooted for one student or the other. The circle on the ground seemed to be blocking the effects of the spells from impacting the bystanders, and Nathan slowed down to figure out what was going on. 

This looks like a duel of some kind? No teachers in sight, and they’re being a bit vicious for practice. The audience also seems too excited for this to be an everyday occurrence. 

“Get her Stei! Teach her the Giant’s lesson for the insult!” cried one boy, seemingly egging on one of the duelists. 

Yup. A duel. Over some kind of insult. Note to self: Try not to insult people, or else I’ll get challenged to a duel that I don't have the tools to fight in. Well, with [Spell Redirection] and my faux dispel I might be able to fake it. 

Nathan had to hurry up to catch up to Hibor, who glanced at the event but didn’t stop moving. They entered a huge dining hall with a domed ceiling and a set of weirdly curving support columns. It seemed to be split into eight identical dining areas spaced around a central hub where huge tables groaned with food. 

The design of the hall itself caused Nathan to pause. Streamers of fire mana flowed through the air overhead, dodging between invisible panes of force. They gave off an ambient heat that made the entire room comfortably toasty. The mana was invisible to the naked eye, but the pattern of the swooping mana flows reminded him of a spell. 

Each of the eight sections is in the general shape of a fireball. The mana you’d use to make one, at least. If you recreated this structure with your own mana, it’d be a pretty good approximation of a fireball. Probably more efficient than the fireballs I’m used to Stella casting, actually. The force is used differently.

His attention was caught by the center of the room, where the food was. The mana flows there included air, and they seemed to spiral in on themselves in an oddly recursive manner. 

If each section of the room represents a fireball, what happens when you cast the spell represented by the whole room, with eight fireballs linked together by that central region? A [Grand Fireball] spell? 




	Wizard’s Intuition 6 achieved!






He’d been absentmindedly filling a tray in Hibor’s wake as he studied the room, and was now following the younger student. They were headed towards a small table, where two other low-tier students sat, a boy and a girl. 

“They’re still here!” Hibor said, pleased. He sat down and gestured for Nathan to take his own seat. He pointed at the boy, who looked about fifteen, with wildly unkempt brown hair and a large nose. “This is Roni dho Lahad, my other hand.” Then his finger moved to the girl, who had frizzy blonde hair and a composed expression. “And Yelun dha Declan, the best mage in our classes.” 

Yelun rolled her eyes in fond exasperation. “Not if you count the lecturers.” She poked towards Nathan with a spoon, looking him up and down. “How did you escape Eban’s grasp? And who is this spawn of the Giant?” 

Hibor beamed around. “This is Natad dho Asna, and he just punched Eban in the face.” The teenager giggled, as if he still didn’t believe it. “He cast [Dispel], and then punched him. I’d give a Giant’s Insight to see it again.” 

“[Dispel]?” Asked Yelun, her eyes narrowing as she studied Nathan once again, taking in his height and pausing on the faint rips around the edges of his robe. 

“Yeah! I saw it! Popped his [Mage Armor] like that,” Hibor said excitedly, snapping his fingers. “He wants to move to our suite, is that ok?” 

The third student at the table, Roni, had been occupied with a particularly large slice of cake, but at this comment his head popped up with cream smeared around his mouth. “Yeah! If you knocked Eban over then you’re a mage worth knowing!” 

Nathan could see that Yelun was about to either object or start asking questions, so he jumped in with an explanation. “Moving into your suite would be great. My current suitemates don’t like me, and they keep spoiling my clothes and preventing the slave from fixing them.” He gestured to the rips. “This is my best one. I would love to move in.” 

“He shares your origin, Yelun. Near Ardglass.” Hibor pitched in, making Nathan wince. He’d been hoping to leave that little slip of the tongue behind. 

“Oh? Where?” She asked. 

“A little mage-commune on the edge of the desert, a few days walk away from anything. My family is very private. We don’t interact with Ardglass much.” Nathan explained, trying to deflect attention away from his story. 

“Hmph.” Yelun responded, wrinkling her nose slightly. Then she shrugged. “I won’t weigh against it. Especially if you can cast [Dispel]. That’s a spell I would trade a Giant’s Insight for.” 




	Mid-tier Disguise 5 achieved!






“Great!” Nathan said, tearing into his meal with gusto, satisfied with both the food and his successful infiltration. He hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and this food was among the best he’d had on Davrar. It was also helping to refill his Stamina, and Nathan could probably have devoured three or four more trays of food to refill a larger chunk of his Stamina. He didn’t, because that would have been a weird thing to do in front of his new "friends." 

He had to resist the urge to reach his aura up into the invisible streamers of fire mana overhead and replenish himself that way. After all, he was in a room full of mages. He’d been keeping his antimagic tight to his body, mimicking the shape of [Mage Armor]. If somebody noticed it, he was hoping they’d think it was just a strange Insight related to the [Dispel]’s he’d been faking. 

They’ll see what they expect to see. They’re in a school full of mages that hide knowledge and scheme for advantage. If they see something weird they’ll think it’s a magic they’re unfamiliar with, not antimagic from a Gemore [Assassin]. I’ve also got… five skills that help with this, if you include [Antimagic Stealth]. I should be able to stay hidden for a little while, as long as I don't mess up anything big.

“Stei and Tiom were dueling in the front dueling ring.” Hibor said when he took a break from his plate. 

Yelun’s eyebrows went up. “I assume she had him in her palm?” 

Hibor snorted. “I think so. He’s got the intelligence of a stalker, harassing the favored daughter of archmage Dennar. She’s grown up on weighty Insights.” 

“He just wants her attention.” Roni’s voice was wistful, and he was gazing off into space. “I wish she would see light in my eyes.”

“Just make sure you don’t end up in the dueling ring against her.” Hibor said sagely, then turned to Yelun. “Do you know what the stakes are?” 

“She’ll demand silence. A finger for every word he says to her.” The girl waved dismissively. “Not a heavy prophecy for us. You should think of Eban. He won’t excuse your joke.” 

Her gaze went to Nathan, eyes calculating. “If he decides to speak of your attack he could challenge you to a duel, though it’ll be restricted stakes. He may not want to admit he was beaten by a low-tier student. But there willbe reprisal.” 

She tilted her head to the side. “Can you fight a mid-tier student in the ring? You could challenge him now to end the conflict. Otherwise he may ambush you with friends later.” Her gaze flicked to Hibor. “Both of you.”

Nathan sighed. “I’d prefer to avoid getting into the ring.” 

Heaven save me from teenage drama. Hopefully I can figure out the wizardry around here and start killing archmages before I get sucked into this shit. I’m not sure if figuring out the wizardry of the Academy is going to take a day, a week or a month. Best to prepare for the latter, and try and stay disguised as long as I can. 

“We’ll stay with you!” Roni pronounced, spraying chunks of cake across the table. “He won’t ambush you with us around. Especially Yelun! She’s the one people are afraid of, for clean mana and a powerful family!” He waggled his finger at Nathan. “Listen when she speaks, for she says a prophecy of victory.”

The blonde girl flushed slightly, ducking her head and hiding her face behind her hair. “I only speak what I see.” Then her gaze panned to Nathan, turning serious as she moved hair away from her face. “My family has been weakened by my father's death, but Ardglass is ours. Even if another archmage takes it over, we control most of the industry.” 

Then she shrugged, and sighed heavily. “I won’t inherit a great boon, and have little influence beyond that of a favorite younger sister. Who was given few Insights.” Her jaw firmed. 

Nathan raised a hand defensively. “I know little of the Academy, and archmages. My parents had some bad experiences here. They still praise the Giant, but they stay away from other mages.” Nathan made his voice wry. “They said I needed to learn many lessons here, and I have. About trust, and caution. I've learned a few already.” 

Yelun pursed her lips and nodded. “The Ascendant Academy is Giantsrest, in all its colors. Now, we should speak of classes. We attend the morning practical with Bran dho Jast, then do the afternoon lecture with Brardan dho Shisk. If you seek to avoid your suitemates, you could join our classes. If you want protection from Eban…” She let her voice trail off suggestively.

Nathan nodded. “Sounds good. Lead the way.” 

“Heh, ‘sounds good’. I like the saying.” Hibor said, getting up and leaving his dirty plate behind.

Whoops. I need to try and talk more like a Giantsrest mage. 

He shrugged, getting up and walking with the other mages as they left the dining hall. 

Roni looked up at him. “By the Giant, you’re tall.” 

—

The afternoon lecture was an absolute snoozefest, even though it was about magic. The orange-robed lecturer was a ruddy-faced man named Brardan dho Shisk who sat on a stage before a hundred low-tier students and lectured them on mana shaping. He had that air that teachers got when they had settled on their explanations and weren’t going to bother to check if anybody understood them. 

Nathan had gotten a number of looks as he’d walked into the lecture, but nobody had said anything. There was some quiet muttering he picked up with his enhanced hearing about Yelun gaining a new minion. Nathan snorted slightly as he and his new friends sat to the side of the hall. 

They’re not exactly friends. I’m not planning on murdering teenagers in their beds, even if they are training to be mages of Giantsrest. But I’m not going to hesitate to kill them or rip out their magic if they end up on the battlefield. They're more like cover. 

After the lecture they walked to the suite. It was a little ways away, in the low-tier student residential portion of the Academy. Nathan had to hide his reaction to seeing the space for the first time, because it wasn’t supposed to be his first time. 

They emerged from a large hallway into a huge room seven hundred feet across and full of plants. It was shaped like a cone, as wide as it was tall, and with a waterfall falling from the point at the top of the room down into a pool in the bottom. The air was warm and humid. Combined with the lush plant life it felt like a slice of jungle inside of the Academy.

Nathan’s companions walked through the park without a second glance, and he saw that it wasn’t at all wild. Some regions were dense and overgrown, but they were interspersed by walking paths and private nooks, while other sections were soft grass flanked by flowerbeds. 

They stopped at the intersection between paths, and Nathan felt the wizardry of the Academy recognize the students next to him. A spiral staircase descended from the sky above, landing in front of them without a sound. 

“I hate climbing these stairs every day,” Roni grumbled as they started up the staircase and towards the angled ceiling. 

“Then learn to [Fly], or at least [Levitate],” shot back Hibor. 

The stairs went up to a point on the side of the cone, and Nathan noticed that the entire inner surface of the cone was covered with windows and openings. Their particular staircase ended at one specific empty doorway, which appeared to be the entrance to their suite. 

A matronly older woman was sitting in a chair inside the entryway, sewing a gray robe. She greeted them as they entered. “Welcome back, dears. Do you need anything?” She wore a slave collar, and Nathan caught a glimpse of a small kitchen area behind her with a cot on the floor. 

“Natad is moving in. Get his room set up.” Yelun commanded, not even looking at the woman. 

“Right away, mistress.” The slave said, moving with alacrity back into the kitchen and what looked like a storage area beyond. 

The students walked deeper into the apartment, flopping on a series of comfortable couches next to a broad window that looked out over the waterfall and park below. Hibor groaned and started kneading his feet. “I swear by the Giant, I will become a mid-tier student just for the quickstep hallways. Any Path necessary, I just don’t want to walk so much.” 

Yelun settled primly into her own seat, reaching into her bag and pulling out a scroll. “Don’t forget that lecturer Brardan assigned reading.” 

“We aren’t golems!” protested Roni. “After dinner.” 

Nathan was distracted by the slave-woman emerging from the room with a pile of blankets and pillows. “If the master would follow me?” She said, then walked towards one of the six doors and opened it. It was also controlled by wizardry that reacted to her presence, but the magic seemed more basic than the complexity Nathan had witnessed elsewhere. 

The room beyond was a large and comfortable bedroom, and the slave set the space up for habitation quickly and efficiently. His private room had its own bathroom and desk, and Nathan had to stop himself from thanking the slave as she left. 

He tossed a towel into the bottom corner of the door so it wouldn’t close all the way, then blew out a breath. The light turned off, since the Academy thought the room was unoccupied. 

Into the Giant’s maw. At least it’s a comfy place. 
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                    Ends of Magic: Adventurer comes out tomorrow! Ebook/Audiobook. Professionally edited and narrated once more by the wonderful Phil Thron. 

As always, next chapter Thursday! 



                



Chapter 21 An Ascendant Tour


                It turned out there was another dining hall close to the low-tier residential area, and Nathan followed his new suitemates there for dinner. As they went he scoped out the layout of the Academy. It was a huge building that didn't seem to have an obvious organization, but he was still only starting to build a mental map of its layout. 

They sat together in a secluded corner of the dining hall, eating the excellent food. It was just as good as the food where they'd had lunch, and Nathan understood why so many mages were fat. Instead of [Fireball] the room itself focused on force magic, with the various dishes moving around on mobile panes of magic. The spellwork was carefully constructed so that it could be controlled with simple force magic, to allow the students who knew the basics to summon their desired food to them if they wanted to avoid running across the hall following their desired dish.

Nathan fell into an easy pattern socializing with Hibor, Roni and Yelun. The two boys weren’t the most suspicious people, and had already accepted Nathan at face value. The same couldn’t be said for Yelun. She seemed a little suspicious of him, but mostly she was judging him, trying to figure out what he was worth to her and what levers she could use to influence him. He was also pretty sure she had a social skill that predisposed people to like her, and she was using it at full blast on him. It wasn’t doing much. 

She’s got nothing on Faline.

The daughter of the archmage wasn’t the overt leader of the group, but it was clear that she had Roni and Hibor wrapped around her fingers. If she ever decided that something needed done, they'd do it for her. 

Nathan shrugged internally. He didn’t care about the social dynamics of the young Giantsrest mages beyond what would let him disguise himself in the Ascendant Academy. They were good cover, and that was enough. 

That fact was driven home as they walked back to the living space with a crowd of other low-tier students returning from dinner. A giant golem with divine musculature was walking the opposite direction, fifteen feet tall and adorned with only a loincloth. It was as if the statue of David had come to life and started prowling the halls. The golem seemed to be scanning random people, then checking in with the Academy to verify their identity. Nathan worked his way to the far side of the corridor, passing by the golem without incident. The proximity let him get a sense of the magical construct. He was surprised to find it was different from the normal Giantsrest golems, powered by wizardry. It even seemed to have its own mana pool. 

That’s more advanced than any of the other Giantsrest golems I’ve encountered. It also seems smarter and stronger. I don't have a way to fool one, so I need to stay away or hide in a crowd. It’s not fast enough to scan everybody.

They finally returned to the suite, where Nathan's suitemates bitched about climbing back up the staircase after the heavy meal. 

Nathan begged off further socializing, claiming he needed to catch up on work. He went to his room, taking a breath before closing his door all the way. The lock melded with the wall, and he was sealed in the room.

I hope I can figure out how to open that later. I can probably get the caretaker slave to open it if I really fail. I don’t even know her name. 

Schooling his thoughts, Nathan sat down on the bed. It was enchanted, along with the sheets. He shrugged and lay down anyway, feeling the mattress and sheets becoming coarser as the magic in them broke from contact with him. But he wasn’t about to sleep on the floor when the bed was right there. He’d just have to hope nobody noticed that the bed wasn’t enchanted anymore.

Nathan stared at the ceiling for a little while, turning over the events of the day. His mission had changed dramatically today, and he’d lost a powerful ally. But he wasn’t sad about it. 

No more nibbling around the edges of Giantsrest, messing around with politics and depending on Faline’s political interpretation. I’m here to kill Badud and the archmages, and for that I need to climb this tower. But first, I’ve got to figure out the wizardry that makes the Academy run. And for that, I need to pretend to be a student for a little while. 

—

He awoke some hours later. He’d gone to sleep right after dinner, so it was still the middle of the night. Nathan tossed aside the sheets, sliding out of bed quietly. 

His first priority was to figure out how to open his bedroom door. The lock on it was the simplest piece of wizardry he’d seen in the Academy, but it operated off of the same basic parameters as the rest of the place. When somebody who was authorized to pass through the door approached, it opened automatically. The rest of the time it was closed and melded with the wall.

Unlike other places in the academy, where a random wall could hide a passage that would open up when the right person approached, this door was always a door. But it had melded into the frame as a solid unit, making it rather impossible to open via normal means. There wasn’t even active magic holding it closed - the door and the frame were solid, and an act of wizardry was necessary to separate them. 

As far as the academy was concerned, the room was empty. He didn’t think he’d be able to fool the part of the Academy that tracked all of the inhabitants. As far as he could tell the Academy had some kind of access level assigned to each person, and did some kind of computation to decide when to unlock a door. 

Does it track their mana pools? I’ve got a fake one of those, though I think it’s for fooling people, not giant ancient dungeons. Regardless, whatever it tracks is hidden by my antimagic. So if I can’t fool the tracker, I’ll have to hotwire the door. 

He busied himself poking and prodding at the wizardry in the door. It was in there, ready to act if the door needed to be unlocked. The problem was that he didn’t understand the wizardry the way he did mana. That needed to change, and this was his chance. 

Nathan investigated the wizardry in the door for a while before he stopped and glowered at the offending stone and the magic concealed within. He couldn't just stare at the magic, he needed to poke it and see how it responded. He thought he had a pretty good idea what the structure of the wizardry was, but his understanding was pretty half-baked. The problem was that he might very easily break the wizardry on the door. Then he really would betrapped in here. 

Nathan glanced around the room, looking for a substitute. His eyes settled on one of the lights along the wall. There were ten of the magical crystals scattered around the room, and they'd provided a soft ambient glow when the slave was in the room. As soon as she’d left it they'd all dimmed because the Academy thought the room was empty. 

It’s not a big problem if I break a few lights, right?

He moved over to the wall and examined the spellwork. The magic that emitted light was mana-based and extremely basic, but each light had a small piece of wizardry that seemed to be what turned it on or off when it recognized somebody was around and not trying to sleep.

An hour and six broken lights later, Nathan thought he understood the very basics of the wizardry used in the academy. It reminded him of playing with wires on a breadboard, but more dependent on sympathy. Different areas that didn’t seem to be connected at all could interact, so long as they were shaped similarly, or were symmetrical across a spatial axis. 




	Wizard’s Intuition 7 achieved!






He twisted one portion of the wizardry and pinched off another with his aura, and the light flickered on. He pumped his hands into the air, then lowered them. 

Can I revert it? I don’t want to permanently break things that can be tracked back to me. 

Unfortunately, the light seemed to be stuck permanently on. He completely disenchanted it and moved onto the next one. Two more lights later, he figured out how to turn it on and off reversibly, leaving the light in the same state he’d found it. 

Nathan stood there for a moment, grinning widely as the light in front of him flicked on and off at his command.

Congratulations! I can work a lightswitch. A marvelous achievement. Truly, my skills are without measure. How will Giantsrest ever hope to stop me? 

With that success he returned to the door, carefully manipulating it with his antimagic. Portions of the wizardry were similar to the activation section of the lights. He moved carefully, slowly, poking his aura into the more complex enchantment with a delicate touch, then sighing in relief when it surrendered to the same basic manipulation as the lights. The door clicked open, and he looked around the empty common area to be sure there was nobody else around. 

And now I can open doors! Amazing. I wonder if I’ll learn to work the toilet next. 

Nathan turned back from the open door to examine the enchanted toilet in his private bathroom. It was a fiddly enchantment with air magic to block smells. It seemed to automatically detect when it had been used, at which point it disintegrated the waste.

Yeah, that's not happening. I guess my first crime in the Academy is going to be using their cool waterfall pool for an unintended purpose.

He padded out of the suite on the soft carpet, taking a moment to admire the waterfall out of the wide window. The lights in the area had been turned down, and the falling water was illuminated from within by a silver radiance that cast a gentle glow across the huge chamber. It was a calming view that would be nice to just sit and watch for a while. 

But that wasn't the plan for tonight. Nathan slipped through the entryway, silently passing the slave on her cot and moving towards the opening beyond. The lack of a door allowed a comfortable breeze into the common area. When his suitemates approached the opening the staircase had appeared, spiraling down towards the greenery below. But that didn’t happen when it was just Nathan, and he looked out of the doorway to the park below. He stepped out into empty air and began descending quickly, trying not to be spotted.

The park wasn’t fully deserted, with a few students taking late-night strolls or necking behind illusions in secluded areas. Nathan ignored all of them, using his stealth skills to descend unseen to ground level before fulfilling his earlier promise regarding the central pool. 

Then he left the living area, taking one of the open corridors away from the low-tier residential area. His goal was to climb the tower, finding the places where Badud and the archmages lived. He wasn’t sure if he was going to take time to find multiple targets before striking, or if he’d be greedy and immediately kill the first valuable target he found. 

On one hand, dead archmage good. But then they’ll respond, maybe even by destroying Gemore. Right now they don’t know I’m here, and if I can kill Badud and half of the archmages in one night that would be a crippling blow. 

But first he had to learn how to climb the stairs, or more accurately, open the door to the stairs. He found the spot where he’d first descended to this level. There was a flat wall where the staircase had been, and the knot of wizardry was significantly more complicated than his suite door had been. 

There were several levels of magic in the wall. If he’d previously been playing around with a breadboard, now he was staring down a printed circuit board with multiple layers. He couldn’t even detect the parts deeper in the wall, since they were obscured by the stuff closer to the surface. 

With a sigh Nathan started moving back and forth, assembling a mental model of each layer and trying to get a good picture of sections farther back. It was hard, taxing work and Nathan spent Focus to help him accurately parse the information and add it to his model. 

After about an hour of inspecting a blank wall, Nathan thought he had a pretty good idea of the structure of the various layers, and how they communicated with one another. 




	Wizard Senses 6 achieved!






Now it was time to try to manipulate it. He took a calming breath and spread out his arms, resting them against the stone. He wasn’t really trying to open the path to the staircase. He just wanted to understand this circuit better, and maybe wizardry in general. That meant poking various portions of the magic within the wall to see how the overall system responded. If there were any anti-intrusion measures, they would almost certainly activate. 

Who am I kidding. I’m definitely going to set something off. But I need to do this if I’m going to get anywhere. At least there aren’t any obvious traps in the walls or anything. But that makes me worried about the non-obvious ones. 

He tentatively squeezed a node on the first layer, watching a small flicker of energy pulse through the layers of wizardry like a stone cast into a pool. After a moment the system stabilized, the errant signal quashed to nothing. 

Nathan waited a moment, but there was no further response. He shrugged, then did it again. This time he slipped his antimagic to the second layer and tweaked a node that had seemed to amplify the signal the first time he’d poked the wizardry. The response was much larger, with a noisy buzz of activation that seemed to overload various portions of the spell. 

Something deep within triggered, and a signal was passed out of the local region. In response another piece of wizardry reached down, stamping on the local magic and forcibly returning it to normal. 

Ah, that’s what happens when I mess it up. It gets forcibly reset. Is there anything else, or can I try again? 

Then a voice sounded around him, genderless but commanding. “Magical anomaly detected. The Grave of all Giants is currently set to: Placid. If there are students present, remain calm. An administrator will arrive shortly to provide clarification on the magical anomaly."



There was a faint ‘pop’ and a mid-twenties man sitting in a chair teleported right next to Nathan. He was dressed in the blue robe of an enforcement mage, and appeared to have had very little warning. His hand held some kind of crunchy snack and his face registering surprise at the sudden change of scenery. 

Nathan just stared at him for a moment, unsure how to react. 

The mage blinked around, eyes landing on Nathan in his gray robe. “What?” Then his expression grew angry, and he moved to stand. “There will be blood from your wounds, boy. No matter what you…” 

He didn’t get any farther. Nathan’s punch went straight through [Mage Armor] and into the man’s face. Blood and vitreous humors splashed to his wrist, staining the sleeve of his robe. 

Dammit! That’s going to be hard to clean. But at least the mage is very dead. A mysterious dead body points a lot fewer fingers than a living witness. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 151! You have killed Enforcement Mage Birv dho Feste from surprise!






He didn’t wait to see what happened next, just turning and running away before the Academy could respond to the mage's death. It took him bare minutes to reach the low-tier residency hall, where he quickly ascended into the air. He angled towards the center of the room and the waterfall to wash the blood off his hand, though it also got his robe wet.

He had to pause for a moment to recall which of the hundreds of openings he should head towards, but he zipped into the correct suite moments later, staying off the ground to avoid making any noise. The room was as empty as he’d left it, with nothing out of place. Nathan forced himself to calm down and take his time in manipulating the wizardry of his door. He hadn’t blown his cover yet, and wanted to keep it that way.

I learned what happened if you mess up the wizardry sufficiently though. Good lesson. 

Once his door opened, he slipped inside and closed it firmly. His first target was the bathroom, to use a towel to try and rub out the blood from his sleeve. He wasn’t fully successful, but the stain wasn’t particularly noticeable on the gray cloth. 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 312. You have killed an enforcement mage of Giantsrest while inside the Ascendant Academy.






He hung the robe up to dry, then went back to bed. He didn’t sleep, instead considering the lessons he’d learned. 

The Academy definitely has some kind of central control, but it doesn’t seem intelligent. A little bit of messing around is ok, but if I cross a line then it sets off an alarm and drops a mage on me. Giantsrest has ‘administrators’ who seem to be in charge of the Academy, though that guy wasn’t a wizard. He wasn’t even at a very high level mage. He seemed more like a security mook watching cameras.

Can I use that to kill off mages? Set an alarm, kill the guy who teleports in, then skedaddle? I feel like that will work once or twice before they turn that setting off and throw a hundred golems at me. My priority is still figuring out the wizardry of the Academy. 

Nathan was happy with the results of the evening. He’d learned to manipulate the Academy in the most basic way. He couldn’t open up walls or get to the staircases yet, but he’d made tangible strides forward in understanding both wizardry in general and the Academy in particular. 

As it was, he was confident he could figure it out eventually. It might take another Development of his antimagic Talent, or maybe some of the synergistic utility skills, but he’d manage. But they keyword was eventually. It was going to take at least a few days, potentially a couple of weeks to understand the wizardry well enough to hack it reliably. He’d need to blend into the Academy and do what it took to go unnoticed until he had gotten the necessary practice and experience. 

This might be one of the few places where I actually get exposure to significant amounts of wizardry. I remember where the [Antiwizard] description said wizards are ‘the most powerful magic-users on Davrar.’ It was easy to be exposed to mana-based magic for my Talent, because that kind of magic is everywhere. I just sat down with Stella’s parents and they showed me dozens of spells. But if I want to learn wizardry enough to fight a wizard, this is the place to do it. So I’ll work on staying hidden, taking what risks need to happen to learn how to break wizardry. 

With that resolution in mind, Nathan pulled up his exact recollections of what he’d sensed tonight. Things had happened quickly, but he’d been paying attention and spending Focus to capture everything. He reconstructed the cascades of energy with [Mental Fortress], recalling how the wizardry construct had activated to send the alert signal. 

He didn’t have enough data to understand specifics, but it was enough to generate hypotheses and try to get a better understanding of how the wizardry worked. After his fifth fine-grained run-through of the cascade that had led to the administrator’s intervention, Nathan thought he was on the edge of understanding the metaphysical nature of wizardry a little bit more. 

If he had to put it into words, he’d say that it was dependent on metaphorical significance in a way that normal mana wasn’t. Fire mana represented heat and combustion and could burn on its own, but it worked best when it was fed oxygen and fuel. Wizardry was more concept-driven, and worked off of meaning and connection to enforce an abstract will upon the world. 

The wizardry inside the walls didn’t deform the stone and physically slide it aside, it just expressed a will that the stone be elsewhere. Once that was done, the stone simply moved into a space that hadn’t existed until it was needed. Mana was power that could be used to change the world, while wizardry was the power to rewrite it. 




	Wizard’s Intuition 8 achieved!






With the satisfaction of a concept understood, Nathan drifted off to sleep once more. 

–

He awoke to a soft knock at the door. He quickly got up and donned his the same robe that he'd worn last night. It was still damp, but there wasn’t anything he could do about that. “Come in.”

The door cracked open, showing the matronly slave, head bowed and arms outstretched. In her hands was a neatly folded stack of gray robes.

Nathan took them gently and responded automatically. “Thank you.” 

She looked up in surprise, eyes catching on his own damp robe. She blinked, then nodded and turned away. Beyond her Nathan saw Hibor open his own door, yawning and scrubbing at his eyes. 

He closed the door again and changed, finding the new robes fit him perfectly. He hung the bloodstained robe up out of the way before taking a minute to untangle the lock and leaving to find all three of his suitemates outside. 

Yelun was speaking quickly, her voice full of trepidation. “... and they don’t know how he died! An enforcement mage killed in the academy. My cousin didn’t say how he died, but she did say it wasn’t magic!”

“Then how?” Roni said, looking confused. “A monster?” 
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Chapter 22 Scholarly Paths


                The mood at breakfast was anxious. The news of the dead enforcement mage had clearly spread, and everybody was speculating on what had happened.

“A ghost of Quaz!” Roni said in a hushed voice, eyes wide with suppressed excitement. “The battle in the mountains happened near a hidden hermitage. It awoke from the death, then followed the Founder back and now stalks the Academy, killing mages.”

He looked around to see how his companions reacted to the theory. Nathan raised his eyebrows and shrugged, while Hibor looked uncertain and interjected his own theory. “To raise the past, it could have been an action of the Nails. Their hands have been idle for a long time.” 

Roni wasn’t deterred. “But the Nails kill with magic. This was something else, like a monster! I want to be a war mage and learn necromancy, so I can animate dead monsters. I’ll apprentice to war mage Usto dho Thrask and shackle the ghost with magic, then learn to make immaterial golems out of death mana!” 

Yelun just rolled her eyes. “It was probably a malfunctioning golem. They’re left from the time of Founders, and we still don’t understand them. Miracle of the Giant or not, if they think you do not belong they will kill you.” 

Her sober tone was at stark contrast to the excitement of the boys. They grumbled about their own pet theories, but didn’t dispute that the more mature girl was probably correct. 

Nathan nodded along, glad that he hadn’t stirred up too much suspicion by killing the enforcement mage. It seemed like the security around the Academy was intense enough that they didn’t really consider the possibility that there could be an assassin inside.

The students, at least. Badud might have more information. But there are a lot of students, and they can't exactly use magic to find me. 

Soon enough they were headed towards the practical class, which had Nathan nervous. It was where the low-tier students were supposed to practice their magic and apply the theory they learned in the lectures. 

He thought about slipping away, but his new suitemates assumed he’d be joining them. Doing anything else would be suspicious. He thought about trying to make an excuse about joining a different class, but in the end he found a few different reasons for going. 

Missing the morning classes will only work for a day or two. So if it takes longer than that to learn wizardry, then I need to learn how to blend in. If it takes less time than that, I can do it while on the run. I can hide in this building for a couple days even with my cover blown. It’s huge. But I also want to see how the mages of Giantsrest learn. They teach thousands of powerful mages. How? 

Nathan walked into the classroom, which was a high-ceilinged space split into a dozen small spaces by a series of low walls. Each little pod was set up with a few desks and a practice area shielded by force spells for magical practice. Further spells rose from the walls, preventing sound from carrying between each pod. He followed Hibor down the passage and into one of the little practice areas. Roni and Yelun were right behind, and they sat down in the provided desks and started chatting about the upcoming lesson. 

“I’ll do it this time.” Roni proclaimed. “Today is the day I cast [Mage Armor] for the first time.” 

Yelun rolled her eyes. “Learn [Force Block] first. Don’t reach above your tier.” 

“But you can cast it.” The brown-haired kid looked petulant. 

She sniffed, “I learned Insights from my father.” 

Hibor tried to break the tension. “Don’t sharpen your jokes, it’ll…” 

He was cut off by another voice that sounded throughout the room, broadcast by an enchantment on the ceiling. “Students, welcome. Today we will continue our exploration of force mana.” 

Nathan spotted the speaker, a short and somewhat portly man in an orange robe walking down the center of the room. He smiled in satisfaction as all of the low-tier students in the room turned to face him, and beady eyes tracked over the thirty people in the room. 

“Listen well, for [Mage Armor] is a spell every mage of Giantsrest must know. In the wilds of Davrar it will save your life often, protecting you from all manner of barbarian and monster.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Even if you never leave the Academy, it will protect you from the spells of your competitors. Now, last time we practiced the shape of [Force Block], now we will …”

He trailed off as he spotted Nathan, giving him a curious look. Then the man shrugged and kept speaking. “Now we will marry that to the Insight of mobile force to make a protection that will move with you. Begin.” Then he began walking casually towards Nathan and his suitemates. 

One student per pod got up and stood in the practice area, moving mana around to cast the spell. Hibor took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes closed as he summoned force mana and spoke the spell. 

[Mage Armor]

The mana wobbled and destabilized as misshapen panes of force forming over the boy’s skin. Usually Giantsrest force spells were transparent, but this one looked like a mess of jumbled plexiglass. The boy raised an arm and the entire spell fell apart like it was made out of sugar. 

“I can’t tell if you have the Insight, the force spell is too clumsy,” Yelun called. 

The lecturer strolled into their pod, and all of the students gave him a Giantsrest salute. Nathan was a bare fraction of a second slower than the others, but the man was studying Hibor’s failed spell. “That mana won’t flow clean. Sit down and consider your failure.” His tone was harsher than it had been when he was speaking to the class, and Hibor flushed and ducked his head before walking back to his bench and flopping back into the chair. 

Then the orange-robed mage turned to Nathan, eyes faintly narrowed. “Your face isn’t familiar. Who are you?” 

Nathan ducked his head respectfully. “Natad dho Asna. The son of two mages who decided to live in the southern deserts. I recently changed suites, and am attending class with my new friends.” He gestured to the other three students in the booth, and Roni beamed. 

“Hmph.” said the lecturer. “I am Bran dho Jast, and I mislike when students make their own decisions. Come, let us see your [Mage Armor].” He pointed towards the practice area. 

As Nathan got up, he could feel the man surreptitiously checking out his mana pool, using some kind of enhanced mana sense skill to see how much mana Nathan had. He’d been expecting it, and had set up a fake mana pool that was three or four times larger than the students around him. Not ridiculous, but it would imply he was either already over level 27 or had a skill that increased the size of his mana pool.

Let's see if I've lost the skill of bullshitting my homework. 

He kept his aura close to his body as he turned back to Bran with a tight smile. “I’m new to the light of the Academy, and my parent’s Insights don’t flow clean with the Insights of the Academy. I don’t have force mana.” 

The lecturer's brows drew down angrily, and he sneered. “Then your cannot be a mage of Giantsrest, and your parents are fools.”

Nathan opened his mouth to respond, intending to talk about special [Dispel] Insights, but the man cut him off. 

“You will prove you understand the Insights. Fill in this sheet and return it tomorrow.” A sheaf of paper appeared in his hand and he thrust it at Nathan like a weapon. “Ask your friends for their knowledge.” He shot a look at the three younger students, who were watching silently and trying not to attract the man’s attention. “Extract whatever price you wish from your friend.” 




	Mid-tier Disguise 6 achieved!






His eyes swept to the blonde-haired girl. “Yelun, if you wish additional lessons, my office is unlocked to you.” Then he turned and left. 

