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Summary: 
                Greatness isn't bred. Its molded in trials of fire and depths of desperation.

Nox is an alchemist by trade, but he dreams of magehood. Fate dealt him unfavorable cards but he has learnt to compensate for his shortcomings with scholarly pursuits, tenacity, and sheer grit. Fortunately, for him Woodson University and their scouts are always seeking individuals with his work ethic.

The Department of Dungeon Studies sees the value of the mind and its ability to overcome all limitations. After all, they stripped the divine of their titles. The department turned gods into Dungeon Lords and their domains into Dungeons. The department will teach Nox how to use divinity to stand strong in a broken world. It will give him the tools to achieve his ambitions and his limitations will push him to the forefront of arcane discovery.

Unfortunately, more immediate challenges await Nox, too. He lacks the means to pay the university’s ridiculous tuition. Only alchemy and smart business deals will earn him the hundreds of gold coins he needs.

---------------------------------------------------------

Why should you read this story?

—Magic university setting with a mature cast in their twenties
—Protagonist with questionable morals
—Unique magic system which involves cultivating a solar system in one's core
—Unique MC powerset involving magical research, versatile spell work, alchemy, arcane archery (no spellblades or fireballs!)
—Detailed spell crafting and alchemy
—Dungeon diving
—Journey from novice to archmage
—5 chapters a week (Monday - Friday)

            







Masked Contenders


                "Scholars struggle to pinpoint when the age of gods ended. Somesay it was the Void Singer and her undead plague. The gods did nothing when she pushed humanity to the brink of extinction. It was Yggdrasil's Druid that crossed the dimensional rift and brought us the world tree. Then, it gave us magic. We saved ourselves while the gods twiddled their thumbs. The bastards didn't stir until the worship and sacrifices stopped. Then they wanted us to bow while giving us nothing in return. Feck the lot of 'em. We can take care of ourselves." - Archwizard McClagen



The Merchant Queen’s annual tournament typically lasted two weeks. The first trial went on for five days, and the participants got to rest for three days before attempting the second. They had seventy-two hours to complete it, but the sooner they met the requirements, the greater their chances were of making it to the final stages. 

The crowd cheered as the final four entered the Golden Isle’s arena after two days of recovery. Glass walls lining the fighting pit’s boundary still displayed highlights of their escapades. While the masked participants toiled, they watched the events of the eight days in a couple of hours. Failed competitors sat just above the entrance, still wearing their disguises. None moved or reacted as the final four marched across the arena and stopped before the Merchant Queen’s viewing box.

“My great-grandmother, the first Merchant Queen and the founder of our empire started this competition.” Queen Mercer’s voice boomed across the arena. Enchantments made the air around her mouth ripple as she spoke, amplifying her voice loud enough for all to hear. “She believed it would breed healthy rivalry between the factions under her and exhibit the skill and power to our allies and future clients. I can honestly say all of you—the four on the ground and the thirty-two in the seats—have succeeded at your tasks.”

Cheers rang through the crowds. Whoops, whistles, and clapping hands drowned all sounds for close to a minute before the queen raised her hand. Everyone quieted within a couple of heartbeats.

“The trials grow challenging with every passing year. We’re not trying to weed out the weaklings. My fellow audience members will agree that we’re all busy people. If the trials didn’t cut down the numbers before the final stages, we’d be stuck here for several days instead of a handful of hours. However, I’ll admit, given the challenges you faced in the Trial of Survival, my two-decades-younger-self would be sitting with the eighteen that didn’t finish. It doesn’t matter whether you surrendered or failed to reach the rendezvous point at the given time. You tried your best, and the trade empire is proud of you for delving into the Evergreen Depths. All participants will receive a simple weapon, tool, or garment of their choice from one of our trade houses. Please submit a request after the tournament closes.”

The audience cheered once again, and the queen let them quieten naturally.

“I understand that some of you are unhappy with this year’s Trial of Courage. The truth is it wouldn’t be a test of your mettle and bravery if it didn’t incite fear and doubt from the get-go. You’d be foolish not to hesitate before entering the Yellowrock Wastes. I implore the eight who forfeited not to feel shame. You’re all being reared for positions of leadership. This involves making hard decisions and occasionally retreating when you and your people are in danger. Be assured, our best mages spent months testing the wards and ensured they’d protect all competitors from the natural decaying aura and toxic air.”

The glass walls showed flashes of the ten competitors who attempted the trial in search of the waste’s treasures—Aether Crystals. The images showed the two who got lost and cornered before surrendering. It spent a while longer displaying the skills and prowess of the next three. The amulets around their necks flashed when victory against the beasts of Yellowrock proved impossible. It teleported them away. The last person to fail the trials survived the hazards and prevailed against the beasts. Unfortunately, she failed to find an aether crystal before time ran out.

“Now, there are four,” the queen said. “Everyone who attempted the second trial will receive a twenty-five gold letter of credit to purchase goods from our convoys. Instead of market rates, you’ll get whatever you want at cost.” Queen Mercer’s eyes moved from the seated thirty-two to the four standing before her. “Regardless of who wins the tournament, all four of you have done yourselves, your houses, and the Trade Empire proud by making it this far. The final four shall receive a bronze token to claim a prize from our vaults.”

“With the group trials passed, the need for anonymity is over,” the Merchant Queen continued. “There is no chance of bias or nepotism influencing the Trial of Combat. You shall fight until three of your four life wards are shattered, or you surrender. I’d prefer you avoid the latter.” The crowd cheered, and the queen whooped with them. “Now, remove your masks and speak your name. We’re eager to learn the identities of the very best my empire has to offer.”

All four competitors stood at attention as their queen spoke. Despite the mask and nondescript attire, it was apparent that the first in line was a woman. Her shape betrayed her. Yet the candidate had completed both prior trials in record time. A shield and short spear sat on her back while a rider’s axe hung from her belt. Her position in line said she had performed the best in the previous two trials.

The woman stepped forward, removing her mask and lowering her hood. Long golden locks cascaded over her shoulders, and blue eyes sparkled in the midmorning sun. A scar across her left eye and another on her chin suggested her battle experience. 

“Elyza Tarth of the Second Convoy,” she said, bowing as mages projected her escapades from the previous trials on a giant glass wall. A wave of cheers washed over the audience. While most quietened, a far section continued its whoops and clapping. “It’s an honor to serve you, my lady.”

All of the queen’s twenty-four convoys had sent a representative. They transported goods across the continents using trade routes lesser merchants feared. Utilizing the treacherous roads required fighters capable of repelling bandit hordes and dungeon-born monsters. The candidates were either children of the convoys’ leaders or born from their guard captains. Their training involved physical and magical arts tuned for skirmishes. The convoys also taught their young the secrets of merchant craft and the relevant mathematics. However, it was combat where they excelled, giving them the best odds in the tournament.

A worker from one of the artificing houses approached Elyza. He carried a bulky hexagonal device made of crystal and bronze. It appeared bigger than his head and floated an inch above his rune-covered gloves. Elyza pressed her palm against the object. It lit up with an aetheric blue light. The glass walls around the arena flashed.





 Elyza Tarth | Protostar

Foci: Haste

Mana Level: 29/31

Rank: Novice 



“You honor us with your tenacity and grit, Elyza,” the queen replied. “I heard you failed to complete the second trial last year. I’m glad you’ve returned and made it to the final four.” When the queen nodded, Elyza retreated to her previous position. “Next.”

The remaining competitors were more non-descript in comparison to Elyza. The man standing next to her was tall and featured a wide build with powerful shoulders. The longsword hanging from his waist and the buckler strapped to his left forearm suggested affluence. Runes and luminous crystals covered them. Several cheers rang through the crowd when he removed his mask and hood, revealing a handsome tanned face with golden hair and blue eyes. The audience recognized the young man instantly. His popularity with the women of the Golden Isles was no secret.

Stolen content warning: this tale belongs on Royal Road. Report any occurrences elsewhere.

“Edward Gedge, son of Marcus Gedge, and royal guard in training.” The queen’s stepson dropped to his left knee. He hadn’t won the privilege of using her last name but enjoyed all the benefits of princehood. Most considered him spoilt and lazy, making the murmurs accompanying the applause unsurprising. He had recently celebrated his twenty-second year and benefited from arcane training at Woodson University in the city-state of Ygg. However, his swordsmanship tutors and the royal guard called him average at best.

Nine competitors came from the leading powers of the Golden Isle—the sky-bound cluster of islands that floated along leylines and served as the Merchant Queen’s home and throne. The participating families included advisors, military leaders, and similar ranking figures that served the ever-expanding trade empire. Rumors suggested the queen had also sent two young men from her household, but the masks kept the participants and audience from confirming the whispers. Now, they knew for sure. Queen Mercer’s son from her second marriage hadn’t just entered the tournament but reached the final four.

The privileged young folk had tutors filling their heads with education to rival that of royalty and nobility in the Imperium, the Grand Tribes, or any city-state. Their affluent background also won them the best combat and arcane trainers too. Unfortunately, they lacked experience, unlike the convoys’ representatives. It was rare for more than one such candidate to reach the final four.

The artificer approached Edward. His information also appeared on the glass wall when he interacted with the device.



Edward Gedge | Newborn Star

Foci: Galvanising Touch | Shaping

Mana Level: 35/37 | 12/16

Rank: Apprentice 



The queen smiled and waved to the next in line.

“Louis Mercer, son of Queen Mercer and heir to the Golden Isle Guard,” the man third in line said, removing his mask. Louis had his half-brother’s hair and eyes but featured a more androgynous build. His bow came with a flourish, and the crowd’s cheer put the previous two applauses to shame. He smiled and waved as the glass walls showed him and his illusory doubles dancing around wolves. The young man had only just hit eighteen, but talk of his fencing and arcane abilities had already dominated the Golden Isles. Much like Edward, he too enjoyed training at the continent’s finest institute of arcane arts.



Louis Mercer | Newborn Star

Foci: Fae Fire | Illusory Forgery

Mana Level : 40/44 | 19/25

Rank: Apprentice 



“Nothing makes a mother prouder than to see both of her boys in the final four,” the Merchant Queen said. “I recognized Louis’s spellwork, but I’m glad to see Edward here, too. Your father and I couldn’t be prouder.” She finally turned her attention to the last person in line. “It’s your turn, young one. Don’t leave us in suspense.”

“Nox Ratra.” The young man stepped forward and removed his mask and hood, revealing a head of messy dark brown hair, olive skin, and hazel eyes tinted with green. He put on his best smile and only offered the queen a curt, half bow. “Disinherited son of Queen Mercer, firstborn, and former heir to the Golden Isle Guard. I represent the Gilded Alchemists.” 

The empire’s production and manufacturing houses filled the final three slots. They also lived on the Golden Isles but lacked the time and privileges to learn from as many tutors as their better-born peers. Instead, they focused on their family’s craft, sharpening their production skills. They rarely received arcane training outside of the essentials for their trade and only participated in the mandatory combat training all young folk of the Golden Isles received. The ten crafting houses rarely sent participants, and the few that attended rarely completed the first trial and never made it to the final four.

Even though the glass walls displayed Nox flawlessly sniping monsters from treetops and rocky outcroppings, no one except a cluster of people seated far behind the queen cheered. Nox was two years older than Edward. He had received no arcane training from any renowned academy and didn’t benefit from the island’s tutors. The only training he had came from the empire’s alchemists and related artisans. Short ingredient-collecting excursions to passing forests taught him survival skills and helped sharpen his archery.

The artificer hesitated before offering Nox the device of crystal and metal. He glanced over his shoulder at the queen and then at his colleagues bordering the arena’s floor. Nox didn’t give him a chance to retreat. Instead, he approached the man and pressed his palm against the device’s sky-facing hexagonal surface. The runes lit up as he fed it mana, and his information appeared on the glass wall.



Nox Mercer Ratra | Protostar

Foci: Slow

Mana Level: 32/31

Rank: Novice 



“That’s my boy!” A woman cheered. The distance and crowd made it impossible to pinpoint her, but Nox identified the woman’s voice. It was his paternal aunt, Mou. “That’s my nephew! My nephew made it to the final trial!”

The color drained from Queen Mercer’s face. Everyone in her vicinity appeared furious except the woman seated directly beside her. Nox failed to recognize the amused face. He guessed his mother had invited a foreign guest. The unknown woman smiled and nodded at him.

“We’ll forego the lots this year,” Queen Mercer said, the smile returning to her face. “I’d like to see Louis fight Lyza and Edward combat Nox. After witnessing everyone’s performance in the previous trials, I believe they’ll offer us the best demonstration of our empire’s power. Finalists will receive silver tokens, and the victor shall win a golden token for one of our best prizes from the vault!”

A half-hearted cheer pulsed through the crowd, barely interrupting the cacophony of conversations. Meanwhile, guards escorted Lyza and Louis from the arena. Edward and Nox wasted no time. They walked to the marked spots on either side of the dividing center line.

“Mother really doesn’t want to give you a chance,” Edward whispered, grinning. His eyes drifted to the quiver hanging from Nox’s belt and the bow in his hand. Then the young man’s brows furrowed as he peeked at the bulky box-like container on Nox’s back. “Did you seriously complete the previous trials with that load? Can’t you do anything without your potions? Do you honestly think you can fight me with that on your back?”

Nox laughed. “You need to try harder if you want to get in my head, Eddie. Mum might think she did you a favor. She couldn’t be more wrong.”

“I’m going to make you beg for mercy, father killer.” Edward’s face contorted into a snarl, making his otherwise handsome face appear viscious. "People might think of me as a bully since you're half my size. I don't care, though. I'm going to take my time with you."

Nox laughed even harder. “You speak like a villain from an amateur bard's tale. It’s going to be so satisfying when you get nothing but a bronze token.”

“You might have settled on a focus and started your mana system, but the difference between a Protostar and a New-Born is unimaginable. You must be stupid if you think you have a chance against me. I’ll bet fifty gold—”

“Too rich for my blood,” Nox said, interrupting his stepbrother. Even though ten years had passed since the day his mother announced Louis’ ascension and his disinheritance, he still remembered Edward’s gleeful smile during the speech. Nox wanted to make his stepbrother pay for every insult and attack, but mostly for decade-old moments. “Mother doesn’t spoil me with an allowance. I earn my keep. Let's bet our tokens and competition winnings instead.”

“Agreed!” Edward exclaimed, his cruel laugh almost carrying over the crowd’s chatter.

“Referee,” Nox called to the woman hovering near them. The woman skittered over. “Will you bear witness to this wager?”

“Witnessed and marked,” the referee replied. She scribbled in her ledger before retreating to her prior position. “Shake hands.”

The stepsiblings went through with the ceremonial pleasantries. Even though Edward grinned and waved at the crowd, he appeared stiff. Nox matched his opponent’s gestures to the crowd but projected the body language of someone more relaxed. He didn’t consider the event to be a true duel. Instead, he intended to put on a show for the audience. After all, they would soon serve as his future customers.

Louis and Lyza’s names disappeared from the glass wall as the referees, artificers, and all support staff left the fighting ground’s border. Now, they were two. Soon only one would remain.







            


Brother vs Brother


                “Would either of you like me to repeat the rules?” the referee asked.

“No,” Edward and Nox replied in unison.

“Very well.” He held a leather-bound book as thick as Edward’s head between the pair. “Place your hands on the ledger.” The pair obeyed. “The Trial of Combat doesn’t just test your mettle and ability, but also your honor. The tournament’s commandments will now hold truer than ever. You may use no weapon, tool, armor, or consumable that isn’t of your making or purchased with coin earned through labor and wits. The same goes for materials and all associated costs if you produce them yourself. Do you declare that the first commandment will continue unbroken?”

“I do,” both men said, and the ledger lit up with aetheric light.

“You will use nothing besides the objects you first declared when reporting for the Trial of Survival and have carried until now. Do you declare that the second commandment will continue unbroken?”

“I do.”

“If either commandment is broken, may the perpetrator's protection wards shatter and fail,” the referee said. 

The lights emanating from the ledger gained luminosity until they were almost blinding. Glassy triangles and arcane patterns shimmered in the air around both men. When they faded, the referee turned on his heel and marched out of the fighting ground. When he crossed the boundary, a barrier made of countless hexagons shone around them. The defenses would protect the audience from all that happened during the fight. Most would consider it unnecessary since neither man had earned the title of Mage or Aether Warrior. Nox thought their underestimation silly.

The glass walls had already told Nox most of what he needed to know about Edward’s arsenal. In order to condense their mana clouds into a star, practitioners needed to adopt a concept as their core. Most typically did so using a basic cantrip. Galvanising Touch was one such spell. It shocked one’s target with lightning but only through touch. It meant Edward hoped to build his arsenal around lightning-focused magic. Given his rank, the man had likely evolved or matured the basic cantrip, expanding its capabilities.

Unfortunately, Edward was leagues ahead of Nox in his arcane journey. He hadn’t just matured his star but also started his journey toward the first planet in the system. Since it focused on the concept of Shaping, it meant Edward hoped to contain and imbue lightning into objects instead of projecting it. Eventually, he’d learn to conjure weapons and tools out of pure energy. Still, Nox estimated the central star’s core mana value would need to reach a minimum of sixty-four, if not one-twenty-eight, before such feats became possible. It also meant Edward needed time to build up charge and pour lightning into his attacks. However, Nox refused to let such possibilities make him complacent. His opponent knew two if not three, more cantrips.

“Begin!” The queen’s voice thundered across the arena.

Edward drew his sword and fell into a pre-charging stance as soon as the match began. Lightning sparked from his finger tips almost straight away and slowly traveled up the blade. 

The couple of heartbeats Edward used before initiating his attack was all the preparation time Nox needed. He didn’t nock an arrow or even reach for his quiver. Instead, he ran. Nox’s free hand retrieved a large metal flask from his coat. He unstoppered the custom container with his teeth and took a long swig of the cocktail within. The effects hit him almost instantly.

First, Nox’s eyesight grew sharper, and his heartbeat slowed. He felt nimble and quick. “Sniper’s Eye and Feline Grace,” he whispered, naming the first two concoctions. Nox’s speed increased with every footstep, and his body felt lighter. “Sprinter’s High.” Finally, he felt his voice box widen while his vocal cords thickened. “Auctioneer’s Brew.” Even though he still whispered, the words sounded as loud as everyday speech.

“Good evening, ladies, gentlemen, and all who don’t care for such polite terms!” Nox’s voice boomed as loud as Queen Mercer’s. However, the air didn’t ripple around his mouth. The volume stung his ears. Potions existed to protect one’s eardrums from high decibels, but adding a fifth concoction to the cocktail would’ve made it too toxic even for Nox’s supernatural resistances. “My dear mother invited you to witness the Trial of Combat, but I’ve arranged something much more entertaining for you!”

“What are you playing at?” Edward hissed, charging at Nox. A blinding blue glow enveloped his blade, and a curtain of spiderwebbing lightning followed it as he moved.

Nox slowed to a skip, continuing to retreat from his stepbrother, but thanks to his potions, he successfully kept pace. “My esteemed opponent has greater stride, better tutors, and excellent martial training. Meanwhile, I spend most of my time hunched over a workstation, either researching alchemical techniques or practising them for the betterment of my mother’s empire. Given Edward’s daily laps around the isles, he should have no trouble catching me. Yet the distance between us remains consistent.”

“Shut up!” Edward yelled.

“How is this, you ask?” Nox asked, finally nocking an arrow. “I call the potion Sprinter’s High. It’s a variation of the well-known Feline Grace and is compatible with it without raising toxicity. Who needs expensive enchantments or their even more ludicrous recharging costs when you can just take a swig of Noxian Brews?”

Nox drew his bow, slowed for a heartbeat, aimed, and released an arrow. It struck the ground just in front of his opponent, forcing the larger man to slow down. Nox used the opportunity to change direction and ran. By the time Edward regained his pace, their distance had doubled.

“Your foot soldiers and guards need not suffer. A vial of the inexpensive concoction on their belts, and they can cover distances much faster than their opponents.”

“Stand and fight, you coward!”

A couple of laughs rose from the crowd as spittle flew from Edward’s mouth. The light enveloping his longsword flickered momentarily but then solidified with renewed vigor. Suddenly his speed multiplied.

“Oh!” Nox feigned surprise as Edward accelerated, closing in on him. Then he continued in an almost deadpan tone. “Stepbrother has Haste. Whatever will I do?”

Nox stumbled, stopped, spun on his heel, and faced Edward. He exhaled, stretched, and reached for his quiver only when a dozen feet remained between them. Then his hand changed course. It pulled a pinky-sized vial from his belt and threw it at Edward.

Unlike with the arrow, Edward didn’t slow. Instead, he swiped at the container with his sword. He hit his mark, and the glass shattered. The smell of burning filled the air as the contents splashed against his clothes and foamed. The white lather grew and thickened, expanding over his body. Edward skidded to a halt as it covered him, hardening with every passing moment.