Nathan blew out a heavy breath, looking around at the other students with a sardonic grin. “I guess I have some homework.” 

They were all watching him with some degree of concern. Hibor looked embarrassed, while Yelun frowned as if she’d encountered an unforeseen obstacle. 

Roni just looked moderately confused, and he got up to clap Nathan on the shoulder. “That’s a muckgrabber’s asshole. Let me try.” 

Nathan was able to avoid Bran’s notice the rest of the class, though he received another packet of homework along with the rest of the class as he left. 

Well that didn’t go as bad as it could. I’ll take a chewing-out from somebody I don’t care about over a manhunt any day. I’m not looking forward to doing homework again though. I thought I was done with that. 

He paged through it as they walked to lunch. It wasn’t even… good homework. He’d graded more than a few college-level classes in his time, and these questions didn’t look like they had ‘right’ answers. They were open-ended and unclear. At least one was asking him to sketch a mana structure that he knew for a fact was three-dimensional. 

Sudraiel would be apoplectic if she knew Giantsrest is using reams of paper for homework. Maybe that’s why she’s so grumpy all the time. 

His ears caught the faintest edge of a familiar voice, and Nathan’s attention focused in on it. 

“... press my palms atop those low-tier fools. They’re in Bran’s class, they’ll come this way.” The voice would be inaudible to normal ears, and was coming from around the corner ahead. It belonged to Eban, the boy who had been bullying Hibor yesterday before Nathan decked him. 

Nathan held out a hand to stop his group, sighing. “Eban is around the corner. I think he’s planning to ambush us.” 

Hibor sucked in a sharp breath, while Roni looked mad. Yelun just looked thoughtful, glancing at the corner and pitching her voice low. “With me here? They raise their hands too high.” She sniffed and lifted her nose arrogantly. 

Nathan bit his lip. “They might not have dared a month ago, but now they might decide your support is gone. Because your father is dead.” 

Because my friend shot him in the head. 

Yelun winced, then looked down at her feet. “...yeah.”

“I know another path!” Roni said excitedly, pointing back and to the side. He took off before anybody had a chance to propose any other ideas. They all followed him on a mad dash through a few intervening rooms to a different entrance into the fire-themed lunch hall. 

Nathan used the opportunity to once more examine the wizardry of the Academy as it opened and closed portions of the wall when an authorized user approached. His greater understanding of the wizardry helped him understand the activation sequence, though these spells were less complex than those allowing access to the stairs. 

—

That evening he found himself sitting across from his suitemates across the pile of homework, bartering for their help. He knew a lot about magic, but didn’t know basic things like the notation that Giantsrest used to draw three-dimensional spells on two-dimensional paper. 

But the Academy wasn’t a place where you asked a friend if you could copy their homework. You traded favors for it, and the students across from him wanted to get the best deal they could. 

This is dumb. I’m trying to assassinate these teachers, not turn in homework to them. Maybe I should consider killing Bran so I have more time to explore. I doubt it is a good idea, but the man seems like a piece of work. 

He sighed, resigning himself to doing the damn homework. It was a great way to establish his cover and buy himself more time to figure out the Academy. He looked up to his suitemates. “I can’t give away much about the Dispel Insight, but I’ve got a few other ones that might be useful.” Nathan said, speaking carefully. He didn’t have a problem giving them some basic Insights into fire mana or something, but he wasn’t about to teach them how light or electricity worked. 

Besides, those would be obviously non-Giantsrest Insights. I need to keep this to stuff that would be reasonable to originate from here. 

Roni and Hibor nodded, eager for whatever dribbles of knowledge Nathan would share that would give them a leg up on their peers. But they didn’t speak, instead looking to the third person on their side of the negotiation. 

Yelun shook her head. “I want a demonstration of the [Dispel], and then one question answered about it.” 

If I could pull off pretending to cast [Dispel] in a room full of powerful mages at Nol dho Chokiz’s party, I doubt she’ll be able to tell I’m not actually casting a spell. There’s very little risk to this, and it’s an ability she already knows I have from Hibor. 

Nathan eyed her warily. “I can’t share the Insight, or give you hints towards it.” 

She gave a slight nod, cool as a cucumber. 

He pushed. “That’s worth more than one night of homework. Help with homework for the next three months.” 

“Two weeks, and you demonstrate the dispel twice.” 

“Ok.” He said, rubbing his hands together. “Put up a spell for me to target.”

[Light]

She set a volleyball-sized orb of light above the table and then gestured towards it. 

Nathan stood and raised his hands, moving them in a slashing gesture. “Dispel.” He extended a tendril of aura from his tight control, slicing it across the light spell. It popped like a balloon. 

Yelun frowned at the demonstration, eyes crinkling up in thought. “Such a sudden spell…” Then she cast again.

[Force Block]

She gestured towards the spell again. 

Nathan was surprised she wanted to use both demonstrations so quickly, but he made a show of wiping his brow before repeating the gesture and word. “Dispel.” The pane of force broke just as easily as the light had, vanishing into Nathan’s aura. 

“By the Giant…” Roni had a goofy grin on his face, and Hibor looked satisfied to see the magic demonstrated once more.

Yelun was thinking intently, her brows narrowed as she stared off into space for a second. Then her gaze refocused on Nathan. “That used a new mana type. One I’ve never felt before.” She chewed on her lips for a second, trying to figure out the right question to ask. “What else can it do?”

Nathan smirked at the question. Maybe his skills had guided her down an incorrect path, maybe they hadn’t. But either way, she’d arrived at an incorrect assumption. He wanted to encourage it. 

I need to say something that I can actually do, because they’ll expect it to be in my capabilities. 

“It can redirect spells. I’m working on [Spell Redirection].” Then he had an idea. “Maybe you can help me practice later?” 

It’ll help establish me as a mage in their minds, and it’ll help me fill up on Stamina while getting better at using my new skill. I don’t want to drain random magic and leave big signs saying “An Antimage was here.” 

Yelun’s eyes went wide, and she started muttering. “A mana that affect spells. A meta-mana?” Her gaze snapped back to him, to see if he’d reacted to her words. 

He just gave her a grin. “Now, about that homework?” 

—

Nathan was roving the halls of Giantsrest after curfew once more, looking for more of the wizardry locks that would open up new passages. Being out and about was risky, because anybody who saw him would try to get him in trouble. If he got called in front of a professor for being out at night, they'd quickly figure out he wasn't supposed to be here. 

That meant he needed to kill anybody who saw him, since he didn’t want them searching for a low-tier student. But learning how to manipulate wizardry was why he was disguised as a student. It was worth the risks to learn more. To reduce the chances of another mage getting teleported on top of him, he'd decided against trying to manipulate the wizardry so soon.

Let’s try to avoid generating a suspicious number of mysterious dead bodies. 

He instead planned to find as many different samples of the locking spell as he could. He was hoping that having more instances of the wizardry would give him a better foundation to build on as he worked to understand how it worked. 

It was slow work, since it meant walking carefully down the halls late at night while paying attention to the faint traces of wizardry in the walls. There was wizardry throughout the Academy, and the doors weren’t super-obvious against the background magic. The entire process was made more complicated by the occasional giant golem clomping around that he had to hide from. 

Luckily they were easy to hear coming, and he could feel their artificial mana pools around corners. He also memorized the entirety of the hallway system that was accessible without opening any doors. It only covered about a third of the footprint of the academy, but that was still an area about the same size as a couple dozen city blocks. 

Beyond the complex background wizardry of the Academy, Nathan found several variations on the doors that students could pass through. Some of the locks were fairly simple, like the magic controlling access to the dining rooms and classrooms. Other cases were moderately complicated, like those that granted access to the staircases and what he assumed were offices for the various lecturers. Each of the latter doors was engraved with the name of a mage, and he found offices for both Bran dho Jast and Brardan dho Shisk, the lecturers who taught his practical and theoretical classes respectively. 

With the additional data he was able to build a more comprehensive understanding of the different structures of the wizardry at play, though no two examples were truly identical. The simplest had three layers, while the more complex had somewhere between six and eight. 




	Wizard Senses 7 achieved!






Nathan had found a few examples that were beyond any others, with twelve or even fifteen layers. The fifteen-layer one seemed to block off a wide corridor leading away from a grand hall.

I wonder if it goes to a giant elevator that goes straight to the top. Maybe. But that’s beyond me, for now. 

He had ensured that none of the golems were nearby before examining that lock, trying to even get a full sense of the structure of each layer. Then a voice spoke from the side, making Nathan jump a few feet into the air with surprise. He hadn't heard anybody coming.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” 

Nathan's head snapped around to face the new arrival, finding a slight man dressed in finely tailored purple robes that marked him as a high-tier student. He looked curious, stroking his carefully-trimmed goatee as he examined Nathan. His feet hovered a few inches above the ground in a weird [Fly] spell that blended in to the temperature-control magic of the Academy. 

He couldn’t have been older than thirty, but the man was obviously trying to cultivate an air of superiority. He arched an eyebrow at Nathan. “What occurs? Why is a low-tier student roaming the halls of the Academy at night, examining entrances they cannot open? 

He floated a little bit closer to Nathan and a little bit higher, tilting his head and giving Nathan a second to reply.

I don’t want to kill him if I can avoid it. 

Nathan furrowed his brows, trying to come up with an excuse about how he was just trying to figure out how the Academy worked. He opened his mouth, but the other man cut him off with a wave of the hand.

 “I don’t care. Now, offer me a weighty bribe or I will call down the enforcement mages and you will be disciplined.” He swooped down, sticking his face in front of Nathan’s. “Well? Give me an Insight or secret worth the prophecy of death in my palm.” 

Nathan didn't want to leave a trail of bodies behind on his nightly excursions. It would attract attention that he wasn’t looking for. He should see if he could escape this without killing. 

Besides, I doubt he’s supposed to be here either. I might be able to call his bluff and get through this just fine, without leaving another suspicious body lying around. 

He dipped his head slightly without taking his eyes off the other man, and gave a Giantsrest salute. “I know of no Insights that would be worthy of a mage of your power. But if you would...”

The other man sighed heavily and rolled his eyes, speaking over Nathan. “Slave-born scum. Well, then I’ll claim my debt later. I will just need to embed some commands…” He waved his hands idly. 

[Paralysis]

The spell slid off Nathan without effect, and the man jerked in surprise. “What? Are you….” He reacted quickly, shooting up and away from Nathan as fast as his magic could take him. 

Damn. No choice. 

Nathan unleashed his aura on the mage. It struck forward like a whip, destroying all of the spellwork in its path. The [Mage Armor] and [Fly] spells vanished, and the man’s words vanished in a squawk as the magic propelling him cut out. He arced up a short distance, his existing velocity sufficient to send him another ten feet up. Then he fell forty feet to land headfirst on the marble floor with a scream and a crunch.

Well, maybe it'll look like he lost control of his [Fly] spell. That's basically what happened.




	Magekiller has leveled to 159! You have killed Rilrar dho Magoad, a high-tier student of Giantsrest!









	Void of Magic has leveled to 316! You have killed a high-tier student of Giantsrest inside the Ascendant Academy!
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Dressed To Kill





To save her town from decaying into oblivion, a young seamstress embarks on a quest that weaves together magic, mystery, and monsters.

In an impoverished border town with a population dwindling as fast as hope, Gwen Tailor aims to change things. She is a daughter of the Seamstress class, drawing on the bloodline skills of her mother, who stitches with a speed that veers into the realm of magic. An awesome feat. But armed with a giant piercing needle, Gwen is more than a seamstress. To save her people from extinction and create a pattern all her own for survival, she must be a monster slayer.

In the core of the town is the dungeon, a deep-pitted breeding ground for all the local despair and decline. Gwen is going where the monsters dwell. For every new kill, each creature’s pelt, shell, and exoskeleton will become not only protective armor but a source of escalating power. With the help of her friends—Sandy, a cleaver-wielding butcher’s daughter, and Gerald, a young blacksmith with near-wizardly talents for forging enchanted weapons—Gwen has a team to be reckoned with. Monsters, beware.

Would that it were so simple. Descending into each cavernous new level, Gwen will make a harrowing discovery about the true roots of her town’s decay. And they are more overwhelming and far-reaching than she ever could have imagined . . .

The first volume of the hit LitRPG fantasy series—with more than 500,000 views on Royal Road—now available on Kindle, Kindle Unlimited, and Audible!














Next chapter Monday! Patreon's getting close to the end of the book! 



                



Chapter 23 Hunting Shadows


                Nathan checked the academy around him, watching to see how it responded to a death. Last time there'd been no immediate reaction to a death, but he hadn’t stuck around long enough to see if it just took a little while. After thirty seconds, there was nothing. The sense of wizardry attention just drifted away in the moments after the man died, like it had stopped paying attention. 

That’s convenient. Makes me wonder if Giantsrest has full control over the Academy, or is just able to whitelist people. 

He shrugged and walked over to the body, making sure that Rilrar was completely dead. There’d been a notification, but it paid to be sure about these things. Sure enough, the man’s skull had been crushed when he hit the ground. Nathan considered trying to take something from the corpse, such as the mage’s mark on the man’s finger. 

He decided against it, setting off back towards the low-tier residences. Rilrar had been using a strange [Fly] spell, and it was possible his death might be interpreted as an accident. That wouldn’t be true if anything was missing from the body. Furthermore, a mage’s mark wouldn’t do anything for him, since the Academy didn’t rely on them to identify people. It just tracked them directly. 

Nathan increased his speed to a run, leaving the hall behind in moments. He dodged a couple of golems on patrol and snuck back into his room, then collapsed on his bed. It took a little while to go to sleep, with him turning over how much more time he’d need before he understood wizardry well enough to actually start climbing the Academy. He was making progress, but he wasn’t sure if he’d figure out anything worthwhile before his cover got blown. 

Keep going. It’s worth the attempt to learn. 

—

The gossip the next morning was spicy, and had a different theory about how Rilrar had died. Nobody seemed to believe it had been an accident, though many of the ideas were even more outlandish than Roni’s Quazian ghost hypothesis. The brown-haired boy continued to defend that idea, arguing with Yelun about the topic. 

As they were getting up and heading to class Nathan overheard somebody at a different table suggesting it could be assassins from Gemore. Luckily, that idea didn’t seem to be gaining much traction. But he did notice that people were moving in larger groups, each clique of students unwilling to get too far away from any others in case they ran into whatever danger was stalking the halls of the Ascendent Academy.

Nathan flexed his stealth skills to avoid Bran’s eye in the practical lesson, and pretended to struggle with force mana for the benefit of his suitemates. He handed his homework to the lecturer on the way out the door. 

The pudgy man flipped through it right there and then, beady eyes glowering down at the correct answers. He paused on the force weave drawing, then snapped the sheaf closed. “Work on your drawing skills. The Insight is there, but it looks like a splintered spell.” 




	High-tier Noticeability 5 achieved!






Then the lecturer turned away in clear dismissal, letting Nathan and his suitemates escape the room and hustle to lunch. 

Eban was waiting in ambush again, but they ducked in through the side entrance to avoid him. The surly white-robed student came in half an hour later, spotting them at the table. He looked over angrily but didn’t approach. Everybody let out a relieved sigh. 

The lecture class in the afternoon started out strangely. The lecturer was still Brardan dho Shisk, the ruddy-faced man who could make the Insight behind a [Fireball] boring. But this time he entered the room with uncommon energy, standing behind the podium instead of sitting as he usually did. 

“The Ascendant Academy has lost a hand of the Giant. Rilrar dho Magoad was a wonderful mage.” He paused to sniffle slightly. “I sponsored him to high-tier, and hoped he would grasp the title of lecturer. He was brilliant beyond words, and developed a novel [Fly] Insight that should have seen him raised to Archmage.” 

The lecturer scanned around the room, a tangible sadness in his eyes. “But now that Insight is lost, for it was never shared. Mourn, all of you. A brilliant work of magic has been lost today, and know that proper weight is being given to the investigation of his death.” 

I’d give his value at about twelve levels. That was kind of a lot for a high-tier student. I wonder what that investigation is gonna look like. I didn’t leave a lot of clues.

Nathan blinked at the line of thought. He’d been totally justified in killing Rilrar, since the man had tried to mess with Nathan's mind, and would have exposed him regardless. But it was a bad habit to start thinking of people as sources of levels. That was the kind of thing that could lead to Kia hunting him down later. 

After the surprisingly emotional eulogy, the lecture resumed its normal monotony. Given his late-night antics, Nathan had to use [Perfected Body] to keep himself awake. This time Brardan assigned homework, flicking a finger and casting [Force Fingers] to distribute the papers to every student in the class. 

That evening, Nathan noticed that his original robe had been mended and cleaned. It was the one that Faline had given him, which had been damaged when he busted into the Academy. More importantly, it had been stained with the enforcement mage's blood when Nathan had put a fist through his face. 

Nathan stepped out into the main living space, shooting a quick look at the old slave who was heating up a few snacks for them. He still didn't know her name. She hadn’t paid him any special attention today, but after cleaning blood from the sleeve of his robe she had to suspect something. He resolved to keep an eye out and joined the other students as they bent over their homework. 

That night, Nathan departed once again. He intended to make this a shorter trip, mostly to reduce the risk he killed somebody else. Two deaths in a row were suspicious and worth investigating, but three would definitely trigger a response. 

I wonder if they know it’s an assassin, or specifically me. Badud might suspect, but he hasn’t done anything about it so far as I've seen except increasing the patrols. I need to be careful of those tonight.

Nathan’s next goal was to open the simplest non-residential door he could find, which led to the dining room where they had breakfast. It was a three-layer spell, and Nathan was pretty sure it would be a good next step. His real goal was learning to manipulate the wizardry without triggering the alarm. If he wasn’t worried about mages teleporting in, it would be a lot faster and easier to experiment with the magic and figure out more about wizardry. 

My skills are helping a lot here. I’ve got [Antimagic Stealth] and [Wizard’s Intuition] that are making it a lot easier to mess with things without setting off alarms. But the real goal is to improve [Denial of Wizardry]. It’s letting me interact with the wizardry, and interfacing with Spell Redirection to let me actually manipulate it. But it’s more effective the better I understand the wizardry I’m targeting. Right now it’s like I’m trying to hotwire a car while wearing oven mitts. 

He probed the lock carefully, slipping tendrils of antimagic into the structure and burning Focus to make sure he didn't slip up and break anything unintentionally. Then he started gently poking it in various places and watching the response. He kept the impulses small, and every time a signal looked like it was building up too much he quashed the magic and waited for it to return to neutral. 

After nearly an hour he was starting to feel comfortable with some of the individual modules and connections of the spell. It was analogous to measuring currents and voltage across different parts of a circuit to reconstruct what individual components did, though wizardry didn’t behave like electricity at all. Unfortunately his Focus was a limiter on the process. It regenerated even as he worked, but maintaining his aura’s shape and carefully monitoring the wizardry in the lock was a draining task. He had to pause occasionally to meditate and restore the resource, all while keeping on guard for patrols.

Nathan had just finished infiltrating his aura back into the lock when he heard the stomp of an approaching golem around the far corner. He had seconds before the construct rounded the corner and spotted him. He could hide from the magic of the Academy, but the golems had actual physical eyes that would spot him. Not only was he not on whatever whitelist Giantsrest had, there was a nighttime curfew throughout the Academy.

The problem was that his aura was still extended into the wall. If he ripped it out he’d mangle the door that led into the dining hall, setting off alarms and potentially busting the entrance in a way that screamed ‘an antimage was here.’ He looked around the bare corridor frantically before leaping into the air, teeth clenched as his aura fed out behind him. He got over the lip of the cornice and flattened himself to the vaulted ceiling fifty feet in the air. 

He was half-exposed to the corridor below, but didn’t have the time to do anything else. His aura was still stuck into the wall far below, and the distance made it hard to maintain the complex shape. He slowly started disentangling his power from the wall, the task made difficult with distance. It was like lifting a heavy weight with outstretched arms. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 8 achieved!






The golem stomped down the hall below him, and Nathan yanked the last of his aura out of the wall and retracted it with a quiet sigh of relief. Then he turned his attention to the fifteen-foot tall statue below, using the opportunity to study it closely. It moved with greater fluidity than the Giantsrest golems he'd seen outside of the Academy, and wizardry was incorporated into its structure to make an artificial mana pool. The giant statue kept its gaze low, not looking up at any point.

He caught a faint thread of wizardry coming off the golem, stretching into the walls and connecting to the magic that flowed through the Academy. It wasn’t anything substantial, more of a data connection than anything capable of transmitting power. But it seemed to be the way that the golem stayed in touch with the greater magic of the academy. 




	Wizard Senses 8 achieved!






I wonder if I could snip that cord and then fight it. It’s obviously tougher than any golem I’ve fought before, and it would be good to know that I could take it. But there’s no need to take the risk right now. 

Nathan sighed when the golem turned the corner, and moved to lower himself back to the ground. But before he did, he noticed something strange. The vaulted ceiling was painted with a colorful fresco, and the area he’d been pressed against had lost some of its vibrancy. There also seemed to be a slight indent where he’d been trying to push himself into the surface. 

He stared at the spot for a moment, then retreated a few steps in midair and watched the bleached section. The color slowly started to return and the surface smoothed out, accompanied by a faintest tinge of wizardry. He poked a portion of the wall with a dense tendril of antimagic and saw the color drain away slowly. Now that he was paying attention, he could see the material of the school itself dissolving as he absorbed the local wizardry. 

He dropped back to the ground and repeated the process with a column nearby. Nothing seemed to happen, so he made the aura more concentrated and kept at it for a few minutes until he saw a tiny divot form in the stone. 

I guess I understand the wizardry well enough to start dissolving portions of the school itself? That’s… promising. But it’s slow as hell. Not really practically useful. I need more practice, and more examples to test myself against. 

He returned to the low-tier student quarters, musing over his discovery and what it meant for his plans inside the Academy. It might be the kind of thing he could use to Develop his antimagic Talent. 

He went back to bed, imagining burrowing through the Academy like a mole to pop out in Badud’s bedroom. 

—

The next day was calmer, with everybody relieved that there’d been no fresh violence during the night. Nathan went to class and learned a few Insights of Giantsrest magic, continuing to use his skills to avoid attention without any hiccups. 

That luck ended during lunch. Eban strutted up to their table, followed by an entourage of other mid-tier students. They didn’t seem thrilled to be there, and several of them were shooting Eban disbelieving looks, as if surprised he was actually going through with this.

But the seventeen-year old mid-tier mage sneered down at the four people sitting at the table. “Hello, low-tiers. I’m here to demand a prophesied debt.” He locked gazes with Nathan, “This one laid hands on me, striking me with his hands!” His voice was raised, and more and more people turned towards the altercation to see what was going on. 

Hibor spoke up before Nathan could respond, snorting at the older boy. “Yeah, and you deserved it. I should have stepped on your face after you fell. It could only have improved your looks. Your birth was a sharp joke on your parents.” 

Several of the spectating students seemed surprised to hear that the claimed fight had actually occurred, but they tittered at the insult. 

Gee, thanks Hibor. I think I could have deflected this before you spoke up. After all, it was my word against his that anything even happened. 

Eban flushed with anger, sparing a look at Hibor but then returning his ire to Nathan. “I demand a test of magic, to demonstrate how a true mage of Giantsrest fights! We will stand in a dueling circle and cast spells at each other. No mundane blows allowed. May your mana flow clean.” He spit the last words, clearly meaning the opposite.

Yelun had grimaced at Hibor’s words, and she quickly spoke into the silence after the older boy’s challenge. “Natad is lower-tier, and you are the challenger. He doesn’t have to accept.” She shot Nathan a warning look. “Even if he accepts, he may set the time and place.” 

Nathan watched the older boy, trying to figure out if he could refuse this duel without consequences. He couldn’t care less about these stupid power-plays. He just wanted all of this to go away so it wouldn’t endanger his disguise. But part of being a student of Giantsrest was dealing with duels and challenges. He also had the suspicion that Eban would keep making trouble, and that engaging in this duel would be the fastest way to shut him up. If he could pull through it, then it would firmly enmesh his identity as just another student, and one worth leaving alone. 

“If you refuse, I’ll report your base violence to the lecturers.” Eban said threateningly. “And your lack of any spells aside from that [Dispel] foolishness. I’m sure Bran dho Jast will see your lack of any offensive spell as a prophecy of death.” He raised his eyebrows. “Unless you have an offensive spell after all?”

Then he shrugged. “You don’t have to touch me to win. Simply outlast my mana.” A small flame kindled in his hand, and he bounced it up and down with a cruel smile.

Oh no, a very small magical fire, whatever shall I do?

Nathan spoke for the first time. “If I win, you leave me, Hibor, Roni and Yelun alone. You don’t even talk to us, or else we take a finger.” 

People seemed startled at Nathan’s terms, but he knew they were valid because he’d heard them used in a duel before. Eban seemed startled as well, but quickly recovered. “A future favor to be claimed at any time. Up to a month’s service.” 

From the reactions of everybody around him that was a high but reasonable request, and they watched Nathan for his response. 

He considered the terms and had to repress a snort. The terms of this duel were dependent on the social contract of Giantsrest, and that certainly wasn’t something he gave a damn about. So Nathan faced Eban fully. “Agreed. Tomorrow before lunch, in the front dueling ring.”

Then he turned back to his food, ignoring the mid-tier students around them as they departed in a a storm of gossip.

Eban seemed annoyed to be dismissed that way, and he turned away with a mutter. “You’ll find your doom tomorrow.” 

Once they were alone again, Yelun leaned over and whispered urgently. “Why do you seek a prophecy of death? You could have set it for months from now! Or even after you became a mid-tier student yourself!” 

Nathan shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I can cast smaller versions of [Dispel], and my mana pool is pretty big. I know how strong he is now, and I don't want to give him time to figure out how to beat me. I just want him to stop being a problem.” Then he looked around at the other people at the table. “This might also be a great time to work on [Spell Redirection]. Will you help me practice that later?”

Roni’s mouth was full, but it didn’t stop him from making an agreeable sound. 

Hibor chuckled with a glee. “To grind Eban’s hands into the dirt? Definitely.” 

—

Nathan’s attention was caught by the afternoon lecture, where the red-faced lecturer began talking about mental techniques that could be used to help channel mana precisely, and better understand spells. Some of them sounded something like his [Wizard’s Intuition], but less powerful. 

That’s not a surprise. I’ve Developed that skill several times.

That evening his suitemates helped him practice [Spell Redirection], which was actually Nathan using his aura to redirect various spells back towards predetermined targets. He was both practicing that skill, and how to disguise it as a spellcast in front of a smaller and friendlier audience then he’d have tomorrow. 

Yelun had put up a few [Force Block] spells that served as targets, and he practiced redirecting [Fire Bolts] and [Force Blades] that were targeted at him. It was tricky at close range because he had so little time to react, and he couldn’t manage to aim the [Force Blades] very well, but the [Fire Bolts] moved slower and were easy. 

The practice didn’t provide any rank-ups, but it did impress his suitemates and make Nathan confident he could play off his antimagic in the duel. 

Excellent. That should defuse this whole bully situation enough for me to focus on the whole assassination thing. 

— 

After a few hours of sleep, Nathan woke up and left to roam the halls of the Academy once more. He’d played games using [Perfected Body] to allow him to go without sleep before, but this time he was looking for something sustainable. He wasn’t planning a few sleepless nights, but instead potentially weeks of effort with only a few hours of sleep a night while he needed to maintain his disguise as a hapless student of Giantsrest. It was a work in progress.

If I fully dedicate myself to it, I might be able to come up with an Insight and Develop [Perfected Body] to eliminate the need for sleep. But I’d much rather chase the Insight that lets me use Focus to regenerate even if I get knocked out in one hit. The problem is that I think the only way to implement that Development is to use the Insight to come back from an otherwise fatal blow. Which means I need to keep the Insight in mind during every fight with a handy supply of Focus ready, just in case. Given that I haven’t taken a deadly blow yet, it might take a while. 

Nathan sighed and turned his attention back to the question at hand. He had considered just finding an unobtrusive corner and trying to refine the ability to dissolve the structure of the Academy. But what he needed was to understand the wizardry, and he’d made strides in working on the obvious locks of commonly used doors. It seemed to be helping with sensing the background wizardry that permeated the walls as well. It was all part of the cohesive whole of the Academy. 

So he went back to the dining hall entrance and sunk his antimagic into the familiar wizardry of its lock. This time he was going to open the damn door, and get access to the mana within to recharge his Stamina without anybody watching. He’d walked through this door daily when accompanied by his suitemates, so he knew what the proper activation protocol looked like. Now he just needed to reproduce it. 

The trick was figuring out which parts of the signal were important, and which ones weren't - he couldn’t perfectly reproduce what happened inside the lock with his antimagic. But with trial and error and his understanding of what each component did, he was getting close to triggering the opening sequence.

Nathan was careful to listen out for any approaching golems. There’d been a few, but they were easy to avoid if he heard them with enough warning. It was annoying to keep getting chased away from his working area, but he didn’t want to fight one of the giant constructs if he didn’t have to. 

After nearly an hour of effort he succeeded, though it wasn’t as simple as giving the lock the right tap to open. He had to use his aura to carefully massage the wizardry in a series of inputs that would result in the proper signal. It was a bit of a surprise when the door suddenly flexed open in front of him. 




	Wizard’s Intuition 9 achieved!






More of a shock was the blue-robed mage sitting thirty feet away on the other side of the door, casually munching on a late-night snack. Standing behind the man was one of the giant golems of the Academy, the enforcement mage’s escort. 

Both golem and mage turned to look at Nathan when the door opened. 

Well, shit. This won’t be quiet.





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 10

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level316

Deepened Stamina: 6822/9750

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 159

Regenerative Focus: 1523/1690

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 1

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 8

Alertness 6

Wizard’s Intuition 9

Effortless Dodge 2

Mental Fortress 9

Tutoring 2

High-tier Tumbling 10

High-tier Noticeability 5

Mid-tier Disguise 6

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 8










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Next chapter Monday! Patreon got the last chapter of the book today. I'm going to wait a week, then post the epilogue there.

Then I'm going to pause the story and go on haitus for a bit. I'll finish posting it here, but then start posting the next book on Patreon earlier. 



                



Chapter 24 Contracted Duels


                Nathan sprang into motion before either the enforcement mage or golem had done more than look towards him. His only chance to maintain his cover was to kill the mage and destroy the golem before either had a chance to summon help or send any messages. If they did get a message off, he’d be reduced to plan murderhobo. His aura lanced out ahead of him, stretching towards his target with a speed only achievable by the immaterial. 

The golem immediately parsed his aggressive approach and leapt forward to intercept. Nathan’s aura sliced the connection in the same instant, preventing the golem from reporting what was happening to the rest of the Academy.

“Wha…” said the mage, blinking stupidly as he chewed on a piece of meat. 

Nathan tried to dodge around a table to get to the man, but had to jump backwards when the golem kicked out. The attack destroyed the table in a volley of splinters that shot across the large hall like crossbow bolts. A few of them struck Nathan, leaving tears in his clothing but failing to do more than scratch his skin lightly. 

The enforcement mage jumped to his feet at the sudden violence, panic sweeping over his features as he finally figured out that he was being attacked. The man's training kicked in, and his raised arms resolved into a spellcasting gesture. He backpedaled to gain space and cast his first spell. 

[Message] 

Nathan slashed a tendril of antimagic through the spell, disrupting the communication and also breaking the man’s [Mage Armor]. Then Nathan flinched back from a pair of light spells that erupted out of the golem’s eyes, even though they didn’t penetrate his aura more than a couple of inches. He swept his aura over the golem, causing the eye-lasers to cut out, though the antimagic didn’t seem to hinder the golem’s movement in the slightest. 

It’s an Academy golem. It’s powered by wizardry, and will take some time to destroy. The mage is the softer target, and he’ll probably try to get away to report me. 

True to the prediction, the mage turned tail and booked it, aiming for the exit on the far side of the large room.

Nathan made a move to follow, but the golem lashed out again with a battering-ram of a punch. Nathan used both hands to push off solid air, swaying out of the way and letting the blow leave a crater in the ground behind him. He used the space to accelerate towards the mage. 

The giant statue moved faster than any golem Nathan had seen before, blocking his path. It spat a useless fireball and held its arms out to the sides, ready to intercept Nathan if he tried to move past it. 

With [Airwalking] I’m never committed to any movement. No matter how it moves, I can adjust to get around it. The key is being faster to adapt than my enemy. I can find a way through any obstacle that’s not a solid wall so long as I stay loose. 

Nathan feinted left and right by kicking out with his feet, then corrected mid-flight to bounce off the floor between the golem’s legs.




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-Tier Tumbling] utility skill into [Parkour]. 

Utility skill: [Parkour]

This skill will help you rapidly change direction to navigate a complex environment.








Then he was speeding after the mage, who had almost managed to get out of the range of the antimagic. Nathan’s skills let him cross the width of the dining hall in seconds. 

The enforcement mage tried to cast [Message] again, casting a fearful look over his shoulder just in time to catch a foot to the head. The blow was so hard that the man’s skull caved in and his neck broke. The body slammed to the floor and bounced a few times, leaving a trail of bloody gore before ramming into a table and coming to a halt.




	Magekiller has leveled to 167! You have killed Gordol dho Satsik, an enforcement mage of Giantsrest as he patrolled the Ascendant Academy!






Nathan turned back to the golem and immediately jumped upwards, avoiding another floor-cracking blow as the Golem lunged across the room after him, leaving a trail of shattered and broken furniture behind. 

Damn, that thing can move. It’s wizardry-powered, can cast several spells and seems smarter than the other golems I’ve run into. No way this was made by Giantsrest, it has to be part of the Academy. Left over from when it was a dungeon?

Now Nathan stood twenty feet in the air, considering the golem. He kept its link to the rest of the Academy severed, and watched to see what it's next move would be. 

It tried to hit him with the light spell from its eyes again. 

Ok, it’s not that smart. Maybe it doesn’t really have any other options. 

Then it crouched to leap, and he jumped up and sideways to get away from it. He was fifty feet in the air now, and it was a stretch to reach his antimagic down towards the animated statue. He probed at the wizardry, trying to figure out the best way to destroy it. 

The golem responded by grabbing a table and throwing it at him. The heavy furniture flew like a fifteen-foot wide spiked frisbee. 

Nathan skittered out of the path of the projectile, gritting his teeth as he examined the spellwork that animated the golem. He was pretty sure he could mess up the wizardry in the limbs, but that wouldn’t kill it. He needed to wipe its memory in case it could report what it had seen. A couple of chairs zipped by at incredible speeds, and wooden debris rained down from the ceiling. 

You know, this isn’t that different from what I put my antimage students through. Asking questions while throwing things at them to teach them to dodge.




	Effortless Dodge 3 achieved!






He was pretty sure the right way to kill it was to break its artificial mana pool, but that would take time. It would also point towards an antimage as the vector of attack. But he didn’t have a better option, and he was wary of other golems or mages being drawn by the sound of smashing furniture.

The golems are complicated enough, and what I'm doing is weird enough, that I bet it'll be really confusing for whoever investigates. 