“What sorcery is this?” He demanded.

Nox laughed, and a chunk of the audience followed.

The author's tale has been misappropriated; report any instances of this story on Amazon.

“Brave men need not fall when blocking or slowing the charge of a dungeon-born beast,” Nox told the crowd. “A vial or two of this lovely brew will stall, if not stop them altogether. Find me after the tournament and just ask for Trap Foam!” He put on a sheepish grin. “I know the name isn’t the best, but I dare you to find something more catchy that encapsulates my creation’s power.”

The foam grew over Edward’s head and hardened. A heartbeat later, a glass triangle materialized above him and shattered. The alchemical material cracked and crumbled around his head, neck, and shoulders.

“Oh, pickle! I should be running.” His jester-like tone drew more laughs from the audience as Nox turned tail and ran once more. He heard the hardened foam shatter and lightning crackle behind him. Edward’s coughing and war cry followed. 

When the thundering footsteps reached Nox’s ears, he reached for another potion. He barely had it in his hands and had half turned when a blinding flash forced him to close his eyes. A powerful force struck the case on his back, and Nox found his face in the dirt a heartbeat later. The sudden fall knocked the air from his lungs, and the cocktail in his stomach threatened to take a journey up to his mouth.

The footsteps grew louder, and Nox knew he had little time for recovery. Instead of trying to rise, he rolled onto his back. Edward grinned at him from a couple of feet away with his lightning-encased sword raised high above his head. Reflexes forced Nox to raise his arms in defense as the blade came down on him. It stopped an inch from his forearm before the sound of glass shattering filled his ears. 

A second swing followed, and another protection ward shattered. However, Nox successfully suppressed any attempts at blocking it and rose to an upright position. Edward attempted a third swing just as Nox activated his first cantrip.

Everyone thought little of Nox. He remembered a time before his father passed when Queen Mercer and the royal family heralded him as a genius. Ancient bloodlines had combined to give him a keen intellect and great magical talent. Times had changed. Instead of a prodigy, they called him black sheep, father killer, cripple, and much more. An unfortunate Godfall may have limited his magical capabilities, but the incident left his intellect untouched. The limitations had only forced Nox to hone his mind and grow creative with his magic.

The metal case on Nox’s back sprang open just as Edward attacked with his most powerful slash yet. A mechanical arm shot over Nox’s shoulder and caught the blade. The runes covering it glowed as lightning arced off the sword and danced along the three triple-hinged fingers and attached wooden forearm.

“I was hoping to save this for the final,” Nox sighed. “But you had to go ruin my surprise.”

“Seriously?” Edward grunted, struggling to retrieve his weapon. “An Artisan’s Arm? How is it this fast?”

Nox didn’t answer. The average Artisan’s Arm moved much slower. They followed the user’s verbal and occasionally mental commands to hold objects in place or to handle volatile materials. No literature spoke of anyone weaponizing the tool. After all, fine-tuning one would require complicated spell scripts and expensive materials. There were more efficient ways of achieving the same with magic, and most mages developed better defenses. Those who fought at close range rarely needed such implements in the first place.

“I’m not telling.” Nox threw a pellet at his opponent. Edward retreated before it hit him, successfully extracting his sword and taking it with him. 

The projectile didn’t explode into a mass of quick-hardening foam. Instead, it hissed, expelling streams of dense purple smoke. Despite his arcanically reinforced resistances, Nox’s nostrils and throat burned. He climbed to his feet and sprinted in the opposite direction of Edward. It wasn’t long before his lungs complained. The cocktail’s contents were never meant to mix with the neurotoxin in his smoke bomb.

"Need a quick escape?" Coughs punctuated Nox's marketing attempts. "Not all poison gases need to prove fatal or scarring." He paused again, wheezing as mucus threatened to clog his air passages. After taking a moment to regain his breath, Nox continued. "Sometimes disabling your pursuers' lower halves is enough. Making them lose control over their bowels and bladders is also an excellent deterrent."

The quiver still contained seven arrows. Nox had hoped to spend more time displaying his products, but Edward’s magic had progressed further than he had initially assumed. An arc of blue energy shot through the smoke cloud, parting it. The projectile flew several feet wide of Nox. Shaping had somehow helped Edward create a ranged spell out of Galvanising Touch.

“You surprise me, stepbrother!” Nox exclaimed, Auctioneer’s Brew amplifying his voice. “Either you’re smarter than I initially assumed, or Mother is bribing the Department of Dungeon Studies. It’s probably the latter. Someone must’ve designed that spell for you. That’s Lightning Cutter, isn’t it?”

The next arc of energy buzzed just over Nox’s head, and Edward’s footsteps grew louder, thundering in his ears. The cocktail was only supposed to enhance his senses moderately. However, the growing results suggested the combination had unintended effects. The influx of stimuli—primarily sound and brightness—was reaching the point of growing overwhelming. He needed to end the fight soon before the side effects did it for him. Nox needed at least a silver token if he wanted to achieve his goals.

Nox nocked an arrow just as Edward burst through the smoke cloud. The projectile flew true, but the target didn’t slow. Instead, Edward let it pierce his shoulder. A sword swipe and the trailing curtain of lightning halted the second arrow. A third met with the same results. Edward’s speed and reflexes appeared to improve with every passing second.

“Oh, no,” Nox said in a deadpan tone, dropping his bow. “I’m outmatched. Whatever will I do?”

When Nox feigned, grabbing handfuls of vials from within his coat and throwing them at Edward, the charge still didn’t slow. He knew what he needed to do. Even though he had initially planned on putting on a show, Nox would need to face his opponent seriously. 

The Golden Isles' military training covered hand-to-hand combat. Most disregarded it, focusing on weapons, magic, or a combination of both. Because of his limitations, Nox had no choice but to practice it regularly. He never got the chance to practice it outside of weekly spars. The techniques would probably never see use in a real-combat scenario, but he had to try.

A defensive stance with weight on the back foot felt most appropriate. Nox kept his arms at chest height and held them in front of him, keeping the elbows relaxed. Meanwhile, the Artisan’s Arm rotated in its ball socket and up the spinal brace to its highest point until it sat between his shoulder blades. The device reached over his right shoulder, and the three fingers opened, forming a claw. Controlling it demanded complete concentration on the related cantrip, but he had no choice but to split his focus. 

Much to Nox’s relief, Edward fired no more Lightning Cutters during his approach. Given the low mana levels of the Shaping Planetoid, three uses had likely already stretched Edward. Sniper’s-Eye-enhanced vision should’ve helped Nox see the differences, but the sensory overload and the increasing brightness got in the way. The light enveloping the longsword appeared dimmer, and the lightning curtain following it had shortened. Nox assumed the sweat on Edward’s face came from physical exertion. Now, he saw more. Bloodshot eyes. Pallid skin. Unstable Gait. Edward had burned through most of his reserves.

A half step proved sufficient. Edward’s longsword sliced through where Nox had stood a thundering heartbeat earlier. The Artisan’s Arm darted forward and caught the larger man’s right wrist before the weapon could rise. As expected, tendrils of lighting danced around Edward's free left arm. However, the final attack had sufficiently drained him, and he failed to react in time. 

Nox released the Mage Hand cantrip controlling his third arm, and thrust his right palm into his stepbrother’s solar plexus. The Slow cantrip wasn’t a touch spell, but he lacked the ability to project it any farther than a couple of inches past his skin. Since he didn’t rely on his magic as much as Edward—not that he had many options—Nox could afford to overload the spell with mana. There was no cantrip Nox had practised more than Slow. He hadn’t found better compatibility with any other Novice-ranked spell. It also proved helpful in alchemy, slowing chemical processes enough for Nox to manipulate them freely. After years of research, he had found no better cantrip to use as his star’s concept.

Much to Nox’s surprise, the overcharged Slow did more than decelerate Edward. It froze him in place. The light enveloping the longsword dimmed, and the lightning curtain disappeared. Nox heard glass break and panicked momentarily, expecting his protection wards to shatter. Instead, he spotted shards of light blue crystal on the floor. Luminous patterns reminiscent of writing filled them.

“You lose, stepbrother.” Nox poured mana into his third cantrip and channeled its effects through the palm still pressed against Edward’s chest. “You’re not the only one with Galvanising Touch.”

The lightning that traveled up Nox’s forearm paled in density and luminosity when compared to his opponent’s spell, but it did the job. The second protection ward shattered, and the third followed a heartbeat later. The fourth materialized between Nox’s palm and Edward’s chest and remained solid despite the onslaught. 

“Please deactivate your spell, Nox Ratra,” the referee’s voice boomed. “The match is over. You have won.”

            


First A Queen. Then A Mother.


                 

“You need to disqualify him!” Edward yelled, his voice echoing through the mostly empty throne room. His footsteps further ruined the grand space’s quietness as he paced between the walls.

Queen Mercer sat on her throne, and her husband, Lord Gedge, occupied the seat next to her. A third presence lingered around them but Nox failed to spot anyone else. His acute mana sense detected a third signature hovering around them. After the match, the queen summoned the competitors and the referee for a private meeting. Nox couldn’t be sure why, but Mou had joined them, too. He appreciated her presence but couldn’t fathom why the queen wanted her around. His aunt ranked high in the Alchemist’s faction but wasn’t their leader.

“On what grounds?” Queen Mercer asked.

“He cheated. That Artisan’s Arm was far beyond ordinary. How could a mere alchemist’s apprentice afford the materials and runework necessary for—”

“I looked it over,” the referee said, interrupting Edward. “Besides a handful of extra runes, it's a standard Artisan’s Arm.”

“That’s impossible,” Lord Gedge stated. He spoke with a neutral tone and kept his face expressionless, but the man’s eyes betrayed his scorn. “That tool has been weaponized.”

“I’ll happily share my alterations with everyone in the Trade Empire,” Nox said. He shrugged, casting a cantrip as he approached the Artisan’s Arm on the table between them. An ethereal hand manifested an inch over his palm. When he held it against the artificed device, the hand slipped into the machine, and it stirred to life, rising like a snake and moving with the same fluidity. “I adapted the Mage Hand cantrip to control it. It might take a few years of practice, but I’m sure even Edward could pull it off.”

“Then what about all of his potions?” Edward hissed, kicking over a chair. “You expect me to believe he made those himself, bought the ingredients with zero help, and then carried them throughout the competition?”

“I’m sorry, Master Edward, but that’s what our records say,” the referee replied, tapping the thick sheaf of paper next to the Artisan’s Arm. “We’ve received purchase records, expedition briefs, and workshop usage notes signed by many alchemists for the past six months. Personally, I thought Master Ratra’s efforts were overboard and unnecessary until he submitted his inventory before the Trial of Survival.” The middle-aged man looked up at the queen. “I tried to talk him out of carrying such an unnecessary load into the competition, but he refused to listen.”

“I’ve got to cover my shortcomings somehow,” Nox replied. “Edward has his fancy training and university education. I’m just using everything I have in my arsenal.”

“Was victory not enough?” Lord Gedge asked. An angry vein threatened to burst free of his temple and strangle everyone in the vicinity. “Why did you need to humiliate my son?”

Nox smiled. “I sincerely apologize, Lord Gedge.” The words dripped with insincerity. “It was an unfortunate side-effect, that’s all. I only intended to market my creations and find clients with deep pockets. Alchemical research and expeditions into the wild don’t come cheap, you know. Now, people will talk about what just happened, and I’ll have the means to fund my own workshop and eventually leave the kingdom.”

“You should’ve respected the tournament then, son.” Mou sighed, placing a hand on Nox’s shoulder. “There are better marketing methods—”

“Not without the senior alchemists stonewalling me or trying to get my recipes,” Nox replied.

“How could you let this happen, Mou?” Queen Mercer asked. She sounded more tired than furious. “You’re supposed to contain his self-destructive tendencies. Expeditions off the island? Really? Do you want him to end up like his father?”

“You mean your last husband and supposed true love?” Nox lost control over his calm tone and volume for a moment. The words carried more venom than he initially intended. “The man whose child you callously threw away after his passing?”

“Don’t you dare speak to my wife in that tone of voice!” Lord Gedge exclaimed. His words sounded more like an animalistic snarl. Nox could see where Edward got his natural toxicity and penchant for vitriol.

“My mother is queen first and your wife second. She can speak for herself, my lord. Why don’t you warm your chair as you’re supposed to and stay out of this?”

“How dare you—”

“Enough!” Everyone felt silent when Queen Mercer raised her voice. She glared at Nox. “I won’t have you take that tone with my husband.” Then she turned to Lord Gedge. “And he’s right. I can speak for myself and handle this situation. You know better than to speak for your queen.”

Lord Gedge clenched his jaw, eyes darting between his wife and stepson. Then he nodded and sat back in his chair. Edward stared open mouth at Queen Mercer and his father, appearing lost for words.

“Yes, Nox. I mean my former husband and my first love. Do you know that before you, he listened to my pleas and stayed on the island? If not for your begging, he would’ve never repeatedly defied me to visit dangerous ruins and forests. After a decade out of combat, he should’ve never ventured into a region where chances of a dungeon emergence were high.”

“You turned him into a prisoner,” Nox said.

Queen Mercer continued, ignoring his interruption. “If he remained on the Golden Isles as I requested, he wouldn’t have gotten caught in the godfall and died. I know you hate me for your current circumstances, Nox. You need to realize, though, they’re of your own making.”

“He was six!” Mou exclaimed. “You can’t blame a six-year-old for wanting to see things! You can’t blame a six-year-old for his father’s death.”

Queen Mercer ignored her, too. “You’re twenty-two, Nox. I expect you to know better by now. I have an empire to run. I did what I had to for the sake of our people and to keep you out of harm’s way after your father died. Why can’t you just listen to your mother?”

“Because Mou has been more of a mother to me than you ever were,” Nox answered. “You’ve ignored my existence since I was six. Then kicked me out for your fool of a husband and bully of a stepson before I even turned ten. What makes you think I owe you anything?”

“I’m your mother and, more importantly, your queen. Stop your nonsense and do your job as an alchemist as you’re supposed to.”

“No.”

Queen Mercer sighed, throwing her head back against her throne. Her husband and stepson launched a barrage of insults at Nox, but he tuned it out like the ambient noise in the Gilded Alchemists’ workshops. Instead, he glared at his mother, waiting for whatever she had to say next.
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“Everyone except Nox, get out,” Queen Mercer commanded, sounding exasperated. All but her husband obeyed immediately. She had to nudge the man with her foot to make him move.

“What is it you want?” She asked once they were alone.

“I’ve already told you what I’m after,” Nox replied. 

“No. Your long-term goals.”

“Freedom. I want to be free of you and your rule so I can make a life for myself outside the trade empire.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean why? You discarded me as soon as you could, and your husband and new children make my life miserable. I gave up on expecting anything of you long ago, Mother. All I want is a life free of your rule and out of your new family’s reach. Is that too much to ask for?”

“You want to go after the god that killed your father, don’t you? It’s a dungeon even archons fear, Nox. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“Please. After sixteen years of being a mother in nothing but name, don’t pretend to care.”

Nox wasn’t sure why he felt the burning need to antagonize his mother. It wouldn’t benefit him in any way. For some reason, he wanted nothing more than to see anything besides her forever-placid facial expression or fake public-facing persona. Nox wanted his mother to speak to him as Mou did with compassion or any sort of emotion. He got none of what he wanted from Queen Mercer.

“I want you to forfeit the tournament,” she said after a long silence. “You might’ve gotten away with humiliating Edward, but I can’t allow you to do the same with Louis.”

“Why? Because you want him to lead the empire’s army someday? You can’t have his image tarnished so young.”

“Precisely. He’s far too vital to our military stability. I’ve seen his arsenal, and the Tarth girl will prove no challenge. You, on the other hand, are a wild card, and I’m not a gambling woman. What will it take for you to forfeit?”

“I want a gold token on top of all the rewards I’ve won thus far.”

“Fine,” Queen Mercer replied. It surprised Nox that she agreed without any argument. The prize vaults were overflowing with rewards, and the queen had proven miser when it came to handing out its contents. Her swift agreement proved how much she wanted to protect Louis’s image. Nox refused to admit it—even to himself—but the revelation wounded him deeply. “However, I'm going to void the bet between you and Edward. He's going to be a pain if he doesn't get anything out of this. You’re never to share our bargain with anyone. If you do, I won’t just confiscate whatever the gold token gets you but everything else. Do you accept my terms?”

“I do, Mother,” Nox replied, putting on a sweet smile for the queen.

“I’ll arrange for your freedom, too. I promise you that. There’s no point in keeping you bound to the empire if you feel no bond or loyalty towards it.”



Because of her performance in the first couple of trials, the bookmakers favored Elyza Tarth. At twenty years of age, she had already served in the second convoy’s defensive forces for half a decade. Like most in her faction, she likely started her training young and had more experience than her opponent. Nox could think of no better focus than Haste for someone of her capabilities. At its base, it hastened one’s basic speed and reaction time.

There was a time when Nox considered it as the concept for his star. It was the antithesis of Slow and perfect for someone that suffered from his limitations. Unfortunately, Nox had little talent for melee combat. It was still tempting since he had read accounts of mages picking air or something flammable as the focus of their planetoid. They used Haste to accelerate the material’s constituent parts and ignite it. The casters eventually became masters of flame or explosion. Nox wondered whether Elyza had similar plans.

She charged at Louis as soon as their match began, moving almost as fast as a sprinting horse. Elyza held her shield in front of her, covering everything from the tip of her nose to her knees. Her spear remained perfectly parallel to the ground as she ran. She reached Louis before he could react and thrust her weapon into his gut. No triangular wards appeared to protect him. Instead, Elyza skewered Queen Mercer’s prized son.

Then pink flames burst from his eyes, nostrils, mouth, and all other orifices. It spread across his skin, and then his body exploded in a puff of similarly colored smoke. 

Nox felt a pang of jealousy. Fae Fire was a difficult cantrip to master, and not many had an affinity with it. The flames emanated little heat but had the power to muddle minds and confuse the senses. However, making the most of it required a large mana zone since Fae Fire proved most useful at mid-to-long ranges, making it beyond Nox’s capabilities even if affinities lined up.

Elyza didn’t stand around. She slid several feet sideways with just a kick of her right foot, drawing an impressed chorus from the audience. Nox hypothesized it was a creative use of the Grease cantrip. He guessed the young woman had no aspirations of magehood and planned on walking the path of an Aether Warrior.

A rapier emerged from a mote of pink flame and thrust through where she had stood moments ago. The air rippled. It felt as if Nox was looking through the fumes above a boiling cauldron. When it cleared, Louis emerged. Bits of Fae Fire clung to him. He moved swiftly, swinging his rapier. The tip appeared to cut the air, leaving a trail of pink flames in his wake. They arranged themselves, forming a complicated network of spell circles and runes. He drew the primary shapes and symbols. The connecting lines and remaining syntax appeared out of thin air.

Elyza spun on her heel and charged at him. She didn’t just run but slid along the ground, and frequent kicks sped her up further. The sections where the convoy sat cheered as she accelerated, closing in on Louis with every passing second. She skewered Louis, and he again exploded into a plume of pink flames. Instead of disappearing altogether, the fire dispersed and then grew into humanoid shapes. It solidified a heartbeat later, and four copies of him stood around Elyza.

All four Louises lunged in unison. Elyza ducked behind her shield, swinging her spear in a wide arc. The two she struck exploded and disappeared, while the other two struck her back and right side. Elyza’s first protection ward shattered.

Queen Mercer’s prediction proved correct. Despite Elyza’s skill and experience, she failed to find and strike Louis. He attacked her methodically, leaving shallow cuts, piercing joints, and occasionally stabbing vitals. Elyza learned from her mistakes and put her best foot forward. Unfortunately, she only delayed the inevitable. It took Louis five minutes to destroy her remaining wards, and all of his remained untouched.

The convoys appeared unimpressed. They preferred more direct attacks since they had people and goods to protect and worked in large formations. Elyza’s training hadn’t prepared her for someone like Louis. 

“I forfeit,” Nox told the referee half an hour later when the time for the final came.

“What?” He asked. 

“I’d like to forfeit,” Nox repeated himself. “I’m not winning against Louis.” It wasn’t true. A combination of smoke pellets full of neurotoxins and hardening foam would’ve made quick work of the illusionist. “My tools are no good against his magic. So why waste the time? I’m still in good shape and mostly uninjured. A good rest and a hot meal is what I’d like.”

The referee's enchantments had expanded before Nox replied. It projected everything he said across the arena, and a stream of disapproving hoots, insults, and worse followed.

“You've made a mockery of this tournament!” Queen Mercer exclaimed, rising from her seat. Enchantments amplified her voice for all to hear. “First, you insulted me and then made a joke out of the trial. Now you want to forfeit because it's too much trouble? Do our ways mean so little to you?”

“No, Mother,” Nox replied, struggling not to sound sarcastic or deadpan. He wondered whether the public admonishment would help ease Edward’s humiliation. “I recognize Louis, your heir, as my superior. Going against an illusionist with a bow and a mana zone as small as mine is pointless. I’d like to take all the rewards I’ve accumulated thus far and move on.”

“Silence!” The booing ceased even though the queen didn’t raise her volume. Only the sections seating the production houses didn’t spit vitriol. “It shames me that people know I carried you, Nox Ratra.” A heavy silence hung over the arena. A choked sob rose from somewhere in the crowd. “You defy orders and venture into the wild, risking our secrets. You make a mockery out of our ways. I see no choice besides banishment and the revoking of trade privileges. You won’t ever benefit from my name or gain beneficial rates from any affiliated merchants or traders. Take your rewards and begone.”

Queen Mercer kept her word. She used unexpected means to fulfill her promise, but the woman had done it. Nox had his freedom. It came out of the blue, and he wasn’t sure how to react besides staring at her dumbfounded. Yet he wanted to thank the woman. Nox worried about how Mou would see things, but he felt relieved.

            


Unique Not Broken


                "The first mana systems were ineffecient and volatile. Sure, you can name the Phoenix and Tidebringer, debate their destructive power, and sing tales of their exploits, but no one talks about how they died. Fire drove one mad and she burned herself. TIdebringer lost all faith in the war and the people he was fighting for and disappeared into the oceans. The star system might be weaker and it takes forever to reach archmage levels, but it's stable. Now that the gods are trapped in their domains, we don't have to sacrifice our young for the war. Slow and steady wins the race." - Archmage Lorraine Gibson

Mou found Nox as soon as he left the public eye. She wrapped her arms around him, bawling. “I should’ve never let this happen,” she said, squeezing him tightly. “I didn’t like that bitch when she married your father, and I like her even less now.”

The referee escorting Nox cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should save this conversation for the dressing room, madam. The Gedge house is currently out for blood and might jump at any opportunity to hurt Master Ratra. They might very well call your sentiment treasonous.”

“That’s because they are.” Nox sighed. “You can’t be talking like that, Mou. I love you. Don’t let this ruin your and your children’s lives.”

“How can I not?” She asked, holding him even tighter. “I might not have birthed you, Nox, but you might as well be one of mine.” Her words grew increasingly unintelligible as the sobbing intensified. “You’re all that’s left of Pallav, you fool!”

“He won’t be alone,” Lillin said, appearing out of thin air as she always did. The young woman had a talent for moving soundlessly and blending in with her surroundings without relying on magic or sigils. “Nox isn’t going anywhere without me.”

“I don’t know whether that’s meant to reassure me,” Mou said, pulling away and wiping her tears on her sleeve. “Most of the time, I have to bail Nox out. It's your fault.”

“Excuse me, Mou!” Lillin feigned offense. “I’m an angel. More than often, I’m in trouble because Nox screws up—”

“While deviating from whatever scheme you cooked up.” Mou finished the sentence for her.

Nox almost chuckled. Even though he had a mother, halfsiblings, and maternal relations on the Golden Isles, the two women were the only people he considered family. Lillin was there when his father died, and he suffered crippling injuries. She was there when his mother disinherited him and had him removed from the palace. She was there when the Gedges and miscellaneous aunts and uncles tormented him. Nox knew no truer friend beside her.

“Either way, Nox won’t be alone. Wherever he goes, I’m going with him. I’m an orphan and a mere employee. No one will get in my way if I decide to cut ties and leave.”

“Thank you,” Mou said, hugging the younger woman.

“I insist you continue your conversation in the changing rooms,” the referee said, clearing his throat again. “Some people wish to speak to you, and the queen ordered we not keep them waiting.”

The women continued their conversation as they walked. Nox brought up the rear, watching the pair. He didn’t know when he’d get to see them together again or Mou and wished to memorize the scene for when times got tough. Nox tried to recall his father’s face and looked for familial resemblances between him and his baby sister.

Mou shared the same dark hair and olive skin as Nox and his father. They originated from the southern continent beyond the Sapphire Straits to the south. The Imperium had brought their people north to work as cheap labor, and few existed outside their borders. The Merchant Empire had a considerably diverse population with giant pale folk from the Nepjung Mountain range to the dark-skinned oasis dwellers from the Bleached Wastes. Yet Mou and Nox stood out amongst them because of their odd combination of features.

Meanwhile, Lillin’s black hair, pale skin, and azure eyes helped her fit right in. By Nox’s count, over a dozen men had expressed interest in the young woman, but she had turned them all down. Mou claimed Lillin had eyes for him, but Nox knew better. Their childhood trauma during the godfall had forged an unbreakable sibling relationship that left no room for romance.

“Have you thought about what you want to do?” Mou asked when they reached the changing room. “The guards won’t let you leave with any equipment or ingredients. You’ll have to start from scratch.”

“I’ll figure it out,” Nox replied. “I reckon a dungeoneer license will take priority. We can attempt low-ranking rifts to gather materials and make some money.”

“The Imperium has too much competition,” Lillin said. “Perhaps we’ll start in a free city, build a reputation, and Nox can get certification from the local alchemical authority. It should be smooth sailing from there.”

“I think you’re underestimating how difficult it is out there,” Mou stated. “When it comes to alchemy and trading, reputation is everything. The banishment is going to follow you, making everything significantly harder. I’d suggest you change your identities and start afresh. It means you’ll have to regain all your alchemist qualifications, but a blank slate is better than a tainted one.”

 “May I suggest an alternative?” A female voice asked, making everyone but the referee jump.

“How long have you been there?!” Lillin demanded, dropping into a defensive position. The light appeared to warp around her palm, and the purple runes painted along the back of her hand glowed lilac.

“Lady Kris has been waiting for you,” the referee said, facing Nox. “Queen Mercer thought you, and she needed to meet.”

“I’m no lady,” Kris said. “Just Kris is fine.” She approached Nox. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You were sitting with Mother,” Nox stated, glancing between Kris and the referee. “I don’t understand. Why would she want us to meet?”

“Have you ever considered attending Woodson University?” Kris asked.

“That place is for heirs and the similarly privileged.” Nox turned away from the woman and to the chest where his clothes and remaining potions lay. “I don’t have the time to attend a magic academy and study with people eight years my junior. Besides, I’d need Mother’s permission to attend anyway.”
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“Why?” Kris raised an eyebrow. “You’re exiled, a legal adult, and an accomplished alchemist. You don’t need Queen Mercer’s permission for anything ever again.”

“Still. I don’t have the time to start from scratch and waste time amongst children.”

“Besides, I’m not allowed to give Nox any money,” Mou stated. “Woodson University’s tuition is astronomical from what I’ve heard, and his savings won’t be enough. Are you offering to sponsor Nox?”

“Oh, by Gaia, no,” Kris answered. “I make good money but not enough to sponsor someone’s education. However, I can arrange accommodation, tuition, and a workshop for one semester.” She faced Nox. “Between your alchemical skills, showmanship, and natural charisma, you should have no trouble paying your own way.” Kris raised a hand, silencing Nox and Mou before they could interrupt. “This isn’t charity. It’s a loan. I’ll expect you to pay me back eventually.

“Finally, you don’t have to start from scratch,” she continued. “You’re an accomplished alchemist, already have a Protostar, and the recorded mana levels suggest you’re ready to transcend to the next level. Woodson University doesn’t work like most academic institutions. There are a handful of necessary modules everyone must complete, but afterward, you can study whatever you want. Certain units have prerequisites, requiring you to pass relevant exams or milestones, but you can study whatever you want. We divide classes based on ability and merit, not age. You’ll likely work mostly with people in their early to mid-twenties.”

“This is an amazing offer,” Nox said. “It really is. But I’ve got plans and goals. There was a time when I wanted nothing more than to follow my father’s footsteps and attend Woodson University, but that time is long gone—”

“You’re pursuing an Archon-ranked dungeon. I overheard most of your conversation, and Lydia—Queen Mercer filled me in on the rest. It will take you decades, maybe half a century, before you gain the strength and permission to challenge such a dungeon legally. However, if you attend Woodson University, specifically the Department of Dungeon Studies, you could cut that time by half, if not more. Did I forget to mention that joining the department comes with a basic dungeoneer’s license? As you complete more modules and prove yourself, your clearance level will increase. This means access to dungeon materials for alchemy and greater riches to help pay your way.”

“That does sound good.” Nox hesitated, glancing at his aunt and dearest friend. “I’m still not sure. Can you fund Lillin for a semester as well?”

“I don’t know,” Kris stated. She turned her attention to Lillin. “What can you do?”

Lillin raised her left arm, palm pointing at the ground. Clothes rained from her palm. “I turned the Heavy cantrip into Gravity and am working on a Shaping planet to access spatial magic. It’s mana intensive, but—”

“What are you doing wasting your talents in a production house?” Kris asked, frowning. “I’ll support both of you, but instead of an entire semester, it will have to be two months. That’s the best I can do. That means you’ll have eight weeks to find a way to fund the remaining six and the following semester.”

“I don’t understand, though,” Nox said. The sudden developments had his heart pounding. “Why are you going out of your way to do this? Why are you even on the Golden Isles? You’re an outsider and, from what I can tell, not affiliated with any trade organization. You don’t belong here, Kris. What’s your agenda?”

“That’s rude,” Mou said, smacking Nox on the back of his head. “Lady Kris’s offer is beyond amazing. Thank her and make the most of it.”

“No. He’s right to question me.” Kris smiled. She approached Nox and looked him straight in the eye. “Queen Mercer invited me, hoping I’ll take an interest in your half-siblings and personally mentor your half-sister, perhaps your brother, too.”

“And will you?” 

“I have no interest in Louis. He has potential, but he has much growing up to do. I don’t have the time or energy to deal with an eighteen-year-old boy’s hormones. Your sister, on the other hand, has a lot of potential. She has the charm and arcane potential to make a great queen. I might not be right for her, but I’ll probably recommend another, more skilled teacher. That’s a long way away, though. It’ll be another eight years before she’s old enough to attend the University.”

“Then why are you so interested in me?” Nox asked.

“A war is coming,” Kris answered. “The gods may have fallen, but they’re not done. The bastards want revenge and will never settle for humanity ruling the world free of their influence. I’m looking for young mages with the ability and drive to end the war before they can begin. We need to mentor individuals hungry to infiltrate divine domains and destroy them from the inside.”

“You want dungeon killers.”

“Precisely.” Kris paused. “Before I invest in you further, I have a few queries.”

“Ask away,” Nox replied, growing increasingly uncomfortable with the proximity.

“Someone at your rank shouldn’t be juggling so many concoctions and gases. Why didn’t the neurotoxin paralyze you?” Her eyes drifted to the flask on his hip. “More importantly, how is that cocktail not making you throw up blood?”

Nox unbuttoned his shirt, exposing a kite-shield-shaped tattoo at the base of his sternum. Lines extended from its three corners and met in the middle, dividing the shape into three sections. A skull-and-bones symbol occupied the top left corner. The section next to it had the faint outline of an indiscernible shape, while the final bit sat empty. 

“Of course! A Sigil of Immunity. I should’ve expected such of an alchemist of your caliber.” She tapped the top left section. “Near-complete toxin resistance? It's surprising that you’ve advanced it to such a level at your age, though.”

“When the godfall struck the Sundar Ruin, a toxic miasma came with it, and I got caught in it,” Nox explained. “My father pulled me out and gave me his sigil even though it left him weak and vulnerable. The Archon-ranked toxins accelerated its growth, and it’s had almost two decades to grow. I’ve been hesitant to fill the other two sections, though.”

“It looks like life took the decision out of your hands,” Kris stated, prodding the section with faint lines. “Either way, this makes you even more desirable.”

“Whatever this is, it wasn’t planned. What else do you need to know?”

“What’s wrong with your mana zone?” Kris asked. “Slow is typically a ranged cantrip, but you only used it once Edward was within touch range. Using the spell with that level of power shouldn’t be possible with such a quick cast. You’re either hiding your mana system’s stage, or your mana zone is abnormally concentrated. Queen Mercer said you were broken, but she refused to elaborate.”

“He’s not broken,” Mou said. “A broken man doesn’t get to the finals of the Queen’s Tournament.”

“I don’t intend to slight your ward, Alchemist Mou.” Kris offered an apologetic bow. “I’m merely curious about my investment’s condition.”

“Since you’re offering a loan and intend to invest in my future, you have the right to ask.” 

Nox unbuttoned his cuffs and removed his shirt altogether. Scars resembling warped handprints marked his forearms just below the elbow. Angry red tendrils extended from the burn-like imprints towards his wrist and shoulders. Their density lessened further from the central scars. Precise lines and rune arrangements in blue ink ran across the almost mirrored scars. They had the same precision and flair as the paintings on the back of Lillin’s hands.

 “I got them during the godfall,” Nox explained. “My mana circuits are damaged. All the healers and scholars in the Golden Isles studied my injuries and attempted countless remedies. Nothing worked. I can’t project my mana zone far from my body. It used to be a hair’s width initially, but it's grown since. Now, I can project my mana just over an inch from my body. On the bright side, my range and power are significantly higher than my peers in similar ranks.”

“Your mother was wrong then,” Kris said. “You’re not broken. You’re unique, and I reckon my guidance could make you a formidable dungeon killer.” She glanced at Lillin. “You too. Gravity mages are rare but not unheard of. However, you’re the second person I’ve met with spatial magic. I reckon the two of you will make a terrifying duo.”

 

            


Family Heirlooms


                After the meeting with Kris, Lillin darted to the apartment she shared with Nox and his aunt. Her spatial magic voided the need for luggage. She had room for clothing, tools, crafting materials, and a lot more. Knowing Lillin, Nox was sure she'd steal whatever she could on the way. Mou and her neighbors' belongings were safe, but to Lillin, everyone else was fair game. She'd likely get away with it, too. Not many knew about her spatial magic, and even if they did, not many had the means to peek within it.

Meanwhile, Mou took his Artisan’s Arm to her artificer friend. Now that everyone knew about the banishment and how Nox used it, their services wouldn't come cheap. Fortunately, he had his letter of credit from the queen. It wouldn’t just fix whatever damage the tool suffered but would also pay for necessary material upgrades, an additional joint, and two more fingers. Ideally, Nox would’ve liked a new segmented limb with enough pieces to move like a tentacle. Unfortunately, that would cost double if he wanted it to have the durability and agility for combat.

Because of the duel, the Artisan Arm lost parts of its custom rune work. As a result, Nox didn’t worry about his mother benefitting from his ideas. He trusted his etching skills and was sure he could modify whatever piss-poor job they did to suit his needs. Unfortunately, the work would take much longer than the twelve hours he had to evacuate the Golden Isles. Mou promised to send it with the next delivery to Ygg in the guise of the last of his belongings. It would take a month—hopefully less—but Nox doubted he’d get the opportunity to dungeon delve straight away.

Meanwhile, the tournament referee guided him to the queen’s vault. Nox knew she had a more secretive, better-protected space for the trade empire's most valuable, powerful, and terrifying assets. Queen Mercer knew better than to expose such items to her subjects or the public. As far as everyone was concerned, they didn’t exist. Nox only knew of its existence because his father had walked him through it once when he was little more than a toddler. The vault the public knew about contained items that the empire didn’t mind trading. She also dangled the artifacts and materials over her subjects as potential rewards for exemplary performance.

Runescripts covered the building’s interior and exterior, and giant stone statues stood at regular intervals. Rumors said they were golems, but Nox knew for a fact that his mother didn’t have powerful enough mages to maintain and restore such complex enchantments. Large squads frequently patrolled the perimeter and halls, and even larger groups bordered every entrance. 

“Remember not to touch anything before offering the accompanying plaque a token,” the referee told Nox once they reached the vault’s entrance.

“I know,” Nox said, showing off his three pill-shaped coins. He fanned them out like a hand of cards. “Bronze for the outer hall prizes, silver for the inner pavilion, and gold for the heart.”

“I’m aware that as the former prince, you’re no stranger to the vault.” The referee stared at Nox with an almost sympathetic look on his face. “It’s merely my job to remind the winner and every runner-up of the system’s parameters. Your brothers are still at the feast, so you’re the first to enter. Make it count, young master. Ygg is a difficult city, and dungeon delving is a dangerous profession.”

“I appreciate—”

“Your father was a close friend,” the referee continued, interrupting Nox. “He’d be proud of the man you’ve become. Please choose wisely and stay safe.”

Nox didn’t know what to say. He only nodded and marched into the vault, leaving the man behind.

Even though most of his mother’s subjects would kill for an item from the outer hall, Nox wasn’t impressed. It mostly contained top products of the empire’s best craft houses and after growing up amongst them, he’d seen it all before. He spotted bottles of rare brews carrying Mou’s emblem. It occurred to Nox that he'd need one of his own soon if he wanted to make it as an independent agent.

Nox had plans for what he wanted for his silver token and an idea of what he’d like from the vault’s heart—unfortunately, he didn’t know which vault housed it and kept his expectations low. However, he had no idea what he wanted from the outermost hall. It had swords, axes, and maces capable of withstanding abusive wielders like Edward and a few rare specimens that could handle practitioners twice as strong as him. Nox cared about none of that. He focused more on the tools. The simple and modifiable runescripts meant he could expand their uses to fulfil other purposes.

Most people with bronze tokens would go for satchels, pouches, and similar containers with spatial spells inscribed into them. They weren’t as potent as Lillin’s magic, suffering from limited storage space. The runescripts required regular mana infusions, and products from the Golden Isles had the lowest failure rates—or so the merchants said, and the Trade Empire’s ironclad patents helped reinforce their claims. Thanks to the company he kept, Nox didn’t need such products.

A pair of fingerless gloves drew Nox’s attention. They combined the Attract and Repel cantrips to produce interesting effects. The right glove lay flat within the display, and a luminous blue stone shone at the palm’s heart. Meanwhile, the left counterpart floated six inches above. The second glove wobbled in the air when Nox tapped the glass case, but the distance between them didn’t change.

The second glove’s magic appeared inactive, making Nox wonder whether the applied cantrips allowed the runescripts to levitate other items and spatially lock them to the glove. If not, he believed his mastery of runes could help him achieve such functionality. He wasn’t skilled enough to count as a journeyman artificer. However, his limitations forced Nox to learn how to push cantrips and adapt spell forms. He had taught himself how to modify premade items to save on cost. The endeavor kept Nox from building notable settings, but the Artisan’s Arm spoke for itself.

Nox was ready to commit his bronze token when he saw a silver glow out of the corner of his eye. The light didn’t emit from the target of his attention but from a neighboring weapon. The object in question was a simple, rectangular, hard-leather case with polished brass buckles. It was as long as Nox’s forearm and no wider than his open hand. The runes covering it were subtle, and the plaque didn’t provide much of an explanation. However, the name told him everything he needed to know.

Portable Adept Alchemy Kit

“You’re worth a silver token.” Nox grinned, claiming the first of his prizes. He knew the product well. 

The container housed a limited spatial spell. It was larger on the inside but would only allow alchemy equipment. The kits often came with a compartment for ingredients, too. Lillin’s ability to create multiple pocket dimensions made the product almost redundant. However, Nox’s current concern was economics. 

Purchasing flasks, burners, pestles and mortars, and all the other essentials would cost him a minimum of sixty gold. A spatial spell on the case would add another twenty gold coins to the price. If the container included cleansing and sterilizing spells, Nox believed the prize’s value would increase by another twenty gold. Nox’s assumptions were based on the prices on the Golden Isles. Residents received everything at little more than cost. Ygg wasn’t known for its artisans. It had a University with production departments, but they mostly served the military and dungeon delvers. Nox didn’t doubt that good-quality crafting equipment—especially for adept-rank artisans and above—would suffer from an obnoxious markup.

The narrative has been illicitly obtained; should you discover it on Amazon, report the violation.

The inner pavilion was half as big as the outer hall. As a result, Nox didn’t have to spend long looking for what he wanted. He marched straight to the section full of brands and accompanying tonics. He walked down the rows, reading the plaques detailing the contents.

Sigil of the Warrior

Sigil of Marksmanship

Sigil of Thievery

Sigil of the Artisan

Sigil of Wilderness Traversal

Sigil of Recovery

Sigil of Smithing

Sigil of Weather Resistance

The vault had several dozen sigils. No one knew their origin, and, as far as Nox knew, all attempts at recreating them had failed. Typically, parents or masters passed them on to their heirs. Occasionally, if both a man and woman had a sigil, children born of their union displayed one of the ancient tattoos or a composite. The queen's people had successfully taken sigils from dying or retired individuals with no heirs and captured them in the brand. Nox believed the tonic contained blood and the originator's arcane essence, too. 

Sigil scholars had noticed one consistent pattern. The tattoos almost always passively empowered the body. They either focused on something specific like immunity or qualities relevant to a skillset or profession.