He got started, drilling into the mana pool and beginning to stuff his antimagic inside. Partway through the process a chair clipped him at fastball speeds, breaking his hip. But the golem’s mana pool held enough mana to completely refill his Stamina a few times over, making it trivial to heal the injury. Nathan redoubled his attention on dodging, using his new skill to erratically change directions and throw off the golem’s aim.




	Parkour 2 achieved!






The statue slowed down as mana was replaced by antimagic, seeming to flag as it was drained of energy. 

Nathan got closer to speed up the process. He finally drained the last of the mana, and the golem keeled over with a crash. It wasn't dead, just dormant.

Damn, that thing was scary. I’m not sure I could take more than one of them in an enclosed environment. 

Nathan carefully lowered himself to the ground, cautious that the golem was only playing dead. But when he approached it only twitched slightly, and a glyph illuminated on the sculpted leg. It looked like a place to input mana to charge the golem up again. That implied it would simply reactivate with all of its memory. He couldn’t allow that, but didn’t know how to stop it other than breaking the golem’s magical tether with his antimagic. 

I don’t know what other options I have. From what Yelun said, Giantsrest doesn’t understand these golems very well, so hopefully they won’t understand what happened, or that it was an antimage that did this. I don’t have the time to figure out another solution. 

He laid a hand on the golem’s chest and flexed his antimagic, shattering the mana reservoir and cutting it off from mana as he had previous mages of Giantsrest. The statue gave one last twitch and the glyph dimmed. There was still wizardry inside the golem, but it was fragmented and broken. Unrecoverable.




	Magekiller has leveled to 170! You have destroyed an irreplaceable giant-golem of the Ascendant Academy!









	Void of Magic has leveled to 325! You have killed an enforcement mage of Giantsrest and the last remnant of an ancient Giant!






Nathan stepped away from the prone statue but paused on seeing the level-up notifications. 

The last remnant of an ancient giant? And irreplaceable. Hmm. 

He looked back at the golem, grimacing. There were mysteries here for sure, but they didn’t change his near-term plans. He still needed to stay hidden while learning how to navigate the academy. He looked around the dining room, seeing that only a tiny fraction of the furniture remained intact. 

Breakfast tomorrow is going to be interesting. 

Nathan spent a minute replicating his feat of antimagic to open the door before departing the dining room at a run. He returned quickly to the suite, wanting to avoid being around when the bodies were discovered. He looked down at the robe, noticing several splinters were still stuck in the fabric from where the golem had demolished the furniture around the room. 

He sighed, and took off the robe, folding it and putting it at the bottom of the stack of clean clothing. It would stay hidden there. He didn’t want to leave any clues behind for any investigators. 

Then he went to bed to catch a couple hours of sleep before the next day. 

I’m finally inside a magical academy with a hidden danger on the loose. Just like those books I read on Earth. But this time I’m the danger, and wow is it stressful. 

—

The main entrance to the breakfast dining hall was blocked off by an enforcement mage, who was yelling for the low-tier students to climb the stairs to the dining hall they usually used for lunch. 

“Follow me!” Hibor said before leading the group through a side corridor to another entrance. 

From there they looked across the room carpeted in a layer of shattered wood, with the body of the golem standing out of the wreckage like an island in the sea. It was surrounded by various blue, yellow and orange-robed mages. There was also a tall man in a complicated orange-and-red wrap who seemed to be supervising as the other mages examined the fallen golem. 

Archmage. Should I break cover to take him out?

A few heads looked around when the opening door revealed Hibor, Roni, Yelun and Nathan. A grating stomp to the side betrayed the presence of another golem, and Nathan quickly slid back into the hallway so it wouldn’t see him. He heard a voice yell in their direction, tinged with irritation. 

“Low-tier students to the upper dining hall! I want to see your heels!” 

“As your words command, archmage Seacos!” Yelun called out, turning and nearly sprinting past Nathan in her rush to follow the command. 

Nathan and the other boys followed, only slowing when they got a notable distance away from the ruined dining hall. 

“What in the Giant’s hairy ballsack happened there?” Roni asked, his voice bewildered. 

Yelun glared at him. “Watch your words. Clearly whatever’s been killing people has attacked again, and struck down a golem!” 

“But you can’t kill them! They’re immune to… everything! The defenders of the Academy!” Roni protested. 

“It killed a mage too.” Hibor said, shakenly. “I saw a bloody body near the wall.”

Nathan decided to contribute. “The question is, did the golem attack the mage and was damaged enough to fail, or did something manage to kill both the golem and the mage at the same time?” 

The three low-tier students shivered, considering the options and finding neither one appealing. 

—-

Bran dho Jast, the lecturer who ran the practical classes, was pissed. He’d stormed into class that morning and proceeded to tear through the students, disparaging their magic and insulting everything from their parents to their magic. 

Nathan tried to deflect attention away from them, but he was unsuccessful. The furious lecturer stalked into their pod with a gleam in his eyes, then demanded each of them run through [Force Block] and [Mage Armor]. 

Yelun earned an approving snort, but Bran’s expression grew meaner as both Roni and Hibor failed to cast a stable [Mage Armor]. Then Nathan pretended to cast [Mage Block] without any effect, and Bran exploded. 

“Waste from a steel screamer! You don’t deserve the lowest robe. I should see you removed from the Academy, because I have seen no magic from you!” 

Ah, well somebody noticed. Well shit. Time to start plan murderhobo?

The man held up one finger, eyes boring into Nathan. “I give you one day. Come back tomorrow able to cast [Force Block], or I will see you expelled and enslaved!” Then he spun to Roni and Hibor. “If you cannot cast [Mage Armor] tomorrow, then I will break apart your suite and send you to other groups, because they are more helpful than you are to each other!” 

He looked at Yelun and narrowed his eyes. “You can do better. Come see me, and I will place you with true peers.” Then the orange-robed mage spun on his heel and left them behind to go yell at other students. 

Hibor looked down and kicked the stone floor in frustration. “Giant’s blood. I don’t want him to break up the suite. I like you all.” 

“It’s ok.” Roni said glumly. “Yelun’ll be fine. Sorry for not being able to help, Natad. We tried.” 

Yelun’s expression grew stern and a bit angry as she looked around at the rest of them. “We can do this. We’ll skip the theory class and go practice all afternoon. We’ll get there.” She nodded to Nathan. “You’ll get there.” 

Not likely. Does this mean my time pretending to be a student is done? That’s a shame, it’s a great way to hide in plain sight. Well, I have until tomorrow to think of a solution, even if it’s just disappearing in the night.

He looked back and shrugged with a faint grin. “First I need to duel Eban.” 

Which I actually expect to help cement my cover. 

Yelun’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ah. It’s nearly time, isn’t it?” Then her expression grew wry. “If you lose and get expelled, his month of service won’t carry much weight.” 

“He can use it to demand that Natad is enslaved to him.” Hibor said with a faint snarl. “Don’t lose.”

“I won’t.” Nathan said, trying to be reassuring. 

Half an hour later he stepped into the dueling ring, careful not to disrupt the shielding that contained dangerous magic while allowing people to clearly see and hear the duel. He glanced over at Eban on the other side. 

The mid-tier student was joking with his friends, laughing about the expected victory and the ridiculous stakes. A small crowd had gathered to watch a mid-tier duel a low-tier, and Nathan caught snippets of conversation about how unbalanced the rewards were, given the power disparity. A few people were shocked that the stakes weren’t the other way around. But nobody intervened, since Eban was well-connected and nobody had a clue who ‘Natad’ was. They just assumed he was a stupid new student who was about to learn an important lesson the hard way.

Eventually Eban turned and squared off against Nathan, before calling the start of the duel. He followed it up with his first probing spell.

[Paralysis]

“Dispel.” Nathan replied, swinging his hands and cutting through the spellwork with a finger of antimagic. 

The crowd reacted with surprise, multiple people gasping at his use of the rare magic. He saw multiple evaluating glances sent his way. 

On second thought, this might cause more problems than it solves. I need to not appear too exceptional. But I also don’t want to let it draw on too long. [Dispel] is supposed to take a lot of mana, so pretending to cast it until he runs out of mana is going to raise even more eyebrows. 

Eban eyed him with a thoughtful expression, cocking his head as if inviting a returning shot. 

“Dispel.” Nathan said in response, giving his opponent’s [Mage Armor] the faintest poke. It shattered into visible shards that dissipated into thin air.

The other student seemed to panic a bit, despite this exact thing happening the first time they’d met. He started casting spells rapid-fire, trying to get through Nathan’s defenses. 

[Force Blade]

“Dispel”

[Paralysis]

“Dispel”

[Force Push]

“Dispel”

[Fire Bolt]

Nathan gasped out a desperate breath and stimulated his sweat glands as the little ball of fire flew towards him. He needed to pretend that rapid-casting was absolutely exhausting, and that he was barely holding on. He spent some Focus to draw attention to how much difficulty he was having, acting the part of the exhausted mage holding on by his fingernails.




	High-tier Noticeability 6 achieved!






At least he finally had the opportunity to end the duel, it was the perfect time to pretend to be on his last legs. He’d been using a single thin tendril of antimagic to intercept the hostile spellwork, but now he guided it to narrowly miss the incoming spell. 

“Spell Redirection” 

The tendril caught the fire bolt in its orbit, and the spell spun around the antimagic before shooting back in the direction it had come. 

Nathan’s suitemates had been waiting for this after they’d helped him practice yesterday, and they cheered as the spell hit Eban in the chest. The mid-tier student went down with a scream.

A few other students dashed into the arena, already casting [Moderate Curing] on their downed friend. They gave Nathan poisonous glares as they hauled a wounded Eban away. He didn’t seem badly hurt, though there was a hole burned through the robe over his sternum. 

The audience broke up and started dispersing now that the excitement was done, but Nathan caught a few other people studying him carefully before walking off. They seemed to be noting down his appearance for future use. 

I underestimated how impressive that would be to a bunch of mages, even pretending that was the very limit of my ability. I hope none of them connect my [Dispel] magic to any of the deaths happening around here. [Forgettable] needs to pull its weight. 

He put his hands on his knees dramatically, panting as if he’d just finished running a few miles. Then he wiped sweat from his forehead and faced his friends as they rushed to congratulate him.




	Mid-tier Disguise 7 achieved!






“We’ve seen his heels!” Hibor exclaimed excitedly. “No more Eban dho Gliz!” 

Yelun was beaming, excited for his victory. “What a sharp joke. He’s had his reach cut short today.” 

Nathan merely nodded at them, then staggered off towards lunch. He was subjected to additional attention there, but given that the terms of the duel demanded he be left alone, nobody seemed to want to come over and talk. 

—

Yelun called in a favor to get somebody to turn in their homework and pick up any new assignments for the afternoon lecture. Then they all returned to the suite to practice for Bran dho Jast’s demand. 

Nathan was torn about the whole thing. He was pretty sure the solution was just for him to assassinate Bran before class the next day. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would hopefully let Nathan stay hidden for another few days, giving him more time to learn about wizardry. Also, Nathan was sort of looking forward to killing Bran and maybe getting a different teacher who wasn’t so much of an asshole. 

I’ve decided to kill him because he’s going to expose me. Not because he’s an asshole. If being an asshole was a death sentence then I’d have to kill a number of Adventurers too. And maybe myself, given some of my methods.

He’d found what he thought was the man’s office on previous excursions, and was pretty confident he could get through the door. If he went now, he could probably be waiting for the lecturer when he returned from teaching. But that would be a bit obvious. He’d probably have to do it before class tomorrow morning, and try to set up an alibi. For now he had to play along, and do his best to learn to cast [Force Block], and help his suitemates learn to cast [Mage Armor]. 

He looked attentively to where Yelun was standing like a lecturer, starting to cast in an exaggerated manner while she reiterated some of their basic instructions on how to cast [Mage Armor].





	
Utility skill: High-Tier Tumbling

This skill will help you use unorthodox movements to take advantage of your momentum. Especially useful to avoid attacks and compensate when you are struck.





	
Utility skill: Parkour

This skill will help you rapidly change direction to navigate a complex environment.










 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Perfected Body 10

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level325

Deepened Stamina: 10050/10050

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 170

Regenerative Focus: 1312/1800

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 1

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 8

Alertness 6

Wizard’s Intuition 9

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 9

Tutoring 2

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 6

Mid-tier Disguise 7

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 8
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Chapter 25 Insights of a Mage


                Nathan furrowed his brows, looking across at the three students as they tried to explain how to cast [Force Block] to him. It had been an hour since they’d snuck out of class, and they weren’t getting anywhere. 

His suitemates assumed he had force mana, as it was a requirement to enroll in the Ascendant Academy. To their knowledge he had some kind of powerful Insight that let him cast [Dispel] but made it harder to cast anything else. So they were just hoping that if he fully understood the spell, he’d be able to cast it. 

[Thief of Sorcery] could do it. But then I would be helpless against wizardry. 

Nathan raised a hand, cutting off Roni’s impassioned explanation on how he should think of the force mana like crystallized sugar. “I think the mana won’t flow clean because of my [Dispel] Insight, not because I lack understanding. I’ll keep trying, but this accomplishes nothing. Let’s talk about your [Mage Armor] first, and return to my [Force Block] afterwards.” 

Yelun frowned at him but nodded, turning to the two boys. “If you can both cast faultless [Mage Armor] it might appease Bran.” 

Then she launched into another explanation of [Mage Armor], straight out of the textbook. “Build the flows of force above your skin, starting with the eleven primary panes. Head, chest, back, upper arms, forearms, calves, shins. Then use those as anchors to build attachments, linking each of them to the other with Sussu’s Insight of flexible force.” She nodded, repeating the memorized words that had worked for her. “Once all of the force panes are joined together, use Badud’s Insight of sympathy to link it to your body. Then the force will move with you, and protect you from all attacks.” 

Both Roni and Hibor listened with tired acceptance and tried to cast the spells. They failed, but they kept trying. 

Nathan frowned at their attempts. He’d broken a lot of [Mage Armor] spells, which gave him a practical grasp of how the spell worked. It wasn’t enough for full understanding, but when paired with theoretical explanations and broken-down demonstrations, he had a pretty good grasp on how the magic worked. It involved the Insights Yelun had just mentioned, as well as a fundamentally different understanding of force mana from what any of the mages in Gemore used.

With his practical experience dismantling the spell, Nathan was pretty sure he knew what the two boys were doing wrong. They were following the instructions, but they hadn’t quite internalized the proper structure that the force mana needed to take. It was a subtle difference, but it was enough to prevent proper melding of the separate panes of force. Even if they somehow forced themselves past that step, the magic wouldn’t have enough flexibility to mirror their movements. 

They’re a bit closer to how Stella casts force spells. Should I correct them? Yeah, because it’ll make it seem more like a mage. Also, if I can’t find Bran tomorrow morning then it’s possible that them casting [Mage Armor] and vouching for me is enough to deflect him. Let’s call that the backup plan. 

He leaned forward, waiting for a break in the conversation. ”Let’s try something else. Can each of you cast two simple [Force Block] spells instead of a whole set of armor? Then try to link them together with Amoh’s Insight and see how strong they are.” 

All three paused, then shrugged and went ahead with his suggestion. Yelun was able to meld her two panes of force together in a smooth arc that maintained the overall strength of the spell. Both Hibor and Roni’s final pieces of magic had a sharper, brittle junction that shattered under moderate pressure. 

Nathan nodded. “The spells join together, so it’s not the Insight you’re having problems with. It’s the [Force Block] itself. Go back to the basic force weave and try to get it to stay strong when you meld two of them together.” 

Yelun was surprised by the outcome, but she was appreciative of his comment. Together she and Nathan walked Hibor and Roni through rebuilding their force spells from the ground up, pausing only to let the two boys regenerate mana. It took a few hours, but with Nathan's senses and Yelun's recitation of the necessary Insights they made rapid progress. 

After the two boys could successfully meld their force spells together, they went back to [Mage Armor], pausing only to break for dinner. The three of them ate quickly and returned to keep practicing. A couple of hours later, both boys were standing proud in their very own [Mage Armor] spells. 




	Tutoring 3 achieved!






Then they seemed to remember that Nathan had yet to even cast [Force Block]. Yelun blew out a long breath, looking at him and scratching her nose. “You know the magic. Your Insight makes force magic impossible, verified truth?”

He nodded sadly in response. “I think I need a Development to break that limit. It’ll happen, but not by class tomorrow.” 




	Mid-tier Disguise 8 achieved!






Roni tossed a half-eaten fruit across the living room in frustration. “Then we’re a splintered spell. Today was a prophecy of doom.” 

“No path for us to stay together.” Hibor agreed, flopping onto a couch in frustration. He glowered across at Nathan, then caught himself. “At least it’s not a failure of knowledge. Should we skip class and hope he forgets? Switch to a different class?” 

I think I’d prefer to stick to my murder plan. I think I can come up with something to make it less obviously point to me. 

Nathan cut across their pity party. “Raise your hands and see your strength. You both learned to cast [Mage Armor] in a day. It’s an impressive deed. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” He turned to Yelun. “He’s shown you favor, and if you claim credit for this teaching, then he will see the light in your eyes. If he moves anybody, it will be me. But if we do demonstrate our learnings, maybe then he will listen to reason. But for that, we’ll need to do the homework.” 

Nathan lifted both hands towards the ceiling. “I am not ashamed of my Talent, for it will lead me to greatness. We are mages of Giantsrest who have learned new magic, and we will use it to raise Giantsrest higher.” 

His suitemates looked around with new resolve. Hibor cheered. “Yeah! Let’s feed mana to it, and get these assignments done perfectly!”




	Inspiration 2 achieved!






Nathan rolled his eyes at the notification.

—

Some time later Nathan went to bed, shaking his head at the last few hours of work. He was somewhat impressed with how his suitemates had thrown themselves into their work, first learning [Mage Armor] and then powering through their homework. It was night and day to how seriously they usually approached their schooling. 

Yeah, but contrast them with my antimage students. These kids are soft, spoiled brats. They’ve never had a truly serious challenge in their lives. The privilege of magic makes them deadly threats, but they haven’t had to really work for it yet. Any of the new antimages would eat all three of these kids for breakfast. 

He took off his robe, placing it in the empty bin. Then he looked at the clean pile. Every robe in it was pressed and folded. That included the clothing he’d worn last night, which had been torn by splinters when he’d fought the golem in the dining hall. He’d tucked the garment in question at the very bottom of the pile, underneath all of his clean robes. He pulled out the garment in question and examined it. 

All of the splinters stuck in the garment had been removed, and the damage sewn shut with an expert hand. He wouldn’t have been able to see the traces of damage if he weren’t looking for them. Nathan shot a troubled look in the direction of the central living area, and the space beyond where the domestic slave slept. 

She has to know, or at least suspect, that I’m an assassin. But this took dedicated time to repair. Time she could have spent reporting me. Either she doesn’t have enough agency to do anything, or I have an ally. Should I free her? 

Nathan exhaled a sigh. He could break the enslaving magic on the woman, but it would introduce a whole raft of complications. The Academy tracked her every moment, and it was likely that freeing her would trigger some kind of alert. He could try to blind the Academy inside the suite, but then it wouldn’t be able to open doors for anybody.

I don’t think it’s tenable right now. Things are stable, I haven’t been discovered. I’ll try to free her before I go full murderhobo. 

He slipped out a few hours later, leaving the low-tier student housing behind. His first destination was the room labeled with Bran dho Jast’s name. He’d assumed it was an office, but it could be the man’s sleeping quarters. Or he could be working late. Either way, Nathan would jump at the chance to kill the lecturer now instead of having to find an excuse to slip out tomorrow morning. 

He was considering the least suspicious way he could get away from his suitemates when he heard the first patrol around a corner up ahead. He reached out with his magical senses and could feel the mana pools of both mages and construct. 

Dodging the patrols delayed Nathan’s progress through the Academy. He never saw them, but his magical and normal senses made it clear each patrol had three or four mages and two golems. The two golems alone would be a challenge, and he definitely wouldn’t be able to take out the mages before they fled. There were more patrols than there’d ever been before, and Nathan had to stay on his toes to avoid getting within line of sight of any of them.




	Alertness 7 achieved!






Eventually he approached the door marked ‘Bran dho Jast’ and set about manipulating the wizardry of the lock. It was more complicated than the one on the dining hall, but not by much. After a few minutes the wall slid smoothly aside to reveal a dark and empty space beyond.

Nathan stepped into the room and used his antimagic to activate a light crystal on the wall. There was a large desk that dominated the space, next to some kind of spell circle and a finely furnished sitting area complete with a well-stocked drink cabinet. He focused on the desk, finding what looked like a draft of next week’s homework. To the side was a stack of graded homework that was due to be returned to them the next day. 

So he will be coming back before class tomorrow. I just need to catch him then. 

He examined the spell circle next. It appeared to be some kind of limited [Teleport] anchor ingrained into the stone of the Academy. The enchantment meshed with the wizardry beneath, and seemed to be able to cast the spell itself, targeting a hardwired destination inside the building. Nathan considered sabotaging it, but anything he broke was far more likely to just make the spell not work instead of causing Bran to teleport in pieces. He just didn’t understand the wizardry well enough to disable the fail-safes while leaving the rest of the enchantment functional. 

He turned to leave the office, gauging the distance from the desk to the door. If he was quick, he’d be able to get to Bran in just a few seconds. Hopefully that would prevent him from casting any spells. He turned off the light again, then turned to leave. 

The portal to the office closed behind him, and Nathan looked around the corridor. It seemed like there were several other lecturer offices nearby, and he’d have to watch out for anybody in the area the next morning. 

Maybe other lecturers are a target instead of a danger. Killing a couple of lecturers I'm not affiliated with might muddy the waters and distract an investigation. I only need a few days. 

His next goal was the staircase locks, which weren’t far away. He wanted to see if his understanding of the wizardry barriers was enough to break into the stairwells and finally be able to traverse the building. 

Nathan bent himself to the same task he’d failed on the first night, using his newfound knowledge and the increased dexterity of his antimagic to interface with the wizardry. He almost missed an extra alarm formation in the fifth layer, but a rapid squeeze of antimagic cut off the connection before an alert got out. The path slid open a moment later. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 9 achieved!






Nathan stepped into the space beyond, musing on the different ways he interacted with wizardry. He lay a concentrated tendril of antimagic across the wall of the staircase, attempting to absorb the wizardry that suffused the rock. After thirty seconds, the faintest groove formed in the stone. It was like eroding a piece of sandstone with a hose. His understanding of the wizardry of the Academy was improving, and that was making it easier to both open doors properly and to degrade the structure of the Academy itself. It was still a lot faster to trigger the locks properly, like the difference between picking a lock and using a wimpy blowtorch to carve a hole in a vault door.

He looked up the staircase before ascending into darkness. The door closed behind him, plunging the staircase into darkness. Nathan kept going, using his magical sense of the wizardry around him to guide his steps up the spiraling staircase. It felt like he was moving into hostile territory, filled with uncertain threats. 

The whole damn Academy - and city around it - is hostile territory! It’s amazing I’ve started to get comfortable here. But I know the layout and can navigate the threats, so I suppose it’s not surprising I feel safer in here. This is why I disguised myself, so I could learn about the Academy. But the upper floors are going to hold their own dangers. 

He climbed past a few more levels with locks that he could have opened. The goal was to keep climbing until he reached the top or found a door he couldn’t open, then practice on that. 

He kept going up the staircase that stretched past the reach of his senses. There was some kind of magic in the central column of air that would allow mages to float up and down, avoiding the need to climb. But it wouldn’t work for Nathan, and Airwalking wouldn’t be easier than the staircase. It would just cost extra Stamina. 

Half an hour later Nathan puffed out a breath and glanced around the total darkness of the landing. It felt like he’d climbed every stair in the Empire State Building. He'd been constantly checking the wizardry around him to make sure he didn’t miss a step or stumble into a trap. But now he’d reached the top of the staircase. By his best estimate he was about two-thirds of the way up the Academy, far above where he entered.




	Wizard Senses 9 achieved!






There was a proper door here, a thirty-foot-tall portal that could fit six people through at a time. It was locked with nine layers of wizardry and Nathan thought it was just barely within his capabilities. He glared at the door in the darkness, able to feel both its physical shape and the magic within it with his senses. With a shrug, he got to work, starting by fully mapping out the enchantment. Then he sunk thin tendrils of antimagic into the door and the stone around it. It stretched his antimagic to the limit, but with every move Nathan learned about the more advanced wizardry that controlled the heights of the Academy.




	Wizard’s Intuition 10 achieved!






After almost an hour of painstaking work the door swung silently open, and Nathan blinked at the lights of the upper floors. He took a second to examine the halls, noting all of the details he could. These hallways were even more ornate and decorated than those below, and the glow of the lights bounced off mirror-smooth stone and gilt decorations. Beyond the immediate area, he could feel something else. The wizardry around him and in the hall beyond seemed to be aligned in a discrete direction, like there was some sort of magical focal point up and to the side. Nathan stored the direction away in his memory. 

Mission accomplished for tonight. It’s getting close to morning, and I want to come back here when I’ve got more time to be careful in exploring the upper levels. If that door closes behind me then it’ll take me at least fifteen minutes to open again. That’s a lot of time exposed in unfamiliar territory. I don't know anything about the patrol paths either. 

He turned and hopped over the bannister, falling straight through the air and force mana of the spell that filled the center of the stairs. He laughed as he skydived down the staircase, tapping the air to either side to keep himself centered in the shaft. He hoped that the Academy didn’t suddenly rearrange itself and terminate his fall early. 

I’d probably be fine. It might be a good chance to do that [Perfected Body] Development. I’m in the middle of enemy territory, and doing something pretty dangerous. A near-fatal landing now would be a good opportunity for that Development. 

Nathan considered the idea seriously. If he just slammed into the ground at full speed, his body would be pretty badly damaged, but he wouldn’t splatter. His body enhancements and skill-derived toughness would see to that. So long as he didn’t die, [Perfected Body] would fix him up as good as new. The problem was his brain. It would get pulped against the inside of his skull, killing him before his Talent could heal the damage. But that was the point of the new Insight. It would let him spend Focus to continue his consciousness even if his brain was mush, keeping him alive until it could regenerate.

I think it will, at least. I have a single datapoint, from that time I got clobbered in the head and managed to Focus through it. Am I doing this? It would be an ignominious way to die, but getting the Development now will be easier than trying for it when a golem steps on my head. Is this worth the risk? 

His fall through the lifting spell had already replaced the Stamina he’d spent climbing the staircase, and Nathan could always break into one of the dining halls to replenish himself from the magical displays there. His Focus was also full, with everything he’d spent opening the doors already replenished by his rapid regeneration. 

This is a risk, but it’s one that has a good chance of success, especially if I activate my Rage. I need every advantage I can get when I face Badud, especially on his home turf. He won’t hold back, and being able to survive even if my body is destroyed would be a gamechanger.

Davrar rewards risk. 

Nathan focused, centering his mind on his own consciousness as he oriented himself to land on his back. He could tell from the enchantments whipping by that the bottom of the staircase was approaching quickly, and he mentally braced himself for the landing. In the last few seconds he started spending Focus, dedicating his attention to examining and maintaining his own consciousness as he triggered [Raging Thrill] for the toughness boost.

 

Then he hit the ground in an instant of blurring confusion. His entire body flashed with sensation that was blocked by [Void of Feeling], and everything went black. All sensation cut off, and his mind went numb and blank. 

But his Focus was a blade, a knife that was the whole of his awareness. It rippled as if to break, but Nathan held on with every scrap of effort he could muster. It was all he could do to cling onto the sliver of thought as it cut through the tearing darkness. 

The confusion cleared, and Nathan choked back nausea. He could feel bones snapping back into place as if from a great distance. He juddered in place and tried to open his eyes. It was a moment longer before they cooperated, and he looked up to see a blurry blue box hovering in front of his face. 

It was a moment longer before his vision came back into focus as either his eyes or his visual cortex was repaired, but then he could read the text from Davrar. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Perfected Body] Talent into [Immortal Body]. Beware, it is harder to rank and develop non-tiered Talents.





	
Permanent Talent: Immortal Body

You have achieved precise control of your body at a miniscule level, and the ability to reconstitute your body from near-total obliteration with Focus. This Talent will automatically spend Stamina to efficiently and immediately heal wounds. It can also bring you back from the smallest remaining speck of living tissue if you have Focus remaining. You can spend Stamina to make innate changes which include banishing poison, countering aging and restructuring your body on a miniscule level. Larger wounds, and greater changes will cost more stamina. You can only die via total obliteration or running out of Stamina or Focus.








Nice. 





	
Permanent Talent: Perfected body

You have achieved precise control of your body at a miniscule level. This Talent will automatically spend stamina to efficiently and immediately heal wounds. You can spend Stamina to make innate changes which include banishing poison, countering aging and restructuring your body on a miniscule level. Larger wounds, and greater changes will cost more stamina. Perfected Body will not prevent you from dying of grievous wounds.





	
Permanent Talent: Immortal Body

You have achieved precise control of your body at a miniscule level, and the ability to reconstitute your body from near-total obliteration with Focus. This Talent will automatically spend Stamina to efficiently and immediately heal wounds. It can also bring you back from the smallest remaining speck of living tissue if you have Focus remaining. You can spend Stamina to make innate changes which include banishing poison, countering aging and restructuring your body on a miniscule level. Larger wounds, and greater changes will cost more stamina. You can only die via total obliteration or running out of Stamina or Focus.
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Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 1

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5
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Class: Magekiller level 170

Regenerative Focus: 993/1800

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection
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Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 2

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 9

Alertness 7

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 9

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 6

Mid-tier Disguise 8

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 9










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Next chapter Monday!

The epilogue just came out on Patreon, and I'm going to pause billing over there in a few days. That means you won't be able to sign up anymore, so this is your last chance if you want to read the end of book 3 all at once. It'll continue coming out here, finishing on March 21st. When I eventually start book 4 it'll start on Patreon a couple of months before it restarts here. 
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Chapter 26 Professorial Assassinations


                Nathan slowly pushed himself to his feet, wincing as things finished shifting back into place. He put a hand to his face, finding it wet with blood and vitreous humors. He wiped his hand on his robe and found that the clothing was damp. It had contained most of the gore when he’d landed, and he used a clean edge to wipe up the small amount that had gotten on the floor. There was still a red smear on the floor, but it wasn’t especially obvious.

Well, that’s one robe ruined. But for a good cause. 

The robe was uncomfortable to wear, but it was hardly the least pleasant thing Nathan had endured. He examined the wizardry that sealed him inside the staircase, but his mind drifted to his newly developed Talent. [Immortal Body] was incredible. With his massive Stamina pool and the ability to absorb magic, it meant that he was very hard to kill. 

Nathan let out a breath as he focused on the wizardry in front of him. It was simpler than the one high above, but still deserved care. After all, messing up would get an enforcement mage teleported in. He didn’t need to draw more heat just yet. Once the door slid open, he set off back to the low-tier housing at a jog. It was child’s play to avoid the patrols of mages. He felt confident enough to stop by the dining hall full of force magic to drain a bit of mana and replenish his Stamina. 

Based on how many resources I spent there, I can come back from being ‘killed’ twice before I’m out of resources. Maybe three times if I don’t need to regenerate the majority of my body. That will only get better as the new Talent ranks up, and in a fight both of my resources are quick to replenish. It does mean I need to be careful not to spend too much of my Focus. I think it takes about 800 of it to keep me alive long enough for my brain to regenerate. Maybe more if my head gets completely crushed. It’s inherently hard to test. 

Nathan snuck through the park in the low-tier student residences, noticing that there were fewer young mages out than usual. It seemed his murders had spooked them. He shrugged and dunked himself in the pool, swimming underneath the falling water to allow the cool water to wash away the traces of his experiment. 

Then he climbed back to the suite, wringing out his robe above the pool to avoid tracking a trail of water straight to his door. The robe was still badly stained, and he hung it up in the corner of his bathroom to finish drying and went to bed. 

—

The next morning he woke up with everybody else, got dressed in a clean robe and joined the other students in the main room. They were all nervous about the upcoming practical lesson, where Bran dho Jast would examine them on their magic. As they were approaching the dining hall, Nathan frantically patted at his robe. “Giant’s ballsack! I forgot my homework in the suite!” He turned and ran away, casting a quick “I’ll catch up at class!” over his shoulder. 

He ran through the corridors, careful to restrict his run when anybody could see him. But when there was nobody around he turned on the gas, zipping through the halls with all of the speed he could muster with Stamina and four mobility Talents. Once he heard the sounds of a patrolling golem ahead and diverted, taking a slightly longer route to get to the offices as quickly as possible. Once there he approached Bran’s office and stood patiently in front of the wall as his antimagic went through the rehearsed motions to open the door. 

A moment later the portal slid open, revealing Bran sitting at his desk, grading homework and munching on a scone. The orange-robed mage looked up, confused as Nathan's aura enveloped him. His face was just starting to register recognition when Nathan’s fist slammed through a multilayered [Mage Armor] and into the man’s neck, toppling him out of the chair. 

The blow was hard enough to break the lecturer's spine, and Nathan stepped around the desk to stomp on Bran's chest, caving in his ribs and driving shards of bone into his heart and lungs. With confirmation that death was imminent, Nathan stayed just long enough to ensure that the man didn’t have a healing item that would save his life. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 181! You have cleanly killed Bran dho Jast, a lecturer of Giantsrest!






Nathan walked out of the office thirty seconds after he'd entered, shooting a glance at the nameplate on the office across the hall. It read Kimi dha Finkra, which wasn’t a name Nathan recognized. 

Seems like as good a target as any for a decoy killing, so it’s not just Bran who dies. Am I ok with killing a random lecturer of Giantsrest? 

He shrugged, stepping forward and starting to untangle the wizardry on the door. The lecturers held positions of power in Giantsrest, and that increased their culpability. They were directly responsible for teaching all of the flavors of mages. They taught the lessons that made enslavement, enforcement and war mages. The lecturers were a military asset and valid target because they were a core pillar of the traditions and infrastructure of Giantsrest that let them attack and enslave. 

They’re certainly more responsible for the continuation of Giantsrest’s tyranny than a bunch of kids who are just trying to find their way in this messed-up society. 

The attractive woman inside had apparently sensed something was up, since she was already frowning towards the entrance as the door slid open. She was sitting on a couch, not at the desk, so Nathan’s prepared thrust of antimagic missed. Her red-glowing eyes narrowed, and she opened her mouth to ask a question. Then her expression grew fierce as he rushed towards her, and she barked out a quick spell. 

[Force Blast]

A directional explosion blasted Nathan back slightly, with razored shards of force whipping against his aura. The spell was threaded with wizardry, and the power gave the explosion enough presence and the force to press against his antimagic. He bulled through the blast with his momentum skills, stabbing forward with another tendril of antimagic into the woman’s reinforced [Mage Armor] as she cast the next spell. 

[Teleport]

The spell flickered and failed underneath the onslaught of Nathan’s antimagic, and one of the orange-robed woman’s feet teleported away. She collapsed with a scream, and he stomped on her neck and chest a few times, using antimagic to neutralize an automatic healing charm. Once his skills confirmed death was imminent, he turned to depart. 