Nox’s Sigil of Immunity made him immune to most natural and alchemy-made toxins. The outline in the second segment didn’t tell him much, but he suspected it had something to do with smoke inhalation. If he wished, he could dedicate the final section to gain a resistance to mind magic or a specific debilitating effect.

Now, Nox wanted something that was relevant to one of his skill sets. He gravitated towards the Sigil of Marksmanship. Since his scarred mana circuits limited his range and he lacked the constitution for melee combat, Nox heavily relied on his archery to fight. He believed it would prove invaluable in dungeons. However, the Sigil of Recovery tempted him, too. Alchemy made curing most wounds trivial. The accumulation of toxins from consuming too many concoctions didn’t concern him, either. However, the sigil could improve his body’s ability to recover from fatigue, exhaustion, and mana drain.

As Nox debated between the two, his eyes also gravitated toward the Sigil of the Artisan. While preparing for the tournament, he had extensively studied the ancient tattoos and believed it would have a lot of overlap with the Sigil of Marksmanship. Both skill sets demanded a steady hand, fast reflexes, and excellent senses. He believed they’d differ when it came to more specific qualities. Marksmanship would likely focus more on keener sight and hearing, while Artisan would prioritize smell and touch. 

Living under the Merchant Queen’s rule had taught Nox that money was survival. Magic and archery would keep him alive in dungeons, but he needed deep pockets to learn magic and buy everything necessary for delving. Gold coins would put clothes on his back and pay for shelter and food in his belly. Nox didn’t waste much longer pondering the issue. He used his silver token to gain the Sigil of the Artisan. 

First, he downed the tonic and then fed the brand a mote of mana. When it lit up with golden light, Nox pressed the hot metal against his left bicep. It stung as the light flowed from the brand and spread across his skin. When the process finished, he had a new tattoo. It featured a flask wearing goggles in the foreground. A smith’s hammer, a saw, and several other tools fanned around the rounded bottom.

By the time Nox reached the vault’s innermost room, his heart threatened to pound out of his chest. Even though he believed in his chances of winning the tournament, he didn’t expect to get anything more than a silver token. The likelihood of his mother interfering and preventing his appearance in the finals was always high. Nox would’ve happily settled for just a sigil, but now that he had a gold token, he hoped to get his hands on something far more valuable. He only hoped it wasn’t in the secret vault. 

A handful of rare and powerful sigils sat just around the entrance.

Sigil of Sniping

Sigil of the Berserker

Sigil of the Bard

Sigil of Supreme Intellect

Sigil of Body Regeneration

Sigil of Leadership

They all appeared more specialized than those available in exchange for silver tokens. However, Nox weaved through them. The space between the display cases shrunk.

“This has got to be intentional,” Nox chuckled, speaking to himself. He half expected Lillin to appear from the shadows with a smart-ass comment. The arrangement felt like a blatant attempt to tempt people and keep them from exploring deeper.

Armor and garments came next. Some full plates had the power to encase the wearer in solid mana steel while leaving them flexible. Others repelled metaphysical magic attacks. Fireballs, frost darts, and lighting strikes against the user would fly wide or have a chance of failing. Some hoods had the power to make the entire body invisible while muting all sounds. A pair of heavy boots multiplied the power of kicks, while others came with sets of wings. Nox ignored them and approached the weaponry sitting at the back of the room.

Specter’s Bow: Consumes the wielder's mana to conjure spectral arrows. They’ll manifest when an arrow is nocked and will follow its path.

Thundering Hammer: Two-handed downward strikes will boom with the power of thunder. The ability consumes mana and the sonic boom’s power scales with investment.

Magnetic Javelin: The javelin will link with its wielder. Using the ‘Return’ command will make it shoot back into the owner’s hands. Meanwhile, the ‘Follow’ command will pull the wielder to the javelin.

Many such weapons sat near and along the back wall. Time had dulled the glass protecting most. At times, peeking through the scratches and stains proved challenging. Some weapons appeared far too powerful to hand out as prizes for a tournament. Others felt more suitable for a silver token holder. Nox noted them but continued to peek inside each display case, often after having to scrub the glass and plaque. His heart dropped as he approached the end.

Then just as he was on the verge of settling, Nox found the object of his desire. 

Ratra Bow

The text accompanying the artifact's name was illegible. It appeared as if someone had taken an enchanted dagger to the plaque. The damage to the information felt unintentional. It appeared as if someone had attacked it out of rage. Nox needed no explanation. He knew what Ratra’s Bow could do—or at least some of it. Nox had seen it in action, after all. It made arrows out of the wielder's mana. Nox couldn't be sure whether his memories were accurate, but the projectiles also adopted the injected magic’s properties.

It wasn’t the strongest weapon in the vault’s heart. The Specter’s Bow was far more powerful. In fact, the weapon before him didn’t look like a weapon at all. Instead, it contained a long leather glove covered in mana stones, runes, and spell circles. A six-inch long, two-finger-thick metal rod accompanied it. More minute engravings ran along the length, creating channels and guidelines for mana.

The price and power didn’t matter too much to Nox. It had sentimental value. He was just glad to hold his father’s weapon. Nox had worried his mother treasured it as much as he did and kept it hidden in her secret vault. It wasn’t dangerous or anything worth keeping secret. However, the weapon once belonged to her first and true love—that’s what she used to call him when calling Nox responsible for the death. He expected Queen Mercer to treasure the bow and to ensure no one else ever touched it. Instead, she’d left it in a forgotten corner, available for anyone with a gold token to claim it.

Now, Ratra’s Bow belonged to Nox. He considered it the second part of his inheritance—alongside the Sigil of Immunity. Now that he had both, Nox believed he had a piece of his father with him for the journey to come.

Pallav Ratra wasn’t a warrior. He was a master alchemist and expert artificer who enjoyed personally collecting his materials and occasionally taking his son out to see the world’s sights. Nox remembered his father wearing the glove when they slipped away from the Golden Isles for hours at a time. They’d visit passing canyons, waterfalls, and ancient ruins. The trips were some of his fondest memories. He no longer remembered how many of them were accurate. In many, Pallav’s face was a blur, but Nox still clearly remembered his father’s voice.

“You’ve selected your prizes.” The referee projected his voice directly into Nox’s ear, interrupting his train of thought. “It’s time to leave the vault. Your brothers await their turn.”

            


2.1 Triage Under Fire


                “The best physicians need not have healing magic. An intimate knowledge of human anatomy, treating wounds, diseases, and other ailments are necessary. It is necessary for all healers to train as surgeons and apothecaries first. After all, misused alchemical brews and regenerative spells can do more damage than good. Hasty spellcasting with insufficient knowledge can cause tumorous growths and incorrectly connected nerves and muscles or worse.” - Archmage Sylvan Stallone

Anyone with the talent to sense magic can walk the path of an aether practitioner. Individuals with an inclination for martial skills pursue an aether warrior's life, while anyone gifted with a scholarly mind can become an aether artisan or mage. A minute fraction of the latter category of people get far enough in life to earn titles like battle mage, war wizard, or combat sorcerer. Besides the dedication to ascending their star past journeyman rank, they require one essential quality: concentration during chaos.

Nox had a surplus of said quality. Anyone can swing a sword, fire an arrow, conjure destructive essences, or heal patients as long as they've had the essential training and ample practice. However, doing so while concentrating on multiple spellforms and defending against enemy attacks is a rare ability.

A score of occupied cots lay in neat rows and columns around Nox. Their occupants had missing limbs, deep lacerations, and fungal growths covering their skin or clogging their respiratory system. The last of the category was especially terrifying. There was no telling whether Nox and the healers would save them in time. Yet he didn't stop. He diagnosed patients, stitched wounds, removed the ugly grey-brown mushrooms, and then treated the wounds with a sterilizing brew of his design. It cleaned the wounds and ensured the fungus wouldn't regrow. It also kept the spores from spreading and taking hold elsewhere. If he judged the patients' blood toxicity levels were low enough—a litmus test provided a semi-accurate measurement—he also plied them with a hyper-concentrated healing pill. The initial burst of relief and energy helped those well enough to empty a cot sooner and make room for someone new.

Besides using mana sense to analyze patients and treat them, Nox's mind also kept its focus on the largest defensive spell he had ever conjured. An eight-sided cone hung over the entire tent. The outer layer had the power of Slow while the inner carried Crystallize Essence. Essence glass softly thumped against the tent's fabric before sliding down it and landing on the ground outside.

Nox had nowhere near enough arcane energy or a big enough mana zone to support magic on such a large scale. Fortunately, Kris, his mentor, excelled at wards and spell extension scripts. She placed essence glass pyramids at eight equidistant points around the tent and drew the necessary spellforms into the mud. The crystals connected the runes and lines to Nox, extending his defensive spell to its boundary. Meanwhile, the local lord supplied mana gems powered the triangular structure. Nox only had to hold the spell in his mind to keep everything functional. However, doing so while also executing other tasks left him with a pulsing headache. If that wasn't bad enough, whenever one side of the structure failed, he had to replace it with a new one.

"Think about all the essence glass you're accruing," Nox whispered to himself as he carefully removed a large fungal growth from a woman's inner thigh. It was much too close to her femoral artery, and the lightest nick would spell her demise. Individuals with healing spells surrounded Nox, but they were all low on mana and busy with more urgent patients of their own. He was the least experienced of them. As a result, everyone left the easiest cases to him.

A tremor shook Nox's hand whenever he got close to the delicate skin around the growth. It wasn't the battle raging outside. Instead, he struggled with fatigue and the weight of the defensive spell. Nox took a stamina pill and the cocktail of empowering concoctions he always carried. Sniper's Eye sharpened his vision and made him more sensitive to colors. Feline Grace relaxed the stiffness in his joints and eased muscle cramps while improving his dexterity. Finally, Sprinter's High significantly reduced the lactic acid build-up and eased the stress.

When he brought the scalpel to skin again, his hands didn't shake. For the sake of safety, Nox used Mage Hand to manipulate his favorite tool. Artisan’s Arm extended over his shoulder and held the fungus firmly. He needed it to stay still while detaching the stem from the woman’s flesh.

While improving his first Artisan’s Arm, Nox had told Mou dozens of times about his original design. He used to think she didn’t listen to his ramblings. The repetition probably drove her mad. Much to his surprise, his aunt had memorized every detail and had the tool built to his specification.

Unlike the old Artisan’s Arm, the new one only had a joint where the limb met the four-clawed hand. Instead of rigid bars, the creator used countless interlocking segments to create the arm. They retracted into each other when necessary and had ample range of movement, giving the tool snake-like flexibility. It could extend further from Nox’s back as well. Given the weight and strength, it wouldn’t surprise him if his mother, Queen Lydia Mercer, contributed to the tool. The metals and fibers probably came from a mountainous dungeon, and an Aether Smith assisted in the creation of the constituent parts. 

Taken from Royal Road, this narrative should be reported if found on Amazon.

Modifying the spellform made it more intuitive and quicker to react to his mental prompts. Nox had no artificing qualifications but estimated his skillset was at the apprentice level. Once back at Woodson University, he hoped to befriend and consult an accomplished artificer to improve the runework. They’d likely steal the design and his rune ideas, but Nox wasn’t as attached to either as his alchemical recipes. Besides, the Trade Empire had refined his Artisan Arm idea and probably patented it. 

Nox took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly before focusing on his patient. He carefully sliced around the base of the fungus where the stem met the woman's artery. Instead of blood, murky brick-red fluid leaked from the cut. He ignored it and sliced as close to the surface as possible, removing as much of the root structure as possible. His heart dropped when he removed the frilly mushroom. Its tendrils firmly held the blood vessel. Nox poured his sterilizing brew over the fungal remnants. They shriveled for half a heartbeat before inflating again. 

The case was beyond Nox. He lacked the necessary skills to save his patient.

Fortunately, Michelle Beaufort worked two cots away. She saw the despair on Nox's face and rushed to his side after stabilizing her patient.

"That's a tough one." She sighed. "We'll need to work quickly. Be ready with the clamps and gauze."

"Understood," Nox said.

"The mycelium seeks the host body's arteries so it can steal oxygen and nutrients. Your brew works by suffocating the fungus before slowly killing it. Since this little monster doesn't need air to breathe, it can fight your concoction and heal itself.'

The talented healer and necromancer guided Nox's hand, helping him clamp the blood vessel on either side of the fungus. Before removing the afflicted tissue, they carefully secured the exposed flesh with gauze to protect it from the still-growing fungus. The woman twitched, and the Artisan’s Arm jumped into action. It held her leg down by the knee while Nox did the same on the other side of the wound. Then Michelle connected the two clamped ends and whispered a minor chant. 

Nox wondered why her magic needed verbal guidance as emerald-green tendrils of light extended from her fingertips and knit the two halves of the artery together.

"Sorry for tearing you away from your patient," Nox said as she stepped back. He worked on cleaning the wound and then patching it. Michelle had the power to do more for the woman, but her case was no longer urgent, and her mana was better saved for someone more desperate. "It feels like I'm killing more people than I save."

"Wouldn't you rather be out there defending the tent?" Michelle asked.

Nox shook his head. "The beasts resist lightning and recover from ordinary damage much too fast. Only my fire essence does enough harm to them to matter. I've equipped everyone with projectiles to do the job—"

"Don’t deflect, Nox. You're in here because you want to learn how to treat people. You're powerful enough to do as much as everyone else."

"That's true, but my presence or absence isn't doing enough to make much of a difference. Everyone is doing what I can, just as well. Given the myconid's numbers and their speed of recovery, we can do little right now besides holding them back until the Ignis Blooms arrive. Meanwhile, you're genuinely shorthanded here." Michelle glared at Nox. She didn't appear convinced or in a rush to return to her patient. He sighed and continued. "You and Wilson won't always delve with us. I want to know enough to help the party if my pills aren't enough to save them. Rifts and dungeons will only get harder once I reach adept. It doesn’t feel like I’m doing much good, though."

"Triage under fire is an important skill for every healer," the Beaufort woman placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled. "You learn from your failures as much as your successes. The more you practice, the greater your chances of saving the next person. We haven't just been giving you the easiest cases but the most hopeless ones, too. Sometimes, we can't even be sure who has the greatest chance of survival, so we prioritize the quickest-to-treat cases first. During times like this, it's a numbers game."

"Shouldn't we get back to work?" Nox asked, looking around the tent. Every second they spent talking was a second he wasn't learning.

When the Sigil of Artisan last evolved, it came with the boon Artisan's Library. Initially, Nox thought it would only store recipes and spellforms. Much to his surprise, the arcane tattoo also memorized techniques he witnessed and tried. The sigil considered slicing and stitching patients an art. Nox didn't know whether to be pleased or concerned by the implications.

"I've already signaled the porters to remove the dead and stable. Let's check outside for more patients. I'm sure the injured have piled up while we were busy."

The air outside the tent stank of blood, burnt flesh, and fungus. Kris, Nox’s mentor, stood in the backlines, commanding the rest of the party and the local lord’s men. Three yellow luminous spheres as large as her head floated around the woman. Whenever the giant mushroom beasts attacking the camp launched their fungal projectiles, beams of light shot free of them and assaulted the missiles, and set them ablaze. They turned to ash before touching down, but the grey-green essence within still struck the tent’s shield or assaulted unshielded fighters within. If they didn’t wash their open wounds with Nox’s brew in time, fungus grew from them.

Two scores injured lay propped up against the tent. Essence glass shards littered the ground around them. 

“I can’t leave the ward,” Nox told Michelle. “Let me triage the people inside. You deal with everyone else?”

Michelle nodded, and they got to work.

            


2.2 Workaholic


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from J Pal
                        

                    

                    A dear friend of mine just released his book.

If you like necromancers, I suggest you check it out!

[image: ]

Link for Ebook: https://a.co/d/2lCMOTd

Link for Audiobook: https://a.co/d/5wJ6CpH



                

                 The battle lasted until sunset. The myconids, as Kris named the gorilla-like fungus beasts, retreated as the sun dipped over the horizon. Since the creatures attacked from afar, staying behind hills, Nox struggled to snipe them with Ratra’s Bow. He missed more often than he hit, and his abilities felt wasted on the hordes of smaller creatures attacking the first line. He continued assisting the healers after dusk until his hands demanded a break.

Instead of resting like the others, Nox returned to the mobile laboratory they had set up next to the Wedge. The vessel stood on the other side of the camp, between the last line of defenses and Baron Edelweiss' castle town.

Besides Ernest's feeding vats and cots, they set up three brewing stations: wo focused solely on healing pills and the sterilizing concoction. Nox had yet to come up with a name for it and believed it would sell for decent coin once he returned to university. It was cheap to produce and would appeal to all economic groups. He ensured concoctions in both were cooking well before turning to the final workstation.

Michelle had assisted with the sterilizing solution's recipe, and her name would go on the patent too. However, the second creation was all Nox's. He wasn't sure whether it would work but had high hopes.

The myconids had proven resistant to most poisons and sterilization drugs. Their physiology let them shed injured or burning parts of their body and regrow them swiftly. Captured specimens had displayed the ability to regrow organs too. They were almost perfect dungeon soldiers. Limited resources in Terrastalia kept their sizes manageable and numbers few. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case in the baron's fertile lands. The frequent rains, dead plant matter, and carcasses in the surrounding woodland had only accelerated their population's growth. Kris and the local lord saw no method of defeating the beasts besides scorching the earth. Nox had three days to find an alternative before the Ignis Blooms arrived for incendiary bombs.

Nox only had one idea to deal with the myconid threat. He got it from the recipes necessary for his ascension to adept alchemist. Sentient Synapse Slayer had made Professor Akash Das famous. Its invention won him the coveted position of Woodson University's Head of Alchemy, and also paid for his bi-annual trips to the Southern Continent.

Most boss-class monsters in high-end adept and higher dungeons had incredible healing capabilities. They could recover most body parts besides their brain. Sentient Synapse Slayer ensured their nervous system didn't recover. If injected into the spine, it could cause half, if not all, of their limbs to fail. Parties would need to get past their thick hides and whatever armor they had—natural or not. However, it gave them a chance at victory.

While the myconids were almost all fungus, they still had a nervous system that helped their odd stem-like brains control their giant bodies. It was well protected by the surrounding tissue and recovered from all damage swiftly. Professor Das's creation only disabled them temporarily. So, Nox took it upon himself to create a new recipe using the brews base concept.

The Flamesplitter Nox got from the asura rift proved invaluable in the experimental brew. Unlike Sentient Synapse Slayer, his creation didn't use lightning essence. It relied on flame instead. The original potion created a living blob of slime which carries semi-stable lightning essence. The arrificial organism traveled along the nerves, destroying connections and disrupting the signals sent through the nerves. 

The myconids had the means to expel such an entity from their system. Nox hoped they wouldn't have the same ability if the slime burnt all tissue that assaulted it. The creature wouldn't live as long as Professor Das's creation. However, if Nox's plan worked, it wouldn't need to. 

Observations suggested that the myconids opted to shed body parts with heavily damaged nerves. They preferred growing fresh limbs with fresh connections ro their brain stem. It put them out of the fight for a few minutes but proved a decent deterrent. Nox theorized they lacked the ability to repair complex nerve structures. Therefore, if his creation inflicted sufficient damage to the nerve column, the giant myconids would turn into immobile behemoths. Then the baron’s men could safely gather them in a secure location—perhaps a giant pit—before incinerating them. Valuable fields and peasant homes wouldn't be lost to the blaze.

Before starting his work, Nox sterilized his hands, forearms, and the Artisan’s Arm. The station had secured samples of living myconid tissue and several variants of the Synapse Slayer Solution. They were primarily living gelatinous blobs with hollow pockets for the lightning essence. The same wouldn't work with fire since pockets carries limited oxygen and the heat would damage the slimes integrity. Nox needed to successfully bond the artificial organism with fire essence. All public records claimed no alchemist had figured out the process. Nox believed he was close enought to become the first to make the breakthrough. In order to patent the process, he needed accurate records and contaminants would taint all results.

Nox’s latest base felt promising. It was far more viscous than Professor Das’s creation, and the essence-less version moved and acted far too slowly. The resulting sentient slime moved like a slug, making it unsuitable for a delver’s needs. However, combat in the open world lacked a dungeon’s hazards. There were no repair or self-resetting traps, and powerful Dungeon Lords wouldn’t change the topography to make life harder for war mages and ordinary soldiers. They had the option of safely hunkering down, waiting for the brew to take effect.

The flamespitter had recovered its charge. Nox conjured a slowing barrier followed by another with his signature Crystalize Essence spell. When he fired the artifact through it, the two oval layers converted all the fire essence in the flame tongue into essence glass. He kept the device going until the mana banks ran out. It took a couple of minutes. He had tinkered with the spell script, sacrificing range and duration for output. Nox had no plans to use the device in battle. 