That spell was loud, and I'm a bit worried that a suddenly appearing foot is going to raise an alarm. I need to get out of here. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 198! You have assassinated Kimi dha Finkra, a lecturer of Giantsrest and protégé of Badud!






Nathan almost gawked at the description. Kimi had been worth half again as many levels as Bran. With wizardry and as the apprentice of Badud, there was no mystery as to why. But that wasn’t the most pressing issue. Clomping footsteps approached from multiple directions, and Nathan leapt into the air, getting close to the high ceiling before he started darting down the halls.

Other lecturers emerged from their offices to investigate the noise, and Nathan spent Focus to divert their attention away from the ceiling. He zipped over two golems as they rushed towards the disturbance, and kept going over a couple of curious students who wanted to see what the noise had been. A few people may have caught a glimpse of him, but nobody reacted in time to slow him down. 




	High-tier Noticeability 7 achieved






As soon as he found a clear spot he dropped to the ground and inspected his clothing. There were a couple of rips in his robe from the [Force Blast] and some blood on his shoe, but it wasn’t very noticeable. Besides, he didn’t have time to go all the way back and properly change. Not if he wanted to make the timing match how long it should take to run back to the suite and grab his homework. 

Nathan pulled his homework out from an inner pocket of his robe where he’d stuck it that morning and jogged to meet with his suitemates. He caught them as they were leaving the dining hall to head to the practical class. The news of the newest killings hadn't reached them, and the younger students were gossiping as he approached. 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 338! You have killed two lecturers of Giantsrest inside the Ascendant Academy!






Hibor handed Nathan a large meat-pie with a grin. “Got it?” 

Nathan brandished the homework. “Yup!” He stuck it back into the pocket before accepting the meat pie and munching on it as they walked to the classroom. 

They entered their accustomed pod, sitting nervously as they waited for Bran to arrive. The other students were all present, and they were looking around in confusion. It wasn’t like Bran dho Jast to be late to his own class. 

“How are you so calm, Natad?” Yelun asked, frowning at him. 

Whoops. I know that Bran's not going to show up, but they don't yet. 

He shrugged. “What happens is beyond my grasp. You’ll show off your skills, and I’ll explain that my Insight means I can’t cast the spell until I get another class Development. My work demonstrates that I understand the Insight. He will accept it or he won’t. It’s in the Giant’s hands.” 

She seemed mollified, but everybody grew more and more concerned as time stretched on without Bran’s arrival. One of the students stepped out into the hall to look around, shaking his head as he returned. After almost an hour of nothing, a blue robed enforcement mage walked through the door, looking around at them all in annoyance. He linked up to the sound magic and spoke loudly. “Practical class is canceled today. I will escort you to your rooms. Your theoretical lecture this afternoon will proceed as prophesied.” 

All of the students filed past the blue-robed mage, whispering and muttering. The mage glanced over each of them as they passed, examining their faces for a moment before letting them through. 

Yelun was ahead of Nathan, and she returned the man’s gaze confidently. “What happened to Lecturer Bran dho Jast?” 

The enforcement mage looked at her blandly for a second before snorting. “By the Giant, the news will spread to all in a snap of the fingers. He’s dead. Murdered in his office. So was another mage, and the Founder is furious beyond prophecy’s hold.” He gestured. “Move. You don’t want to be around when the Founder sweeps the common spaces. Return to your rooms.” 




	Mid-tier Disguise 9 achieved!






Reminded of the urgency of his task, the man turned away. He led the low-tier students back to the residences, watching as each group climbed a separate staircase back to their suite. The gossip was quiet but fierce, with the students once more speculating on what was killing people in the Academy. Roni and Hibor had been sure it was a stealthy monster of Davrar, and they wanted to go hunt it down. The debate resumed in detail as they returned to the suite.

“We know [Mage Armor] now! We can hunt down whatever’s stalking the Academy. Then we’d be heroes!” Hibor exclaimed excitedly. 

Roni turned to him, elated at the idea. “The Giant granted us both the same Insight! Let’s go hunt this ghost down.”



 

Yelun’s expression was mystified. “What blasphemous idiocy. You want us to try to find whatever has been killing mages all over the Academy? Break curfew to do it? That’s a dungeon of fools.” She spun to Nathan. “Natad, tell these fools the only thing they’ll find is their doom.”

Nathan scratched the back of his neck awkwardly. “Yup, that’s reaching for something beyond your grasp. We should stay here and wait for the enforcement mages and golems to fix whatever is going on. I still think it’s a malfunctioning golem.”

“But you said that we were mages of Giantsrest. We can slay this foe.” Roni replied with a betrayed tone. 

“Mages of Giantsrest have died!” Yelun yelled, poking a finger at her friend. “Us going out to search for what killed them is a prophecy of death.” 

Roni and Hibor subsided under the girl’s glare, but they still looked rebellious. After a moment Hibor opened his mouth to reply. 

Yelun cut him off, raising her finger. “Provide one good reason why we would be able to solve this problem.” 

“The monster, or whatever it is, knows how to evade the security of the Academy!” Hibor said quickly. “The older mages are blinded, but we aren’t. The foe won’t be expecting us.” He pointed around. “We can cast [Mage Armor], Natad can cast [Dispel], you have [Fire Bolt], I have [Paralysis]. We can do this.” 

That argument seemed to sway Yelun more than Nathan expected, so he spoke up again. “This is silly. We won’t even find anything. We’ll just stumble around when we were told to stay here, and then get in trouble when the patrols find us. Even if we do find it, it’s killed five full mages of Giantsrest. They had [Mage Armor] and [Paralysis] and [Fireball]. We should stay here.” 

If they go out it’s just going to draw attention to me. Especially if they get caught breaking curfew. 

His words seemed to center Yelun once again, and she turned back to the two boys. “Natad’s right, for now. We need some more ideas about what the foe is. It might be a splintered spell from the Nails, or an enforcement mage on a Path of vengeance, or a broken golem. Once we hear more information, maybe. But we must all weave the same color, and have a plan before we try to lift this weight.” 

Roni nodded enthusiastically. “Agreed.” He shot a look over to Hibor, who was likewise cheerful at Yelun’s conditional agreement. 

Nathan opened his mouth to disagree, but they’d already moved onto another topic. 

What a bunch of idiots. 

—

The low-tier students trooped into the afternoon theory lecture as a single group, sticking together and keeping an eye out. They seemed to think that an attack could come from any direction and were sticking together for safety. Lunch had been tense, with everybody sitting close to each other and talking in hushed voices as if they’d be struck dead if they spoke too loudly. They no longer felt safe in the open spaces of the Academy.

Yeah, like how the villagers of Gemore can't feel safe in their homes. 

Their lecturer didn’t show any of the same fear. Brardan dho Shisk was a creature of habit, and just like every day he entered the room just as the last student was seated, ascending the stage and sitting behind the desk there. 

“The events of this morning are unfortunate, but not worth weaving extraordinary magic. Do not let these events disrupt your education.” He glanced imperiously around the room before nodding. “Now, we will resume discussing the process of magical meditation.” 

With that brief acknowledgment, the lecturer launched into a droning lecture on how to consider mana. Despite the terrible presentation, Nathan found himself paying attention, and being disappointed he’d missed yesterday’s lecture. The man was talking about an Insight that would allow somebody to get the [Magical Meditation] utility skill, which would help people understand their spells and learn new ones by simulating them mentally before trying to cast them in real life.

“Holding the requisite image is the most difficult step to this Insight, but the rewards are worthy of the Giant. While it is possible to Develop the skill to increase mana regeneration while meditating, the best use is to use it to help with learning new spells by holding their shapes at every step. At higher tiers the skill will help you see the transitions between different stages of a complex weave. And as I always say, understanding the transitions is the key to magic. But it is not a skill one can use while casting the magic. It is for refining your spellwork before casting it.” 

I think he’s said "understanding the transitions is the key to magic" at least three times every class. Still, this Insight sounds useful. I wonder if I can use it to Develop [Battle Meditation]. It’s already unique, but the hardest part of this Insight is holding a sufficiently complex spell in your memory while meditating. [Mental Fortress] should help with that. 

Several of the students around Nathan seemed to disagree with his assessment. They’d been fidgeting the entire class, and one of them muttered loudly enough to be heard by most of the class. “If it’s not for casting spells, then it’s not worth the blood from our wounds.” 

[Paralysis]

Brardan dho Shisk glared down at the offending boy, who was now frozen in his chair. “Doomed fool. This is an Insight used by the Founders themselves. It is a necessary skill to learn the most powerful spells and climb to the heights of the Academy. If your hands are idle, try to learn [Disintegrate] without this skill and then return.” He turned away and resumed his lecture without another glance. 

The boy spent the next half-hour paralyzed before the spell wore off. When it did he muffled a moan and started surreptitiously rubbing sore muscles that had been locked in place for too long.

Nathan listened intently as the lecturer described the Insight of magical meditation in a few ways, annoyed at how terrible the explanation was. 

I’ve had about ten hours of pedagogy to prepare me to teach discussion sections. I have a single teaching utility skill. This is his full-time job, his purpose in life. Why is he so shit at this? Why is every lecturer in Giantsrest so bad? Do they just judge how good somebody is at magic and assume that’s the only thing that’s important? 

Nathan blinked and reviewed the professors he’d had back on Earth. Come to think of it, that hadn’t been untrue there. People who were good at research were not usually good at teaching. It was hard to be good at both, but many professors were chosen for their research, not their educational skills. 

Brardan was just starting to wrap up his lecture when something seemed to interrupt him. He stopped in the middle of a sentence and looked off into space with a frown. Then he sighed heavily and looked out over the students with mild annoyance. 

“Follow. The Founder wishes to address every student in the Academy. We are called to the Grand Amphitheater.” 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 9

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 1

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 10050/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 198

Regenerative Focus: 1776/2080

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection
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Utility skills:

Battle Meditation 10

Inspiration 2

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 9

Alertness 7

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 9

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 7

Mid-tier Disguise 9

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 9
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Chapter 27 The Questor’s Gathering


                Nathan thought about trying to slip away from the crowd, but it would have been impossible to be subtle. His suitemates were packed tightly together, shooting confused glances at each other as Brardan dho Shisk led the way out of the classroom. They were soon joined by other lecturers, each shepherding their own group of low-tier students. 

Badud’s probably going to talk about my killings, but if he's gathering the whole student body that's thousands of people. There’s no way he’s going to test us individually, and if he does then I'll have warning and time to to make a new plan. But this also might be a chance to kill him. If I can get close enough without him noticing, then I should take my shot. 

The crowd grew as they continued through the halls. It soon became clear that their destination was the grand hall where Nathan had killed the high-tier student Rilrar dho Magoa after the mage had found him examining a particularly complicated bit of wizardry. That wizardry was the lock on a huge pair of doors at one end of the hall, which currently stood wide open for the crowd of low-tier students. Nathan and his suitemates were funneled through the broad corridor. There weren’t any intersections, just a straight and elaborately decorated tunnel that led into the heart of the Academy. 

Nathan’s attention was caught by several paintings on the wall. They were more detailed and realistic than many of the ones elsewhere in the Academy. Several showed detailed recreations of the world above. He compared them to his memory of the nighttime sky and inhaled sharply. 

The continents on these paintings were the same, but the features of the terrain were different. The landscape in the current nighttime sky was marked with white and black patches that almost looked like fungal infections spreading across the land. One of the paintings above looked like it had similar markings, but they were smaller and more numerous. 

The others didn’t have anything like that, but had other things instead. One was enchanted so that portions of the continents glowed like they were aflame, while another flashed with tiny sparks. Nathan’s attention was riveted by the huge depictions. But he didn’t stand out. The other students were also gaping at the paintings around them, especially the final one before the end of the corridor that was almost thirty feet across. 

It was also more vibrant and alive than the other images. It showed the world above, again with its recognizable continents, but several more fundamental things were different. A verdant green expanse stretched across a section that was currently a mountain range. Bodies of water the size of the Great Lakes were missing. A broad river delta extended into the ocean where the nighttime sky showed a huge bay. 

It looks like angry gods rampaged across nearly every continent, leaving destruction in their wake. Maybe that’s exactly what happened. 

Nathan was still pondering what he’d seen when the flow of people carried him out into an enormous circular space. He’d thought the low-tier residence area had been large with its waterfall. This amphitheater dwarfed it, ascending in multiple levels to a dizzying height that had to be more than half of the height of the Academy. It was maybe a thousand feet across, and ringed by three different tiers of stadium-style seating, one above the other. 

In the center of the space was an elaborately decorated pillar, ascending up from the floor like a filigreed spike decorated with dozens of giant statues. At the very top of the pillar was a podium surrounded by a low railing. 

It looks like the inside of the Galactic Senate from Star Wars. Except I’m pretty sure that the Chancellor's podium wasn’t protected by a dozen golems. 

The gray-robed students had emerged on the lowest of the levels, and they were quickly ushered into their seats by impatient lecturers. Nathan led his suitemates into the back row, the farthest they could get from the central podium. The tiers above their heads were likewise filled with higher-tier students, with thousands of white-clad middle-tier students filling the levels directly above while several hundred students in purple robes were seated on the top level. 

Once the low-tier students had been distributed around the seating area a few enforcement mages walked around, examining them all. They made sure to get a good look at all of the students, though it wasn’t obvious what they were looking for. 

Somebody obviously too old maybe? 




	Mid-tier Disguise 10 achieved!






They were done soon enough, and both the enforcement mages and the lecturers took to the air, casting [Fly] to leave them behind and head to the highest sections. Those areas were a rainbow of colors, representing the various professions of mage. The lecturers and war mages seemed to have the most prestige, with the enforcement and enslavement mages in the middle and the artisan and entertainment mages on the bottom, mingling with the high-tier students. 

Huh, there are as many artisan mages as every other kind put together. I find that surprising. Were these mages invited inside to hear what Badud had to say? Or do they normally live inside of the Academy. 

There were still some people milling around, but they quickly found their seats when a crashing boom rolled across the space. With a few final flashes, mages in unique robes appeared in private booths that jutted out from the uppermost layer of seating. 

The Archmages. 

Badud appeared atop the pillar, tiny with distance. Then he fiddled with something on the podium and the entire pillar was replaced with a huge illusion of him. He glanced around, nodding at the turnout.

“Welcome!” The Questor’s voice didn’t boom, instead sounding like he was speaking to Nathan in a normal conversation. “By Edes it is good to see the gathered strength of the Ascendent Academy.” 

Nathan was calculating angles. The amphitheater held thousands of mages and thousands more students, but they were all focused on Badud. He might be able to stick to the wall and ascend, getting closer to the archmages while staying out of the line of sight using his stealth skills. He even wondered if it would be possible to climb to the very top of the space and drop onto Badud. 

Badud had continued to talk while Nathan thought, his voice thoughtful. “We founded the Ascendent Academy to establish a society, an ethos, that would spread civilization across this continent. It was our desire to create an empire that could stand against the Ending of History.” 

No, it’s too dangerous. I can keep fighting through a lot, but attacking here would just be too short-sighted. I want to assassinate the archmages, not begin a running battle against every single mage of Giantsrest all together. 

“We taught you powerful magic, for Davrar is a place of danger and blood.” The giant questor clenched his fist. “Dungeons and monsters stalk, ready to tear apart those without the power to defeat them.” 

Nathan caught a whiff of a spell slowly spreading across the amphitheater. It was a wispy cloud of basic mana shot through with spider web strands of detection magic and wizardry. The spell seemed to be emanating from the Questor, and Nathan frowned as he tried to parse out the purpose of the magic. 

“But the monsters are not the true threat to Giantsrest. As we stare down the dragon’s gullet, we must name the true enemies.” 

It’s a detection spell of some kind, but I’m not sure what it’s detecting. 

The Questor gestured with his arm, the illusion almost brushing the stands where the mid-tier students sat. “To the north are the elemental barbarian tribes, a young people imbued with inherent magic that makes them a formidable foe. To the east are the woodland cults, who live in trees and fight from hiding. Neither build anything, and must be taught the shape of civilization.” Badud snorted with derision. 

The magic billowed over the first row of the stands, and Nathan was filled with apprehension at the approaching spell. It was an extremely subtle detection spell, but it didn’t seem tuned to detect anything. There was no trigger or authentication built into the spell. 

“To the south are the undead remnants of the Sklias Dominion, a remnant of the Endings that should have stayed dead.” The Questor paused, frowning before he moved onto the last direction. “Then there is Gemore to the West, the wayward slaves who have been out of our control for too long.” 

Nathan took a deep breath and focused, holding the structure of the spell in his head. He simulated its expansion, using the Insight that he’d learned just a few hours before from Brardan dho Shisk’s lecture, aided by Focus and [Mental Fortress]. 

When the spell sweeps over me, my antimagic will interfere with the cloud of magic, which will be picked up by the strands of detection magic. There are a lot of them, so it would be tricky to manipulate them. [Antimagic Stealth] is supposed to protect me from this sort of spell, but it’s not going to be enough against the wizardry. This is a spell designed from the ground up by an immortal wizard to detect antimagic. 




	Mental Fortress 10 achieved!






“These challenges are many, but the mages of Giantsrest have carved out the largest empire on this continent with power worthy of Quenfi and cooperation worthy of Olita. When you weave the same color, the magic you wield can overcome any obstacle.” 

Nathan was barely listening to the Questor, frantically trying to figure out how to evade the spell slowly moving towards him. He simulated himself trying to nudge the detection tendrils out of the way, but saw how the wizardry was primed to detect similar interference. He had to deal with the wizardry first, without interfering with the mana portions of the spell. 

And if I drain the cloud too much, then that will also get noticed. Damn, Badud must have spent at least the last few days specifically inventing this spell to catch me. Maybe I should just run? 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Battle Meditation] utility skill into [Wizard’s Meditation]. 

Utility skill: [Wizard’s Meditation]

This skill will allow you to remain focused and undistracted both on the battlefield and as you understand new magic. It will make it easier to predict and understand both wizardry and mana-based spells.








Nathan looked backwards, seeing that the door he’d used to enter had been closed. 

The Questor hadn’t stopped talking. He was saying something about the importance of engaging in healthy competition, yet joining together when confronted by an external threat. “In the Giant’s shadow we are all siblings, and to shape the face of Davrar you must share the burden, and the reward.” He paused, looking around expectantly as the detection magic finished engulfing the entire crowd. 

Nathan had been ready, and a dozen thin tendrils of antimagic stabbed out to tweak strands of wizardry and then brush aside their corresponding detection network. Over the course of five seconds he made nearly fifty alterations to the spell around him, building a Nathan-sized hole in the detection grid. Then he compressed his aura back down and observed the spell, watching the drifting mist gently refill the places his antimagic had passed without fanfare. 




	Aura of Antimagic 10 achieved!






Badud frowned, glancing around the hall and chewing on his lip slightly. His gaze went distant and a pulse of power went through the detection spell, following every branch of the network to the farthest extents. 

Hah! You spend days building a specialized spell to find me, I hack it in seconds. How’s it feel to suck at magic? It only took me a Talent, four class skills, five utility skills and an enormous amount of Focus. Goddamn I’m specialized for this.

The Questor sighed, then resumed his speech. “We conquered this dungeon, the Grave of the last Giant, to create a vault of solace for our civilization. The Ascendent Academy is supposed to be a place of peace, where the next generation of mages can be trained in safety.” 

His expression grew hard. “But there is an assassin within the Academy, lurking amongst us like a soul eater.” His gaze swept over the different tiers of students, seeming to pan right over Nathan. “Be cautious of those you do not know. If you see a lone figure, ask them to demonstrate a spell. If you grow suspicious, do not challenge them, even if you have them in your palm.” 

The Founder’s gaze softened into concern. “This enemy can break spells with a gesture, but cannot cast them. They can change their shape, but will not be able to fit in with mages of Giantsrest. If your gaze finds somebody suspicious, [Message] your instructors, or find a guardian golem. If you are sure of the verified truth, [Message] me.” He paused, once more scanning around. “If you find the murderer, you will be rewarded. But if you call on me and are wrong, it will be blood from your wounds.”

Nathan felt a chill run down his spine, and glanced over to his suitemates to see if they suspected him. 

They looked shocked by what Badud had said, and turned to glance at each other and at Nathan, but not in a suspicious way. Roni’s mouth turned up into a grin, and he poked Yelun’s shoulder smugly. 

She simply rolled her eyes at him and nodded. Her gaze drifted to Nathan questioningly, but it wasn’t an ‘I think you’re a murderer’ look. It was a ‘well, what do you think?’ look. 

Badud wasn’t quite done. “This enemy is vicious and powerful, but we are Giantsrest. I have requested the archmages remain in the academy until this threat is dealt with. Be vigilant, and help us kill this threat. We are planning a prophecy of victory, and once this threat is gone Giantsrest will once more grasp new lands and peoples.” 

He raised his hands in benediction. “Steal the fire of the gods, feed mana into your learning, and ascend the Academy. I wish to see more of you ascend to Archmage, and occupy the luxurious suites at the top of each tower.”

With that the Founder shrunk back to his normal size, and the students took that as their dismissal. Conversation swelled as everybody got back to their feet and started funneling out of the multi-leveled amphitheater. 

They’d just gotten into the hallway when Roni rounded on Yelun and Nathan. “We’re going searching after dinner. Hibor?” 

The other boy nodded enthusiastically. “The Founder said those who found the assassin would get rewarded!” His voice broke on the last word from excitement, and he flushed in embarrassment. 

Nathan shook his head. “You heard him. The assassin can break spells, so we should stay away from them. I don’t want to be the next one to die.” 

“But that means we’re perfect,” Hibor said. “We don’t know much magic, so it can’t betray us. We’ll watch every direction and find the assassin, then run away and report them!” Then he had a thought. “If they come after us, Natad can punch them, like he did with Eban!” 

Yelun chuckled. “It would be better if any of us can cast [Message]. Natad, can you?”

Nathan shook his head. “This isn’t a good idea.” 

Roni poked him. “Don’t be a prophecy of doom. The mighty founder said that the mages of Giantsrest need to weave the same color! Yelun?”

The girl in question nodded reluctantly, but with a small smile on her face. “I need to keep you alive, so that you can return all of those homework favors.” She looked at Nathan, raising one eyebrow inquiringly. “Friends climb the tower together?”

Nathan sighed, then nodded. He didn't want to do this, but it was something that Natad dho Asna would do. If he wanted to keep up the disguise, he had to play the part. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mid-Tier Disguise] utility skill into [High-Tier Disguise]. 

Utility skill: [High-Tier Disguise]

This skill will make your disguises more convincing, especially in conversation. You will seem less suspicious even in doubtful circumstances.








Well, that’s helpful. I’m still glad none of them are good enough actors to hide that kind of realization. Still, this is annoying. If I’m with them tonight, I won’t be able to study more of the wizardry or return to explore the higher levels.

—

After dinner that night they prepared to sneak out. Yelun brought a dagger, Hibor put on two layers of robes, and Roni brought a sandwich. 

Nathan had given up arguing with them, but despite agreeing earlier he wasn’t sure if he should back out. Going with them and getting caught by the patrols was exactly the sort of thing that would blow his cover. 

On the other hand, if I don’t go with them then I kind of need to stay here until they return. Badud said to look for anybody alone, so sticking tight to these idiots is a pretty good disguise. But if a golem takes a close look at me, then it’ll know I don’t belong. 

“Coming?” Yelun said, raising an eyebrow at him. 

He sighed, then stood up. “Yeah. Maybe we should look in the stairs first, they’re probably the biggest chokepoint.” 

I can probably guide them around any patrols. And if they do get caught, I can always slip away without too much trouble. 

He followed his suitemates down the spiraling staircase and into the curated park. A few students were enjoying the greenery, but they were all in large groups and watched each other suspiciously. 

Hibor led them along a hidden path and out of the low-tier residence halls. They were taking a small corridor that wasn’t used very often because it wasn’t very direct. 

Nathan had gone down this route once before to see where it led, but hadn’t come back because there wasn’t much of interest here except some geometric engravings he thought had something to do with divination magic. 

They looped in tense silence through the corridors, approaching the staircases. Nathan was listening carefully, ready to guide the group away from any patrols. He also used the quiet moment to peer into the wizardry that was tracking each of his friends. 

His new skills let him understand what was going on better there. The Academy was tracking some kind of magical signature from people. It was like tracking a bunch of radio transponders. 

I’m pretty sure that if I do my whole ‘cutting people off from mana’ thing then the academy won’t be able to track them. So any of my antimages could sneak around in here without problems. Interesting. 




	Wizard’s Meditation 2 achieved!






Nathan heard the grinding footsteps of more than one golem around a corner and held up his hand. He pointed. “I think there are some golems that way. Let’s backtrack and hide in that cross-corridor. 

Yelun shot him a surprised look, but Hibor and Roni turned around without question. They hid around the corner, though Hibor insisted on watching from around the corner. 

“Giant’s balls, just like with Eban. Four golems, a war mage and two enforcement mages.” He reported, surprised by the firepower on display. “But we should look wherever they aren’t, because that’s where the assassin will be.” 

Yeaaaah. Like right here. 

A pulse of detection magic flickered out down the corridor like lightning and washed over all of them. Nathan was caught off-guard by the magic and failed to react quickly. He probably could have extended his antimagic as a shield to prevent them from being hit, but he would have needed to be expecting the sonar-like spell. 

What? The patrols have never used detection pulses before. I thought they couldn’t do it in the Academy! 

As it was the magic clearly pinged off the three students standing next to Nathan. Yelun frowned, tilting her head and speaking at the same time as Roni. “What was that?” 

“I think that was detection magic. Time to run away!” Nathan turned away from his suitemates. He threw one last comment over his shoulder. “Don’t speak of each other if you get caught.” 

Then he took off, running fast but not superhumanly so. He mapped out his escape route, grimacing as he mentally reviewed the local corridors. This hallway turned a few times, but it didn’t intersect any other corridors for some distance. There was one branch up ahead, but it led to a dead end with a staircase. 

The rapid sound of stone feet clomping on the smooth floors indicated that the patrol was indeed giving chase. There was no way that the other students would be able to outrun the giant statues. But Nathan turned a corner and sped up dramatically, accelerating up to highway speeds in the wide passage. 

His best hope was to outrun the pursuing patrol until this passage met up with others and he could lose himself in the corridors. Then he could make his way back to the suite and wait for the other students to get sent back with detention or whatever. 

Well that went to shit quickly. That’s probably a night of exploration wasted. Though I doubt they’ll try this again, and I’ll have free rein for the rest of the night once everybody goes to bed. 

Then he heard the sound of more golems ahead, echoing around the corner as they ran in his direction. There were two exits to the local area, and guardian golems were approaching from both of them. 

They communicate with the academy. I bet they’re networked together so that they can coordinate to do stuff like this. 

“Goddammit.” 





	
Utility skill: [Battle Meditation]

This skill will allow you to remain focused and undistracted even in the harshest of conditions.





	
Utility skill: [Wizard’s Meditation]

This skill will allow you to remain focused and undistracted both on the battlefield and as you understand new magic. It will make it easier to predict and understand both wizardry and mana-based spells.











	
Utility skill: Mid-tier Disguise

This skill will make your disguises more convincing in the future, especially in conversation.





	
Utility skill: High-tier Disguise

This skill will make your disguises more convincing, especially in conversation. You will seem less suspicious even in doubtful circumstances.











	Class skill Antimagic Stealth: Your antimagic hides you from magical sensors and detection, and even spells tuned to detect an absence will not detect you.








 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Aura of Antimagic 10

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 1

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 10050/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 198

Regenerative Focus: 1800/2080

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 2

Inspiration 2

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 9

Alertness 7

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 7

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 9
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Chapter 28 Questions of Identity


                Nathan didn’t have a lot of options, so he ducked into the side corridor. He might be able to fight the golems currently chasing him, but there could be more on the way. Fighting here would also link the antimagic assassin with Hibor, Yelun and Roni. It wouldn’t be hard for anybody to connect the dots between ‘Natad’ and the assassin if they had a pile of dead golems as evidence. As it was, he hoped that his suitemates would keep their mouths shut. Even if they did talk, they’d describe him as a student, and without evidence to the contrary the patrol would probably just think he knew some hidden door that let him escape. 

I want to keep my cover as long as I can. I’m close to being able to navigate the Academy on my own, but another day or two of practice will help a lot.

He sprinted towards the entrance to the staircase, checking that the lock was as complicated as he remembered. It was, and that was bad. It was an eight-layer lock, and Nathan thought that it would take him a minute or two to open. With the golems pounding down the hallway it was a minute or two he didn’t have. 

He thought about trying to hide on the ceiling, but it didn’t seem likely to fool golems when they were actively searching for him. Instead he ran past the staircase, zipping down the remaining hundred feet in just a few seconds. At the end of the hallway was a display alcove for a twenty-foot tall vase. It was covered in elegant pictograms that looked vaguely insect-themed. He didn’t ponder the meaning any further, instead sliding behind the massive urn. The recess wasn’t large, and Nathan pressed himself against the back wall to avoid brushing against the giant amphora. Unsurprisingly, the giant vase was heavily enchanted. Nathan wasn’t sure what the magic was, but it felt like some kind of stasis effect. He pulled his aura away from it, sending it into the wall behind him. 

Let’s try to avoid breaking that magic. I would prefer not to unleash a horde of angry hornets or whatever else might be in there. 

He felt the wall deforming behind him. With an instant of consideration, Nathan leaned into the effect, using [Wizard’s Meditation] to aid his understanding of the wizardry that made up the stone of the Academy. The material dissolved faster, and over the next few seconds he sunk an inch into the wall. 

This is a conjured material, made real by wizardry. It’s actual stone, specifically marble. But it never came from a quarry. It was created by wizardry. 




	Wizard’s Meditation 3 achieved!






The grating footsteps of the golems turned the corner, and Nathan stayed still. He could feel the magic in the approaching statues. They were coming this way.

The giant golems started down the hallway, moving slowly and deliberately as they examined the passage. Nathan concentrated his aura down, making it as dense as he could and thrusting it into the stone of the Academy. The surface he was leaning against started dissolving faster. He was slowly falling into the wall, an inch every couple of seconds. Nathan was already mostly encased in the wall, but that just meant he was trapped if the golems found him.

Brute forcing it doesn’t work very well. This is marble, so it should be mostly a mesh of carbonate crystals. I wonder if I can apply my understanding of the [Disintegrate] spell? Break down the ionic bonds that hold the rock together. 




	Congratulations, you have developed the [Aura of Antimagic] Talent into [Arcane Nullfield]. It starts at rank 1 and becomes more effective as it ranks up. Think about how you use your Talent’s functions to aid in Talent development at rank 10. Beware, it is harder to rank and develop non-tiered Talents.



	
Talent: [Arcane Nullfield]

Your very presence denies arcane energies including both wizardry and mana. You can control this effect as an aura to directly absorb magic. This Talent is especially effective against summoned materials. Absorbed mana is converted into Stamina.








The rock wall seemed to corrode to nothing behind him, and Nathan almost fell over backwards. He stumbled to catch his balance and extended his aura to continue drilling through the wall. The process was much quicker than before, but it slowed dramatically if he expanded his aura. So he kept it concentrated into a vaguely Nathan-sized protrusion as he walked backwards into the stone of the Academy. 

Hot damn. Not the upgrade I necessarily had in mind, but it’ll do.

The stone in front of him started to reform as the Academy tried to reassert its proper shape now that it wasn’t being brutalized by his antimagic. A thin layer of stone crept across the opening like frost across a window, covering the hole in the wall. 

Nathan didn’t stick around to find out if the golems noticed the escape route before it finished sealing over. His aura finally broke through the thick wall into another room and Nathan turned to enter the darkened space. In the faint light seeping through the wall it looked like some kind of storage room, full of shelves of vegetables. He shrugged and moved through the room carefully so he didn’t jostle any of the shelves. There was some kind of magic permeating the room that discouraged decay, and he did his best to leave it alone. There was a door to the side, but he didn’t head that direction. If he went that way, he’d probably end up in the areas where the slaves that made the food lived and worked. He’d stand out like a sore thumb. 

Instead he went straight to the opposite wall and used his aura to tunnel through it. If his mental model of the academy was right, that should take him to a corridor next to the student dining area on this level, putting him in familiar territory far from the patrol that had caught his suitemates. As he went through the wall, he considered what this new Development meant. He didn’t need to figure out the door locks anymore, since he could just go through a solid wall nearby. There didn’t seem to be any kind of response from the Academy’s wizardry, so it was actually less risky than hacking the doors. He might be doing some kind of permanent damage to the Academy, but that hardly seemed bad. 

I can go anywhere I need to go. Especially if it works on ceilings. 

He’d been slightly off about where his shortcut went, since there turned out to be a narrow service corridor sandwiched between the pantry and the hallway he’d been aiming for. It was deserted, and he glanced upwards. The ceilings were still high, and he jumped up to prod the bare top of the passage with a focused beam of his aura. It worked just fine. With [Airwalking] he could climb up almost as easily as using the stairs, though significantly more slowly. He couldn’t dissolve the stone of the Academy as fast as he could run. 

Nice. This is how I can get around. I could go up now. But I want one or two more nights of scouting to map out the upper levels before I start a’murderin’. I want to try to hit every archmage before they realize they’re under attack, and that means knowing the lay of the land. Even if I do get found out, they can't trap me. 

Nathan went through the next wall, finding himself where he'd meant to go. He hustled quickly back to the suite, avoiding a few patrols as he went. Each held at least three mages and two golems, and they were using detection magic frequently. 

Why, though? Maybe they think my antimagic requires a resource and I’ll run out or mess up. Or maybe they just want to catch dumb students sneaking around. 

He made it safely back to the residence areas, using his stealth skills and zipping up to the suite unobserved. He glanced through the opening carefully, checking to see if the others had made it back already. They hadn’t, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he stepped inside. 

The elderly caretaker slave was sitting in her small workspace, scrubbing a gray robe through a basin of reddish water. Nathan ignored her as the students always did, but then his gaze was drawn back. She was working on his robe, specifically the one he’d been wearing yesterday when he’d hit the ground at a rather terminal velocity to develop [Immortal Body]. He’d tried to hide the clothing, she’d found it and was restoring it to normal. Just like all of the others. 

Removing the evidence I left behind. 

She looked up at him placidly. “Yes, master?” 

Nathan chewed on his lip. “You know. What I am.” 

“Know what?” She replied calmly. “I am a slave of Giantsrest. It is my duty to tend to my charges, and ensure they are provided for. I would have you succeed at all your tasks.” There was a faint emphasis on the 'all', and that told Nathan she knew exactly what was going on. 

“Do you want to be free?” Nathan said, pointing at the slave collar around her neck. 

The elderly woman reached a hand up to touch the enchanted band of metal and leather. “I cannot desire such a thing, for I have been commanded to be satisfied with my place here. I cannot reach beyond my role.” 

Nathan thought about that for a second. This was the first time he’d been around the woman without his suitemates present. He’d been dismissive of her to blend in, but now he was closing in on executing his plan. 