Stolen from Royal Road, this story should be reported if encountered on Amazon.

While preparing for the coming semester, Nox skimmed a couple of artificing theory books to bolster his mostly practical knowledge. He had also heard artificers mention arcane interference before but not followed up on the phrase.

All artifacts project arcane fields. The more powerful the device and the greater its mana source, the stronger the waves it emits. When fields overlap, we get arcane interference. Minor arcane interference isn't too big an issue. Your artifact might occasionally falter. Its power levels and capabilities might fluctuate. However, when you have too many instances of interference, the chances of mana overload get too high. And no one wants the devices they count on to overload.

Nox had only witnessed the aftermath of mana overload once in his lifetime. One of Queen Mercer's advisors gifted his firstborn several artifacts the day he returned from Woodson University as a licensed war mage. When the young man announced a demonstration, the production houses warned him about the risks of wielding all simultaneously. He ignored them.

All was good for the first handful of minutes. Then the audience observed visible instances of arcane interference. Everyone asked the young mage to stop. A member of the royal guard rushed past the defensive wards to stop him. It was too late. Mana overload caused the devices to explode. First, only a wrist-mounted frost artifact went off. It froze the man's entire arm into a solid block of ice. The audience thought it wasn't the worst. Foolishness cost the war mage only one limb. Unfortunately, the explosion caused a chain reaction. He exploded. The royal guardsman also died in the miniature magic maelstrom.

Since Nox already carried Ratra's Bow and Artisan's Arm, he didn't want to take many risks. He hoped to have the Horn of Spirit Calling inspected and would keep it on his person. His runic knowledge wasn't good enough to modify its spellform, anyway.

"Focus," Nox whispered. Exhaustion had his mind wandering. He considered having a stamina pill and another sip of his cocktail. They'd ease the tiredness and keep him going for longer. However, there was also the risk of getting no sleep once he went to bed and then crashing the following day.

Shaping compressed the essence into a sphere. Nox’s mastery over the related planet had improved significantly during their travels. He mostly used it for alchemy and had learned to increase its scope. Even though he called his conjurations essence glass, they were crystals. As a result, they fared better under pressure. The volume of fire essence was too large to fit inside the cauldron, and Nox needed all of it.

First, Nox raised the base’s temperature, preparing it for the quantity of essence it was about to receive. The viscosity made stirring a challenge. Nox needed the Artisan’s Arm to handle the essence, so he had no choice but to use elbow grease. His tired muscles complained, and his head throbbed. Using Shaping to compress essence proved more taxing because of the exhaustion. Nox had planned on dedicating his first moon to creating vials or arrows. Now, he wondered whether crystal compression would serve a better function. It would reduce the mana cost and mental strain of the process significantly, and he foresaw uses of products of the spell in combat, too.

Beads of sweat gathered across Nox’s brow and trickled down his face as he pushed himself. A stinging pain attached to the back of his eyes as the minutes dragged on and the sphere of crystallized fire essence shrank. It cracked several times and threatened to destabilize, but Nox instantly patched the damage. When the Shaping spell finally gave up, the Artisan’s Arm held a polished sphere no bigger than his fist. It looked like a giant ruby with embers glowing within.

“That’s beautiful,” Annabelle commented. 

Nox hadn’t heard her come in. He tried smiling at her, but his muscles no longer cooperated. Instead, his knees wobbled before giving out under him. Fortunately, his arms had enough strength to grab the workbench. Annabelle zipped to his side and gave him additional support. He had brewed a Tincture of Sigil Awakening for her a week ago. Her speed had grown significantly since. 

“You need to stop,” she told him. “Eat dinner. Wash, and let's go to bed. You’ll be no good to anyone if you die of exhaustion.”

“I’m fine,” Nox said. “This iteration might be the one. Let me finish and test it. Then we can go to bed.”

“When was the last time you slept a full night?” Annabelle helped him onto a stool and held Nox’s face between her hands. Despite his exhaustion he couldn’t help but feel amused when she glared into his eyes. He found the way her skin crinkled between the eyebrows adorable. “You keep working late and taking your brews to stay awake. Then sleep four hours and get back to it. I notice when you come to bed after me and then leave at the first light of dawn. This is unsustainable. You’re done for today.”

“Can I just do one more thing?” Nox asked. “Please? The base is at the perfect temperature. Let me just add the essence and hold it in a Slow field—”

“You can use the ward Kris made for you,” she interrupted him. “Dip into your stash of mana gems if you have to, but you’re coming to bed.”

“Fine.” Nox sighed.

Unlike Nox, Annabelle had taken an interest in wardcraft. After witnessing Kris’s ability to detect and defuse them, the young noblewoman thought it essential to round out her skills as a divination support mage. She and the professor had worked tirelessly to apply several wards around the Wedge and the laboratory. The cauldrons around his personal workstation used a couple to adopt his Slow or Crystallize Essence spells. The projected fields were small and weak but would keep going as long as they had power sources. Because of the cost of mana gems, Nox used them sparingly.

The Artisan’s Arm carefully lowered the essence glass sphere into the cauldron. Essence Master, his newest ability from the last evolution of Sigil of the Artisan, gave him the ability to destabilize the solidified arcane energy without introducing lightning to the mixture. He immediately triggered the Slow field, hoping to slow down the process of the breakdown. Nox hoped the density would ensure the outer crust would revert to the natural stage first before stimulating change to the subsequent layers. Nox needed the change to occur as slowly as possible to maximize the bonding time between the living transparent sludge and the arcane energies.

“That should do it,” Nox said, putting out the burner under the cauldron. “I would’ve loved to maintain the Slow field and observe the bonding process personally—”

“Instead, you’re going to wash up, eat, and come to bed. You’re too much of a workaholic, Nox. There will be other means to deal with the myconids, Nox. It’s not all on your shoulders.”

Nox agreed with her. However, he foresaw great profits if he completed the concoction before the other means arrived. Flame Slime Brew would make him rich and famous.

            


2.3 Fungal Cream


                Nox woke after Annabelle the following morning. If it weren’t for Lillin poking him in the side, he would’ve probably slept for even longer. She had a cup of hot tea for him. The steam rising from the container carried the local citrus’ aroma. Baron Edelweiss supplied their camp and, specifically, the Wedge’s crew with the best supplies from his orchards. Kris advised the man to ration and preserve his produce in case the myconid threat got out of hand. The baron ignored her counsel.

“What time is it?” Nox asked. He sat up, groaning. His back and shoulders hurt from spending the past weeks hunched over sick beds or alchemy apparatus. Nox wanted to stay in bed, but he had far too much work to do.

“Just after the seventh or eighth bell.” Lillin shrugged. “I heard the clocktower go off a while ago but can’t be sure which. My manameter broke.”

“How? They’re so hardy and idiot-proof.”

“Don’t underestimate my idiocy,” Lillin said, flashing him a cheeky smile. “I’ve been pushing Gravity Armor’s limits. Fighting at close to mid-range is a whole lot of fun.”

“Are you doing mimic things too?” Nox’s eyes narrowed. Since Kris and most of the party knew her secret, Lillin had grown more liberal with the use of her nonhuman magic.

“Just a light subdermal armor and some protection around the organs. Don’t worry. None of it is externally visible. It's just to protect me from Gravity Armor while I experiment. It won’t be necessary once I’ve mastered the spell.”

“Do you think you’ll take the armor magic course? Caitlin told me good things about it.”

“I’ve been thinking about it. I’m currently only signed up for four. If there is room in the class, enrolling won’t hurt.”

“I’ve been considering it as well.”

Lillin raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t an essence glass spell be too dangerous?”

“I don’t want a physical suit of armor,” Nox replied. “I’m imagining shaped fields that hover a couple of inches off my skin. It wouldn’t need to be super powerful, just something reactive or cheap enough to run passively. Slow to help me against melee attacks and Crystallize Essence to reduce the impact of spells. I’m not sure if it's a good idea. Just something I thought of while watching you in action.”

“Feels redundant with your defensive spells, but perhaps it's worth exploring,” Lillin said. “Anyway. I was sent to summon you. Michelle says your brew looks ready, and Kris called a meeting.”

Nox jumped out of bed, forgetting all the aches and pains plaguing his body. Annabelle had left a tub with scented water for him to freshen up. The ice-cold temperature suggested she had risen hours before him. Nox didn’t mind. A frigid splash washed away all drowsiness and left his teeth chattering. The recent rains had made the air colder. It had the left ground muddy and damp, perfect for the myconids but unsuitable for Baron Edelweiss’ infantry. Yet Nox preferred it to the stuffy heat from a couple of weeks ago.

After dressing, he pulled on the Artisan’s Arm. It was much easier to carry and wear compared to his old contraption. The two shoulder straps met at the base of his sternum, linking with a belt that went across his rib cage. Another thick leather band went across his waist. The pack containing the arm was no longer or wider than his head. It was also significantly lighter than his old tool. The multiple straps and brace existed to ease the load, reduce stress on the back and shoulders, and also came with balance-adjustment enchantments. 

When he took too long, Lillin assisted him. Then, the pair rushed to the mobile laboratory. Kris and the party were already present. The cook’s fire was just next door, and everyone insisted he grab a bowl of oatmeal before entering the lab. 

“You’ll forget to eat if we let you near the cauldrons first,” Kris said.

The Professor of Detection and Stealth Magic was right. Nox had heard the term workaholic thrown around a lot. He saw no problem with the classification. He loved what he did. Alchemy took Nox's mind to a tranquil space where nothing bothered him. He still had to occasionally deal with stress or frustration, but that only made successes even more gratifying. He refused to see anything wrong with the pursuit of profit either.

Growing up in the Trade Empire had taught him that money was power. Enough money would buy him resources to grow swifter as a mage. It would equip him and his party for delves. Deep pockets would help him take down Sundarshahar sooner. The archon dungeon ruined more lives every day, and he wasn't satisfied with the local powers' solution of containment.

Nox grabbed a bowl of diluted oatmeal. Baron Edelweiss' lands were rich in fruit, vegetables, and livestock. However, terrastalia's passing and the myconids had made grains and pulses scarce. Ruined fields meant it was one resource the spendthrift baron rationed.

The chopped stonefruit barely made it palatable, but Nox didn't complain as he wolfed it down. A tumbler of citrus juice chased the breakfast, and then no one complained when he entered the laboratory.

Before joining Kris and the party, he checked on his brew. Michelle hovered around it, but Nox didn't mind. She didn't know the details of the creation, and he trusted her not to steal research. Enough of her unpatented products littered the laboratory for him to do the same to her. So if Nox misjudged her trustworthiness, he had the means to make greater profits since her creations had broader appeal with healing and war magic uses.
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"I think you cracked it," Michelle said as she peered into the cauldron.

He poked the mixture with a stirrer, and the tool failed to penetrate the gelatinous mixture. It wobbled like a dessert with far too much gelatin. Then, a luminous gelatinous tentacle rose like a thick, heavy slug and gripped the stirrer. Nox struggled to get it free.

"It's serviceable but not quite there," Nox stated. "It's far too thick and slow. Unless we get it directly to the myconids' brain stem, they can shed afflicted body parts before the slime reaches its destination."

"I'm afraid serviceable will have to do unless you want Baron Edelweiss to scorch the land," Kris said. "The vessel with ignis blooms arrived this morning. His alchemists are turning them into incendiary bombs, and advisors are pushing him to use them as soon as they're ready."

"How much time do we have?"

"A day at most."

"That's not enough." Nox sighed. "Preparing a new base alone will take a whole day. I don't have enough to deal with an entire army."

The sound of the first myconid projectiles crashing around the camp reached Nox's ears. He expected the fungal beasts to be more active at night. Instead, they used the time to repair their bodies, raise infected corpses to serve as their frontline, and focus on feasting on unusable remains. The creatures displayed an odd societal structure and oddly human behavior. 

"What if I tell you that won't be necessary?" Kris asked. "I might be wrong, but there are several fungus-animated corpses in the myconid army marked with my light tracer. I get limited information from them, but I keep seeing flashes of this one, especially large myconid. You might've seen flashes of bioluminescence among the fungal masses. It doesn't move like the others. Instead, the beast gets pulled around on a sled."

"You think that's the boss?" Annabelle asked.

Kris nodded. "We've studied the myconids' brain stem. It appears to control their giant body and organs mostly. I theorize their individual thinking power is low."

"The big one must be the brain mushroom," Nox finished his mentor's thought. "We take it down, and the rest will become too stupid and disorganized."

"Precisely. The regenerative power and infecting spores aren't what makes the myconids dangerous. It's their bulk and organization."

"What does Baron Edelweiss think of this plan?"

"He has agreed not to scorch landscape and his subjects' homes if my theory proves true," Kris said. "And we destroy the brain mushroom, of course." She turned to Nox. "We'll only proceed if you feel your creation can do the job. This will be a risky operation, using the baron's men to open a path for us. There will be casualties."

"And if we don't do it, the thousands trapped behind the myconid lines will die to the incendiary bombs," Annabelle stated. "I think we should give it a shot. There will be fewer losses."

"Where is Wilson?" Lillin asked. "I bet he'll be against this idea."

"I ordered him to prepare the Wedge," Annabelle answered. Since neither Michelle nor Nox trusted Annabelle’s bodyguard, he lacked permission to enter the laboratory. However, there was always the risk of him eavesdropping from the outside. "The ship won't fit in the castle town. We'll need to leave if the baron uses Sparks of Indra."

"In that case, we don't have much choice in the matter." Nox sighed. "Either we try the impossible, risking our lives and a few dozen more. Or we flee, thousands die, and lands essential for feeding a hundred times that are ruined.'

"The latter isn't a permanent problem," Kris said. "I've been speaking to the baron, and he treasures his family's lands. He is willing to empty his treasury, shipping in dungeon soil to fertilize the land. He is more concerned about bringing population numbers back up. He doesn't want to be the Lord that incinerated his people. No one will come here to work the fields and replenish the population."

"No one will want to work for someone even considering the option," Lillin added.

“Admit it, Lillin,” Ernest finally joined the conversation. The giant golem of a man had several pipes connected to his spine and limbs as the vats fed him. “You’re more concerned about feeding on a possible boss monster than the people.”

“That’s only a part of it,” Lillin admitted. “I’ve grown to like your lot after twenty years.”

“And thirty-seven feedings,” Annabelle added.

Now, he wasn’t happy about it, but everyone at the party knew about Lillin’s secret and most details of their contract. Annabelle and Kris had witnessed her mimic-born abilities, and the Beaufort siblings knew monster physiology far too well. Ernest had a dozen different monster parts in his body, after all. Kris claimed the Department of Dungeon Studies’ dean knew about it, too. Her druidic abilities made her arcane senses more acute than those of ordinary mages.

It wasn’t the worst thing. Hiding Lillin’s secret from people who spent all of their time with him was far too difficult. They had also participated in arranging the circumstances of Lillin’s last feeding. 

The cultists captured in the City of Ygg had shared the identity of high-ranking members who fled the meeting instead of assisting. The party identified one in Baron Edelweiss’ court. She had adopted a new identity using her mother’s maiden name and was working as a lieutenant in the castle guard. The party lacked the means to prove the woman’s identity but knew her history and appearance.

Kris’s investigative powers helped uncover the woman’s love of throwing innocent refugees in prison for fabricated crimes and then torturing them. There were no clear links, but the professor also suspected the target had something to do with Terrastalia’s unusual condition and the possibility of more cultist activity. However, two weeks of searching didn’t get them anything more.

The party agreed on the target. They let the woman slip away for her usual trawling of the new refugee camps within the walls and then let Lillin loose. Kris and the Beauforts didn’t participate, but they didn’t stop Nox and Annabelle from ensuring there were no witnesses. Since the myconids were regularly assaulting the walls, her death and disappearance raised only a handful of questions.

“How long do you need to prepare everything?” Kris asked.

“Give me a couple of hours,” Nox replied. “I suppose the field is the best place for testing my creation.”

            


2.4 Fungal Assault


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from J Pal
                        

                    

                    Sorry for my absence folks. Recent developments have kept me busy.

Some of you probably know that the story's co-author, Nox, and I are married. We've been planning an intercontinental move and were set to do it over spring 2024. We were all set with a house sorted and car soon to follow. Then the fire nation attacked!

We discovered about a month ago that we're expecting a baby sooner than expected(next May/June!). As a result, Nox and I have been running around like headless chickens as we try to rejig our plans to accommodate the coming little one. Now that we've decided to delay the move to Winter 2024, Nox can return her attention to university work and I on writing.

Apologies and lets return to the tale!



                

                Baron Edelweiss had several Earth Shapers in his employ. Only a handful had stars stronger than apprentice rank and mainly used their magic to clear land for fields, dig trenches, or speed up the construction of dams. They had minimal combat experience but still lived relatively comfortable lives. Their pay didn’t make them rich enough to live in the same luxury as minor nobles or affluent merchants, but they and their families formed the bulk of the upper middle class in the barony.

Now, wartime had forced them into an alien environment. They struggled to maintain their concentration while projectiles rained around them. Several needed armed guards with orders to cut down deserters to ensure they did their job. It took a couple of examples—under Baron Edelweiss’ orders—before they did their jobs in earnest. 

Going through the myconids front line wasn’t an option. The baron’s officers were more than willing to sacrifice their soldiers. However, Nox wanted to minimize casualties, and, fortunately, Kris agreed.

Besides building defenses, the mages had also been tasked with building tunnels under the battlefield. Baron Edelweiss had hoped to connect the defensive line to the surviving bastions. They would've served as channels to smuggle refugees without the myconids discovering the ploy.

Unfortunately, progress was slow, and the tunnels wouldn't connect to their destinations in time. The party got the idea to use them to come up behind the myconid line.

Kris's sensor spells let her gauge the distance and direction between her location and her tracers. She used them to determine the myconid ruler's location. The party got as close as possible in the production tunnels and then had the diggers burrow upwards. It took a couple of hours to do so silently without disturbing the earth too much. Nox assisted with all of his stored Rock Melter brew. Since it did nothing to metal or flesh, they could safely use it without worrying too much about it and cold slag raining around them.

Parts of the tunnels frequently suffered from dust or pebble showers because of the rain above or heavy myconids stomping about. The Earth Shapers had to restore sections often, and several soldiers had to be rushed back to the healers after Nox provided first aid. On a few occasions, they had to rely on Lillin's gravity orbs and Nox's Slow to deal with significant collapses while the baron's mages did their job.

The covert project took three painful hours. The party could do little more than hope the myconid ruler would stay in position during the time. It never moved more than three times a day. The boss-class monsters would arrive early in the morning, just before the assault started, and leave at sunset. His entourage would move him across the battlefield once, around midday. Not long after, fresh fungus-covered corpses would join the fray, bolstering the myconid's frontline. Noon was a little over an hour away. The monster didn't follow a strict timetable and wouldn't wait long before changing location.

Lillin and Ernest passed through the breach first. She had Gravity Armor and two orbs prepared while he carried a tower shield and battle axe. The myconids reacted straight away, and a shrill, high-pitched shriek filled the air. Booms and the sound of metal shearing cloth and flesh followed.

Kris and Wilson went through the opening next. Baron Edelweiss’ soldiers followed the pair. The chaos above grew louder, and screams soon joined the cacophony. Nox could do little but spray the passing combatants in the sterilizing solution to protect them from spores. 

Only when all the soldiers had passed did Nox and Annabelle exit the tunnel. Baron Edelweiss’ Earth Shapers stayed behind, and the pair stuck to the hole, ensuring no myconids got close. Nox fired arrows surrounded by spiraling essence glass blades. Meanwhile, Annabelle and Otis, the gremlin familiar, watched Nox’s sides.

The tunnel’s exit had put them in the midst of the myconid army. Baron Edelwiss’ frontlines had increased their assault, keeping the shambling fungal soldiers and their giant artillery support busy, ensuring the larger threats couldn’t aid the myconid boss. Yet the party was surrounded on all sides. 

Ernest charged the titanic luminous myconid. His giant axehead’s edge glowed a bright red as it sheared limbs off smaller specimens that got in his way. Lillin followed close behind him, ensuring he didn’t get overwhelmed. Her gravity orb-surrounded fists ripped giant chunks out of myconids with every swing. Meanwhile, Kris had disappeared into thin air. She needed her high-power attack spells to damage the myconid boss and entourage significantly. Unlike her stealth, detection, and heat ray spells, it needed time. So, the students stalled.

Nox wanted to help, but his powerful arrows—especially those capable of inflicting sufficient damage to the myconids—caused destruction in too wide an area, and he didn’t want to hurt his companions. So, he fired his projectiles in the opposite direction, ensuring any beasts that broke away from the frontlines to aid the boss didn’t make it to their destination. 

The ordinary soldiers attempted to help, but their weapons did little to the titanic myconids. Unlike the shambling animated corpses, the larger specimens had hard, calcified hide underneath the frilly mushrooms growing on their bodies. Nox had them mostly throwing incendiaries and poking with essence-coated spearheads. It bought them time but did little to thin the offending forces.