I’m not here to free all of the slaves. I’m here to take down Giantsrest so they can’t enslave more. But I can free her. Later, right before the fireworks start. 

“What’s your name?”

Her lips curved up in a kind smile. “Suse.”

He nodded respectfully at the woman, then sat down on the couch and waited for the other students to get back. He’d learn more about the patrols from them, and then leave to scout once they went to bed. It wasn’t even particularly late yet, since they'd been caught so quickly. As long as the other students got back in the next couple of hours and didn’t stay up too late he still had a full night of exploration ahead of him. Then he could get through one more day and plan to start his spree tomorrow evening. 

He could make specific plans now that he’d figured out how to tunnel through the very material of the Academy. He knew the archmages were at the peaks of each tower, inhabiting suites that came with their position. At the same time, Badud was the most important target. But then there was also whatever the wizardry on the higher levels had pointed towards. That could be some kind of control room for the entire Academy. 

Nathan mused over those thoughts, trying to figure out how to prioritize his targets both for scouting and for when he made his move. He expected Badud to have powerful defenses that would make it hard to kill the man quietly. He’d encountered Nathan’s antimagic twice before, seemed like the kind of man to have multiple failsafes. The archmages were more likely to be quiet kills, but if he messed up and raised the alarm prematurely, then Badud would come hunting for him. 

It depends a lot on what I find while scouting. I should be able to avoid defenses by moving through the walls, but it’s unlikely to be perfect. I'll need to map out which archmages I can kill quietly, and which ones will be riskier. Then I can make a plan for which ones I can kill before I go for Badud. 

Then there was the possible control center for the academy. He didn’t know what it did, but breaking it might cause some real damage. If he destroyed the wizardry that coordinated everything around the Academy, then it might take the golems out of commission. That would improve his odds dramatically. He might even manage to disable the magic that opened doors and turned on lights for people. Then Giantsrest would probably have to abandon the Academy. It was definitely a place he'd like to scout out if possible. 

As he was musing, he heard the noise of the spiral staircase. Suse moved quickly to hang the stained robe out of sight and dump out the blood-dyed washing water. Then she busied herself in preparing snacks for the returning students. 

All three of them trooped into the room, looking dejected and beaten down. Yelun looked like she’d been crying, while Hibor had a blackened eye. 

“What happened?” Nathan asked from the couch, rising to greet his suitemates. 

“We were shown the discipline of the Giant.” Yelun said quietly, moving to take her seat across from him. “The golems grabbed us, then the mages questioned us. They checked our magic, then mocked us for our deeds.” 

Roni looked like he wanted to disappear into his own robe. His voice was quiet. “They told us we were lower than the Giant’s toes, and should stay out of sight and attend classes until we had any worth at all. They said we were lucky that they’d found us, and not the assassin." He gestured to his friend’s blackened eye. “Hibor protested that we were trying to help, and they struck him.” 

Hibor just nodded quietly, staring out of the window with seething resentment. 

Nathan grimaced. “Sorry, I thought you might be able to get away like I did. Did you mention me?”

“No.” Yelun said, frowning at him. “How did you escape, Natad? More golems came from the direction you ran towards.” 

Nathan shrugged. “I hid. They didn’t find me, then I snuck away once they were gone."

She tilted her head to the side. “But their detection spells didn’t find you. I was sure they’d catch you.” Her eyes narrowed, and she seemed to be thinking hard. “You… wait.” She studied Nathan for a second, then turned to Hibor. “How did you first meet Natad?”

[Disguise] don’t fail me now.

Nathan opened his mouth to cover, but a sulky Hibor beat him to it. “An outer balcony, where I’d been going to get away from Eban. He said he was also trying to get away from his own suitemates.” 

Yelun’s mouth opened slightly, and she turned towards Nathan. “You can only cast spells that interfere with magic. [Dispel] and [Spell Redirection]. But are they spells at all? Or just assassin skills that interfere with magic?” Her voice raised in pitch, ending in a near shriek. 

Nathan shook his head and held up his hands. “No, it’s actually an Insight that restricts my mana types! I understand the magic well, like when I helped Roni and Hibor learn [Mage Armor]!”

She glanced at his shoes, which still had traces of blood from where he’d killed the two lecturers that morning. “You went to go retrieve your homework this morning, in the same breath that Bran dho Jast was killed. Because he’d demanded that we demonstrate magic, and you couldn’t! And... and you didn't care about Eban's challenge terms at all.” 

Yup, she’s got me. Seems like I don’t get to do that scouting after all. 

Nathan sighed, then stood up and clapped his hands together once, then twice. It was a mocking gesture, and he stepped forward to tower over the students as he extended his aura out to cover them entirely. “Congratulations, you’ve figured it out. But now what? Did you expect that I would surrender myself once you saw through my disguise?” 

Yelun’s indignation had turned to terror, and she tried to pull out the dagger she’d tucked into an inside pocket.

Nathan stepped forward and grabbed the weapon from her hand, throwing it down and into the table hard enough that it sank to the hilt with a squeal of abused wood. Then he shoved her roughly back into the couch and concentrated for a moment, changing his face back to normal, making it leaner and older. The zits disappeared as well, taking the constant low-level irritation with them.

Ahh, that’s better. 

Roni and Hibor surged to their feet, trying to cast spells of their own. The magic failed in their hands and they looked at him in horror. 

Nathan glared at both of them. “Sit.” He made it a command, and they looked at each other, swallowed and then sat. “I’m going to drain your mana pools, and then we’ll talk.” 

Both of the boys were speechless, but Yelun swallowed and got her mouth working. “Are you going to kill us? We haven’t done anything wrong!” 

Nathan sighed again, thinking over his options as he drained the mana from the three young mages. He didn’t start the process of breaking their mana pools. That was an option, but not one that really helped his current predicament. He didn't want to permanently harm them, he just didn't want them to raise the alarm. 

Either way, I need to move on the archmages tonight. My cover will likely last until lunch tomorrow at the latest, even if I kill these three. They don’t have powerful magic, so I can just lock them in a room for a day or so, even if I don't destroy their mana pools. 

“No, I don’t want to kill you.” He looked around at each of the three students, who were watching him like a cornered mouse watches a cat. “You’re kids. You’ve benefited from slavery and exploitation of the worst kind, but you haven’t done any of it yet.” His gaze hardened. “But I want you to understand why I’m doing this. Why I’m here, in Giantsrest.” 

Roni snarled at him. “You’re here to tear down the Giant, to annihilate what’s above you.” He half rose from his chair before Hibor pulled him back down.

Nathan felt tired. He’d wanted to explain what was wrong about Giantsrest to his suitemates ever since he’d met them. Now he had the chance, and it felt like climbing an impossible wall. He looked down at Roni, and something in his gaze made the young man press himself into the couch, anger forgotten. 

He dropped into the couch across from the three low-tier students. “My first interaction with Giantsrest was almost being enslaved. I had so many things I wanted to do with my life, before. I wanted to learn about the world, help people. Learn magic.” 

Nathan let his head droop, looking down at the small table. He heard movement as Hibor tried to run and surged upright, crossing the room in a single step and throwing the boy back to the couch without any effort. “I’ve had to listen to you for days, now you will listen to me.” 

He grabbed a light crystal off the wall, easily yanking it free from its mounting. He kept most of his aura away, but watched as the fragile magic flickered and died when in contact with his skin. He brought his aura back, and the crystal itself started to flake away in his fingers. “The only way to escape a life of toil and torture as a slave was to become the antithesis of magic.” 

He looked back up at the students, who were both awed and terrified. Watching him destroy a light crystal with a touch seemed to have finally impressed on them what he was, what he could do. 

“I lost everything I could have been to Giantsrest, and the only thing I could do after that was to become the perfect weapon against you. Against mages, and all of the abuses of magic.” Nathan’s voice was growing heated, and the familiar ember in his chest woke to life. “Because it’s not just me. Every single slave in your city has had their lives stolen from them. You don’t think of them as people. The slaves are things to you, resources to extract value from or be used for your amusement. If that kind of society is the only way to survive an Ending, I say we should all die!” 

He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, the students hadn’t moved a muscle. “I will cast down Giantsrest, because it is evil to the core. Mages have power over others, and Giantsrest abuses that power too much to ever forgive. I’m going to go kill the Founder and every archmage I can find. Tonight.” The fire had flowed out with Nathan’s words, replaced by deep tiredness. He found that he wasn’t looking forward to killing Badud anymore. It was just something that had to be done. 

He rubbed his temples and addressed the young mages. “I haven’t seen you three do any of the things that make Giantsrest evil. I think you would, if you became mages of Giantsrest. But I’m not in a position to judge you. However, somebody here is. Suse?”

“Yes, master?” The old woman stepped forward, her expression tightly controlled. There seemed to be some kind of internal conflict going on, and her hands jerked forwards slightly before coming back to rest at her side. 

“I’m going to free you now.” He stood and approached her, weaving his antimagic into her collar to break the enchantment before ripping the tough leather off her neck with his bare hands. 

The hundred dollar question is, will the Academy notice? 

It did, the wizardry in the walls concentrating attention on the woman. She stood stunned in place at the loss of the magic that had controlled her for decades. 

Nathan grimaced and surrounded Suse with a shell of antimagic, preventing the wizardry from getting a lock on her. “To prevent the Academy from seeing that I’ve done that, I need to cut you off from magic, forever. The only other option is that you stay with me as I attack the Founder.” 

Suse drew in a raggedy breath and swallowed twice before speaking. “Do it.” 

He nodded and severed her from magic, saturating her body in antimagic as he did it. “The Academy can’t track you anymore, and it won’t open any doors for you anymore. If you have a free Talent, then you should have the option to take the [Magic Resistance] Talent. Don’t take it unless you really want to, since it will also prevent you from being healed. If I don’t see you again, go to Halsmet. They know Insights that will let you heal yourself regardless.”

I hope. 

Then he retracted the shield of antimagic, and nodded in satisfaction when the Academy’s attention drifted onwards, no longer registering that there was a free person where there should be a slave. 

Then he turned and walked back towards the students, whose gazes tracked him carefully. He wrenched the dagger out of the table and turned to hand it to Suse. “You’ve known them a lot longer than I have. If you want to kill them, I will help.” 

The old woman’s expression was intent, focused in a way that Nathan had never seen on her face. She looked down at the dagger and reached out to grasp it, feeling its heft. Then she smiled sadly. “Their deeds don’t deserve death.” Some of the tension drained from the room, and Suse explained in slow words. “I have been caretaker for many students. I know true malice, and these three do not bear it.” 

She pointed past Nathan, to his empty bedroom. “Help me herd them in there and wedge the door shut. I have long dreamed of speaking to my charges of the life of a slave. I will give them a lesson they would never learn from a mage.”

Nathan nodded, and gestured for the three mages to stand. He herded them inside his bedroom without resistance. “Listen to what she says. If you are mages of Giantsrest the next time we meet, I’ll kill you.”

“All you’ve done here is kill.” Yelun said quietly.

Nathan paused, his hand on the door. He met her eyes and nodded. “There aren’t many other options when facing Giantsrest. I’ve spared the people I could. Two dozen mages from the battle of Halsmet live stripped of their magic. Harthi dha Jaltre is now an enchanter in Gemore. If you don’t abuse your magic and enslave people, then I won’t be your enemy. But I will raze this Academy to the ground.” 




	Inspiration 3 achieved!






He closed the door, breaking the enchantment that would cause it to meld with the wall. Then he turned and grabbed a chair, breaking the wood into pieces and shoving them into the cracks to act as makeshift wedges. Once the door was firm, he turned back to Suse. “I’m sorry, this isn’t a good spot for you. Thank you for giving me another option. I’ll come back for you, if I can.” 

She smiled back at him. “Thank you. I long promised myself I would be happy if I could change the Path of even one student away from enslaving others. Now I have that chance, thrice over. May Algoa’s luck ride with you.” Her face twisted as Nathan turned to leave. “If you meet Codius dho Den, kill him.”

Nathan reached back in his memory, searching for the familiar name. After a moment, he found it in the mage who’d tried to bully him in Halsmet when Faline had led him to the mage barracks. “Already killed him.” 

This time her smile was vicious. “Good. Now go, and bring doom to the archmages. For all those who wished they could, and never had the chance.” 





	
Permanent Talent: [Aura of Antimagic]

You are an embodiment of antimagic, forever unable to cast spells or access magic. Magic items will degrade from being near you. You can extend this antimagic from your body to directly absorb the mana of spells cast on you into Stamina.





	
Permanent Talent: [Arcane Nullfield]

Your very presence denies arcane energies including both wizardry and mana. You can control this effect as an aura to directly absorb magic. This Talent is especially effective against summoned materials. Absorbed mana is converted into Stamina.
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Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 198

Regenerative Focus: 2080/2080

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 3

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 9

Alertness 7

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 7

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 9










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    And so it begins. 

Next chapter Thursday! 

Shoutout To Labyrinth of the Mad God! I haven't looked into the story too much, but it looks like fun, and if you're looking for a new story after the end of this book of Ends of Magic, it might be a good candidate. 
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Labyrinth of the Mad God





Interested in a gritty survival LitRPG? Check out: Labyrinth of the Mad God!

The end of the world was the high point of Nick’s day.

Nick thought his dreams had come true when the System came to Earth. He watched his civilization burn to ash eleven minutes later. But as bad as the apocalypse was, Taltos was worse. Stolen by the Mad God, the Earth is plucked from the heavens and plunged into the beating heart of the labyrinth. A twisting maze of worlds, dimensions, and other planes of existence. Where the rules of the System have been warped by an insane deity and his maleficent minions.

Nick and his fellow survivors must fight to reclaim the world of their birth. To rise from the ashes and find their place in a multiverse filled with magic and monsters, marvels and horrors beyond their wildest imagination. The odds are long, and Nick has no choice but to go all in. But even when the deck is stacked against him, Nick always plays to win.















                



Chapter 29 An Assassin Unleashed


                With a final nod to Suse, Nathan stepped into Hibor’s room to get out of sight. He extended his aura and bored an upwards-angled hole in the wall. His goals lay high in the gigantic building, and the main exit from the suite would take him down a few hundred feet into the park at the center of the low-tier residence hall. 

Also, the lowest levels are likely to have the densest patrols because that’s where I’ve killed the most people. 

He reached out with his magical senses, feeling around through the material of the Academy for open spaces. He didn’t want to pop out in the middle of a hallway by accident, but he also didn’t want to climb the height of the entire Academy inside the rock. Not only would it be fairly slow, but unless he wanted to travel at a fairly shallow angle he’d need to spend Stamina on [Airwalk]. And since the tunnel was sealing up behind him, eventually he’d run out of air. 

I can use my aura to carve out stairs, but that would be even slower. Come on, there’s gotta be a hallway somewhere over here. 

He was also worried about running into some important piece of magic and breaking it by accident. While damaging the magic of the Academy wasn’t a problem, he didn’t want to give the Giantsrest mages who ran the Academy any clues as to what was going on. His ability to tunnel through the Academy seemed like an ace he’d like to keep up his sleeve as long as possible. He didn't want to give the mages any reason to try to manually track him burrowing through the Academy.

Nathan felt a void in the wizardry ahead of him. It was embarrassingly close, he just hadn’t felt it through the magic that surrounded him. 




	Wizard Senses 10 achieved!






He approached the wall and poked out a spike of condensed antimagic to bore a small hole in the stone and give him a peephole into the space beyond. It was a corridor he wasn’t familiar with. But he didn’t hear anything, so Nathan enlarged the hole to give him a broader range of vision. Sure enough, the corridor was deserted. 

He broke through the wall, stepping out into the corridor and thinking over his options. His goal was pretty simple - go up. Everything he was interested in was at the top of the Academy. Badud was probably at the top of the tallest tower, but most of the other towers should also have archmages living in their peaks. He also wanted to investigate the place all of the wizardry had been pointing to, and that was also somewhere high up, though he didn't think it was at the top of a tower. 

I’m not sure what to go after first. On one hand the wizardry signal might be the heart of the Academy, and killing it could be incredibly valuable. But it’s an uncertain reward. My most tangible goal is killing Badud, but that’s also probably the hardest task. I should go after some archmages first. Then they won’t be able to escape or help Badud if we fight later. They should also give me enough levels to Develop [Magekiller]. That will make killing Badud a whole lot easier. 

Nathan shrugged, looking around. He knew generally where he was in the Academy, but the place was huge. He wasn’t sure where the central tower was in relation to him, or the other towers for that matter. This was the problem he’d been hoping to solve with another day or two of scouting, but he hadn’t gotten that chance. He had the advantage of surprise for one night, and he intended to use it. 

With a sigh, Nathan started looking for a staircase, willing to spend a few minutes trying to find a faster way to ascend the Academy. If he couldn’t find one, he would just tunnel up to a new level and look again. He spent fifteen minutes jogging towards where a staircase should be, only having to dodge a single patrol. The staircase wasn’t quite where he thought it was, and he ran around in circles for a few minutes, sweeping the area before he detected a wizardry lock on an inconspicuous wall.



With a grin he went through the wall next to the lock, pleased with how much easier it was to access the stairs now that he didn’t have to mess with the complicated locking spells. Then he started climbing the stairs rapidly, trying to hit the sweet spot between Stamina expenditure and maximum speed. He was going to climb a lot of stairs today. 

It took a while to hit the top of this staircase, where he found a more complicated piece of wizardry blocking the entrance. It was once again easily bypassed, and Nathan peeked through a small hole into the upper levels of the Academy. Previously he’d only gotten a single glance at these upper floors, and he’d been astonished by the level of opulence on display. He’d also noticed a directionality to the wizardry towards some sort of central point high in the Academy. 

That was still present, but what grabbed his attention was a golem standing guard right outside the staircase, posed to examine anybody who entered higher floors. Luckily enough his peephole hadn’t been spotted, so Nathan carefully backed away from the wall. Then he jumped upwards and into the ceiling. 

The stone between each floor of the Academy was thick, and Nathan crouched down to fit fully between the ceiling of one level and the floor of the next. Then he created another small hole to inspect the space above. It appeared to be a well-lit and luxurious bedroom. After a moment he heard the sound of a page turning. Enlarging his peephole he saw a handsome middle-aged woman wearing an orange robe. She was sitting in an overstuffed armchair, reading a book. 

Lecturers are a fair target. I also need to refill my Stamina.

Nathan crawled horizontally through the floor, ending up directly in front of the armchair. Then he stood up, using his aura to push through the layer of stone directly overhead. It took a second for even the thin layer of stone to disappear, giving the lecturer a second of warning as the floor at her feet evaporated.

She reacted by lurching backwards in the chair, causing it to topple over and sending her sprawling. The woman tried to cast [Message], but Nathan had already wrapped her in his aura. 

He hopped out of the hole in the floor, moving around the overturned chair and dropping to the ground to clamp a hand over the mage’s mouth. “Shush.” He spun his aura into her mana pool, overfilling his Stamina as the woman struggled in vain. 

Now what? I could also break her magic instead of killing her. I know that knocks people out for a while, and she’ll be trapped in her room since the Academy won’t open doors for her anymore. 

He considered it for a moment, but eventually decided the risk wasn't worth it. She’d seen that he could burrow through the Academy, and somebody would probably come looking for her eventually. It could cut down his grace period unacceptably far. Nathan drained her magic to replenish his Stamina, then snapped her neck. He paused to make sure the wound was fatal before he moved on. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 209! You have assassinated Mieve dha Takunza, a senior lecturer of Giantsrest.






He righted the chair, scooting it back so it wouldn’t fall into the slowly-healing hole in the floor. Then he glanced around the room for a second, looking for a place to hide the body. With a shrug he carried the corpse over to the bathroom, leaving it on the floor and closing the door.

I don't know what will happen if I leave her body inside the stone of the Academy. It might stay entombed, or it might get squished out a random wall, or throw up some kind of alarm since her body's not shielded from detection magic like I am.

Then he turned back to the ceiling, going up yet another level. This time he ended up in what looked like a more advanced version of the practical magic classroom, with several powerful enchantments to isolate dangerous spellcasting. It was deserted, and Nathan kept climbing, burning off his excess Stamina with repeated use of [Airwalk] to ascend nearly straight upwards. 

He’d decided against trying to find another staircase, both because he didn’t know where any were this high up in the Academy, and because he suspected that the staircases were being guarded by golems. 

He climbed through dozens more floors, checking each time that the next space was unoccupied by boring a small hole first. On two occasions he had to divert, once finding a half-dozen mid-tier students studying [Fly] under the supervision of a high-tier student in a huge room seemingly built for the purpose. The second time was an orgy, which made Nathan blink for a moment. He departed quickly, grinding his teeth in frustration. Nobody in there had been wearing robes, but he was pretty sure both professors and students had been present, and some of the attendees had definitely been slaves. 

You’ve got more important priorities. 

There were other rooms Nathan wished he could linger in - ranging from a library thick enough with dust he thought it might have been totally forgotten, to an enchanting workshop filled with half-completed gizmos. In both cases he had to restrain himself from stopping to examine the rooms and their magic, and continue going upwards. He kept an eye on the directionality of the wizardry, noticing the angle change as he moved. The source seemed to be high up in the Academy, and he’d place bets it was in the center. 




	Arcane Nullfield 2 achieved!






Finally, he broke through the floor of a viewing gallery. One wall was covered with broad windows that showed a dozen towers rising into the sky. They were dominated by one spire that was taller and thicker than the rest. It was nighttime, but the magical decorations of the Academy illuminated the top of the giant building in a shifting, mystical light. Nathan paused to get his bearings, using the view out the window to place himself inside one of the medium-height towers that stood above the bulk of the Academy. If his guesses were correct, then there’d be an archmage living in a luxury suite at the top, with Badud at the top of the central tower. 

Great, let’s check the top and see what we find. 

He veered towards the center of the tower, looking for the stairs. He found that the center of the tower was a huge open shaft with a staircase made from opalescent stone spiraling around it. The open space was occupied by a grand artwork made of visible flows of magic.

Nathan looked around carefully, not trusting the beautiful display to be completely benign. He spotted a pair of golems standing guard at the very bottom of the shaft, completely blocking the start of the stairs. He’d successfully avoided them by going up through the rooms off the staircase. He couldn’t detect anybody else. 

He climbed carefully and quickly, stopping only to bypass a few subtly laid alarm enchantments on the stairs by slipping through the adjoining walls. At the top of the shaft he found a broad door, engraved in glowing letters with a name and series of titles. 

Archmage Kon dho Granon

Fourth Finger of Ascendent Academy

Master of Skargess

The door was a masterwork of mana-based enchantment that looked to Nathan’s magical senses like the internals on a swiss watch, all built with interlocking constructs and masterful interweavings. Beneath that was a fourteen-layer wizardry lock that was among the more complex he’d ever seen. 

By skipping these barriers I’m probably denying myself a few skill levels. But it would take hours that I don’t have to figure out that lock.

Nathan moved sideways to a section of blank wall. In addition to the standard wizardry of the Academy there was a complex layer of earth, force and spatial magic that had been woven into the walls. The spell seemed built to make the wall much tougher and prevent any kind of teleportation into the space beyond. 

He shrugged and peeled apart the reinforcement net, poking a small hole and finding himself looking at mundane woodgrain that was probably the back of a piece of furniture. Sighing, he moved farther over and repeated the same procedure a couple of times until he found himself looking into a bathroom. 




	Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 10 achieved!






Good enough. This enchantment is a pain to tease apart, and it seems to cover the apartment from all sides. So I won’t be able to tunnel through the floor. It's definitely surmountable, but I hope it isn’t standard issue for the archmage suites. 

The bathroom door opened into a small room that looked like a discussion space, set with comfortable chairs and bookshelves on the wall that had stymied Nathan earlier. The chairs faced a central seat that was elevated above the others, clearly a place for the archmage to hold court over any guests who had gathered to hear them lecture. His senses were on alert as he crept through the room, listening for any noise, ready for any magic that might give his presence away. There was a lot of magic but none of it seemed tuned for security. It seemed like this was the inner sanctum, past all of the defenses. There was no signs that anybody was at home. 

Maybe the archmage isn't in the Academy? I thought Badud commanded them all to return? 

The next room led into a larger library, and Nathan inhaled the comforting scent of well-preserved books. He passed through quickly, careful not to disturb any of the delicate enchantments that maintained the densely packed space. He poked a hole in the wall next to the next door. Looking through it revealed a huge bedroom with broad windows that allowed the shifting color of the Academy to shine in and illuminate the space. There was a single rugged-looking older man in the bed, with a bald head and a salt-and pepper beard. His mana pool was huge, and he was sound asleep.

Bingo.

Nathan tunneled through the wall, walking an inch above the ground as he entered the room to avoid making any noise. It looked like the bedroom of a rich bachelor, with piles of clothing scattered around sumptuous furniture. When he hit the halfway point of the room Nathan snapped his aura forward like a snake-strike, engulfing the man in antimagic powerful enough to deny any spell. The archmage didn't react at all. 

Nathan moved the last few feet cautiously, not letting his guard down. Every other archmage he’d fought had been a monster, capable of powerful spells that had challenged his antimagic. The goal had always been to assassinate them in their sleep, but Nathan hadn’t really expected to succeed. Nonetheless, he successfully closed his hands around the man’s neck and squeezed tightly, cutting off both blood flow and air. The man’s eyes fluttered and he bucked once, but then he settled back into unconsciousness, at which point Nathan drained the man’s mana pool to refill his Stamina. A couple of minutes of strangulation later, Nathan got a notification. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 225! You have assassinated Archmage Kon dho Granon, the Master of Skargess, in his own quarters inside the Ascendent Academy!






Alright. One down. Now time to do it again. 

Nathan sighed and stood up from the bed, retracting his aura and retracing his steps to leave the suite. Then he started back down the tower, plotting his path to the next one. The Academy had only grown more deserted with the late hour, and Nathan was easily able to circle around the upper levels to reach his next target. The setup in the next tower over was similar, though not quite identical. The tower itself was shorter and a bit thinner. There were another set of golems guarding the base of the staircase, but a trickle of people were leaving, many looking disheveled but pleasantly sated. 

Another orgy? At least it looks like it’s wrapping up. 

Nathan bypassed the golems just as he had previously, ready for surprises but finding none. This time he avoided the staircases the entire way up to avoid the departing guests. He aimed for where the bedroom should be, finding no extra magic to reinforce the wizardry of the Academy. 

He poked an exploratory peephole up into the room, and was splashed in the face with soapy water. Nathan recoiled, wiping his eyes and getting out of the way of the stream. There wasn’t a ton of water, but it was like he’d drilled into a puddle. The room beyond was a bathroom that looked like it had been heavily used recently, but was currently deserted. 

At least it was clean water. 

Grimacing, Nathan moved over twenty feet, probing upwards once again to see the bottom of a dining table. After ascertaining that the room was empty he entered the room before starting to scout what was nearby. It looked like the center of the tower had been converted to a giant area strewn with couches and pillows, and while some people were prying themselves up and heading out, a few dozen remained behind, intent on sleeping off their recent exertions. None of them were wearing much, and Nathan reached out with his senses to see if he could find the archmage amongst the sprawled bodies. A few of them had larger mana pools, but it was more reminiscent of a war mage than an archmage. 

Nathan moved onto the other rooms, finding that the next room over was a library, though it didn’t seem to get much use. Half of the shelves stood bare. On a hunch, Nathan moved through the wall into the library and then across it, peeking into the next room with another small hole. The room beyond was the bedroom, with a bed three times as large as the one in the last archmage’s tower. There were almost a dozen people sprawled across the expansive mattress, all asleep in post-coital exhaustion.

 

Ok, so it’s a similar layout, just rotated so the bedroom of every tower looks out over the Academy instead of the city. Got it. 

Nathan focused on the bed, trying to discern which of the figures was the archmage. It wasn’t hard. There were eight women and three men. All were young and nubile, except for one middle-aged man. He looked like he’d once been well-muscled but had started drifting to flabby in recent years. He also had more mana than everybody put together, reinforcing Nathan’s hypothesis. 

Ok, cool. But how to kill him without waking everybody up? Ideally I’d just like him to vanish. I'd also prefer to kill him now, instead of having to retrace my steps later. 

Nathan looked up at the ceiling above his head and shrugged. This suite didn't have the magical reinforcement of the previous one, so he had more options. He used his aura to tunnel up into the stone of the ceiling, then navigated himself over the bed through the rock of the Academy. It was easy to position himself properly using the archmage’s enormous mana pool as a marker. Then he dropped down through the ceiling, leaving a hole in the smooth stone and standing on the air inches above the archmage’s sleeping body. 

He carefully moved an arm that was draped across his target’s chest, then seized the man underneath the armpits and drew him upwards smoothly. He stuffed the archmage through the hole in the ceiling, clamping a hand across his face and dousing him in antimagic. The man woke up slowly, groaning into Nathan's hand and taking a moment to comprehend his situation. Nathan kept half his attention on the room below, watching to see if anybody had noticed the abduction. If so, he was worried he’d have to kill all of the mages as quietly as possible and hope none of the people in the central area heard anything. He was hoping that the archmages' bedmates would think he’d gotten up to go sleep somewhere else. 

The two women who’d been sleeping on either side of the man had woken up, and they looked around blearily. They were both mages, and the hole Nathan had used to enter and exit the bedroom was directly overhead. It was closing, but it would be another few minutes before the Academy sealed up his entry point. 

Don’t look up, don’t look up. 

He flexed [Noticeability] to divert their attention, and it seemed to work as one of the two women pulled up the disturbed blanket, then snuggled closer to the other mage and pressed a sleepy kiss to her brow. 




	High-tier Noticeability 8 achieved!






At this point the archmage had already tried casting a few spells, and he started to struggle and squirm. He yelled into Nathan’s hand, the sound coming out as a muffled grunt.

Nathan tightened his grip and popped the man in the nose with his other hand, stunning him for a second. His Rage came easily, and he kept one hand over the man’s face and reached his other back to grab the back of his neck. Then he wrenched the archmage’s head around, snapping his neck. An amulet around the man’s neck tried to activate to heal the injury, but Nathan crushed the magic absentmindedly as he started to tunnel upwards. 

I’ve gotten a lot stronger since I tried to do that to that kid back in Halsmet. The one who’d enslaved Egall.




	Magekiller has leveled to 241! You have assassinated Archmage Glor dho Chuvis in his own quarters, evading notice by even those in his bed!






Damn. Gonna need to get another one before I Develop Magekiller. Maybe I should go back to the orgy? Nah, might as well go for another Archmage.

Nathan dumped the body on the roof of the tower, ensuring that it wouldn’t slide off the steeply tilted spire. Then he looked across at the next tower, noticing that the protective gravitational barrier didn’t cling to each tower, but instead stretched overhead like a huge dome of high-pressure death. 

I can just fly between the towers.





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Arcane Nullfield 2

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 1

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 9820/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Magekiller level 241

Regenerative Focus: 2101/2510

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Unsuspecting Strike

Antimagic Stealth

Spell Redirection

Lethal Index





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 3

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 10

Alertness 7

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 8

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 10
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Chapter 30 Warped Developments


                Nathan studied the spectacle that was the top of the Ascendent Academy. From this vantage point it was a shifting wonderland of color that lit the stone towers in beautiful hues. 

The magic wasn’t enough to keep him totally hidden if he tried to run between the towers, so he scanned the rooftops and windows below for those who might see him. Between all of the towers and windows there were an enormous number of places for a watcher to be hiding. He was less worried about people, because the late hour, the magical display and his stealth skills would hide him. But the golems of the Academy were at least immune to [Noticeability], though Nathan thought [Disguise] and [Mage Infiltration] still had some effect on them. 

After a few minutes, he caught sight of statues set in disguised and magically hidden alcoves on the central tower. They looked to be about the same size as the golems that patrolled the Academy, with a more feminine body shape. Each was armed with a giant metallic bow. They looked a bit like some statues of Artemis that Nathan had seen on Earth. 




	Alertness 8 achieved!






I wonder if they shoot magical or physical arrows? Doesn’t really matter, since the real danger is an alarm of some kind. I don’t think I can fly to the center tower without being spotted. 

He frowned, gauging the sight lines. He thought there were enough beams of magical light around that he’d be able to cross from one tower to another so long as he was careful. It was a risk, but so was traveling through the Academy. Flying would be a lot faster too. 

Once he thought he had the path figured out Nathan took off, zipping through the air with stealth and movement skills active. He followed the path he’d mapped out, though he had to make a last-second adjustment when one of the intervening streamers of magical light shifted its position. He made it to the top of the next tower without any obvious reaction from the golem archers, and crouched among the tiles while deciding how to enter. He positioned himself where the bedroom should be if this tower was rotationally symmetric with the others, then bored straight down.

Unfortunately, there was another protection spell woven into the stone. This one seemed to be made of fire and earth mana that maintained a layer of searing hot magma in the walls. There was a subtler detection network behind it paired with a cooling enchantment to prevent the defenses from turning the suite into an oven. Nathan sighed as he examined the protections with his magical senses. These archmages were paranoid. But he couldn’t blame them. He was trying to murder them all.

The detection spell would not only detect anybody trying to teleport or otherwise bypass the molten stone, but it would also set off an alarm if the heat was interrupted in any way. Nathan modeled a few different ways of getting through the barriers before he figured out a way to short-circuit the heat-sensing portion of the enchantment to always report the correct temperature. 




	Wizard’s Meditation 4 achieved!






He hotwired the detection spell and used his aura to rapidly cool a portion of the magma, sucking the magical heat out of the spell to replenish the Stamina he’d spent running between the towers. Then he bored a peephole through the wall to look into the suite beyond. Like he’d hoped, he’d breached into the master bedroom. But it was empty, which was a surprise at this late hour. The room wasn't luxurious, with a cleanly made bed and severe dresses on individual racks. A few sheaves of notes were scattered on almost every flat surface, interspersed with books open to specific pages. 

Nathan dropped into the room and landed gently on the carpet. He needed to stay here for a couple of minutes to stabilize his entry point until the Academy sealed the hole, or else he’d risk molten rock dripping down into the room. It was a balancing act to use his antimagic to hold back the molten stone without inhibiting the wizardry that repaired the ceiling, but he managed it. Once the ceiling was repaired, he started prowling through the suite, checking for inhabitants. The library was absolutely overstuffed with old tomes. He tiptoed through the narrow corridors between stacked books, but saw nobody in the cramped space. But there was a large mana pool through the next wall. 

He poked a peephole in the wall next to the door, seeing that the dining room had converted into a study. Schematics of human anatomy had been affixed to the wall haphazardly, and multiple workbenches were covered in stone arms and legs. In the center of a room was an armature, supporting a partially-constructed human-sized golem. It was missing one leg and both arms. Unlike most Giantsrest golems, this one was threaded with wizardry in addition to mana. 

A somewhat older woman in a plain dress sat at a desk off to the side, surrounded by notes as she pored over a detached arm. Her hair was brown with streaks of gray and cascaded messily around her shoulders. The apparent archmage sighed and leaned back to run her fingers through her hair before grabbing a steaming mug and downing the contents. 