Speedy, human-sized creatures burst from the myconid lines and charged the hole. The fungus around their limbs hadn’t just calcified but grown. They resembled heavy gauntlets and greaves, which ended in long, ugly claws. When the first of them reached the soldiers, a single swing separated the defender's left arm from the shoulder, tearing flesh more than ripping it.
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Fortunately, Annabelle’s Danger Sense had detected their power. She alerted Nox and the closest of the soldiers—the handful they had grown to know on a first-name basis. Then she joined them, wielding her extendable short spear in one hand and her shield in the other. The weapon glowed with the same light as the mana barrier. Ordinary weapons bounced off the armored limbs, but Annabelle’s spearhead sliced them like butter. Her evergrowing martial skills and magic helped her elegantly dance around threats, first disabling and then executing her opponents.

When Nox first met the woman, she was little more than a damsel in distress. Her brother and fiance kept her under close supervision, controlling how she spent her time. Annabelle lacked a voice and the confidence to pursue what she desired. Now, Kris claimed she was amongst the finest detection support mages the department had ever produced, and they compensated for her martial inexperience. Nox believed her skills were better suited for a war mage. Her Danger Sense and its positive counterpart would undoubtedly prove useful in adept and expert dungeons. However, she needed more defense. Her speed and agility were potent but needed to be more. Nox worried for her safety. For the time being, she had Wilson watching her back.

The Oakheart employee used his time magic to freeze myconids approaching from her blind spots. Occasionally, he laid his hands on injured soldiers. He reversed time for the recently wounded, restoring them and their equipment to near-perfect conditions. If his subject had grave injuries and had spent more than five on the ground, he put them in stasis.

The Artisan’s Arm came alive as the melee reached Nox. He continued to fire projectiles that shredded columns of racing myconids while the tool protected him from anything that got past Annabelle and the soldiers. Gore and sludge sprayed Nox, but he continued firing. Occasionally, he threw bombs made of fire essence into the hordes, incinerating dozens at a time. Otis, the gremlin familiar, kept Nox wary of any unavoidable threats. He repositioned accordingly, escaping blows too powerful or quick for the Artisan Arm.

Five minutes felt like an eternity. The myconid boss recovered from the surprise and rallied its forces. He advanced, whipping large leathery tentacles at Ernest and Lillin. The royal guard protected their ruler from attacks while pushing the attackers back. All the myconid lines advanced, forcing the party and soldiers to retreat toward the hole. Someone fell every handful of seconds, thinning the numbers significantly.

Over the last couple of weeks, Nox had grown to know the fighters and even met some of their families. A pit formed in his stomach as their numbers thinned. Most knew the assault would result in their deaths. Yet they volunteered to protect their homes and loved ones.

One speedy myconid got past the defensive line and charged Nox from his flank. He didn't see it coming until Otis chirped, and rammed his light furball body into Nox's side. The force was insufficient to push him off balance, but sent the nocked arrow flying far off target into the thick mass of fungal surrounding them. He just about avoided the incoming attack and threw up two layers of Slow fields. Much to Nox's surprise, the myconid didn't charge through it. He guessed the myconid was either smarter than the shamblers or instincitvely detected magic and knew to avoid it.

A clawed gauntlet almost raked Nox's chest. The digits' jagged tips ripped his coat and he felt one break skin. Nox conjured a Slow field on top of the myconid and fell backwards. It helped him avoid the following blow and then his opponent lacked the speed to target his Haste-less form. He resolved to adopt the cantrip into his mana system as soon as possible while firing point-blank arrows at his opponent. The first shattered against a calcified arm, shocking Nox. However, blocking further slowed the myconid, letting Nox create and fire projectiles surrounded by rapidly revolving essence shards. The first ripped through the pelvis, shearing off a limb. The next shredded the creature's head into countless fragments of bone, calcified hide, and remnants of tissue that was more fungus than flesh.

Then the world darkened, and three head-sized golden orbs manifested overhead. Kris had completed her spell. 

“Close your eyes!” She yelled, appearing underneath them. 

The soldiers swarmed around Nox, Annabelle, and the hole. They raised their ward-scribed shields. When Nox channeled his defense spell, the runic script extended its range, feeding on the mana gems they all carried.

The air grew warmer, and screeches surrounded them. When they rose a moment later, flames covered half the advancing myconids and the royal guard. Each of the orbs fired a beam of blinding light every five seconds, burning holes through multiple beasts at once. 

“I’ll protect the exit!” She yelled. “Focus on the boss, Nox.”

He left Annabelle behind and raced to join Kris. Nox nocked an arrow made of frost essence, fed Ratra's Bow a monstrous volume of mana, creating a couple dozen of drill-shaped essence glass shards, and fired it at the giant, glowing myconid. The spiraling accompaniments shredded the flesh enough for the explosion to inflict significant damage and freeze two of its six limbs off. Several whipping tentacles went with the pair. The Artisan’s Arm withdrew a jar from his satchel and threw it at Lillin. Gravity Armor enhanced her jump, helping her rise twenty feet into the air. She grabbed it and then fell on the boss. 

Lillin’s free hand ripped into the frozen and damaged flesh while Ernest kept the remaining limbs and tentacles rat bay. Kris burned royal guards who attempted to aid the boss, and Nox dropped any she missed.

Soldiers shouted in horror when the myconid boss successfully grabbed Lillin and stuffed her into his mouth. The party didn't worry. Gravity Armor forced her to reinforce her body with subdermal layers, and her mimic physiology ensured she'd recover from any damage she suffered. If anything, she'd have a better chance of attacking the brain stem from the inside.

It didn't take long before the myconids slowed. Their assault lost organization, and some collapsed altogether. Lillin emerged from the boss-class beast's bulbous belly just as it collapsed. The jar in her arms still had its glowing, orange contents. When Nox felt a rush of energy pulse from his core, he was sure Lillin had consumed the creature's arcane core. She threw the container at the remaining royal guards.

It shattered, and the viscous slime splattered on them. The myconids attempted brushing off the slimes as they crawled up their body, singing mushrooms and calcified hide along the way. Fortunately, their giant, clumsy hands failed to save them. The alchemically created entity disappeared into wounds and orifices. They shuddered, screeched, and writhed for a couple of minutes before going still. Meanwhile, Nox and the soldiers put down the myconids that still put up a fight.

            


2.5.  Growth and Victory


                Nox Ratra

Journeyman

Crystalize Essence | Essence Shaping | Animation

89/97 | 33/31 | 9/9

Lillin's feast had come with significant benefits. Nox struggled to comprehend how his maximum mana had tripled in just less than six months. He was almost at three digits. Most aether practitioners never lived to see the milestone or gave up long before reaching it. Best of all, his Shaping Planet was ready to ascend to the journeyman stage. He could start developing moons once he crossed the threshold. The volume of surplus mana in his system also looked sufficient for a new planetoid.

Thanks to the Sigil of the Artisan's latest developments, he had already memorized all the necessary scripts for developing a planet dedicated to Animation. Kris believed Nox was ready to grow the planetoid into a planet before the next semester started. She was confident he could skip the basic course and start the intermediate one straight away or go for something more specialized.

Kris's use of wards had Nox considering the subject. His sigils would make it a walk in the park. However, the static nature of the craft still concerned Nox. It had its use in battle since there were enough opportunities to hunker down at a location and make the most of it. Delvers didn't have such luxuries. They mostly used wards to create safe zones for resting. He had ideas, but the work necessary to find new uses for it didn't appeal to Nox. He wished to dedicate his time to alchemy instead. Mastering one arcane craft felt more efficient than dipping his toes in several.

The battle ended swiftly after the myconid boss fell. Baron Edelweiss' men successfully overwhelmed the myconids, and the rare giant specimens died to Kris and Nox's attacks or fled into the wilderness. The mushroom-animated corpses continued attacking, but without their leader, they were no threat. Ordinary soldiers felled them with sufficient damage to the brain or spine.

The flame slime reacted curiously with the affected royal guards. It multiplied inside the elite myconids. Any specimens too slow to escape the infected got swarmed and suffered the same fate. The slimes appeared only to target the nervous system, consumed it, and then moved on. The fiery glow faded with every reproduction until it was a muted orange. The more faded the fight, the longer it took to still a myconid. Once the creatures lost their luminosity, they ceased multiplying and went inert.

With Kris's permission, Nox stopped the baron's men from incinerating all the creatures. Instead, they preserved a few for study and experimentation. Ernest, using his minitiarize spell, and the soldiers transported them to the mobile laboratory on giant sleds. Meanwhile, they took no risks with the boss monster's body. Its spores had the power to reanimate corpses and infect open wounds. They refused to find out if the powers persisted after death. Kris reduced the giant body to ash using her expert-rank spell.

Witnessing the magic in action wiped all doubts regarding Kris' ability from Nox's mind. He had accepted her as a brilliant investigator, Ward Wright, stealth and detection mage. Now, he knew that wasn't the case. Her offensive magic took far too long to prepare to use on the fly, and its destructive power kept her from using it in populated areas or aboard an airship. The professor's more powerful spells made her potent enough to count as a siege mage. He imagined it made her a significant threat to dungeon bosses and their lords. Kris only needed a vanguard to protect her position or distract foes while she prepared the spell. It rendered her immobile, but invisibility made that almost a moot point.

It was late in the afternoon when the battle ended. Baron Edelweiss’ soldiers and mages destroyed the frontlines. No corpses freshly animated by the fungus survived. Meanwhile, the larger myconids and the speedier specimens with calcified limbs disappeared into the wilderness. Word from the high-ranking soldiers suggested that the baron intended to hire mercenaries to hunt them down and ensure no nests took root along or within his borders.

There was already word of a feast with dancing and music to celebrate the victory. However, the baron had it scheduled for the following evening. The rest of the day was to be dedicated to healing, mourning, and sending aid to any who had survived behind enemy lines. 

Everyone had jobs. Ernest took it upon himself to transport the wounded, especially those Wilson had put in stasis. The healers and Michelle attended to them. Nox offered to help, but they insisted he get some rest. Kris told him to do the same. The last couple of weeks involved burning the candle on both ends. Yet, instead of obeying, Nox headed to the mobile laboratory.
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His version of the Sentient Synapse Slayer had developed a mind of its own. It didn’t behave exactly how Nox expected but had still successfully completed its purpose. More importantly, he had invented a process for bonding a slime with essence instead of the latter carrying the latter in a half-stable form. Baron Edelweiss had more myconids to exterminate, and Terrastalia had dropped hundreds if not thousands of more monsters around the countryside. He foresaw demand for his discovery but needed to figure out its ins and outs first. Nox refused to market a product he didn't quite understand.

"No." Lillin and Annabelle said in unison. The pair caught him just as he was about to enter the laboratory.

"I'm not starting anything big," Nox said. "The slime interacted oddly with the myconids. I need to investigate—"

"No," Lillin said. She faced Annabelle. "Can't you just take him to your cabin and do whatever you do that has him grinning for hours?"

"I just need an hour while the observations are fresh on my mind." His protests fell on deaf ears. Neither woman released their hold on him.

"I could, but I really think he needs to eat first," Annabelle said, ignoring him. “Has he always been like this?”

Lillin nodded. “Once Nox starts a project, he can’t think of much else. I’ve had to drag him out of Mou’s workshop before. Otherwise, he spent days without eating, sleeping, or bathing.”

“Speaking of bathing, we smell ripe. I’ll get the crew to prepare a bathe—”

“Perhaps it was funny at first, but this whole bit where you talk about me like I’m not there is no longer charming,” Nox told them. "For the record, I used brews to deal with personal hygiene. Alchemists can't let personal contaminants taint their creations."

“You’re not working today, Nox,” Annabelle said. “You’re so sleep-deprived, your right eyelid has been twitching.”

“Your left hand also developed a tremor a couple of nights ago,” Lillin added. “I know you don’t believe in the concept, Nox, but you’re on the verge of burning yourself out. The battle is over. Baron Edelweiss is keeping his word and won’t torch the fields and villages. Leave the research and experimentation until tomorrow.”

“Please.” Annabelle took his right hand in both of hers. “Do it for us?”

Nox wanted to argue, but his stomach joined the conversation, growling loudly. “Fine.” He sighed. “But promise me you won’t keep me from work tomorrow. I’d like to figure this out before the feast.”

“I promise I won’t get in the way.” Annabelle pecked him on the cheek. “Wilson says my father is probably flying in with tomorrow’s reagent shipment. He’ll expect my presence, anyway.”

“Do you need me to join you?”

“No.”

“Thank Yggdrasil.” Nox sighed. 

“I plan to start the festivities early,” Lillin said. “You won’t hear a peep from me either. I might show up with food around lunchtime, but I promise to leave you alone afterward.”

“I suppose that’s acceptable.” Nox scanned their surroundings, looking for the food tent. It had moved since breakfast. “Lead the way. If I don’t eat anything soon, my stomach will probably start digesting itself.”

“You two go ahead,” Lillin told the pair. “I’ll ensure the crew has a bath ready for you.”

“You’re going to celebrate with the first mate, aren’t you?” Nox asked.

Lillin didn’t answer. She only winked and left the pair alone.

Annabelle and Nox followed their noses. It led them to a giant cauldron of stew. The pair discussed their plans for the upcoming semester while they ate. She had successfully transcended to the Journeyman rank, making her eligible for Advanced Dungeon Combat. Annabelle hadn’t yet confirmed her curriculum for the syllabus and was considering taking on more martial, information gathering, and stealth-related courses.

While she talked, Nox let his mind wander. Obsessed with his project, he hadn’t given much thought to their return to Woodson University. Nox looked forward to further developing Noxian Brews and his future shop. He had never dreamt of such development. His plans always involved alchemy, but he only expected it to fill his time between delves, paying for lodging and equipment when dungeon profits dried up. 

Now, he was on the verge of achieving his father’s impossible dream. The prospect excited and terrified Nox. He needed to hire staff for the shop. Nox also hoped to learn the ins and outs of city taxes and deal with mercantile politics. There was a lot more he hadn’t yet considered. However, Nox couldn’t help but feel proud of his achievements with Noxian Brews. The fiery slime would only propel the business further. For the time being, he let Annabelle distract him from work.

The pair dined. They bathed, and then Annabelle took Nox to bed. 

            


2.6. Unexpected Developments. Research Needed.


                Nox woke to the beautiful sight of Annabelle straddling him the following morning. Her hips rocked gently as she smiled at him.

“What brought this on?” He asked.

“You appeared too tired to enjoy last night properly,” she replied. “Since we don’t have any immediate commitments, I thought we could have some fun before starting our day.”

“Oh? Do we have a few hours before your father arrives?”

“No. He’s already here.” Annabelle grinned. “I don’t mind making him wait. Besides, he needs to talk to Baron Edelweiss regarding relief efforts and the barony’s recovery plan.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Nox asked. “The man already hates me.”

“He doesn’t hate you—” She paused. Annabelle’s eyes narrowed, and rocking intensified. “Why in Yggdrasil’s name are we talking about this now?”

“I—I honestly don’t know. Is still half-asleep a sufficient excuse?”

The pair indulged in each other with more vigor and enthusiasm than they had over the past few weeks. No immediate concerns distracted them or played at the back of their minds. Since the trying times had passed, the pair no longer felt guilty about seeking carnal pleasures in each other’s arms. So, Nox and Annabelle made no effort to contain their hunger for one another or keep the volume down. They took their time and spent over an hour with their limbs tangled afterward, only climbing out of bed after a second romp.

The crew had prepared hot water for the pair. Unwilling to meet her father smelling of sweat and their activities, Annabelle spent longer washing herself. Nox ensured her contraceptive stores were sufficient before leaving their cabin. 

The locals appeared to have forgotten the previous evening’s somber tone. Cleaning efforts were still underway, but people laughed and joked as they worked. A handful called the feast preparations joyous, and the rest labeled it callous. Nox ignored them. He understood the necessity of coping mechanisms more than most. The soldiers had lost friends and siblings. Without humor and jolly reminiscing, most would likely crumble under grief's weight. 

The myconid disaster had also cost the land its population. Baron Edelweiss didn’t just need the feast to uplift his people’s morale. Dancing and drinking would also result in poor —and some good—decisions, leading to an eventual population boom. Nox had already marketed his contraceptive to the baron and his nobility. They had ordered several crates of it but wished to delay its availability for at least half a year, if not more.

Lord Oakheart’s vessel sat a hundred feet away from the Wedge. It was significantly longer, had a lot more machinery, and a substantially larger crew. Mages and soldiers wearing his house colors populated the space around it. The latter stood at attention sternly, watching their environment. Meanwhile, burly men wheeled wooden crates down the gangplank and into the fortified town. Nox also spotted a couple of containers heading toward the Wedge.

Instead of a breakfast tent, several fires dotted their surroundings. Lillin found Nox in a porridge line and dragged him toward the fort’s walls. They found a camp preparing for the feast. The party would be dining on the baron’s estate, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t partake in the soldiers’ and citizens’ food, too. Nox preferred the latter. The dishes reminded him of Mou’s kitchen and lacked the pretense that came with dining with nobility. 

A strict, matronly woman sliced hot honeyed ham for the duo, piled it in long crusty bread rolls with pickled cabbage and slathered it all in grainy mustard. Nox dug into the meal hungrily. The condiment stung his nostrils, but he didn't mind. The previous evening’s activities and the morning’s encore had left him ravenous.

“You look happy,” Lillin commented once they were halfway done with their forearm-long sandwich. "Good night?"

"And a good morning," Nox replied. "I'm also looking forward to uninterrupted time in the laboratory until after noon."

"Will you be lunching with Annabelle?"

Nox nodded. "Why? Do you have plans?"

"A soldier offered to take me around the festival. It starts at noon. Princess Oakheart won't be pleased if you return to the lab after lunch. I suggest limiting work to just the morning today.

"I suppose I can make the sacrifice." He sighed, feigning disappointment. "Hangovers will keep everyone down tomorrow. I can focus then."

"Wow.” Lillin laughed. “You really had a good morning, didn't you?"

Nox chuckled, choosing not to answer the question. "What happened with the first mate?"

"I had a good time, but he expects more than I'm willing to offer. Unlike you, I know better than to waste time on a relationship." 

"Humans need companionship," Nox commented. "Your—"

"I enjoy it, but companionship isn't one of my needs." Lillin smiled. "I'm glad things are going well with Annabelle. I don't think I've ever seen you looking so content. Do I sense love brewing?"

The tale has been illicitly lifted; should you spot it on Amazon, report the violation.

Nox shook his head. "I wouldn't go that far. We're fond of each other, but calling it love might be a step too far. What's with you and Pudge, by the way? I overheard you and the mail carrier last week. Have you been writing to him?"

"He's a good friend. Pudge avoids relationships since he can't always tell how his magic affects his romantic partners. I avoid entanglements longer than a night since my appetite might get the best of me. We understand each other. That's all."

Nox had never given their issues much thought. Lillin almost never spoke of her troubles. The latest human feeding had taught her to be more open, and she often shared information that cast her in a new light. He had figured out Pudge's hesitation with romantic relationships not long after learning about his magic. However, it was the first time Lillin had shared her fears.

The mimic-woman always came across as too relaxed about her appetites—carnal and bestial. Nox often needed to remind Lillin about the importance of containing them so she didn't reveal her secret to people. She generally blew him off or cracked jokes on the matter. Her fear of losing control and devouring a sexual partner was news to him. Nox didn't know how to react to the revelation. He only took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Lillin smiled, pecked him on the cheek, and left the table. The very human reaction to his reassurance was also new.

Their relationship had long evolved past the contract's terms. Nox loved Lillin. He cared little for his biological siblings and wasn't sure what brotherly or sisterly love was supposed to feel like, but he loved Lillin like a sister. Nox was sure it would take years, if not decades, before he completed his end of their bargain, and he wanted happiness for her in the meantime. Consuming mages every six months and the occasional Rift Lord no longer felt sufficient for fulfilling her needs.

Annabelle and Wilson passed Nox as he headed to the laboratory. The former waved at Nox and blew him a kiss. Wilson ignored him and kept his eyes trained on their destination—the Oakheart vessel.

A curious sight stilled Nox just as he reached the mobile laboratory. Ernest and the soldiers had lined its exterior with giant myconids. The former Royal guard stood like mushroom-covered simian statues. Post-battle inspections had ensured their nervous systems were utterly destroyed, and the chances of them regrowing were nil. Yet thick, coiled ropes bound them to the ground. Temporary fences ensured the curious wouldn't go poking around the creatures either. Soldiers and guards had threatened capital punishment for anyone who fiddled with the bodies or attempted to take samples beyond the barricade. The local strays received no such warnings.

Dozens of cats climbed the giant myconids, ripped pieces off them, and feasted. More lay on the ground, basking in the midmorning sun while their bellies appeared engorged. 