The empty mug made a thunk as it hit the desk, and an older man Nathan hadn’t seen stepped in from the corner of the room to refill it with a carafe. He was dressed in a fancy outfit that looked something like a tuxedo, though with billowing sleeves and a stylish metal collar imbued with mind magic instead of a tie. 

Nathan made the hole slightly larger, watching the enslaved butler as he stood in the corner of the room. The man was a problem, since he’d be a witness if Nathan attacked the archmage while she worked. 

Well, I could free him, or kill him. It looks like he’s got a privileged position. He might be loyal to Giantsrest even without the magic. I could try and distract him, then hide her body on the roof again. It’s riskier with a manservant that he’ll notice she’s nowhere to be found. Maybe I’ll sabotage her enchantment, cause it to blow up in her face? No, that’s not much less suspicious, and risks the archmage surviving. She's got tough mage-armor. 

He decided to wait at least a few minutes to see if anything would give him an opening. If more than a half-hour went by he’d act, probably by freeing the man and then potentially locking him in the kitchen if he seemed ready to sound an alarm, or killing him if absolutely necessary. Nathan didn't want to have to kill a slave, but like the slave soldiers he'd do it if he had to. 

The woman toiled on, hunched over her golem arm and occasionally swearing as she worked. Her mug was refilled twice, but the carafe didn’t seem close to running dry. Eventually she yawned, right as Nathan was about to bust into the room. 

The man spoke up. “Mistress Shua, the Founder has scheduled a meeting of the Ascendent Council early tomorrow morning.” 

The woman waved her hand dismissively. “Badud’s plans won't accomplish anything. Even if it is a strange new Talent from Gemore, it’s wasted mana. The golems of the Academy will protect us as they always have.” 

“As you say, Mistress.” The man said, his tone overly patient.

The archmage sighed heavily at his voice and pushed herself to her feet, rubbing at her temples. “Fine, I’ll go to bed. The magic in this golem won’t flow clean tonight.” She turned towards the door into the library, knuckling her back before shuffling over to the door. 

Nathan withdrew as the woman approached, hiding behind a bookshelf. 

He heard her pause, and speak in a confused voice. “Milt, why is there a hole in the wall?” 

“I do not know, mistress.” The enslaved man said, as confused as she. “You work with the Giant’s own tools, perhaps a reaction to your magic?” 

Nathan was tense and ready to act if she cast a [Message] or did anything else to suggest that she suspected an intruder. 

But the spell the archmage cast wasn’t a communication spell. It was the same spell Badud had used to try to catch Nathan inside the amphitheater, imbued with only faint tendrils of wizardry. The magic wasn’t as coherent as when the Questor had cast the spell, but Nathan’s proximity and the potency of his Talent presented a separate challenge. He had his work cut out for him in guiding a clear space in the spell in the half-second before the magic engulfed him without tripping any of the detection threads. But his new skills let him thread the gap cleanly. 

She pushed the door open to examine the other side of the hole. “Perhaps. It’s healing itself. Something to study tomorrow. Go check for more and then go to bed. Wake me in time for the meeting tomorrow.” 

“Yes, mistress.” 

“Goodnight, Milt.” 

Nathan was faintly exasperated at himself for waiting so long and letting her notice the holes. He was on a time limit, he shouldn’t be wasting time trying for perfect stealth. He’d been proud of his last two kills, and wanted the third one to go just as cleanly. But now his pride was demanding he kill every single archmage without raising the alarm before he went for Badud. 

That's dumb. The Questor is more important. There isn’t an achievement for perfect stealth kills on all of the archmages, and I’ve wasted time and taken risks here by trying for it. I need to get the [Magekiller] Development, then go after Badud. If he goes down quietly then I can resume targeting the archmages. But sooner or later I’m going to get unlucky or waste enough time that the alarm gets raised. Then Badud gets to prepare for me. 

Nathan moved quietly from his hiding place, walking on the air above the haphazard stacks of books as the archmage moved into the bedroom. The hole he’d made to enter the library had completely healed over while he’d been waiting, but he opened it up again to find the woman flopped on the bed facedown, still fully clothed and already starting to snore. 

He walked up and drove his elbow into her back, putting his whole body behind the motion. The blow snapped her spine and drove bits of bone into her heart and lungs. It was a lethal blow, and no healing enchantments activated. Nathan quickly turned his attention to the ceiling, stepping into the air and peeling back the lava again, not waiting for the stone to fully cool before he bored into the stone above . Droplets of molten rock fell into the bedroom, scorching the carpet. 

Whoops. I hope the slave doesn’t notice the smoke. 




	Magekiller has leveled to 243! You have assassinated Archmage Cani dha Shua. Please choose a developed class from the following list to continue leveling, as you have unlocked a higher level than 243.









	Shrouded Infiltrator: Your Path is to infiltrate enemy organizations and then attack them from within. This class will enhance your shape-changing abilities and make you immune to magical sensors. It will also make you more convincing, especially in explaining inconsistencies in your disguises. This class may further develop into making you able to integrate yourself into any group, or towards manipulation of your targets. This class will let you become whoever you need to be to infiltrate the tightest security. 



	Spellslayer: Your Path is to make magic betray the ones who cast it. This class will enhance your resistance to powerful wizardry and inhibit magical communication and coordination in a broad radius around you. It will also give you more control over how your antimagic affects spells, including sabotaging them to fail catastrophically. This class may further develop into classes aimed at detonating external magic on command or seizing it for your own use. This class will help you kill the most powerful magic-users on Davrar. 



	Killer of Mystics: Your Path is to kill those who use arcane energies. This class will improve your ability to go unseen and allow you to dramatically increase your speed by spending Focus. It will also reduce the effectiveness of enchanted weapons used against you. This class may further develop into ones focused on weapons or using incredible speed to kill your targets in the open. This class will allow you to fight directly against mages and their lackeys.






Nathan emerged onto the roof, facing away from the center of the Academy. He couldn’t see the central tower from here, and the golems guarding it couldn’t see him. He was on the east side of the Academy and couldn't see the mountains. Instead he had an incredible view over the fields of Giantsrest and the immense forest farther to the east. It was a stunning sight, even in the darkness. The world above lit the carpet of trees as it stretched off into the distance. Here and there were hints of ruins and other magical phenomena, from trees made of ice to towers surrounded by darting will-o-wisps. A few groves of trees stood hundreds of feet above the rest, a few of the ones in the far distance even rivaling the height of the academy.

 

Badud mentioned the ‘woodland cults’ to the East. It looks like they have dungeons and cities of their own. Davrar has so much to explore. 

Nathan sat down on the edge of the roof, heedless of the mile-long drop underneath his feet. He was on a timer, but he could spare a few minutes to think through his new class choices. There were three options, which wasn’t bad for a level 243 Development. They were fairly distinct in theme. The first focused on blending in and social manipulation, the second focused on antimagic, and the third was about physical combat with a side of stealth. 

While he’d seen how powerful infiltration was during his time here in Giantsrest, he wasn’t intending to take [Shrouded Infiltrator]. That class would let him borrow more tools from Faline’s toolkit with shapechanging, stealth and manipulation skills. If he had to start over with sneaking into Giantsrest, then it would be a good class to take. But there were two problems with it. First, the class wouldn't help a lot with what was next. The mages already thought he could change shape, and he was already good at bypassing magical sensors. He was about to fight Badud, and while the choice gave him a somewhat better chance at sneaking up to the Questor, it wouldn’t help much in the fight that followed. 

If I absolutely needed to kill Badud from stealth I might take it, but I would prefer to be able to face him in direct combat if I need to. 

More importantly, the class would give Nathan more social manipulation skills. As useful as such an ability might be, he didn’t want them. He could see how skills like that would make him treat people like objects to be manipulated, pieces to move around a gameboard. 

Like the way Faline operates. It would distance me from the Heirs. 

That brought Nathan to his next class, which he was feeling the most positive about. So far his class choices had primarily focused on his antimagic, and he didn’t have a lot of complaints with that strategy. The line about being able to resist powerful works of wizardry was very appealing, because it would let him counter stuff like that [Reverse Time] spell that Badud used as an ace-in-the-hole. Passively inhibiting magical communication and coordination sounded generally fine, and would be especially useful tonight. That would let him engage groups of mages without worrying about somebody getting a [Message] off. 

The real gem was the third promised skill. Being able to better control how magic failed sounded very useful. [Spell Redirection] had quickly become one of his most powerful class skills, and this extended that ability. It would let him kill people from a distance with their own spells, which would mean he could do more on a battlefield since he wouldn’t have to be in melee with every target. 

However, there was one reason that [Spellslayer] wasn’t a snap-pick. It didn’t do anything to enhance his speed. He’d seen the fight between Badud and Brox. They’d moved at incredible speeds, and [Killer of Mystics] would let him spend Focus to move faster. The other skills were good but not exceptional. One of his primary weaknesses was enchanted weapons that could cut through his enhanced body for a blow or two before they lost their magic, and a flat improvement to stealth was always useful. 

I’ve got a lot of things to spend Focus on already, and while it regenerates quickly, in a fight against mages my Stamina’s effectively bottomless while my Focus isn’t. 

Nathan furrowed his brow, gazing across the lands below the heights of the Academy. He had [Acceleration] already, and a bunch of other mobility skills that would let him move quickly, but they wouldn’t get him up to the level of the Questor’s battle. At their current ranks, at least. 

I only need to tag him with my aura once. Then he can’t fly with magic anymore. If he tries the same barrier that stopped me last time he’s in for a nasty surprise. 

Both of the latter classes would help with the upcoming battle. [Killer of Mystics] would let him fight more like Brox, and prevent Badud from dancing circles around him. But that would come at the cost of Focus. The Questor almost certainly had cards up his sleeve that could kill Nathan, and he needed to keep his Focus high to use [Immortal Body].

Though if the spells he's designed to kill me are as effective as the spell built to find me, maybe I shouldn’t be concerned. 

[Spellslayer] would enhance his toughness and let him resist the biggest guns Badud had. It would also give him an unexpected weapon against every magic-user. Finally, inhibiting magical communication made him more confident about reaching Badud by surprise, even if he decided to look for the control center for the Academy. Blocking magical communication could be a double-edged sword in the future, but it was managable. 

He chewed on the decision, looking out over the city and the forest spreading to the limits of vision. The last factor of this decision was what class would be better after he killed the Questor. He hadn’t spent too much time thinking about what was next. All he had was a name and a direction, given by Brox minutes before he’d been killed by Badud. 

'Go to Keihona and seek out Sarya Pamaris. She will direct you to more slave-empires that should be destroyed.’ Maybe I really should be planning to do all of this again. 

He’d told the antimage students that the purpose of antimagic was to level the playing field, to let normal people stand up against archmages and ancient horrors reanimated. The ultimate expression of that was the Endings. 

That’s my next goal. If I go to Sarya, it’s mainly to find another Questor, somebody else who has firsthand knowledge of the Endings. She can point me in the right direction to stop them, or at least tell me what they are.

Notably, [Spellslayer] didn’t just say he would be able to sabotage spells. It said it would ‘give you more control over how your antimagic affects spells’. That was a broader definition, and the only thing he knew about the future is that he would run into new and strange magic. Being able to control how it failed sounded great. Nodding, he stepped forward into empty space, skydiving off the tower as he accepted his new class. 




	Congratulations, you are now aSpellslayer. Two of your existing class skills have developed, and you have unlocked three new class skills! These skills are tied to your parent class, and their power will increase with your level in that class. Davrar applauds your choice, and hopes you will continue to survive and prosper.









	Class skill Regenerative Focus: Your Focus will rapidly regenerate when you are not very distracted. It can be spent to enhance your attention and improve your control, or on other skills or Talents that utilize Focus.



	Class skill Catastrophic Blows: You will be better able to identify the weak points of your foes, and your strikes against those areas are more likely to inflict lethal damage. Injuries inflicted with your bare hands will resist healing magic.



	Class skill Battle Stealth: Your movements will be harder to notice, especially in the confusion of combat. This effect can be enhanced by spending Focus.



	Class skill Mage Infiltration: You will be able to blend into hostile environments easily, and will not seem out of place even in imperfect disguises. This skill will mimic signs of being a mage when you are disguised as one, including a fake mana pool.



	
Class skill Forgettable: Foes will forget details about you after you leave their attention. This is a mental effect that can be resisted by someone with the appropriate skill or sufficient willpower.





	Class skill: Unsuspecting Strike -> Sneaky Blow: Attacks against unaware targets are quieter and harder to notice. They will also more easily bypass armor and other protections.



	Class skill Antimagic Stealth: Your antimagic hides you from magical sensors and detection, and even spells tuned to detect an absence will not detect you.



	
Class skill Spell Redirection -> Magical Manipulation: Your antimagic can manipulate mana and wizardry in both spells and enchantments. Will not enhance your ability to otherwise modify spells.





	Class skill Lethal Index: You will be able to assess if injuries you cause are lethal, and how long your foes will survive them.



	New Class skill Wizard Resistance: Your inherent antimagic will protect you from Wizardry. The more powerful the spell in question, the more effective the resistance.



	New Class skill Magic Jammer: Communication, coordination and information-gathering spells will fail around you, even without direct contact with your antimagic.



	New Class skill Controlled Failure: You can control the effect of your antimagic on spells, ranging from only disabling a portion of a spell to causing the entire structure to fail catastrophically.









	Spellslayer has leveled to 260 from your previous actions.






As he fell Nathan glanced over the new skills, satisfied by their effects. They were about what he’d expected, though the additional skill Developments were always a wild card. Now his sneak attacks were stealthier, and his magical manipulation explicitly worked on enchantments. It had kind of already done that, but the new skill would almost certainly enhance what he could do when screwing around with enchantments. 

Oh right, I can spend Focus on [Battle Stealth]. I’d frankly forgotten about that. Probably won't do it too often. 

He stopped himself at the place where the tower merged with the body of the Academy. He was standing on thin air right next to the shell of high-pressure wizardry that wrapped around the entire tower. His new skill would probably protect him from the crushing gravity of the barrier, but the high-pressure air was still dangerous. Nathan glanced through a window, seeing an empty room with rows of tables that looked like lab benches. He melted his way through the wizardry-conjured glass, making his way inside the Academy once again. 





	
Class skill: Unsuspecting Strike: Your strikes against unaware targets will more easily bypass armor and other protections.





	Class skill:Sneaky Blow: Attacks against unaware targets are quieter and harder to notice. They will also more easily bypass armor and other protections.









	New Class skill Spell Redirection: You can use your antimagic to redirect spells. Will not enhance your ability to otherwise modify spells.



	Class skill Magical Manipulation: Your antimagic can manipulate mana and wizardry in both spells and enchantments. Will not enhance your ability to otherwise modify spells.






 



 





	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Arcane Nullfield 2

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 1

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 5





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 10050/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Spellslayer level 260

Regenerative Focus: 2523/2700

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Sneaky Blow

Antimagic Stealth

Magical Manipulation

Lethal Index

Wizard Resistance

Magic Jammer

Controlled Failure





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 4

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 4

Wizard Senses 10

Alertness 8

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 3

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 2

High-tier Noticeability 8

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 10
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                    Next chapter Thursday! 



                



Chapter 31 The Skull of a Giant


                It was easy to know where to go. All of the wizardry around Nathan subtly pointed the way towards his destination. Using [Mental Fortress] to triangulate, Nathan was able to pinpoint the theoretical control center, right underneath the point where the central tower joined the bulk of the Academy. 

He beelined towards it, moving carefully through the body of the giant structure. There were more patrols the closer he got, but with his senses and ability to walk through walls whenever he felt like it, it wasn’t hard to avoid them. The biggest limitation was trying not to leave holes in the walls they could find before they sealed up behind him. 

If I need to fight a patrol I probably can without an alert getting out. I kind of want to test out my new class skills. 

Regardless of the temptation, Nathan stayed quiet and moved cautiously inwards. He probably had a few hours left, and this was the final stretch. His new class skills didn’t make him faster at tunneling through the walls of the Academy, but he was still getting a bit faster at it with practice. His plan was to check out the locus of the wizardry in the Academy, then decide what to do next. If it seemed important, then he might mess with it. If it didn't, he'd go up the central tower and find Badud. Nathan was just so curious what he'd find where all of the wizardry converged. It could be a power source, a control center, some kind of routing node or something else he wasn’t expecting. 

He was hoping that if he destroyed whatever this thing was, then it would mean the end of the Ascendent Academy. Maybe it was a power source, and the Academy would become uninhabitable as doors stopped opening. Maybe it was the security center, and it would shut down all the golems and tracking spells, making the Academy vulnerable to attack from people without antimagic. In any of those cases, it was a priority target. Making the Academy uninhabitable was probably a higher priority than killing Badud. It wouldn't be as dramatic of a confrontation, but it would be a larger and longer-lasting blow to Giantsrest then the death of a founder. 

Especially since I've got a suspicion that the Questors don't really die. It’s definitely a setback, but Brox didn’t talk like dying was his end. Especially given his stories of so many thousands of years of combat. I don't think I saw the death of a legend, just the end of a chapter. 

While he thought, Nathan had crossed most of the remaining distance to the inner chamber. He was inside of a disused classroom that looked disconcertingly like an operating theater, but his magical senses told him the next wall over was special. It was thicker than usual, and the wizardry that flowed through the stone felt especially dense. Drilling into the wall, it soon became clear that there was only a thin layer of rock over a layer of shining metal several feet thick. But the metal was still conjured from wizardry, and it yielded to his aura. 

The chamber beyond was a huge void in the center of the Academy, spherical and as large as the low-tier residence hall. In the center of the space floated an oblong orb made of stone that was the size of a small building. The only physical connection to the rest of the Academy was a spiraling staircase that stretched from the top of the chamber to the top of the orb, making it look like a Christmas ornament hanging by a slender spiral thread. 

The effect was only enhanced by the streams of mana that emerged from the walls and crossed the space to the central object, carrying visibly pulsing power across the emptiness. In addition to the overwhelming power of normal mana were hundreds of threads of wizardry threaded through the room. The network of wizardry was all focused on the stone egg like it was the spider at the center of a vast web the size of the entire Academy. The interior surface of the room was shiny metal, and the light emitted by the mana and the wizardry alike ensured the entire room was lit brightly in a rainbow of slowly moving colors that made the entire space seem like it was underwater. 

This looks important, but it’s probably not the Academy’s power source. Not with the energy flowing in instead of out. What is it instead? How strong are the defenses? 

Nathan took a deep breath and looked around the chamber carefully, checking for anybody or anything that would see him cross the hundreds of feet to the central egg-shaped ball of stone. There was nothing in his line of sight, but the orb blocked a good portion of his view. That included the top of the egg, where the staircase connected. That was the most likely place for any guards. 

The room’s walls were shiny enough for him to look around until he found a reflection of the spot where the staircase connected. The image was distorted and partially obscured by a glowing river of ice mana, but the colorful robes of several mages on guard were clear enough, as was the fact that the staircase continued downwards into the suspended orb of stone. There were also vague shapes that were probably at least one or two additional golems. 

They probably wouldn’t be able to see him if he moved out of their line of sight, unless they were specifically looking in the right spot and saw reflected movement. His gray robes just didn’t stand out much among the chaotic mess of light for the reflection to draw attention. 

There’s gotta be more security. The wall was tough but it wasn’t invincible. If this is all there is to it, somebody could get across with a [Fly] spell. Maybe it's just not that important?

Nathan turned his attention forward, feeling outwards with his magical senses. Sure enough, there were layers of wizardry and mana wrapping around the whole room, hidden behind the overt display of magic. He closed his eyes and shaped his senses like a spike, trying to reach across the hundreds of feet toward the stone shell that was his target. His senses couldn’t reach that far, but Nathan burned Focus and tried to treat his awareness like an aura, using his mental skills to enhance the effect. There was a moment where he felt the skill adapt, and it allowed him to expand the bubble of awareness in his projected direction just like it was another aura. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Wizard Senses] utility skill into [Wizard’s Detection]. 

Utility Skill: [Wizard’s Detection]

This skill lets you sense the mana and wizardry around you, and understand its purpose. You may expand and direct the reach of this sense by spending Focus.








Guiding the Development of a skill to use a suitable resource seems like a pretty easy and broadly applicable Insight. Useful, though I don’t really need yet another demand on my Focus. 

With his new skill, Nathan quickly built up a picture of the barrier that protected the stone orb hanging in the air in front of him while allowing mana and wizardry through. It was a multifaceted defense, a clever construction of subtle wizardry that blended into the flows of magic around it while making the open space hostile to any intruders. 

First was a spatial distortion that dramatically increased the distance, a bit like how Badud’s [Slow Shell] had worked. While the gap looked like a few hundred feet, Nathan could tell that any physical objects would need to cross nearly a half-mile of distance to approach the center of the chamber. 

Second was a lack of air. A gradient filter of sorts seemed to exclude any kind of gas from the center of the chamber. It wasn’t a firm line, but rather a pressure gradient that ensured the central orb hung in a large pocket of near-vacuum, with an exception around the staircase.

The third was a ramping disintegration effect that lay tucked inside the low-pressure zone. It felt… aggressive. Strong enough to rip apart gas molecules into their molecular components. 

So to sum it up, there’s a spatially expanded barrier of vacuum that actively tries to dissolve you on a molecular level. It lets magical energy through just fine, but anything physical will boil and disintegrate as it tries to cross a half-mile of distance that’s less friendly than interplanetary space. 

Nathan considered abandoning this objective and just going after Badud. But the enhanced security just made him more certain that he wanted to get inside the chamber. He didn’t know what was inside, but it was looking more and more like a general control room for the Ascendent Academy. Or a vault of incredible treasures. 

The question was whether to break through the wizardry in front of him, or to maneuver to the top of the chamber and approach down the staircase and fight the guards there. 

Either would probably work, though there’s a good chance they see me coming if I come down the staircase. Let’s try to punch through this barrier. I can probably avoid tripping any alarm, and I can always back off and try the other approach. 

He spent a minute thinking through the challenge in front of him, and how to deal with it. He would probably be able to negate most of the spatial expansion effect, and ignore the disintegration. The biggest problem was the lack of air - not because it would really hurt him, but because it would make [Airwalking] less effective. The Talent said it would “use Stamina to push off of air.” He didn’t expect that to work in a vacuum. So he’d need to bring some air in with him and build up enough speed to fly across the relevant distance. 

Nathan stepped away from the wall, approaching the edge of the pressure gradient. He extended his antimagic in front of him to disrupt the air and allow air to flow in ahead of him. A gentle breeze started up, and the space in front of him shimmered as the inrushing air encountered the disintegration effect. 

Whoops, hope the guards don’t notice that. At least it's fairly subtle compared to the magical light show. 

Without waiting much longer, Nathan sprinted forward, burning Stamina as fast as he could to move as quickly as possible. As he got closer he expanded his antimagic outwards, expanding the disruption of the magic that created the vacuum. More air rushed forward, giving Nathan a tailwind. 




	Acceleration 5 achieved!






The disintegration effect tried to latch onto him but failed to even touch his robes through the two class skills that countered wizardry. The spatial expansion was harder to beat because it worked on a grander scale, but Nathan extended tendrils of antimagic out to neutralize it in the local area. The air around him had been thinning out, but as he disrupted the spatial expansion it compressed down again. He kept running, spending a thread of Focus on [Noticeability] to push the guard’s attention away from his little part of the huge room. 

He was more than halfway across the gap when the air thinned out again, all of the gas he’d brought with him diffusing into the huge area. He took a few more steps on the thinning surface, each one harder than the last as his Talent grew weaker. 




	Airwalking 6 achieved!






Then the air was entirely gone, and Nathan soared forward. He let the air inside his lungs escape, not wanting to try to test if his enhanced body could resist exploding from the pressure differential. The vacuum pulled at his eyes and ears, but his inherent toughness and regeneration made the damage a non-issue. Gravity was still present, and Nathan threw all of his efforts into countering the space-expanding wizardry. Otherwise he’d just fall back to the bottom of the huge chamber without ever coming even close to the orb.

He reached out to the magic that enforced the spatial expansion and realized he had more control than just breaking the magic. By staging his destruction of the wizardry, he could choose if the material within the spatial effect ended up in the final space. He ripped apart the wizardry ahead of him first before working backwards. The directed contraction seemed to hurl him forward and he stretched his aura forward to burrow out handholds in the smooth stone ahead.

I think that was [Controlled Failure] being useful.




	Wizard’s Meditation 5 achieved!






Nathan slammed into the surface of the egg, managing to grab onto the new divots and halt his movement. He extended his antimagic forward, intending to burrow into the structure to get inside. A few feet in there was a rough white surface that resisted his antimagic. Redoubling his effort got him nowhere, and Nathan poked the surface with annoyance. It almost looked like yellowed bone, and wasn't made of wizardry at all. 

He elbowed it as hard as he could, hoping to break through. His strike didn't leave a mark, and Nathan sighed. He’d have to work his way around the outside of the orb to the entrance on the top. At least this way the guards wouldn't see him coming. But he would have to hold his breath as he clambered across the outside of the stone. 

At least I know I can replace oxygen with Stamina from the whole fire elemental thing. Not a good exchange rate, but there’s enough mana around here that I won’t run out halfway.

It was a very uncomfortable few minutes of climbing, but at least he could make his own handholds. A detection spell washed across the chamber, but it wasn’t enhanced by wizardry. There was no chance it detected him. It still indicated that the guards were suspicious of something, so Nathan redoubled his speed. He came up the side of the floating orb, trying to stay low and hidden. The slope became shallower until he could stand, albeit on a steep angle. He surveyed the top of the orb where the staircase connected. It was a flat area about thirty feet across that was demarcated by a spindly guardrail. A table in the center of the space looked to have some kind of card game spread across it.

The game was abandoned, with all four mages standing on the edges of the area, looking around. There were three enforcement mages and one war mage, all men. Something had alarmed them, probably the effects of Nathan messing with the vacuum or spatial enchantments. They looked more like people trying to figure out a computer glitch than guards looking for an intruder. Behind them the staircase connected to a landing on top of the orb, then continued down into the secured structure. Two golems stood on the landing, watching the top of the stairs attentively.

One of the mages seemed to be trying to cast a [Message] spell over and over, growing more and more confused as it failed. He looked up with worry in his eye, saying something that Nathan couldn’t hear because he was still in vacuum. 

If they’ve noticed that magical communication spells don’t work then I don’t have much time. One of them will probably go up the stairs until they get out of my radius. 

The war mage who had been looking in Nathan’s direction suddenly turned around, seemingly annoyed with the man who’d been trying to cast [Message]. He raised his hands angrily, shouting at the other man. 

Nathan took the opportunity. He spent Focus to direct attention away from himself and zipped forward, staying low. He felt a burning sensation in his muscles at this final bit of exertion, but directed Stamina to keep him going.




	High-tier Noticeability 9 achieved!






One of the enforcement mages caught sight of him at the last moment, pointing and yelling. The war mage was just starting to turn when Nathan vaulted over the guardrail and dropped him with an elbow to the side of the head. 




	Spellslayer has leveled to 266! You have slain Brom dho Shakin, a war mage guard of the Ascendent Academy!






Nathan drew in a breath of sweet air and headed towards the mages, extending his mana towards the golems as they finally looked down. They both started with the laser eyebeams, which did absolutely nothing against Nathan. He noticed that their communication with the broader Academy had also been cut off as he approached. 

One of the golems moved to intercept Nathan as he bounded towards the next enforcement mage, but he juked wide before cutting inside the golem’s movement. It overshot, and Nathan kicked the mage over the guardrail. The man’s scream cut off as he crossed out of the safe zone and into vacuum, and Nathan saw the man start to dissolve in the disintegration field. 




	Parkour 3 achieved!









	Spellslayer has leveled to 270! You have slain Girir dho Chun, an enforcement mage guard of the Ascendent Academy, with his own security measures!






He danced away from the golem as it chased him, dodging a kick that made the air whistle and a punch that shattered the floor to reveal white bone beneath. The giant stone statue was herding him towards its compatriot with the blows, but Nathan could feel the wizardry of the second golem behind him, and knew when it was about to attack without looking. 




	Wizard’s Detection 2 achieved!






As it lunged for him he dropped, kissing the ground as the stone statue passed overhead. It fouled the motions of the second golem for an instant, letting Nathan close in on the third mage, who had darted for the opening that led into the orb. 




	Effortless Dodge 4 achieved!






The fourth mage had backed up to the guardrail farthest from Nathan, and he finally succeeded in casting a spell with shaking fingers. 

[Fly]

The enforcement mage took to the air, trying to fly up the staircase. But Nathan’s aura slashed through the spell, disrupting it in just the wrong way to send the man veering off course and right into the lethal security field. 




	Spellslayer has leveled to 275! You have slain Onrur dho Bug, an enforcement mage guard of the Ascendent Academy, with his own security measures!






The last mage was taking the steps downwards three at a time, frantically pulling something from a pocket as he approached the double doors at the bottom of the stairwell.

Nathan grabbed the neck of his robe and pulled him up into a descending elbow, cracking the mage’s skull like an egg before dropping him to the floor in front of the door. 




	Spellslayer has leveled to 281! You have slain Donon dho Verd, an enforcement mage guard of the Ascendent Academy!






Then the golems dropped down into the enclosed area. Their reach covered the entire space, and they immediately set about battering him into paste. 

Nathan spent a few seconds frantically dodging and blocking in the small area. His antimagic was draining their fuel tanks quickly, his new Talents and skills making the strategy more effective than it had been against the last golem Nathan had fought. He bounced off the floor, the walls, even caught some redirected momentum from one golem’s swing to dodge the other. 




	Parkour 4 achieved!






But they were fast and persistent. The two golems weren’t perfectly coordinated, but they were able to box him in and prevent him from escaping the stairwell. He had to block a solid blow with crossed arms that sent his back cracking against the wall, unable to react as the second golem’s fist surged towards his face. 

There was a rushing sense of pain, then intense disorientation. He was on the floor, looking up at the two golems as they stood over him. Neither of them were looking down, and one seemed to be querying the wizardry of the Academy over and over again. 




	Immortal Body 2 achieved!






Nathan stayed on the ground, playing dead as his antimagic continued its work. It only took another couple of seconds before both golems collapsed like puppets with cut strings. He staggered to his feet before severing the magical connections of both giant stone statues to complete their destruction.




	Arcane Nullfield 3 achieved!









	Spellslayer has leveled to 299! You have destroyed two irreplaceable giant-golems of the Ascendant Academy!






He looked back at the wall where he’d been punched. The stone was cratered and bloody, with fragments of bone and gray matter stuck into the stone wall. Nathan shuddered, reaching out a hand to touch the material of his own brain. 

Let’s not do that very often. 

He took a deep breath and intentionally turned his attention to the door. It was a bit of a puzzle. The slab of metal wasn’t a standard wizardry lock like the ones he’d seen everywhere in the Academy, and a prod revealed that it wasn't susceptible to antimagic. The construction seemed to follow a fundamentally different architecture, including the fact that it was an actual door made of some kind of reddish metal, with no visible handle or lock. The thing seemed grafted onto the Academy, like it had been done later by a second part. He noticed that it wasn’t connected to the wizardry of the broader Academy in any way. 

Like it's an airgapped security measure. It’s interesting they didn’t want to lock the control room of the Academy with the magic of the Academy. Speaks to a distrust of the Academy’s wizardry. I bet the material is adamantium or something.

Nathan puzzled over the magic for a moment, noting that the door contained a powerful teleport-locking enchantment. But the authentication magic was completely new to him, and looked like it would take a while to figure out. He shrugged and reached down for the body of the mage he’d killed down here. 

The man had been reaching for an enchanted token, and Nathan forced his aura away from his hand before he grabbed the object and pressed it into the obvious indent. 

With a sound like a vault unsealing, the massive slab of red metal swung wide.





	
Utility skill: [Wizard Senses]

This skill lets you sense the mana and wizardry around you, and understand its purpose.





	
Utility Skill: [Wizard’s Detection]

This skill lets you sense the mana and wizardry around you, and understand its purpose. You may expand and direct the reach of this sense by spending Focus.








 







	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Arcane Nullfield 3

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 2

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 6





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 8972/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Spellslayer level 299

Regenerative Focus: 2232/3090

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Sneaky Blow

Antimagic Stealth

Magical Manipulation

Lethal Index

Wizard Resistance

Magic Jammer

Controlled Failure





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 5

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 5

Wizard’s Detection 2

Alertness 8

Wizard’s Intuition 10

Effortless Dodge 4

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 4

High-tier Noticeability 9

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

Mid-tier Aura Manipulation 10










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Next chapter Monday! 



                



Chapter 32 The Core of a Dungeon


                Inside the heavily defended stone orb was a large magical control room. Half a dozen mages inspected illusory panels like technicians monitoring a nuclear power plant. The displays didn’t make much sense to Nathan, but it looked like they were controlling the wizardry that ran the Academy. 

Oh yeah, this looks like a jackpot.

 



An artisan mage, a war mage and a strongly built archmage were clustered around one of the control panels, talking in worried voices as they discussed whatever it showed. The war mage cast an idle look towards the door as it swung open, then did a double-take as Nathan pushed the heavy slab of metal shut behind him to seal the room.

The lock reengaged with a quiet hiss just before the red-robed woman raised her voice in a shrill yell. “Assassin!” 

All eyes turned towards Nathan and dangerous magic kindled in every mages’ hands. But they were trapped with him in an enclosed space, and there were no golems to get in the way.

Nathan went straight for the archmage, sending lashes of aura to break the spells being cast in his direction. A lightning bolt exploded in the war mage’s hands, and she fell in a smoking mess as Nathan’s antimagic tore away the containment portion of the spell and the magic grounded itself through her body. 

More spells went awry around the room with pops and explosions. The artisan mage tried to cast [Message], but it warbled away in his hand even without Nathan’s interference. 

The archmage didn’t try to flee, instead quickly snapping off a pair of self-buffing spells and hurling himself at Nathan. A blade extended from a bracelet, crackling with dark power as a full-body suit of armor tried to expand over his body from a belt.

A concentrated wave of antimagic interfered with the summoning process and the man’s armor stuttered as it slithered up his chest. His blade flickered, drooping flaccidly. The armor seized up, causing the archmage to stumble forward, off-balance. 

Nathan met him with a knee to the temple, snapping back the archmage’s head with the crunch of broken bone. 

He laid into the rest of the mages before their leader’s body even hit the ground. They didn’t stand a chance. With his Rage active he was significantly faster and stronger than they were, and could break every spell as they cast it. Mages of Giantsrest didn’t usually train in melee fighting, and soon enough he stood over six bodies in a bloodstained control room. He panted for a second, enjoying the thrill of the one-sided fight. Then he closed his eyes and calmed his breath, suppressing his Rage before wiping bloody knuckles on the robes of his last victim. 




	Spellslayer has leveled to 331! You have killed archmage Seacos dho Fedroz, as well as the mages Nire dho Den, Wifni dha Shiz, Mua dha Nohra, Pal dho Rornaz, and Wiv dho Nhir






I suppose I’m not in a safe enough area for [Void of Magic] to level. I'm looking forward to a pile of levels later.