The sight left Nox's heart racing. He had collected samples from slain myconids before the final battle and tested the fungus. The mushrooms were toxic. He worried all the felines now had poison in the system. Worst of all, they likely now carried myconid spores and would spread them around the castle town.

Unwilling to incite panic, Nox cut a frilly mushroom from the closest myconid and scooped up a kitten too stuffed and tired to resist his manhandling. The cat released a weak meow when Nox placed it in a cage but settled almost straight away and went back to sleep. He took a blood sample from it and inspected it under a microscope.

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. 

In fact, the blood seemed cleaner than that of any stray Nox had studied before. The cat had no parasites or health problems. When he switched to a mana lens, he found traces of life essence in the plasma.

"What's going on here?" He mumbled.

Nox took a hair sample next. It was too early for the fibers to show anything strange or anomalous. However, the root appeared invigorated. Nox was no expert in feline physiology. He needed Pudge for the endeavor, but his rough knowledge suggested the life essence had not harmed the kitten. Nox gathered nine more cats on the verge of food comas and ran similar tests on them. They all displayed varying levels of life essence in their blood and had no health issues. However, a couple of them showed signs of budding tumors. Uncontrolled healing and life essence occasionally resulted in cancerous growth.

Next, Nox studied the fungus. His eyes widened as he inspected it under a mana lens. The previous samples had pockets of life essence. They primarily resided in the compact spore pods. Without nerves controlling the flow of the arcane energy, it flowed freely throughout the new fungus. He saw odd clusters and movements but nothing suspicious or dangerous. He retrieved samples treated with Professor Das’s Synapse Slayer. 

They smelled and looked toxic. A glance under the microscope and a litmus test confirmed Nox’s suspicions. Professor Das’s concoction had done nothing but reduce the volume of life essence in the tissue. It was Nox’s creation that had made the fungus fit for consumption—for felines, at least. He needed to conduct tests and neutralize the spores, ensuring they wouldn’t infect entities that consumed them. The specimens treated with Nox’s creation weren’t as potent. Without enough time and observation, he could not confirm whether they would behave the same as those controlled by the myconid boss.

“That’s it!” Nox exclaimed.

He needed to list every change caused by the fire slime’s magic. Without the ruler’s directives, the spores didn’t hoard the creatures' life essence. Instead, they broke free of their pods and somehow changed the flesh they currently inhabited. Nox needed time to study the flesh and spores and how they changed. His creation had unintended results, and Nox wished to explore them further. The possibilities intrigued him, and he wondered whether it could somehow make something positive of the Terrastalia disaster.

The cats appeared healthy, and Nox planned on taking his captured specimens with them to observe long-term effects. He needed Kris’ permission but also hoped to take a myconid with him for fresh sources of the fungus. Nox’s new home had a large enough basement to store the grotesque beasts. He needed a backer to support and perhaps sponsor the experiment.

Nox sighed.

He had hoped to get through the day without seeing Lord Oakheart’s face or interacting with him. The man didn’t like him. He respected Nox as an artisan but hated him as a prospect for Annabelle. Lord Oakheart never failed to remind him of the fact whenever they met. He loved the contraceptive idea and had agreed to a special deal for the ingredients. Nox hoped for something similar for his latest creation. 

When Nox finally looked away from his workstation, he realized the noon bell had long passed. In fact, sunset was only a couple of hours away. He and Annabelle had plans for lunch, but she hadn’t appeared to fetch him. Nox wasn’t concerned. Lord Oakheart probably wanted to spend time with his oldest surviving child. Instead, he ventured out to find Kris. She needed to hear about his discovery.

            


2.7. The New Oakheart Heir


                The feast’s revelries were already in full swing. Music and colors fluttered within the castle town. The world wasn’t as noisy outside, but Nox still witnessed several patches of singing and dancing. Women in low-cut dresses had spilled into the camps along the walls. It housed soldiers from villages and towns overwhelmed by the myconid threat. Shelters on the baron’s estate had temporarily housed their families. Now that the battle was over, they were free to move around as they pleased. Nox guessed they would soon return to their homes to rebuild.

Despite his readiness to incinerate the countryside, Baron Edelweiss’ subjects called him a good leader. Apparently, he had materials and funds ready for all preparing to rebuild. Contingents of soldiers and mercanary war mages would follow them to clear out myconid remnants. Kris claimed the man had gone against his advisors and opened his treasury for the reconstruction efforts. Nox respected the sentiment. Taxes and profits from his orchards and farms would eventually compensate for the deficit. If citizens fled to nearby cities as refugees, it would produce problems for all.

Apparently, he City of Ygg already had hundreds of refugees lining up outside of the gates, hoping to find shelter and opportunities within the walls. Terrastalia and creatures left behind by it had devastated their homes. The locals weren’t happy with the influx. Violent crime and theft had increased significantly beyond the Noble Ring. Things were more dire to the east as people flooded to the Imperium’s cities.

Nox didn’t foresee any issues on campus or around the inner market. However, supply line strains and food costs would affect everyone. Eventually, all citizens would feel the strain. Nox put such thoughts out of his mind, feeling guilty as he wondered whether it would affect Noxian Brews’ public launch. 

It was unlikely Nox would find Kris on the Wedge, but he checked anyway. The otherwise friendly crew shot him cold stares as he boarded. Nox smiled and waved at them but only received polite nods. As expected, he found Kris’ cabin empty but heard movement in his. 

It appeared as if a storm had passed through the room. Annabelle’s belongings lay scattered all over the place. At first, Nox thought someone had ransacked it for their artifacts or his research but then found his favorite noblewoman sitting amid the chaos with tears streaming down her face.

“What’s wrong?” Nox asked, rushing to her side. He knelt next to Annabelle and pulled her into a tight hug. She wrapped her arms around him and sobbed only harder.

Instead of asking questions, Nox held Annabelle as his mind ran through the possibilities. Lord Oakheart had no reason to visit the barony personally unless he had dire news. Nox wondered whether Annabelle had lost another sibling—perhaps one she genuinely cared about. She tucked her face into his chest as she sobbed, and her tears dampened Nox’s shirt.

Almost a quarter of an hour passed before the tears ceased. Annabelle loosed her hold on Nox and pulled away. The crying had left her eyes bloodshot. Dark streaks marked her pale cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s quite alright. Did everything go okay with your father?”

Annabelle nodded. Her lip quivered, and the words weren’t particularly coherent when she spoke. 

“You’re not making a lot of sense, love,” Nox said. “Slow down.”

Annabelle took a deep breath in before exhaling slowly. She spoke in an almost inaudible whisper. “My father named me House Oakheart’s next heir.” 

“That’s amazing!” He exclaimed, kissing Annabelle. Her reciprocation felt weak compared to the morning’s vigor. “We should celebrate! Let's skip the feast. I’ll arrange for a bottle of good wine and a nice dinner. We’ll make an evening of it.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” she replied.

“Why?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “Does your father want us to dine with the Edelweiss’ tonight?”

“The appointment comes with a couple of conditions.”

“Whatever they are, I’m sure we can deal with them. This is everything you’ve ever wanted, Annabelle! You’ll never have to answer to anyone or bow before the likes of Viktor and Roque ever again. Lord Oakheart is a reasonable man. Whatever the conditions are—”

“The first condition involves leaving the Department of Dungeon Studies,” Annabelle said. “Father wishes for me only to take modules offered by the war magic and research department. Specifically those including information gathering, governance, arcane history, and the history of alchemy.”

“That’s not too bad,” Nox said. “I’ll miss delving with you, but—”

“Our relationship needs to end as well.”
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“Oh.” Nox let go of Annabelle, but she wrapped her arms around him. She kissed him again, looking into his eyes. Nox’s chest tightened, and breathing felt like a titanic labor. “Well, you’ve been offered an excellent opportunity, Annabelle. You can’t give that up. Ruling House Oakheart is something you’ve dreamed of, is it not?”

“It is.”

“You thought your father would never get past the custom of only males inheriting the ruling positions,” Nox continued without losing a breath. He found himself speaking abnormally fast. “Lord Oakheart is willing to change. It's understandable he wants you to meet him halfway. This isn’t something you can give up.”

“You’re really okay with us ending like this?” Annabelle frowned. She released him and retreated a couple of steps. “Is this really that easy for you?”

“Easy?” Nox chuckled. “This is anything but easy, Annabelle. You’re the first woman I’ve been with where the entanglement was more than sex. But let’s face the truth. Your magic is amazing, but it is not suited for high-tier dungeons. You don’t have a future as a delver, and my future involves nothing but delving. I won’t find peace and contentment until I destroy Sundarshahar, and there is no sense in you waiting until I achieve my goal.”

Annabelle flumped down on the bed, sighing. She looked up at Nox with tears once again gathering in her eyes. “Our relationship was doomed from the start, wasn’t it?”

“Perhaps, but I’m not one to think about the longterm. My concern for the past six months has been surviving the day and gathering funds for the next. I was content enjoying every day we had together without thinking too hard about what the future held for us. I’m sorry if that’s not what you wanted to hear.”

“It’s not, but it's sweet coming from you somehow.” Her thin lips broke into a sad smile. “The only future you know is taking on Sundarshahar, isn’t it?”

Nox nodded.

“Have you thought about what you’ll do afterward?”

“I—” Nox hesitated. He had never attempted to answer the question honestly before. “I usually tell people that I haven’t thought about it, but that’s not true. No one has successfully destroyed an Archon dungeon before. I always thought victory would cost me my life.”

“And you’re willing to give up your life for your stupid quest?” Annabelle frowned. “You know this is suicide, but you’re still going to go forward with it.”

“I am.”

“Alright. Perhaps our relationship ending isn’t the worst thing.” Annabelle simultaneously sounded exasperated and relieved. “We were doomed from the start.”

“But I enjoyed every second we were together.” Nox sat on the ground in front of Annabelle and took both of her hands in his. “You made me feel things and experience feelings I thought impossible for me. Thank you, Annabelle.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, her voice betraying a hint of disappointment.

“Would you like help getting everything together and packing?” 

Nox guessed Annabelle had hoped he would fight for her. Perhaps she expected he would tell her to challenge the conditions. But Nox wasn’t willing to get in the way of Annabelle achieving her dreams. She always thought that inheriting her father’s seat would be impossible. Only men ruled House Oakheart and its neighbors. Losing Annabelle so abruptly while things were going so well between them would be tough, but Nox was confident he’d cope. He had a talent for coping.

Annabelle’s creased forehead smoothened. “That’d be nice.”

The pair mostly worked in silence. Occasionally, they’d find a trinket or object, resulting in them pausing to reminisce. Then Annabelle would burst into tears again, and Nox would hold her. She suggested they climb under the covers one last time so they’d end on a pleasant memory, but Nox rejected the idea. It felt like taking advantage of someone in a vulnerable mental state. Annabelle appeared disappointed and gave him the look she usually did when she wanted a roll in the hay. Nox resisted.

The process was painful, and Nox’s chest ached as they stuffed her belongings into a large chest. Neither he nor Annabelle was willing to fold or go about the task tidily. Everything didn’t fit at first. She had to stand on the lid so Nox could click the locks closed. 

“I won’t be needing these anymore,” Annabelle said, placing her spear and aether shield on the cabin’s desk.

“The spear isn’t my weapon,” Nox said. “At least keep the shield. It might prove handy—”

“I want you to have it. If you don’t use it yourself, perhaps someone at the party will. It's normal for parties to own equipment instead of the individuals in them. If you every pick up haste and follow a martial route, they might help you, too.” She smiled and pecked his cheek. "You're great with the bow, but I've seen you spar. You're not half bad at close range. I'm sure you'll be a great melee fighter if you just give it some time."

“Would you like some help with the chest?” Nox asked, changing topic.

Annabelle shook her head. “Wilson and the crew will help.”

“They already know everything?”

“Well, I had to tell the crew about what's happening with the Wedge,” Annabelle said, wiping her eyes. “Speaking of which, Father is willing to let you use the vessel for two more weeks. Then it will return to our estate.”

“I’ll let the party know,” Nox said. “Thank you.”

Nox and Annabelle hugged one last time. Then, against their better judgment, the pair kissed. Habit and instinct got the better of them, and hands explored flesh. Clothes were almost off before either found the willpower to stop. Laughter followed, and they pulled away from each other.

“Perhaps once the wounds have healed, we can be friends,” Annabelle said once the crew took the chest. Wilson hovered by the doorway, eyes focused on the horizon.

“We’re still business partners,” Nox said. “Unless you want to end that, too?”

“No. Father thinks you’re a good investment. You’ll continue to receive discounts on your shipments from our plantations.”

“And I’ll ensure you receive your dividends in time. Noxian Brews wouldn’t exist without you.”

Annabelle chuckled. She pecked him on the cheek. “Don’t call your shop that. Please. It sounds like you’re peddling poison. Noble women don’t want noxious face cream.”

“I’ll think about it,” Nox said.

Then, Nox and Annabelle parted ways as a couple.

            


2.8. Rubbing Elbows


                “You doing okay?” Michelle asked, placing a hand on Nox’s shoulder.

The party and Kris had returned to the Wedge to change for the evening. They found Nox sitting on the vessel’s bow, snacking on dry rye crackers. The crew used them as rations during long voyages. Milk or tea for dipping made them more palatable and easier to break, but Nox had neither. He didn’t know whether it was the skipped lunch or the breakup, but he had a clawing pit at the bottom of his stomach and needed something to fill it.

“I’ll be fine,” Nox replied. “Things will be difficult for a little while, but I’ll get over it.”

“I’ve heard the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else,” Lillin added. She sat next to Nox with an arm around his shoulder. She had brought him a mug of mead, and it smelled as if she had bathed in the beverage. Michelle smacked the mimic-woman’s arm and got a cheeky grin in response. “I’m serious. A distraction will help to cope with this easier.”

“That’s what work is for—”

“Please tell me you’re not going to use this as an excuse to work around the clock, not eating or sleeping,” Lillin said, her eyes narrowing.

“That won’t be possible once we’re back in the city,” Nox replied. “Running the business and attending classes will ensure I can’t spend all of my time in the laboratory. Attending Professor Wolfheart’s classes on little to no sleep won’t end well either.”

“I’m sorry it ended so abruptly,” Michelle told him. “I know we haven’t known each other for particularly long, but if you ever want to talk, I’m here for you.”

“I appreciate it, Michelle—”

“I think we’re close enough for you to call me Shelly.”

Nox laughed. “Alright, Shelly. I’m okay. Really. This was inevitable.” He glanced at Lillin and Kris. “I probably mentioned this before, but there was always a countdown on our relationship. Lord Oakheart was never going to let it last. She and I also wanted very different things in life. Annabelle started delving because it was what her sibling and fiance wanted. Then she continued because we were her friends, and it helped her feel free. Her heart was never in it.

“Meanwhile, taking down Sundarshahar is the focus of my ambitions. Sure, things would be better if we could’ve found a way around all of that, but—” Nox paused. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does.” Michelle frowned. “You shouldn’t get into relationships thinking about the end date, Nox. That’s not right. It’s not fair to you or your partner. I certainly hope you didn’t tell Annabelle this.”

“That’s nonsense, Michelle,” Kris said. “Nox has goals and ambitions. There’s nothing wrong with putting them ahead of everything else. Nox didn’t make false promises or lie about his intentions. This is good. Your personal entanglement with House Oakheart was a complication and would’ve brought you nothing but trouble in the future. Romancing the nobility will eventually result in getting sucked into their politics and a ton of other nonsense.”

“You think all romantic relationships are bad, don’t you?” Michelle asked. “They distract from your war.”

“It’s not my war, Miss Beaufort. This is for all of us. If it were up to the cults or the Imperium's more nefarious factions, the gods would be ruling over us again with humanity at their mercy. We'd all end up residing in titanic dungeons. I’m not saying relationships are inherently bad. People like us should limit partners to other delvers or people who understand the importance of delving and our ultimate goals. Avoiding the nobility isn’t a bad idea either." She continued despite the Beaufort woman's glare. "I know you were once amongst their ranks, Michelle, but its true. Sure, many of them delve, but their reasons are wrong. Most of them are in pursuit of glory, riches, and power. They rarely take risks or push themselves. You’ll only find third or fourth sons and daughters in expert-ranked delving teams, and they're almost as rare as rain in the Yellowrock Wastes.”

“What’s your plan for the evening?” Michelle asked. “Will you attend Baron Edelweiss’ soiree, or would you rather spend the evening alone?”

“I’d rather spend it alone, but I actually made an interesting discovery today," Nox replied. "It's got a lot of potential, and I need a benefactor for my research. Perhaps someone in the baron’s court will be interested.”

“Just showing up at his table tonight will be good for your career,” Kris said. “You might not realize it, but today made all of us heroes as far as the baron and his court are concerned. Spreading your renown as mages and artisans is vital if you want to grow. Regardless of whether you can find a benefactor or not, you must attend tonight.”

“What did you—”

“How about you save discussing it for the dinner table?” Lillin asked, interrupting Michelle. “Perhaps someone will overhear you and shower you with gold.”

“You just want to see what they’re serving tonight, right?” Nox smiled, looking up at his dearest friend.

Lillin grinned. “I’ve never eaten at a baron’s table before. He’s going to have a load of fruity, sweet things, won’t he?”

“The barony is famous for its peach pastries,” Kris said. “You’re in for a treat.”



The baron’s soiree wasn’t as pretentious as Nox expected. The clothing was casual—for their station, at least. Drinks flowed, and people passed around pipes of sellis weed. Instead of guests sitting around long dining tables in front of pruned, pretty plates, they picked snacks from trays or piled plates with meat, vegetables, and pastries from stations lining the walls.
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There were pigs on spits, shallot tarts, peach pasties, devilled eggs, cured meats, aged cheeses, and titanic piles of pickled or fermented vegetables. It was reasonably simple for a baron’s feast. Nox noted the scarcity of bread or products that needed large fields to grow. The barony’s food stores were full but saved for the groups going out to resettle and the inevitable famines. The land would take months to recover and even longer before the crops were ready to harvest. 

“Seriously? Just two kinds of pastries?” A middle-aged man grumbled, his plate piled high with pork belly, pickled cabbage, carrots, and three shallot tarts. “You think the baron would put together a better spread.”

“Rubeus Muriel Logan!” An older woman accompanying the man smacked the back of his head. “I taught you better than to complain at times like this! The baron was kind enough to shelter and feed us. Be more grateful.”

“But, Mother! I—”

“But nothing! The season’s harvest is ruined, and Yggdrasil knows what blight has infected our soil. The peasants need the grain more than we do. You should be happy Edelweiss isn’t blowing all of his stores on a damned feast. It means the barony has a chance to recover and survive the coming blights.” Her volume dropped. “The fool shouldn’t be throwing a feast at all. Just behave, will you?”

“Sorry, Mother.”

Even Lillin didn’t overload her plate like usual. She took an almost normal volume of meat and potatoes but didn’t hold back on pickled vegetables. Nox didn’t have much of an appetite, only helping himself to a few slivers of rare beef and a shallot tart. They spotted Kris and Michelle seated on the far end of a long table, talking to a trio of men. The professor waved the pair over. Nox and Lillin joined them, sitting facing each other.

Beautiful women in light, low-cut clothing wandered around Nox, but he struggled to find interest in them. When still with Annabelle, Nox would let his eyes wander. ‘Taking note of beauty,’ he called it. Apparently, some women found it offensive. Fortunately, Annabelle wasn’t one such person. 

Nox hated wallowing. He especially hated feeling the way he currently did. Victory over the myconids and his creation's unexpected functions had him brimming with pride and excitement only hours prior. Now, he wanted to be far from people, ideally lying on the Wedge’s deck and star gazing. At the same time, he eventually found himself watching the people around him.

The barony's citizens were just happy to be alive without scorching their lands black. They laughed, sang, and danced. Couples kissed openly, holding and embracing one another. Groups toasted their fallen comrades by sharing their achievements or amusing anecdotes. A few discussed the future with hopeful and excited tones.

Despite the death and destruction, it was an opportunity for growth and renewal for many. They discussed changing the focus of their estates and employees, exploring new crops and products, or capitalizing on the infusion of life essence to the environment.

"So what is it you discovered today, Nox?" Kris asked, pulling Nox out of his daze with a gentle nudge to the ribs.

It took Nox a moment to gather his thoughts and articulate them. "My flame slimes did more than destroy the myconids' nervous systems," he replied. "This morning, I found all the local strays feasting on the fungus. I need more time and resources to experiment and confirm my findings, but I think we can turn things around faster than the locals think."

"That can't be right," one of the men at the table said. He had salt and pepper hair and wore a silken white shirt with half the buttons undone. His tanned skin and muscles suggested he worked outdoors or spent several hours a day combat training in the sun. Nox guessed he held a high-ranking position in the baron’s army. "The mages say the fungus is toxic, and the spores will infect and kill things from the inside. The cats will need to be culled."