He’d managed to keep his antimagic away from the underlying wizardry of the room, but many of the display panels had dissipated and were reforming slowly. Nathan shrugged, sitting down in a vacant chair and closing his eyes as he mapped out the flow of magic around him. 

I want to know what this place is, to figure out how to cause the most damage. 

The workstations and the desks were filled with complicated magic dedicated to storing and displaying information on the illusory control panels. The magic was grafted onto what lay beneath, static additions to the malleable wizardry that let the mages of Giantsrest control the Academy as a whole. Behind the control machinery was the densest, most powerful wizardry Nathan had ever felt. It was stronger than Badud’s [Reverse Time], denser than the magic that made up the very shape of the Academy. This much wizardry could achieve almost anything, and Nathan focused down on a small section right underneath his feet to understand what was going on. 




	Wizard’s Detection 3 achieved!






The wizardry was communicating, firing information back and forth in branching patterns at a rate and density that Nathan couldn’t hope to keep track of. The constant flashing magic reminded Nathan of something, but he couldn’t quite pin it down. He spent a few minutes looking for a pattern, trying to figure out the underlying system to the signals, but was coming up with nothing. Each impulse seemed to go to multiple sources, where it was sometimes picked up and passed on and sometimes just ignored. The pattern looked familiar, but Nathan couldn't quite put his finger on when he'd ever seen anything like it.

Wait a second. With [Mental Fortress] the only reason I wouldn't remember something perfectly is because it was from before I got the skill. That probably means this is reminding me of something from Earth. What was it? 

That was the clue he needed. This signaling reminded Nathan of slowed down neuronal action potentials he’d seen from neuroscience presentations. A neuron would fire and the action potential would travel through the cell, reaching out to other neurons which would sometimes fire and sometimes not. 

Am I standing inside of a brain? It seems… slow. 

On a hunch, he scanned a portion of the wizardry that was farther away from him, on the opposite side of the control room. The wizardry over there was in constant blurring motion, moving as fast as thought. 

I can only see it moving because [Magic Jammer] is slowing down the signals right next to me to a speed I can detect. My presence is probably giving this mind a bit of a headache.

He opened his eyes and took in the control room again. At the corners and front of the room he saw more of the white material intruding through the smooth stone. It was fluted and ridged, more organic than it had looked from the outside. 

This is a skull. I’m standing inside of a giant skull. The wizardry around me is the brain. Either it was always wizardry or it's been converted to it, and it's running the Academy. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Wizard Intuition] utility skill into [Wizard’s Understanding]. 

Utility skill: [Wizard’s Understanding]

With this skill, you understand magic and wizardry around you. This extends to all applications of magic and wizardry, including spells, enchantments and other effects.








Nathan blew a heavy breath out of his cheeks, trying to figure out how this changed things. It felt like learning that the intellect of a dead giant was being used to run the Academy at the heart of Giantsrest should matter in some deeply important way. But it just meant the Academy was intelligent, and enslaved. 

Should I just put it out of its misery? Kill the intelligence of the Academy, let it be at peace? 

He frowned. That’s what he’d originally intended to do, but it didn’t seem right. This dungeon had originally been called the Grave of all Giants. Then a team of Questors had conquered it and converted it into the Ascendent Academy. 

Well, what did they do to conquer it? It probably involved building this control room, to enslave the intelligence that controlled the dungeon. Could I free it from slavery? It’s kind of my thing. 

Nathan looked around the room with new fervor, focusing on the various enchantments that had been grafted onto the wizardry of the control room. The control panels connected to each other in a separate network of magic that overlaid the organic layer of wizardry. He traced that magic and saw where it sank tendrils of influence into the sorcerous mind beneath. 

It’s a mind-control spell on a grand scale. If a normal mind control spell is a police station, this thing is the goddamn pentagon. 




	Wizard’s Understanding 2 achieved!






He took a deep breath and centered himself, mapping out the scope of the spell entwined with the cognition beneath. There appeared to be a single failsafe on the spell, in the form of an unassuming box tucked in the corner. If it detected that the control spell was failing, it would cast an immensely powerful disintegration spell that would vaporize everything inside the skull over the course of a few seconds. 

But the destructive enchantment hadn’t been meant to counter somebody malicious in the control room. It was a safeguard in case the mind that ran the Academy ever started to throw off the shackles placed upon it. Nathan found it simple to cut the box off from the rest of the spell. 

At the very least, that’s a great argument for breaking the mind magic. I don’t know what it will do, but I know that the Founders would prefer this mind be dead instead of free. It was definitely them that cast this control magic, the spellwork is beyond anything that even an archmage of Giantsrest could cast. 

Once he’d mapped out the full extent of the mind control magic, Nathan started tearing it apart. He didn’t understand half of the components he was destroying, but he didn’t need to. They probably included the mechanism that let the Academy whitelist people, and configure the settings of the enormous building. 

He ripped it all out, trying his best to preserve the cognitive magic underneath. It was difficult, since the mind-control spell was much more robust than the delicate wizardry they connected to, like metal probes stuck into a brain. The mental magic seemed built to limit the kinds of thought allowed even when disconnected from the whole, so he verged on the side of causing damage to burn out all traces of the control spell. 

I’d love to convince the dungeon to switch sides, to fight for Gemore. Could I move the antimage school here? 

The room quaked as Nathan continued, shuddering in a kind of anticipatory spasm. He rushed to finish, not wanting to leave the job half-done. Nathan spent Focus to split his attention, directing dozens of tendrils of antimagic to finish dismantling the spell as quickly as possible. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mid-tier Aura Manipulation] utility skill into [High-tier Aura Manipulation]. 

Utility skill: [High-tier Aura Manipulation]

You will find it easier to manipulate your aura, including precisely controlling the shape and density across many targets. Will not increase the size of your aura at all.








 

The shaking only grew worse, and the stone and material around Nathan started falling apart, annihilated by destructive wizardry that pulsed out of the very thoughts surrounding him. The door clattered to the floor as its frame distorted, and Nathan zipped through the opening to get out of the collapsing room. He dodged pieces of the falling stairwell and exited the skull. He paused in midair, watching as stone flaked away to expose the skull beneath. 

I wonder if it will be able to communicate. 

A voice sounded from above, furious beyond what mere words could convey. “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!” 

Badud had appeared next to what was left of the stairwell near the top of the chamber, glaring down at Nathan. The older man was almost foaming at the mouth, and he kept shouting. “I set you a challenge of wits and you murder like a mindless brute, then destroy a work of generations…” 

Nathan was already sprinting upwards as fast as he could go. He’d activated his Rage for the extra speed and extended his antimagic in an attempt to catch the Questor while he was monologuing.

The man seemed to come to his senses and lifted his hands, channeling a familiar magic between them for a moment before releasing it. 

[Reverse Time]

Nathan halted in his tracks, throwing out his aura to block the surging wave of wizardry that washed out from the Questor. The spell was tuned differently than the last time it had been used. It would cover a smaller area but rewind time farther back, potentially undoing the last few minutes. 

He really doesn’t want the Academy to be unshackled. Or maybe he’s trying to bring back the archmage I killed. Regardless, I need to stop the spell. 

Antimagic clashed against wizardry. The last time Nathan had faced this spell, he’d barely managed to hold onto his memories. But he’d come a long way since then. The Questor’s magic battered against Nathan’s aura like a tidal wave trying to tear down a wall. He staggered backwards, gritting his teeth and spending Focus to maintain the antimagic through the strain. The magic lapped around the edges of his aura, skirting the edges of the awakening skull but not managing to punch through to the control room.




	Arcane Nullfield 4 achieved!






Winds blew crazily in the protected space as half of the chamber went back in time while the other half obeyed Einstein. The guardrail where Nathan had killed the war mage flickered back into place, and the body jerked upright. The suddenly ressurected man looked around in a panic, trying to figure out what had just happened. 

Nathan staggered in midair, feeling like he’d just lifted a castle with his aura. The Talent felt strained in a new way, and he coughed in an entirely psychosomatic response. While he didn't have any physical injuries, the entire experience had left him feeling profoundly unwell. 

[Force Pull]

Nathan looked up, gasping. He saw the war mage zipping up the chamber towards Badud, pulled by the spell. The Questor caught the man in a single hand and shouted into his ear. Nathan strained to hear what he was saying. 

“Evacuate the Academy. [Message] everybody to flee.” The Questor hurled the mage through the hole in the ceiling with another spell, then turned back to Nathan with a snarl. 

His voice rumbled forth, amplified to echo furiously around the huge chamber. “Boy, you have doomed this continent to a prophecy of death. I don’t even have to kill you.” Badud’s expression twisted into a snarl. “But I swear by Edes upon my magic, that I will see you dead for the legacy and potential you have destroyed.” The Questor held his hands together and began forming yet another grand spell.

Nathan felt a second source of wizardry building behind and below him, and he darted a glance downwards to what had been the control room for the Ascendent Academy. The stone had mostly fallen away to reveal a giant skull beneath. It was a bit more spherical than a normal human skull would be, and of course significantly larger. 

The giant skull rotated freely, exposing eye sockets that burned with bright blue light. There was a third eye in the center of the forehead, smaller than the others. A spell grew there, bright as a mercury bulb. It felt to Nathan like a tiny dot of magic with enough power to wipe out a mountain. 

I think this is one piece of magic I would do well to get out of the way of. Then it’ll hit Badud!

Nathan dashed to the side, doing his best to vacate the line of fire between the Questor and the dungeon core. He ended up in the zone of vacuum and started falling without any air to walk on. 

Right, forgot about that. 

[Oblivion] 

Badud released his spell first, and a loose gray cloud swept downwards. It didn’t even disintegrate what remained of the stairs. The stone just didn’t exist anymore, and the air in the protected column was sucked towards the spell like it emptied into space. 

Then the Giant skull released the incandescent orb of power, which rushed into the cloud. It slowed down and then expanded, light spilling out as the spells fought for dominance. For a moment it seemed like they would cancel each other out entirely, but then the light was smothered as Badud’s cloud continued onwards to strip away layers of bone on the giant’s face. It roared in response, but Nathan couldn’t hear the sound through the vacuum. 

I think I should be helping the giant skull thing. 

Nathan sent strands of antimagic out to rip through the supporting framework of the magic holding the air back. He wasn’t worried about setting off alarms anymore, and quickly swept a huge area clear of the security magics that made the chamber so hostile. The onrushing air blew him back upwards and towards the battlefield between the Questor and the liberated dungeon core. 




	High-tier Aura Manipulation 2 achieved!






[Oblivion] 

Nathan rode the air and pushed harder, accelerating even faster to catch Badud’s recast of the same spell. He concentrated his aura down as he punched into the grayish cloud. The wizardry tried to eat away everything, to destroy things on a conceptual level. Nathan’s senses started to degrade as the magic wore away at his perception even as his antimagic shuddered like a tree in an earthquake. 

Snarling, Nathan spent Focus to recenter himself and his grip on the world around him. This spell was even stronger than the first. He struggled to keep his aura concentrated as he punched a ragged hole in the center of the cloud of disintegrating magic. 

Badud’s got to have some kind of skill or something to make his spells more robust, harder to disrupt. He’s a Questor, I bet he’s got a dozen skills reinforcing his spells in some way. 

Nathan had been intending to swipe out a tendril of antimagic and knock out Badud’s flight spells, but taking out the wizardry absorbed all of his attention. The Questor was being careful to stay on the edge of the chamber, and he juked away to keep out of range of Nathan’s aura. 

But with Nathan taking the brunt of the Questor’s spell, the dungeon core was free to cast its own magic unimpeded. It roared again, the sound surprisingly high-pitched and tinny. Three arrows of magic shot from its mouth, each one trailing explosions as they caused the air in their wake to detonate. They moved as fast as missiles seeking out their targets. 

To Nathan’s surprise two of the attacks flew at him, and he was caught off guard by the destructive magic. He managed to twist aside from the first one, but the second one detonated against his aura just a few feet from his skin. The wave of concussive magic wasn’t as hard to resist as Badud’s spells had been, but the reality-bending effects still sent him flying backwards. 




	Effortless Dodge 5 achieved!






The missile he’d dodged detonated against the edge of the vast chamber beyond Nathan, shattering the shiny metal and blasting a hole in the wall just in time for him to fly into it and become caught in the falling rubble. Dust and wreckage buried him for a moment until Nathan flared his aura to clear the obstructions and leapt to his feet. 

Thirty feet away was the war mage that Badud had brought back to life by reversing time. He was standing in a half-destroyed hallway, gawking at the destruction and Nathan standing in the center of it. The mage turned to flee, jetting down the hallway with a fly spell. 

A golem lunged out of a side hallway, hands closing roughly around the red-robed man. The giant statue bashed the war mage against the floor and walls viciously. The first four blows cracked the stone, but then the [Mage Armor] broke and the fifth blow splatted the mage across the ceiling. The golem turned to Nathan and lunged forwards.

I hoped it would be on my side, but a Dungeon is a dungeon. It can’t be reasoned with, it just wants to kill everybody. 

Nathan leapt backwards, buying space while he slashed out with four blades of antimagic. Each of the blows targeted one of the golem’s limbs, and it staggered as most of the magical links controlling its limbs snapped. Nathan dodged around the golem, kicking off of its body to send him flying back into the giant chamber as his antimagic struck again, dropping the crippled golem. 




	Parkour 5 achieved!






He flew back into the huge chamber, just in time to see Badud’s next spell. 

[Ruination of Wizardry]

A directional shockwave tore through space, blasting through the giant skull hovering in the center of the enormous chamber and out the other side. Shards of bone flaked off of the dungeon core, and the glowing eyes dimmed for a moment. The core of the dungeon seemed to rally against its own destruction but then it fell into fragments. Dozens of giant chunks of bone fell hundreds of feet to punch holes in the bottom of the chamber.

Then the Questor turned towards Nathan, his expression furious. “Now I will kill you.”





	
Utility skill: [Wizard’s Intuition]

This skill helps you understand magic and wizardry and make intuitive leaps towards correct conclusions. It will extend to all applications of magic and wizardry, including spells, enchantments and other effects, but not natural phenomena.





	
Utility skill: [Wizard’s Understanding]

With this skill, you understand magic and wizardry around you. This extends to all applications of magic and wizardry, including spells, enchantments and other effects.











	
Utility skill: [Mid-tier Aura Manipulation]

You have trained for fine control of your aura. This skill will make it easier to manipulate your aura, including precisely controlling the shape and density. Will not increase the size of your aura at all.





	
Pending utility skill: [High-tier Aura Manipulation]

You will find it easier to manipulate your aura, including precisely controlling the shape and density across many targets. Will not increase the size of your aura at all.














	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Arcane Nullfield 4

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 2

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 6





	
Class: Void of Magic level338

Deepened Stamina: 9272/10440

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Spellslayer level 331

Regenerative Focus: 1682/3410

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Sneaky Blow

Antimagic Stealth

Magical Manipulation

Lethal Index

Wizard Resistance

Magic Jammer

Controlled Failure





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 5

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 5

Wizard’s Detection 3

Alertness 8

Wizard’s Understanding 2

Effortless Dodge 5

Mental Fortress 10

Tutoring 3

Parkour 5

High-tier Noticeability 9

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 7

High-tier Aura Manipulation 2










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    Here’s an example of the kind if neural activation I mean:

https://www.youtube.com/shorts/yy994HpFudc

Next chapter Thursday!



                



Chapter 33 A Trial of Endings


                Badud’s first spell was a vortex of distorted space. It flew as fast as a crossbow bolt and punched easily through a tendril of antimagic. The feedback sent a shiver down Nathan’s spine. 

He’s not pulling any punches. It feels like he’s spent extra resources to make the spell harder to dispel or counter. He’s probably got two spellcasting classes over level 729 or 2187, and all of the tricks to go with them. Better to dodge what I can. 




	Wizard’s Understanding 3 achieved!






Nathan watched the spell home in unerringly on his head, then jerked aside at the last moment, spinning his whole body away from the attack. The twisting wizardry rattled his bones as it flew by, and it felt like he’d stood next to a building-sized jackhammer. The vibrations caused by disrupted space damaged his soft tissues, and Nathan coughed up bloody froth as his lungs healed from the damage. But he didn’t slow his airborne sprint towards the Questor. 




	Effortless Dodge 6 achieved!






Behind him the spell impacted the wall of the huge chamber, boring a ten-foot wide hole all the way through the Academy to the outside. Another plume of dust shot into the chamber, and Nathan heard the sounds of crashing stone as floors and ceilings crumbled in the wake of the disruptive spell. 

Badud backpedaled from Nathan’s charge, casting a trio of enormous fireballs that split apart and curved towards Nathan from varied angles. Then the Questor glanced backwards and cast a quick [Disintegrate] to open a hole in the wall so Nathan didn't trap him against the stone.

Nathan’s magical senses told him that the flaming orbs weren’t the simple explosives they appeared to be. Each contained a core of wizardry that would summon some kind of material to be blasted in all directions. But the spell was primarily mana-based, and quick tendrils of antimagic detonated the fireballs early. Burning chunks of metal or thermite zipped all around the room, and Nathan pulled his aura in tight to break down the summoned material. 

He was pockmarked by burns, but the blindingly bright flames disintegrated in his aura and he healed quickly. Nathan punched through the cloud of smoke to see that Badud had vacated the room and gotten out of sight. But he'd left one more surprise behind. It was a slowly moving orb of plasma surrounded by a framework of force magic. The force compressed down rhythmically, each pulse squashing the plasma down to a tiny point that flared with intense power and pushed the containment back out. The spell captured most of the energy, seemingly using it for the next round of compression.

Nathan sprinted towards the spell and Badud’s exit beyond. He formed a shield of antimagic in front of him to block an explosion, preparing to destroy the spell as soon as he got into range. But then his gut clenched and he realized he wasn’t running in quite the right direction. The room wobbled, and flashes lit up his vision. 

It’s an intermittent fusion reaction, and is absorbing most of the energy to do it again. But I bet it’s letting through the dangerous radiation, especially neutrons. I’ve probably absorbed a thousand times the lethal dosage.




	Wizard’s Meditation 6 achieved!






Nathan's whole body started failing as high-energy neutrons bombarded his body, cascading into showers of radiation in the soft tissue. Nathan’s vision started graying out, and he spent Focus to keep himself conscious. He lanced out with antimagic to slice through the bottom of the force magic right as the Questor’s spell compressed down once again. 

The resulting jet of fusing plasma roared through the chamber like the plume of a rocket, flames cascading over the broken remains of the giant’s skull and punching into the Academy below. The chamber became an oven filled with flame, but Nathan had dealt with magical flame before. 

He paused as his body was rebuilt. The world snapped back into focus, and Nathan purged his body of the newly created radioisotopes. He couldn’t break them down, but he collected them in the colon for later elimination.




	Immortal Body 3 achieved!






He’s trying out different ways to kill me and seeing what sticks. 

Nathan didn’t feel any traps ahead, but he still punched through the wall next to where Badud had disappeared, not trusting the gaping hole the Questor had left behind. He found a golem that had been slashed into three pieces, and another in the wall a dozen paces down the corridor. He could feel a powerful source of Wizardry farther ahead, at the very edge of his sensory range. 

That’s gotta be him. Let’s go through the floors to surprise him. I just need to get close once. 

Nathan tunneled downwards, then ran through an empty classroom to get underneath the Questor. It felt like Badud was floating high in the air in the room above, and Nathan started tunneling upwards directly underneath the Questor. 




	High-tier Noticeability 10 achieved!






He broke through without a sound, looking up to see a massive hall with rows of pillars supporting a high ceiling. Badud was floating a hundred feet in the air, staring straight down at Nathan. His head surrounded by a halo of divination magic, and the man’s eyes literally glowed with fury. His lips curled up in a vicious smirk. “There you are.” 

[Master of Stone] 

The material of the Academy flowed towards Nathan. He tried to leap upwards for Badud, but the stone coiled around his ankles and yanked him downwards even as it dissolved in his aura. In less than a second the rock had completely encased him and begun pressing in from every direction. 

Nathan curled into a ball and flared his Rage high to enhance his durability. He could feel the wizardry of the spell that was guiding the rock, and he could try to reach out and disrupt it. But holding his aura in close was all that was preventing him from being crushed to paste. So Nathan concentrated the antimagic down to destroy the rock pushing against him and lessen the pressure. 




	High-tier Aura Manipulation 3 achieved!






The stone kept coming, a crushing force that stressed his body and his antimagic. Bones groaned in protest, but Nathan focused on the wizardry in the marble. He needed to eke out every bit of efficiency he could in dissolving the enormous mass of stone that the Questor was using to squash him. It didn’t need to be a targeted effect, he just needed the mass of stone gone. 

Marble breaks down with acid. That isn’t helpful. But it is crystalline. I have experience breaking down magical crystals by disrupting their lattice structures, like that book that came out of the river. I just need to apply that knowledge here. 




	Arcane Nullfield 5 achieved!






The stone started disintegrating nearly as quickly as it flowed towards him, and Nathan started chuckling despite himself. He was destroying an enormous amount of rock. There was going to be a giant hole in the Academy when he was done. And with the source of the Academy’s wizardry gone, it wasn’t coming back. 

His new understanding let Nathan carve out a hollow in the onrushing stone, and he started moving towards Badud’s last known location. His senses told him that the Questor had moved, and was now floating off to the side, barely thirty feet away. 




	Wizard’s Detection 4 achieved!






Nathan had a bit of aura to spare and swept it towards Badud, hoping to disrupt his flight spells. But the Questor sensed the oncoming danger and teleported a short distance to escape. That broke his control over the stone, and Nathan erupted from the stone tomb to find himself in a much-changed room. The floors and pillars on all sides had been cannibalized to feed the rock encasement. What was left looked positively fragile. 

Badud’s entire body was tense as they faced off in the ruined hall, eyes darting from side to side before fastening onto Nathan once more. He was just barely out of range of Nathan’s antimagic, and they were both ready to react to any move the other made. 

Nathan lashed out with his aura, but not towards Badud. He targeted the remaining support columns of the room, hoping to distract the Questor with a collapsing ceiling. He would be fine, but if the Questor had to dodge the falling stone he might get within aura range of Nathan. The reaction was more than Nathan had expected. The support columns gave way and the entire ceiling came down, thousands of pounds of stone falling straight down. There weren’t a lot of places to run, and Nathan launched himself upwards, preparing to make himself a hole in the falling rock and then angle towards his enemy.

But Badud’s reaction was fast and overwhelming. 

[Pressure Wave]

The spell was mostly air mana, with only hints of wizardry. It created an explosion so violent that the falling stone was blasted away in all directions. Nathan resisted the spell easily, and he and Badud were left floating in an empty void for a moment. Then more rocks started to fall, now illuminated by the golden haze that surrounded the Academy. Badud’s spell had blown off the roof, opening the room to the night air. A third of the base of the central tower had been obliterated, and the thick spire of rock was looking a bit precarious overhead.

More rocks started falling, and Nathan dashed towards Badud once again. 

But this time the Questor had space to move, and he used wizardry to distort the space in the direction he wanted to go. He zipped upwards into the space between the towers, volleying spells with impunity and leaving traps behind if Nathan tried to follow. It was like the game he'd played with Brox, except Nathan wasn’t nearly as quick as the fallen Questor. 

He sped after Badud regardless, dodging what spells he could and punching through the rest. He detonated the traps with precise spikes of antimagic, and more stone crumbled as Badud’s missed spells impacted the Academy below them. But Nathan wasn’t catching up, and Badud was holding the distance behind them constant as he slowly kited Nathan upwards. 




	Acceleration 6 achieved!






Then an arrow the size of a sapling bounced off Badud’s [Mage Armor], making him stagger. The Questor whirled around to see more of the large projectiles headed his way. They were being fired by the archer golems spaced around the outside of the central tower. 

Nathan dodged as a few of the giant arrows flew at him. The projectiles weren’t enchanted, but each was a ten-foot rod of metal moving so fast he could barely track them. The material was made out of Wizardry, but they punched through his aura so quickly that it was nearly useless as a shield. 

Badud took advantage of the distraction to cast some kind of invisibility spell. His shape wavered, becoming vague and see-through to Nathan’s eyes. The Questor paused and started charging a new spell, feeding power into a dark sphere of energy. 

The golems apparently couldn’t see through Badud’s stealth magic. Their arrow fire refocused towards the only visible target, and Nathan was hard-pressed to dodge the dozens of projectiles while making any forward progress towards the stationary Questor. 




	Parkour 6 achieved!






Then Badud unleashed the spell he’d been building. The orb of pure darkness had grown to a couple of feet across, and the light around it lensed strangely. Gravity pulled strongly towards the object and the next few arrows were yanked off-course. One of them flew straight into the dark sphere, entering without a ripple and vanishing entirely. Air whipped into the spell, causing it to grow at a steady pace.

Is that a black hole? Not a real one. A black hole that big would weigh as much as Saturn and would eat everything in sight faster than thought. It’s a wizardry spell that mimics a black hole. Made with an Insight of black holes? How much do the Questors know? 

Nathan easily resisted the pull, trying to figure out the Questor’s new magic. It would suck in everything around it, including both matter and mana. However, the wizardry holding the spell was inherently unstable and it would explode after a few minutes or when it absorbed too much. Everything the magical singularity consumed would contribute to the size of the explosion.




	Wizard’s Understanding 4 achieved!






The black hole wizardry arced towards Nathan and more of the giant arrows vanished inside, each causing the spell to expand with a slight jerk. Badud was obviously hoping that Nathan would break the spell and eat the explosion. 

I’ve got a better idea. A two birds with one stone kind of idea. 

Nathan stood in place on thin air as the sphere of darkness flew towards him. It was about ten feet across now and was absorbing or knocking off course all of the arrows fired his way. He reached out with his aura, careful not to interfere with the unstable magic holding the spell together. He did nudge it a bit, so it would miss him slightly. 

He took a deep breath, focusing his mind and bracing his body. Then he bore down with Focus and antimagic, seizing the trajectory of the magical black hole and forcing it to orbit around him, throwing it back in the general direction of the Questor. Gale-force winds tore at Nathan and the edge of the wizardry event-horizon brushed his arm, wrenching at the limb. But he’d braced well, and he didn’t get pulled into the spell. 




	Airwalking 7 achieved!









	High-tier Aura Manipulation 4 achieved!






Badud had been summoning forth shimmering obsidian spears and preparing to hurl them at Nathan, but he squawked when he saw his own spell headed in his direction. He fired off his summoned projectiles early, and the black hole happily ate the huge shards of volcanic glass. The Questor cast [Blink], teleporting out of the path of the devouring sphere. 

But Nathan hadn’t been aiming at the Questor. The miniature black hole zipped towards the central tower, falling downwards as Davrar’s gravity asserted itself. The spell went straight through the roof of the Academy about fifteen feet short of the main spire. Nathan could see the spell grow rapidly as the magic consumed the mass and magic of the Academy.

I missed. What can I say, I haven’t had a lot of practice throwing black holes. At least I had a nice backstop.

A second later there was a tremendous explosion as Badud’s wizardry destabilized. The entire bottom of the central tower turned to flying debris along with about a third of the roof of the Academy. Thousands of chunks of stone zipped upwards, and Nathan dodged the big pieces and used his antimagic to disintegrate the smaller ones. 




	Effortless Dodge 7 achieved!






Once most of the debris had passed Nathan looked up to Badud, smirking and yelling through the cacophony of crashing stone. “Nice spell, Idiot!”




	Mid-tier Battle Cry 8 achieved!






The Questor heard him, and his response was almost incoherently angry. “Die in a pile of slag!" Badud had cast a multilayered force shield to protect himself, and about half of the layers had shattered from the high-velocity stone shrapnel. He reached into a pouch, pulling out a single arrow made of glorious red light and pointing it down at Nathan. He spoke a spell, and the spell was repeated back by Davrar itself. 

[The Last Arrows of Olita] 

The object in Badud’s hands burst with sudden power, duplicating itself dozens of times over as the Questor released the divine artifact. 

His voice boomed down from above, enhanced enough to count as another attack. “You have brought doom to this continent, Nathan Lark. Now you die, judged by what remains of the god of fellowship in war!”

Well, I’ve survived scary magic before. Time to find out if I can survive this one. 

The arrows kept replicating until the sky was a mass of sharpened red flames. They didn’t all point in Nathan’s direction, but there were tens of thousands of them, radiating out from where Badud had activated the artifact. Nathan could barely sense Badud anymore, just the array of powerful divine magic above him. He wouldn’t be able to get out from underneath the umbrella of magic, so Nathan accelerated up at the spell instead. He threw his antimagic ahead, trying to punch a hole in the divine spell that had covered the sky. But this wasn’t a normal spell, or even wizardry-summoned power. This was divine magic of the highest order, emotion and power made real by the direct authority of a dead god. 

Nathan dove into the magic regardless, attempting to peel away the layers of prideful energy. Each arrow was a spell with destructive power on par with a wizardry-empowered [Disintegration] spell, and they were harder to block. 




	Wizard’s Meditation 7 achieved!






The magic finished assembling and every arrow flourished as one, conveying the sense of an honorable warrior saluting before a duel. Then the arrows flew downwards like flechettes fired from a cannon the size of a mountain. 

Nathan flipped in midair at the last moment before impact, presenting his feet to the onslaught of sharpened holy fire. His antimagic was blunting the divine magic, but it was a sandcastle trying to hold back the tide. Each arrow was backed by the authority of a god, and this spell had been built to tear through every defense, even that of another god.

I’ve got Stamina to spare, but my Focus is marginal. I just need to hold myself together.

The first arrows blasted through his feet, vaporizing flesh and bone. Nathan’s flesh was inherently antimagic, and the divine magic spent itself destroying his legs. But there were more arrows right behind the first. Three more tore into Nathan’s body and detonated in suppressed flashes of holy fury, blowing out his lower torso. Two more were right behind, and he clamped down on them with his aura at full strength, trying to prevent them from reaching his head. 




	High-tier Aura Manipulation 5 achieved!






He couldn’t feel anything below his neck. The cloud of divine arrows was mostly below him now, shooting down towards the Academy. 




	Arcane Nullfield 6 achieved!






Ha! I survived your best shot! 

One final arrow hit Nathan in the back of the head, and he lost track of things. Everything became darkness, and his Focus dimmed as it held the path open. In desperation, Nathan retreated into his mind palace, sheltering himself in the Davrar-provided mental construct and keeping the barest crack open to the real world. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [Mental Fortress] utility skill into [Mental Vault]. 

Utility skill: Mental Vault

This skill fortifies your mind, increasing the efficiency of Focus spent to enhance your thoughts. It will protect you from skills and spells that interfere with your mind and help you quickly store and recall memories. With time and effort you can recall older memories and store them in the mental construct.








Nathan opened his eyes again, very aware that his body was still regenerating everything below the shoulders. He was falling through the air, looking up at a tower falling directly towards him. It wasn't the central tower, but looked like one of the archmage towers he'd visited earlier. 

The sun appeared in the sky as daybreak came, blinding Nathan briefly. He struggled to slow himself down while getting out of the path of the mass of rock. It was difficult to do with half-regenerated arms, and he barely managed to avoid getting clipped by the tower as it landed on the main portion of the building below. 




	Immortal Body 4 achieved!






The motion spun Nathan around to see the Ascendent Academy lit by the new day. The divine magic of Badud’s spell had riddled the abused stone with thousands and thousands of holes. Flashes of reddish light erupted from gaps in the structure as the arrows detonated inside. More towers fell, and plumes of dust and smoke billowed high into the air.

Nathan stabilized himself, looking around for the Questor. The lack of landmarks made it hard to place himself in relation to where he’d been before the apocalyptic spell, and he couldn’t see Badud. He was pretty sure he'd fallen a couple of hundred feet at least.

Did he teleport out? 

The defensive shell of the Academy failed with a thunderous crash, sending a pressure wave in all directions that blew out Nathan’s eardrums. The pressure shattered the outer walls of the Academy and knocked over the last upright tower. It also stirred up the dust into a thick cloud that heavily obscured visibility and plunged the area into darkness once more. The last traces of the decorative magic of the Academy imbued the cloud with random flashes of shimmering light.

Nathan heard a faint ringing for a second before his eardrums healed. He reached out with his magical senses, scanning around for any trace of Badud. There was a quick flare of air magic high above as a spell cleared some dust from the sky. 




	Wizard’s Detection 5 achieved!






A smile crept across his face, and Nathan started ascending higher. He rocketed upwards, pushing himself to reach the Questor before he moved. Detection and [Message] spells swept across the ruin below, and Nathan was careful to leave the magic alone. 

I think he’s trying to decide if there’s anything worth saving. 

The Questor started sweeping wedges of the sky clear of dust. He was trying to give himself a clear view of the carnage below. 

Nathan dashed to the side, getting out from directly underneath the Questor and out of the path of his sky-clearing spells. He stayed where the dust was thickest and kept going up, straining himself to match Badud’s altitude as quickly as possible. 




	Acceleration 7 achieved!






When he got to the right height he curved towards Badud, arrowing straight towards him from the side. Nathan flared [Noticeability] to hide himself, noticing that the [Mental Vault] upgrade also enhanced the efficiency of that skill. He ran noiselessly through the thinning cloud of dust, absorbing any light mana that hit him and doing everything in his power to be a shadow in the swirling cloud. His target was studying the Academy, not paying attention to the swirling clouds of dust on all sides. 




	
Congratulations, you have developed the [High-tier Noticeability] utility skill into [Visibility Control]. 

Utility skill: [Visibility Control]

You know when you are visible to others, and you can spend Focus to become less visible or to direct their attention in certain directions.








With his magical senses, Nathan could tell that the Questor had set up a shield. It was [Slow Shell], the same spatially-expanded sphere that had blocked Nathan after Brox's death. But this time, he had new tools to understand and counter the Wizardry. Nathan held off until the last second, then speared forward with six tendrils of antimagic to neutralize the spell right before he made contact. 




	Wizard’s Understanding 5 achieved!






Badud had been inspecting the wrecked Academy with a frown. He reacted quickly when Nathan shattered his defensive spell, whipping sideways and casting a spell on instinct. 

[Blin - 

Nathan’s antimagic tore through the Questor’s building spell. His aura fought with Badud’s wizardry-enhanced [Mage Armor], but the defensive magic failed just in time for a fist to take the mage in the gut with every ounce of Nathan’s momentum behind it. 

Badud had some kind of nonmagical bodily enhancement that meant the blow didn’t rip through his gut and out of his back. But the Questor still folded around Nathan’s fist like wet cardboard, and the force of the blow was significant enough to send the black-robed mage flying backwards. 

Nathan followed, refusing to give Badud any space whatsoever. He grabbed onto the mage’s wrists, pulling him close and wrapping the Questor tightly in antimagic. They glared at each other for a frozen second before Nathan yanked on Badud’s arms to deliver a vicious headbutt.

The Questor’s nose snapped with a pop against Nathan’s forehead. He coughed, but then started laughing. It wasn’t an amused laugh, but a vicious snicker. When Nathan looked up, Badud’s teeth were bared in a bloody snarl. 

“So you have bested me, boy. The heart of Giantsrest is dead. Enjoy your prophesied victory, for it shall not last. You join the games of Questors as the lowliest pawn.” 

Badud continued, his eyes burning with vindictive flame. “Kill me, and you will be free of us for a time. But I will propose that the Ending of History starts on this continent early, and bargain what I must to make it so. Sarya will take some manner of deal, and all that will be left to you is smoke and blood.”

He laughed again, this time with pleasure as he gazed out at a scene from his imagination. “A hundred years, a hundred and fifty, and then all of the horrors of history will awake and scour the land clean. Have you even delved into the depths? Looked for the hidden fortresses in the sky? I anticipate watching joyfully on the day Gemore drowns in ancient magics and monsters beyond imagination.” 

Badud shook his wrists slightly in Nathan’s grip. It wasn’t so much an attempt to escape as an acknowledgement of the hold Nathan had on him. “Now kill me, that I may respawn and face the heckles of my grid for falling to a mere creation of Davrar.”

Nathan didn’t let the speech bother him, and he smirked back at Badud. “Not quite yet.” He finished drilling into the Questor’s annoyingly tough mana pool and began draining it for all it was worth. 

Questors can travel long distances without [Teleport], so I won’t be able to take him prisoner. 

The man gaped like a beached fish. “What - what are you doing?” 

It sounds like killing him is only a minor setback, and I can't capture him. Maybe if I break his magic, that will hold through the respawn.

Nathan shrugged. “The least I can do is leave you something to remember me by.” 

Badud started struggling, jerking and bucking to try to get free of Nathan’s grip. He was strong, with more strength than a mage should have. 

But Nathan in the grip of his Rage was stronger, and he held the Questor still as he drained his mana pool. But there was a problem. Badud was a wizard, with an enormous mana pool and a connection to magic that resembled a steel cable instead of a thread. Nathan couldn’t sever it. He couldn’t cut the Questor off from magic. 

Not yet. 

He could fuck it up a bit. He snarled in Badud’s face, stretching his antimagic to damage what he could, mangling every piece of metaphysical architecture he could reach. He didn’t know what all of it did, but he knew it would make the man a worse spellcaster. He ripped and tore, stretching his antimagic to the breaking point to wreck the magical foundation Badud must have spent centuries - or millennia - building. 




	High-tier Aura Manipulation 6 achieved!









	Wizard’s Understanding 6 achieved!






The Questor’s mouth was open in a silent scream, and tears mixed with the blood trickling from his nose. He coughed up more blood, and started speaking once more. “I’ll see you dead in a pit of Quenfi, I’ll hire mercenaries from…”

Nathan cut him off with another headbutt. “I don’t think you understand. If you unleash Endings on Gemore, then that means I can’t solve the problem by staying here. I’m coming to you, asshole. If you can control the Endings, then you can stop them.” 

He pulled Badud down into a knee which broke his jaw, then repeated the blow. He flailed the Questor back and forth to strike his throat, face and temples without ever letting go of his wrists. It took a couple of solid minutes of beating the overly tough body, but eventually Nathan had done enough damage that he could tell the man was dying. 

Nathan crushed an automatic healing enchantment and regarded the pulped face. “If I join the game of Questors, then I do it as a player.” 

Badud died, and his body dissolved into light. 




	Void of Magic has leveled to 511! You have destroyed the Ascendent Academy and killed the Questor Badud.









	Spellslayer has leveled to 372! You have slain the Questor Badud from stealth and destroyed the institution of the Ascendent Academy!






Well shit. 173 levels for Void of Magic, 112 for Spellslayer. Because Void of Magic wasn’t leveling during all the murders. 




	Congratulations! You have killed a Questor! They will not be able to return to this continent until those who knew them should have died of old age. If you claim this kill to other Questors they will receive verification. Be cautious, for many Questors are friends and allies of each other.






Another rumble of collapsing stone sounded from below, and Nathan looked down as the Ascendent Academy finished collapsing in on itself. 

Mission accomplished? 





	
Utility skill: Mental Fortress

You have a mental construct to aid with memory and recall. This skill will help you quickly store and recall memories, as well as protect you from skills and spells that would interfere with your thoughts and memories. With time and effort you can recall older memories and store them in the mental construct.





	
Utility skill: Mental Vault

This skill fortifies your mind, increasing the efficiency of Focus spent to enhance your thoughts. It will protect you from skills and spells that interfere with your mind and help you quickly store and recall memories. With time and effort you can recall older memories and store them in the mental construct.











	
Utility skill: [High-tier Noticeability]

You will know when others' eyes are upon you, and can spend focus to shift their attention. You can also guide their notice away from other events.





	
Utility skill: [Visibility Control]

You know when you are visible to others, and you can spend Focus to become less visible or to direct their attention in certain directions.














	Status of Nathan Lark:



	
Permanent Talent 1: Arcane Nullfield 6

Permanent Talent 2: Immortal Body 4

Permanent Talent 3: Airwalking 7





	
Class: Void of Magic level 511

Deepened Stamina: 15630/15630

Void of Feeling

Antimagic Momentum

Raging Thrill

Implacable Inertia

Unarmored Resilience

Magic Anathema

Airborne Agility

Hand-to-hand Expertise

Voluminous Aura

Denial of Wizardry

Mana Severance





	
Class: Spellslayer level 372

Regenerative Focus: 799/3820

Catastrophic Blows

Battle Stealth

Mage Infiltration

Forgettable

Sneaky Blow

Antimagic Stealth

Magical Manipulation

Lethal Index

Wizard Resistance

Magic Jammer

Controlled Failure





	
Utility skills:

Wizard’s Meditation 7

Inspiration 3

Acceleration 7

Wizard’s Detection 5

Alertness 8

Wizard’s Understanding 6

Effortless Dodge 6

Mental Vault 1

Tutoring 3

Parkour 6

Visibility Control 1

High-tier Disguise 1

Mid-tier Battle Cry 8

High-tier Aura Manipulation 6










 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Alexander Olson
                        

                    

                    EPILOGUE ON MONDAY, then I'm on break. 

In the meantime, I want to shout out Arcs and his story Ar'Kendrithyst, which just finished on Patreon. It'll be coming out soon on Royal Road and Amazon eventually. The entire story will stay up on Royal Road because Arcs doesn't have a commercial bone in his body. It's a long and excellent, with a huge amount of magical exploration and discoveries. 

This isn't a normal shout-out, because Ar'Kendrithyst is special to me. Ends of Magic was incubated and first shared in the Ar'Kendrithyst discord, and my story takes a lot of inspiration from Ar'Kendrithyst in various places. So, if you're looking for a good, long read about a man who becomes a lot more than that, go check it out. 
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Ar'Kendrithyst





A social worker father and his adult daughter crash land on a desert full of crystal plants and little else. The city walls of Ar'Kendrithyst rise in the distance, but as the pair hike closer they see those walls are more like mountains, and the mega-metropolis is long dead. 

Luckily, the adventuring city of Spur is alive and green and hospitable, and well outside of Ar’Kendrithyst’s shadow.

Follow Erick Flatt as he tries to make a nice life with new friends in a new home with his daughter at his side, but this land is rarely as kind as its people, and Erick will need to change if he wants to live the life he wishes to live. 

What to expect:

Slow burn storyline, worldbuilding, father-daughter relationship, Erick is the MC, Jane is the side character, slice of life, numbers in blue boxes but also high fantasy, trying to understand magic, creating new magic, living the easy life but forced into dealing with problems, problems becoming very large, massive changes, traumatizing content, and most of all: character growth. 

Book 1 Completed. 

Book 2 Completed. 

Book 3 Completed.

Book 4 Completed.

Book 5 Completed. 

Book 6 Completed.

Book 7 Completed.

Book 8 Completed.

[Participant in the Royal Road Writathon Challenge]














Cheers!



                



Book Four Epilogue: The Fall of a Giant


                Yelun ran for her life, recasting [Mage Armor], but she knew it wouldn’t save her from the golems. The stone statues had been the guardians of the Academy, but now they were trying to kill everybody. 

They should have stayed in the suite. They would have been safe there, at least for a little while. But Yelun had wanted to get Suse out of the Academy during the night, so she wouldn’t be executed as an escaped slave. She hadn’t given the woman a second thought until tonight. But after listening to her story Yelun wanted to protect her. 

Roni and Hibor hadn’t been so sure, but Yelun convinced them. It hadn’t been hard. She’d been working on shaping them into loyal companions for years, after all. Her father always told her that a powerful mage needed helpers whose loyalty was beyond question. 

At first it had seemed like their escape had been blessed by the Giant. She’d been expecting a patrol to grab them, and she was ready to use the excuse of a [Message] from her brother to get past. But instead, they found what was left of a patrol. Five mages dismembered by giant hands. The golems had only left behind bloody footprints that led away from the scene of carnage.

The doors had also stopped working, but the wall to the staircase had already been blown open by somebody else looking to escape. At ground level they’d found a battle between a dozen mages and half of that many golems. Roni had wanted to stay and help, the mana-cursed idiot. Her first cast of [Mage Armor] had been broken by a ricochet from a thrown rock, or maybe a spell. She wasn’t sure. 

Yelun took a deep breath, refocusing herself on the present. Her mind turned endlessly, trying to pull meaning out of the facts. 

What did Natad do? He broke the Academy, and now the golems are killing everybody! Did he kill the founder? Did he kill Badud? 

She was distracting herself from what mattered, which was running. They were almost out. Almost into the city. They could be safe there, get to her family and wait until everything calmed down.

The Academy quaked around them, the walls jerking violently and throwing everybody off of their feet. There was a tremendous explosion that was muffled by the bulk of the Academy, but cracks still ran down the entire hallway and stone decorations fell from the ceiling. A head-sized chunk of rock bounced off Yelun’s [Mage Armor], and she pushed Suse aside before a second stone landed on her unprotected head. 

Hibor had managed to catch himself against the wall and helped them both up. They ran with increased urgency, breaking into the entrance hall. 

Giant’s Blood! I forgot about the security golems!

Yelun froze in place, looking around. But the pedestals that should have held the Academy’s first line of defense were empty. At the end of the hall the grand doors out of the Academy stood wide. It looked like they’d been broken open from the inside. 

They moved cautiously across the vast expanse of open floor, avoiding the interview booth and the magical testing area. She could smell blood. They were halfway across the room when dozens of streaks of red-gold light burned through the huge room from top to bottom, blindingly bright. 

Yelun blinked against the afterimages and looked around to see Roni disintegrating into ash beside her, the floor where he’d been standing marked with a blackened hole. Then there was a faint explosion below and red light vomited from the hole before it blew out in a fountain of shattered stone. Yelun raised an arm to protect herself, but the [Mage Armor] took most of the attack and she was only scratched by a few smaller shards of rock that managed to penetrate.

Hibor stopped to stare at the place where his best friend had been standing a moment ago, his mouth open in shock. 

They were all blown off their feet by another explosion, as an echoing wave of sound and pressure rolled through the chamber from the open door. It broke Yelun’s [Mage Armor] and her ears spiked in pain. 

She screamed, but couldn’t hear it. Looking up, she saw new cracks on the wall around the door. More stones fell. If they didn’t move soon, they were going to be trapped. 

Gritting her teeth, Yelun pushed herself up then grabbed Hibor and hauled him to his feet. She screamed in his face, though she couldn't hear her own words. “Come on. We need to get out before we join the Giant in his grave!” 

Together they grabbed Suse and stumbled out of the Academy as a corner of the entrance hall collapsed. Beyond was a scene of further devastation, with flattened buildings and bodies scattered around the streets. Magic flashed from fighting in the distance, and Yelun hesitated before pointing in a direction that looked safer. They needed to get away from the Academy before the entire thing collapsed. 

Giantsrest is chaos. We need to get to Halsmet, and hope they let us in. 

—

Faline trudged away from Giantsrest in the disguise of a farmworker. The lockdown had been lifted the previous day, but she had waited an extra day to leave. Interrogating the first to leave after a lockdown was an old Nail trick, and she wasn’t going to take any risks. 

Not without Nathan to kill their magic. 

The assassin sighed and looked back at the lights of Giantsrest. She’d left the city near midnight, and it had taken most of the night to move through the crops in stealth. She could have moved much faster with Nathan’s ability to block detection magic.

Grimacing, she turned back to the mountains and kept walking. Nathan’s Talents had been the opportunity she’d been waiting for. The chance to finally stop skulking around Giantsrest, gathering information and making only the rare kill in perfect circumstances. Together, they’d been able to kill and escape detection over and over again. It had made her greedy. 





She had gotten impatient, especially when the Founder had summoned the mages to counter the discord she had built. Faline had wanted to bring everything to a close, and had thought Nathan would understand the importance of the target. But she hadn’t understood how deeply his stubborn righteousness went, and hadn’t managed to shadow Kia’s light quickly enough. At least now she wouldn’t suffer as Nathan charged into a dungeon for fools. 

I wonder if he’s dead yet.

It was obvious that her most recent apprentice had managed to get inside the Academy. The gossip of suspicious deaths told her that he’d avoided immediate detection and made some kills. But he wasn’t going to achieve the fall of the Academy. Nathan could fight mages, but he wasn’t a true assassin. He was predictable and foolish, and she expected him to kill a few dozen mages inside the Academy before the Questor found him and killed him. 

At least an assassin in the Academy would shake Giantsrest. She’d been worried they would retaliate against Gemore and Halsmet, but it seemed like Nathan’s deeds only made them more aware of their vulnerability. The mages in the street were calling for defense and consolidation, not retaliation. 

Her attention moved to the future. Nathan had proven that antimagic was the key to the Academy. Her top priority was getting back to Halsmet and scooping up an antimage as her next apprentice. The only question was - which one? Her bones said the siblings weren’t a good choice. They relied on each other too much, and two were harder to shape than one.

Raf would be easier to influence. He was an angry young man, and Faline knew exactly how to mold him into a great Assassin. With his antimagic he would be a terror to Giantsrest. 

But Shai - Shai reminded Faline of herself. There was a blasphemous opportunity there, a chance to train a peer, not just a tool. If Shai dedicated herself to the destruction of Giantsrest, then Faline would be glad to help her claim power. 

With Antimagic, she can be like Nathan should have been. 

Her bard skills twinged, causing Faline to turn in surprise. She wasn’t a prophet, but her bard skills had Developed to let her sense the pivotal moments, the times when the threads of Fate drew tight before unwinding to reveal a new course. Something important was happening back in Giantsrest. 

Is Nathan dying? I hope he takes many lecturers with him. 

She studied the Academy again, frowning. The glowing haze that illuminated the building and the city around it was the same as ever. But the glowing decorations of the Academy itself were wrong. They flashed brightly, a siren instead of a lightshow. She’d seen the Academy hundreds of times, and it had never looked like this.

Faline stared at the hated edifice, trying to understand what this meant. She spent a few minutes looking for any other signs before a faint cloud of dust puffed out near the base of the tallest tower. It was impossible to see people from this distance, but she squinted for them anyway. 

Then something detonated inside the Academy itself, and the central tower jumped upwards before collapsing down into the huge building . Faline’s mouth dropped open as she saw the damage being inflicted, and she started running back towards Giantsrest. This was an opportunity she would not miss. 

She halted a moment later when the sky lit with red fire. A cloud of magic manifested itself over the Academy, and the spell felt deadly. She could feel strong emotions emanating from the magic, like an honorable warrior saluting a foe before a duel. 

Endings-damned divine magic. 

The cloud dropped a second later, zipping downwards like a lightning bolt. The spell went through the Academy, and every one of the upper towers fell with it. The sun lit at that very moment, shining balefully down on the Academy as the entire structure started to collapse. 

A shockwave visibly rocked the academy, sending dust swirling in every direction and crushing the few lower towers that still stood. The blast propagated outwards, crushing the buildings close to the academy and ripping roofs off across the city. It ripped leaves off the orchards and flattened crops in a huge radius even outside of the city. 

Faline stood there and let the rush of air knock her over. She was stunned, and it had nothing to do with the explosion. The assassin lay on the ground and stared up at the sky, attempting to process what had just happened. 

Then she rolled lithely to her feet to watch what was left of the Ascendent Academy collapse under its own weight. It took a few minutes, and Faline watched as her long-delayed vengeance arrived. Only when the last piece of stonework fell into a cloud of dust did she shake herself and start sprinting back towards the city. 

I need to get back inside before anybody closes the gates. There will be smoke and blood inside the city, and I’m going to redden my blades with anybody who tries to stabilize it. My vengeance is available, I need only take it. 

A few seconds later she had another thought. 

He did it. He toppled the Academy. I wonder if he survived the deed. 

— 

The Heirs stood atop a mountaintop, giving Sarah the prime vantage point to pick off the last of the undead. She was hunched over her rifle, occasionally firing a shot down into the valley below. 

“So that’s a monastery of Quaz. I wanted to fight a Grave Tangle!” Stella said grumpily. 

Aarl yawned from where he was sitting on the peak. He’d stopped trying to clean crusted gore off his armor, and the look he shot Stella was less than amused. “Khachi would have killed it first. Your new spells are dragon’s breath, but his magic is the bane of the undead.” He gestured towards where the wolfman stood, surrounded by a nimbus of divine light. 

The newly christened [Shield of Hope] nodded back, a small smile playing along his canine lips. “Indeed. I begin to see the same light Nathan does, when he dismantles enemy spellwork with his aura.” The glow around him shifted and moved like he was flexing a muscle. “Though I am limited to destroying only the most vile of magics.” 

Sarah fired another shot off into the night, and far below a undead abomination fell. The [Sniper] scanned the valley one more time, then stood with a sigh. “That’s the last of the behemoths, but some smaller zombies may have escaped into the mountains. Should we do a sweep in the morning?” 

Aarl cocked his head upwards at the sky overhead. “Might as well take a quick look. It’s nearly morning.” He glanced towards Stella. “Want to try that [Fly] again? Maybe this time without dumping me a hundred feet onto the rocks.” 

The red-haired mage groaned. “You survived. Don’t fart ice at me.” 

Aarl rapped his metal-clad chest with a knuckle. “That wasn’t your deed. My armor limited the pain to bruising.” 

Stella stood up and pulled a scroll out of an inner pocket, unrolling it to study a well-worn schematic. Then she stepped forward and started to weave the new spell. “I can’t promise a prophecy of victory, but flight is worth being bold.” She walked over to Aarl to link the air and force magic to his limbs and then integrate the whole spell with a basic mana construct that would let Aarl guide his own flight. 

Fifteen minutes of intently focused work later she stepped away. “Done.” The sun came out as if waiting for her word, and everybody blinked in the sudden light. 

Aarl shrugged, shading his eyes as he looked upwards. “My bones say there’s a hidden cost here.” His helmet deployed to cover his head and he rose quickly into the sky, only to jerk as a rolling boom sounded across the mountains. 

The Heirs looked around, trying to locate the source of the sound. Nothing stood out, but then Aarl pointed from his higher viewpoint, rising higher into the sky and yelling down to them. “It’s the Ascendent Academy…” He trailed off, just watching whatever was happening beyond the mountains and out of sight of the rest of the Heirs. 

After a few moments Sarah got impatient and yelled up to him. “Share the light in your eyes! What’s going on?” 

Aarl dropped out of the sky, shaking his head as he landed gently on the mountaintop. “It’s the Academy. It’s… gone? It looked like the entire building collapsed.” 

“Nathan.” Stella said, with a vicious grin on her face. 

“Looks like he’ll be coming back sooner than we expected.” Khachi replied, glowing even more brightly as his satisfaction spilled out into the world. 

Sarah harrumphed and stood with a sigh. “I bet stalker bones to dragon’s teeth that he’ll have more levels than all of us together now.” 

Stella threw an arm around the taller woman. “Good. He’s going to go after the Endings soon.” 

“We’re aiming for the same target.” Aarl said. “I’ll be free of regret as long as we can walk by his side.” 

—

Sarya Pamaris rushed to unlock her inner sanctum. Unfortunately, when the vault was built she’d decided that security trumped convenience. That meant it took a minimum of five minutes to enter the ultra-secure area where she kept the most powerful instruments of her role. She spent that time cursing her own paranoia and remembering commissioning the security. 

She’d been in Yrosa more than two thousand years ago when she’d run into a vault she couldn’t break into. Once the city plunged into chaos, Sarya had made sure to track down the family of enchanters that had built it. Then she’d enticed them to move to Keihona and work for her. That had been lucky for them, since Yrosa had fallen to the Ending of Fire shortly afterwards, while Keihona stood strong.

When they’d asked how many security measures she wanted for this vault, she’d answered “All of them.” After all, it was a vault built to keep out Questors, and that was like containing a supernova. But they’d taken her meaning, and there was only so fast she could disable dozens of security measures, no matter how urgent a message she’d gotten. 

Currently, the only piece of information she had was that she’d received a communication marked with the highest level of priority. That kind of message could only be sent by another Questor, and it meant something big and time-sensitive was happening. She tapped her fingers against the vault door impatiently as the foot-thick mithril rolled aside ponderously. 

Sarya finally bustled into the small room, walking around the wide copper basin that took up the center of the space and going to the enchanted screens that occupied a desk set against the wall. It was the nexus of her grid, the center of communication with other Questors. If a hostile Questor got access to it, they could learn the details of dozens of plots and schemes. 

Lights blinked at her from other devices that Sarya used to communicate with her vassals and spies, but those weren’t her focus. Mortals often thought their news was the highest of priorities, but it rarely qualified. Yes, the secret alliances of hostile countries was important, but not as important as information on the Endings. 

There were a few messages from other Questors. But the one that had summoned her was from Ushia Mur, the Questor who’d delved farthest into prognostication. She was a priceless resource, even if she delighted in being cryptic. The message was simple. 

Look in on Giantsrest. Then check for messages from Badud. :) 

She frowned at the smiley face. It wasn’t out of character for Ushia, but the orcish woman knew it would irk Sarya. The seer had also left out any actual information, but the presence of the smiley face at least meant that the news was good, or at least funny. 

The slight woman sighed and spun around to activate the giant scrying bowl. It was a genuine artifact of Kalis, capable of showing any location on Davrar. The only way to block it was to hide somewhere the user of the bowl didn’t know about. Once it had booted up, she gave it a target. “Giantsrest from fifteen thousand feet directly overhead.” 

The bowl resolved into a crystal-clear image of the city in question. Or rather, what was left of it. The center of the city was devastated, with buildings knocked over and clear evidence of battles through the streets. The Academy itself was little more than a faintly glowing pile of rubble, and Sarya gaped at the utter destruction of what had once been a stronghold of her enemies. 

She panned her viewpoint around to try to understand what had happened. There were giant golems in the streets, some broken by magic and others still rampaging. Mages fought them, and mages died, occasionally destroying one of the golems as they went. People fled the city, most headed towards the satellite cities of Giantsrest. 

They lost control of the Grave of All Giants. How? Sussu enchanted it, and she’s the best on Davrar. Badud is supposed to be there now, dealing with… what was it called? Gemore, that’s right. Brox went to counter him as per the pact, but then he lost. As usual. His report was strangely optimistic, but didn’t elaborate. I need to lecture him again on writing proper accounts. 

Sarya grimaced again as she thought about Gemore. It was Brox’s territory, but she’d long ago resigned it to be little more than a speedbump for the ambitions of Giantsrest and the Questors who controlled it. Brox covered a vast territory, but he didn’t build for the future. If she or Ushia or Garna had been able to step up, they could have driven Giantsrest off the continent and established it as a stronghold. But it would have taken centuries of care and attention, and they all had other commitments. 

Though Ushia’s been shaping Agmon from a distance, to prevent Giantsrest from dominating the continent. 

She didn’t see the enemy Questor or any signs of his magic, and turned back to her communication tablets to get the rest of the story. As promised by Ushia, there was a series of messages from Badud. He wanted to start the Ending of History and ban Questors from the continent that Giantsrest occupied. She shot a look towards the scrying mirror. Had occupied. With the Academy gone and their capitol devastated, they’d be gone in fifty years.

Sarya was dismissive of the request. With Brox dead, Badud must have lost to a mortal, and now he wanted to bring the Endings a thousand years early to take revenge on whoever had beaten him. That wasn’t what the Endings were for. She wasn’t about to let him use Davrar to unleash his frustration on the heroes that had managed to kill a Questor without one of their own. She made some notes to send agents to find out who had pulled that off, and make them an offer. 

Then she saw Badud’s latest message, with what he was offering in return. 

Complete cessation of his grid’s activities across three continents of our choice? And a guarantee that he personally won’t act against our interests for fifteen hundred years. 

Her eyebrows shot into her hairline. With minimal investment they would be able to tilt the balance of power on three battlefields, establishing new centers of power or crushing those of their enemies. Badud was one of the most combat-capable Questors around, with enough magical might to win duels and crush armies. This deal would reshape the strategic map, all in return for giving up one region with minimal investment. 

She almost rejected the offer outright, because it was too good to be true. Then she reconsidered. 

He’s being emotional. Whatever happened has him acting irrationally. We need to take this before he calms down and retracts the deal. 

Sarya reached for the tablet again, drafting a message to ask Ushia if she was willing to abandon Agmon. The orcish empire had been their true plan to check Giantsrest, though the other Questor had barely begun to guide their culture and traditions thus far. But the orcish seer disliked changing plans once they’d been made. Before Sarya had finished drafting her message, she received a note from the woman in question. 

Take the deal. It’s worth it. Then follow your instincts. 

Sarya blinked at the message. If Ushia was paying this much attention, that meant there was even more going on than she expected. She sent a quick acceptance to Badud, then checked which of her trusted agents was close to Litcliff. She needed to get people into Gemore. 
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                “My friends and I will bombard their trenches with elemental fury, sure as the Giant’s fist!” proclaimed Bazan dho Humal, spittle flying from the war mage’s mouth with the force of his enthusiasm. He watched Badud with beady eyes, trying to gauge the impact of his passion.

Badud let the moment stretch, then gave a shallow nod. “Indeed. You are proof of the strength of the Ascendent Academy. Tomorrow we will conquer Halsmet, and I will look for the flare of your magic.” Then he held the tent flap open, gesturing the war mage out of his tent and trying not to appear too annoyed.

“Praise to the founder,” Bazan replied, clasping his hands together in a Giantsrest salute before giving the tent one last glance around to see if he could find an excuse to stay longer.

Badud exhaled in frustration as soon as the fabric swung closed behind the man, and he debated magically sealing the tent to prevent interruptions. But that would send a message to the mages of Giantsrest that Badud did not wish to speak to them. Though it would protect him from distraction by fools trying to curry favor, it would also weaken his strategy.

Many of the mages in this army were here to curry favor with him - and for the promised share of slaves and riches once Gemore was conquered. He needed an army powerful enough to quickly and easily conquer Halsmet and then continue on to Gemore and beyond without a pause.

That was the secret of conquest. Give an army the taste for easy victory, and the desire for more would seize them. The factional politics of Giantsrest would vanish before the glory of a conquest and the man who led them would be worshiped far beyond the wary ambition that greeted a Founder. Badud would forge these bickering mages into an army to conquer the continent.

But that plan required that he play the role of the invincible leader who cared deeply for those under his command. He needed to cultivate a cult of personality, and that was built of both overwhelming magical puissance and a thousand smaller demonstrations - such as allowing mages to come to him with concerns on the eve of battle.

He eyed the flap, waiting for another intrusion as he took a seat behind the single desk in the room. When none was forthcoming, Badud reached into his sleeve, pulling out a map to spread over the table that occupied the small tent. He traced his fingers over it, mapping out the planned march to Gemore before tapping his fingers on the northern Mountains and the city of Litcliff on the southern coast. Then he ran his fingers to the far West, where Agmon dominated that end of the continent.

That was the true challenge. Ushuaia was a worthy foe, and Badud needed to build his forces before he set himself and his army against the Seer and her military. He had wanted to develop the [Teleport] Insight broadly among the Ascendent Academy before beginning the conquest. That Insight provided incredible logistical and strategic flexibility. Then he could have quickly pivoted after taking Gemore, moving south to take Litcliff and establish communication and support treaties with his other holdings.

But the fall of Halsmet had been the perfect rallying cry for Giantsrest. Not only had it delivered Exea into his grasp, but the other Archmages had been eager to unite for the purpose of punishing Gemore. The mages of Giantsrest had not seen Gemore as a true threat, merely as a prize to be conquered by whatever Archmage was brave enough and mustered the political capital to do so. But now that Haslmet had fallen, they had decided to squash the city of upstart slaves while they were overextended.

It was acceptable. Armies that moved from battle to battle leveled quickly, and soon every mage that followed him would be capable of casting [Teleport]. But first, they needed to take Halsmet, and then Gemore.

Badud frowned, tapping his finger atop the circular symbol that depicted the ruin of Old Gemore. Gemore had been left to develop for too long, and were on the verge of creating dangerous traditions with their adventurers and assassins. It would have happened already if any other Questor had taken the city in hand. But Brox - Brox was never one to guide his holdings. He would fight for them, but not lead them.

The thought of Brox made Badud relax slightly. He could beat Brox. The two of them had fought several times. If Brox caught him by surprise, he could land a decisive blow, but Badud often won the long game. Their battles usually ended in a draw since neither of them were eager to fight to the death, and they found each other frustrating to fight. But in this case, a draw would be equivalent to a victory for Badud because of the overwhelming strength of his army.

Regardless, Badud had a plan. He walked over to the tent flap and peeked through, looking at the huge, brightly lit tent a short way away. Anybody approaching the camp would believe that the leader was there - but all they would find were illusions and a magical trap.

Even if that didn’t suffice, Badud had a new trump card. Magic that he expected would certainly take Brox by surprise. He nodded to himself, looking forward to a rematch before considering other variables that could affect the battle. He desired a short, victorious war to set the stage for further conquest, and did not want a missed variable to muddy the glory.

First - Cala dha Drex. The archmage of the Nails had left on a scouting mission, and had not reported back. She had planned to scout and sabotage, but it had been days since the woman’s last [Message]. She was either dead or preparing to betray Badud, and he liked neither option. The most likely scenario is that she’d been too ambitious and been detected and killed by Brox.

Second, the Gemore adventurers who had been harassing his army ever since they entered the mountains. They knew no magic of consequence, merely Insights of illusion and stealth. The casualties had been low and mostly among the replaceable slave-soldier regiments. It was possible that they would appear again tonight, but Badud refused to show his powers. They probed for information, and he would not give it to them by striking at illusions.

Third, there was Nathan Lark, the antimage. He could be the start of a dangerous trend. Badud had expected him to sharpen Taeol dho Droxol, to force the gifted dimensional archmage to break through to the next realm of magic to overcome Nathan. But instead, Nathan had killed Taeol and gone on to liberate the slaves of Halsmet.

Badud was determined to cut off the development of Gemore before the Antimagic Insights spread. Antimagic was a known path, though he had never heard of it originating without Questor involvement. But while it was effective against early-stage mages, antimages could not progress to challenge true masters of magic. Badud could fly, manipulate the world at a thought, and call upon true Wizardry. No antimage could stand against him - or any other true archmage.

The tent opened again, and Badud looked up with a sigh, ready to placate another mage and their basic worries. But it was no average mage who had come to him, but archmage Exea dha Humal. The old woman stumped into the tent like a crone of the fey, back bent and gaze cruel. She bowed her head fractionally in a display of bare respect, before nearly glaring when she raised her eyes once more. “I greet you, Founder of Giantsrest.”

He did not reply immediately, letting the silence stretch to make a point. Exea was a proud woman, one of the few to rise in power and glory among the Ascendent Academy. She was one of the richest and most powerful archmages, with hoards of artifacts, thousands of slaves and some small grasp of wizardry. Mere weeks ago she’d also been one of the most autonomous archmages, with an independent base of power that left her relatively unconstrained by Giantsrest politics.

But now her city was in the grasp of rebels, and she had spent mountains of influence and wealth to motivate the mages of the Academy to retake it in her name. Then Badud had stepped in, making the reclaiming of Halsmet a matter of pride for Giantsrest as a whole. The army had tripled, but it was no longer under her command.

Eventually, she broke the silence with her reason for being here. “Tomorrow we will march on Halsmet, my city.” She watched for his reaction, probing to see if he would dispute her claim over Halsmet. “After that, you mean to march to Gemore?”

Badud did not answer for a second longer, but then he gestured for Exea to sit in the chair before the desk and indicated the map spread over its surface. “After that, I march on the rest of the continent.”

She frowned at the map, pursing her lips like she’d just eaten something sour. “Do you ask me to join you?”

“I do.” He said simply, then held up a hand to indicate he wasn’t done speaking. “But not without reward.” He traced a finger from Giantsrest, through Halsmet and towards Gemore. “You wish to amass power and secure your legacy? March with me and you shall have Gemore and the claim to all of the treasures of those ruins.”

Badud indicated the camp outside the tent. “And when we march onwards, every mage that joins me will earn levels and Insights that will rival the Kalis Conclave. Follow me in this, and your ambitions to power will be fulfilled.”

He paused, waiting for her response, though her general acceptance was clear. The gleam of avarice in her eyes meant he had her.

It was only a third-rate recruitment speech. But the most important part of recruiting a minion is always choosing the right person.

“An enticing offer, Founder Badud,” the old woman said quickly. “If it were sweeter, I could not resist. Do you have any Insights I might learn, to better aid in your conquest?”

Badud’s smile twisted slightly. He had recruited her for her ambition, but he had not expected her to push for magical secrets so quickly. But then again, she was one of the more powerful archmages of Giantsrest. It could be that she was worthy of his lessons.

“Demonstrate your magic for me. Not the most powerful magic you have, but the deepest. I would see magic that changes Davrar on a fundamental level, that reaches past the grasp of mere mana.” Badud’s eyes were hard as he laid this test upon Exea.

She was caught off-guard by his demand, but quickly rallied, reaching into a dimensional bag to retrieve a misshapen fragment of metal that shone with a golden inner glow. “This is adamant. I will destroy it.”

Badud watched with interest as she channeled the energy of a [Disintegrate] spell into the tiny piece of metal. He couldn’t have come up with a better test if he’d tried, and that she’d had it ready indicated that she’d been practicing.

Sussu probably left behind some hints along the path to wizardry. She loves burying Insights in ancient tomes for bookworms to find later. If Exea turns out to be worth anything, I’ll let her know. 

After a few seconds, the fragment of lustrous metal fell to dust in Exea’s hands. Badud gave an approving sound. “Impressive, for a beginner. I will only teach you a single Insight tonight, for we both must be rested for the battle tomorrow.”

The smile looked out of place on Exea’s face, but then it was replaced by her habitual pucker. “Do you truly expect conquering Halsmet to be so simple? I was driven out by a man who could… who was immune to my magic.”

Badud put on his best comforting smile. “It will be well. I know of the antimage, and if he is not slain by the legions of slave-soldier and slave-elites, then I will be able to slay him. And if you learn these lessons well, you will also gain that ability.”
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