"The spores aren't as potent as before, and the life essence is more evenly spread out through the myconid flesh. I'm no expert and am going off observations, but the samples I inspected showed no toxicity."

"Share your hypothesis, Alchemist Ratra," Kris said, shooting the man and Michelle a mischievous glance. The professor appeared amused, and Nox wasn't sure why.

"The myconid nervous system controlled the spore's potency. Perhaps there was some telepathy involved in how and when they triggered and how they took control," Nox replied. "Without concentrated life essence and the origin body functioning, the spores from the large myconids aren't much of a threat. I need to observe the specimens over at least a month to confirm my hypothesis." He glanced at Michelle. "An expert life mage's opinion would help as well."

"Of course!" Michelle exclaimed. "Your lack of enthusiasm before left me thinking you encountered something minor. This is great. Even if your product goes nowhere, a safe source of untainted life essence could improve a bunch of lives."

"What about the toxicity?" The salt-and-pepper man asked.

"My flame slimes appeared to have purged all the toxic essences," Nox replied. "Again. I'd like to study my samples more and observe the cats that have been eating them, but so far, I haven't observed any ill effects. A couple of blood samples had signs of cancerous cells, but that's to be expected after consuming concentrated life essence in such quantities."

"That's brilliant!" The man waved down a server carrying drinks. "What's your poison, Alchemist Ratra?"

"I'm not much of a drinker."

"What about sellis weed?"

Nox pulled down his collar, exposing his chest and the Sigil of Immunity. "Neither the herb nor alcohol do much for me. I enjoy the taste of mead and fortified wines, though—"

"I've got one of those too." The man grinned. He pulled open his unbuttoned shirt further. An identical tattoo sat on his left breast. It wasn’t nearly as developed as Nox's sigil. The man leaned forward and spoke softly. "Tell me, Alchemist Ratra. Are you familiar with Spirit Caller's Tea?"

"Mostly with brewing it," Nox replied.

“Try it if you want to have a good time and can afford the cost. The psychedelic effects are more potent than sellis weed. You won’t have to deal with any hangovers, headaches, heart flutters, or stomach issues the following morning.”

“No side effects at all?” Nox raised an eyebrow. Meanwhile, Lillin removed two flasks of the concoction from her spatial storage.

“Just vivid and colorful dreams.” The man claimed one flask, removed the cork and sniffed at the contents. His eyes widened. “This smells great. Mind if I indulge?” He didn’t wait for a response. The man emptied his almost empty cup on the floor and filled it quarterway with tea. He took a slow sip. The man exhaled slowly, and his shoulders slumped. “I’ve never had Spirit Caller’s Tea of this quality before.” He glanced at Kris. “You weren’t kidding. Your apprentice is far too skilled for his journeyman rank.”

“I’m flattered.” Nox filled his cup. Usually, he wasn’t one to indulge in mind-altering, but he disliked his current state of mind. He took a swig before offering the man a handshake. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. Nox Ratra. Journeyman Alchemist, Mage, and Professor Kris’ apprentice.”

“Easton Edelweiss. Lord of the land and baron.”

The pair shook hands. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Baron Edelweiss.”

“As I have about you. In the current setting, just Easton is acceptable.”

            


2.9  Potential Partnerships


                “Spirit Caller’s Tea has seen many iterations and uses over the decades. The modern version is a derivation of beverages used by ancient tribal shamans to commune with their ancestors and nature spirits. Now, summoners and warlocks utilize it to communicate with the sources of their power. It is not a beverage to be taken lightly. A handful consume the tea to achieve a state of euphoria and enjoy the psychedelic effects, claiming it's a cleaner high than sellis weed and its variants.

Only fools trifle with the spirits. Most don’t care for humans and avoid them. Some might appear friendly. The careless almost always attract the malicious over repeated use. They pollute the mind and then the body. The guilds and states must regulate Spirit Caller’s Tea before the worst happens.” 

- Augustus Mercer, Former Lead Alchemist of the Trade Empire 

“What applications do you foresee?” Easton asked as the pair sipped on Spirit Caller’s Tea. One of his attendants had brought them another bottle of the concoction. It wasn’t as potent as Nox’s creations but tasted significantly better.

“It's too early to tell,” Nox answered, shrugging. His muscles loosened as he sipped on the dark beverage from the barony’s stores. “Once we ensure there is no toxicity left in the fungus, we can use it to fertilize the soil. The life essence will ensure your fields recover sooner. My fire slimes might require more refining, and I need better control over their function.”

“Is that it?” Kris asked nonchalantly, she appeared more interested in playing with the grapes on her plate than the conversation. “A discovery of this magnitude must have greater use than simply disaster recovery. What about afterward? Is there scope for profit?”

“Well, the possibilities are endless. If the fungus is fine for cats, it might be fine for us, too. We’d need to drastically reduce the volume of life essence in it first and neutralize the living spores—”

“Wouldn’t it be better to alter the spores for the sake of replanting and growing more mushrooms?” A younger man seated next to the baron enquired. 

“That’s well beyond my expertise,” Nox replied, glancing at Michelle. “A life mage would be better suited for that question. I’m an alchemist with a rudimentary knowledge of treating the human body—”

“I’d call your expertise well above rudimentary,” Michelle added.

“My study of disease and toxins has also resulted in a basic understanding of cats, dogs, and the physiology of other domesticated animals,” Nox continued, looking at her. “Perhaps you’d be interested in assisting?”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you with that,” Michelle said. “My expertise is limited to the human body and can assist once you reach that stage. Currently, you need a botany mage and vivimancer for this endeavor. Once we’re in the city, I can recommend a handful.”

“If we fail to make it suitable for human consumption, the fungus could also serve as animal feed,” Nox replied. “Pigs and cows fed on the mushrooms will grow fast, big, and fatty. It's unlikely you’ll let them live long into adulthood—”

“So life-essence-born tumors aren’t a particularly large concern.” Easton completed the thought for him.

“Precisely, but I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves. In the short term, it might be best if we work on making the myconid flesh viable sources of life essence and perhaps fertilizer. Turning the fungus into animal feed and making it suitable for human consumption will take months, if not years, of study. And, results are far from guaranteed.”

Easton exchanged glances with the other men around the table. “What would you need to conduct your research?”

“Regular live samples taken off myconids, preferably with some of the nervous system left intact. Funds for ingredients and staff to take care of my regular responsibilities. To name a few.”

“Well, why don’t you list them? Funds are tight, but I’d be willing to invest in your fire slime concoction and research on the resulting flesh’s applications. The life essence and fertilizer alone could revitalize the barony and cut years off our recovery time. I doubt the cost would be high as importing dragon dung from the western continents. Its unlikely anyone will be willing to collect titan dung right now as well, and if they do the prices will be astronomical.”

Nox’s eyes widened. “I don’t see why not.” His lips spread into a soft smile. “I was hoping the Oakhearts would be the ones to invest in this project, but I reckon House Edelweiss would make for better partners.”

“You have my sympathies, by the way,” Earnest said. “I heard what happened between you and the new Oakheart heir. It’s a shame. Really.” He leaned closer and lowered his volume. “Barmy old man that Lord Oakheart. You’re an excellent investment, and given your alchemical talents, any noble house would be lucky to have you in their family.” Earnest sat up, and his eyes scanned the room. “If you’re looking to improve your station, I have a couple of daughters of marriable age. We aren’t as liberal with courting as the Oakhearts. My daughters won’t go on grand adventures with you without a strict chaperone. But—”

“I might be royal born, Baron Edelweiss, but I’m a disinherited, banished son. Adding me to your family is perhaps not the best idea.”
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“Just disinherited. I might be a minor noble compared to House Mercer or Oakheart, but my information network is as good as any.” A hint of pride leaked into Easton’s otherwise jovial tone. “Queen Mercer revoked your banishment. The Gedges aren’t fond of you, but we’re far enough from the Imperium for them not to be a threat. Besides, you and your party are now heroes around these parts. Given your talents, it won’t be long before your name will have value without knowledge of your lineage. My daughters are already singing praise of your company’s cosmetic products.”

“Let’s start with a working relationship,” Nox replied. “I appreciate the gesture, Baron—I mean, Easton. It's flattering and perhaps something I needed to hear today. But this isn’t the right time. Besides needing some time to recover from recent events, I’d rather not think of marriage or joining a family until after I’ve finished my time at Woodson University.”

“I can respect that. You can’t blame a man for trying through. Once your company and name grow, you’ll have better suitors. My offer won’t feel as generous and flattering then.”

“But I’ll remember those who stood by me and provided support when I was a nobody.”

The conversation continued until words started slurring, and everyone around the table felt too merry to discuss business. The men sitting with Easton—his general and treasurer—asked Kris and Michelle to dance. The pair obliged. Lillin picked a target and also disappeared.

When Nox rose to get some more food and ensure his buzz didn't develop into more, he saw Easton flag down a young, voluptuous woman. Nox would be lying if he denied her ability to draw eyes. Her tight, low-cut dress accentuated her curvaceous shape and flowed behind her. 

Nox had seen her milling around the room, drinking, snacking, and dancing with men much better looking and built than him. The woman never stuck to a partner for more than a couple of songs and ended engagements whenever someone tried to kiss her or let their hands wander. If he had encountered her prior to his relationship with Annabelle or weren't in his downtrodden state, he would've tried his luck, too. 

The woman apprehended Nox on his way back to the table, holding two cups. A Sigil of Immunity peeked over her dress’s low neckline.

"My father says you forgot your drink," she commented.

"I didn't forget it," Nox replied, shooting her a polite smile. He glanced over her shoulder and found his seat taken. A new group surrounded Easton. Many wore bandages and slings. Nox guessed they were officers in his royal guard or army. "Looks like I was mistaken."

The music changed, and the woman's full lips into a gorgeous smile. "I love this tune," she said, placing both cups on a nearby table. Then she took the plate from Nox and dropped it next to them. "Dance with me."

"I'm sorry. But—"

The protest fell on deaf ears. She grabbed Nox's wrists and dragged him to the dance floor. Before he knew it, his hands were on the small of her back and hers on his shoulders. The woman's fingers intertwined behind Nox's neck. Then they were swaying to the music.

"I'm Aria. Aria Edelweiss."

"It's nice to meet you, Lady Edelweiss. I'm—"

"Aria. I want none of the lady nonsense. We don't like those titles in the barony. I know who you are, Nox Ratra. Your cosmetics adorn my dresser."

"Oh? Did someone from the city gift them to you?"

Aria shook her head. "My handmaiden bought out the last of your supply toward the end of the semester."

"You're a student at Woodson University?" Nox asked, raising an eyebrow. He didn't recall seeing her in any of his classes or around campus.

"We were at a couple of the same soirees at the end of the semester." Aria chuckled, pushing an unruly lock off Nox's face and over his ear. She had the smooth, buttery touch of someone who had never held a weapon. "You only had eyes for Annabelle Oakheart, unfortunately. Getting your attention proved impossible." She leaned in close until her lips brushed his right ear lobe. "Father tells me that I might just have a chance now."

"The wounds need at least a few days to scab over. I'm not ready to start anything new."

"Who said about starting anything?" Aria pulled away and shot him a mischievous smile. "We're just getting to know each other. There is nothing wrong with that, is there.?"

"I suppose not," Nox said. "If we're going to see each other around campus, we might as well get acquainted. Are you studying to be a war mage?"

"Not quite. Father believes it's important for future heirs to learn some warcraft, but he mostly wants to focus on politics, economics, arcane history, and information-gathering. My classes are spread across all departments. I know enough magic to protect myself but not enough to count as a delver or war mage."

"What's with the Sigil then?" Nox glanced at the tattoo on her breast. "Do you dabble in alchemy?"

“No. It's to protect against poisoning.”

“Poisoning? I didn’t think that would be a concern here.”

“The barony might be small, but it sits in a strategically valuable piece of land. We're fertile, block the path to the western coast, and a leyline cuts through the earth under the fort. The Imperium is to the east, and Oakheart lands run along our southern border. Meanwhile, the north is full of ambitious city-states. Going to war with us would cause too many issues. Competing powers have attempted to wipe out heirs and replace them with puppets. My grandfather lost all of his siblings and several cousins to mass poisonings by an Imperium agent. Since then, all viable heirs carry the Sigil of Immunity.”

“Given the scarcity and limitations of sigils, I’d think inheritors would want to diversify. I suppose it makes sense.”

The conversation got significantly lighter afterward. They moved on to professors, departmental gossip, and the recent events with the cults. Aria knew a lot more about the cultists, their families, and the following chaos. Then the music changed again, and the pair broke away from each other. They sat together and indulged in Spirit Caller’s Tea, letting inhibitions slip. The conversation turned to eateries and pubs around the city. Despite Nox’s better judgment, he agreed to plans to accompany Aria to a couple of them.

Nox felt guilty about discussing dates less than a day after his relationship with Annabelle ended. However, the attention felt pleasant and helped push the Oakhearts out of his mind. At some point, Aria moved onto his lap. Then, the world grew more colorful as the tea effects grew stronger, and stringing words together proved far too challenging. So, they gave up on conversation and kissed.







            


2.10 Shaman's Walk


                Colorful dreams filled Nox’s night. Lights and colors danced. Disembodied voices spoke in languages Nox didn’t recognize. He walked through fields and thickets and waded across rivers. Motes of buzzing lights appeared out of the pink mist and circled Nox. Their flickering reminded Nox of fireflies, but he saw glimpses of human legs and hair through the glow. 

When he reached for them, Nox found his limbs short like that of a child. The motes zipped between Nox’s fingers and through his baggy clothes. A teal light settled on Nox’s hand and dimmed. It was a tiny woman. She had a thick dark blue fuzz on the back of her limbs and along her spine and moth wings. Compound eyes like those of insects studied Nox closely.

“Hey, there, little guy,” Nox said. The creature buzzed angrily. “Sorry, my lady. What is this place?”

The creature tilted its head to one side, momentarily reminding Nox of a confused puppy. When he attempted brushing its fuzz with his thumb, she leaned into the digit. The creature’s eyes gleamed for a second. Then she bit Nox’s thumb. Much to his surprise, he felt several needle-like teeth breaking his skin. The entity hissed at Nox before taking flight. Her companions dove at Nox, striking anywhere left uncovered by his clothing. Every sting burned, telling him that it was no ordinary dreanm

The creatures froze when a strange bark reached Nox’s ears. They squeaked to one another and then scattered. As they disappeared into the mist, it transitioned from pink to gold. Foggy tentacles danced around Nox and caressed him before retreating. The mist parted, and he saw a human face in the distance. 

Nox’s breath caught in his throat. His chest tightened, and every beat of his heart hurt. Nox saw his father. Before he knew it, his legs were moving. They carried him along the path through the mists. Occasionally, Pallav’s face appeared close, but then Nox blinked, and it was just as far away as before.

“Baba!” Nox called. His voice was high-pitched. It sounded as if his current body hadn’t yet reached puberty. 

The flow of time felt inconsistent in the dreamscape—as it did in all dreams. At times, covering a couple of steps demanded an eternity. Other times, he crossed several dozen feet in the blink of an eye. Eventually, Pallav stopped moving away, and Nox reached the face surrounded by swirling mists. 

“Baba?” He asked. The word meant father, but Pallav called Nox the same, too. It was a term of love and endearment. Nox never understood the dual purpose and never questioned it.

Pallav smiled. Then the mist parted, and Nox saw the body attached to the face. The glimmer of joy Nox felt disappeared. He saw a stag. The creature stood taller than any deer Nox had ever seen. The antlers grew long and far from the body. Moss coated the mighty horns, and colorful flowers bloomed from their extremities.

The stag approached Nox, and he backpedaled. Plants grew and blossomed wherever the creature stepped. The smile on the stolen face appeared mischievous.

“Hello, Baba,” the stag said. It used Pallav’s voice but lacked his inflections or idiosyncrasies.

“This is because of the Spirit Caller’s Tea, isn’t it?” Nox asked.

“Hello, Baba.”

Pudge had the expertise and training to navigate the concoction’s effects. By indulging in the beverage, Nox had opened his dreams to the local spirits. The entity before him was likely a nature spirit or a being of mischief and malice.

“Hello, Baba,” it repeated.

Nox attempted to will himself awake. He failed. “Why are you doing this?” Nox asked. “That face isn’t yours. Show me what you really look like.”

“Hello, Baba.” The final syllable turned into a goat-like bleat.

“Stop!”

The stag laughed. It started like one of a human but changed, turning maniacal, then monstrous. Its face warped, resembling a bad oil painting exposed to a mighty blaze, bubbling and melting. The creature turned and galloped away, opening a new path through the mist.

“Wait!” Nox yelled. “I have questions.”

The laughter faded into the distance as Nox gave chase. His requests turned into demands but fell on deaf ears. Nox continued racing down the path, not knowing where it would lead. He passed serpents with blue and pink scales and bipedal winged lizards. Some creatures glanced at him, others hissed and growled. 

A titanic shadow appeared in Nox’s path. At first, he thought it was a giant pillar, but as Nox got closer, he identified it as an ash tree. He recognized the familiar spread of branches and the giant notch halfway up the stump. It was Ygg. Giant ravens fluttered around the canopy. Their caws and loud wingbeats broke the silence. The birds dove at Nox as soon as they saw him, resembling a shower of black arrows.

Nox ducked, throwing his arms over his head. A head-sized sphere of fur burst from the mist before the ravens reached him. It landed in front of Nox and chirped. The creature looked at him with familiar brown eyes before shooting into the air toward the ravens. The birds swooped upwards and scattered. 

“Otis?” Nox wondered out loud.

The fur ball bounced off invisible surfaces in the air, changing direction and chasing after the ravens. They disappeared into the thick canopy, leaving Nox to study his surroundings.
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A tortoise sat at the base of the Ygg’s trunk. It was twice as big as a carriage. Cracks covered the towering shell, and it had fragments missing. Blood dripped from lacerations on the creature’s face.

It stared at Nox. He stared back.

The wounds covering the tortoise looked fresh, but a couple had turned green and black. They were festering. Nox stepped towards the beast, but it retreated. A monstrous growl escaped its maw. Meanwhile, millipedes and other creepy crawlies appeared out of the holes in the shell and disappeared into others. 

Nox struggled to tell what it was but sensed an odd connection to the creature. He felt sorry for it. Terror and pain filled the tortoise’s eyes. Despite its size, it appeared harmless, yet something—or someone—had terrorized and abused it. The beast froze and whined. New cracks appeared on its shell, and an invisible blade added a laceration above its eye. Nox saw no weapon but witnessed the cut slowly open. The sight pained Nox. He wanted to help but didn’t know how. 

The tortoise released an almost canine whimper as it retreated from Nox. “I’m Nox,” he said. “I just want to help you.”

The tortoise froze. It studied Nox for an eternity. Then, a thundering voice spoke in Nox’s head. “Bi Xi.” It wasn’t particularly loud, but the two syllables reverberated through Nox’s body, shaking his bones. For a moment, Nox thought his innards would turn into jelly. The discomfort intensified, and he fell to his hands and knees.

Nox saw two versions of himself. The hands and arms attached to his body still had a child's proportions. However, the reflection on the wet ground showed his adult self, scars and all. Then, the discomfort and mental turmoil reached a crescendo, forcing him awake.



The first thought that entered Nox’s waking mind involved the stark difference between the top of Aria's and Annabelle’s heads. House Edelweiss’ heir lay naked next to him, her head resting on his chest. He had let go of his inhibitions altogether the night before, making decisions he wouldn’t have otherwise.

Nox's right hand stung. He found a finger-nail-sized bite mark on his thumb. It was where the little butterfly-girl had stung him. 

"Bi Xi," he whispered before gently slipping out from under Aria. She had drooled on his chest during the night, leaving a wet, cold patch. 

Flashes of their night together returned to Nox. The sex was wilder and crazier than anything he had done with Annabelle. In fact, he recalled getting a touch too rough at times and Aria encouraging it. 

There was no denying that Nox had a great night, yet a pit formed at the bottom of his stomach.

"That was wrong," he whispered. Even though his relationship with Annabelle had ended, Nox couldn't help but feel guilty. It wasn't quite a betrayal, but it still seemed like one. He had guessed Aria's intentions within seconds of meeting her. When she refilled his cup, Nox hadn't stopped her. He let her sit on his lap, and he reciprocated the kisses.

Aria was a beautiful woman. Her proportions and natural endowments probably made her the most sexually appealing of all of his previous partners. But she wasn't Annabelle. Nox didn't want to be back with the new Oakheart heir. He misses her and believed slipping under the covers with someone less than a day after their relationship ended was an insult to their time together. However, some hungry part of him wanted to stir the woman in front of him for more.

"No," he told himself and dressed.

It was still dark outside, and mana lamps lit the large bedroom. He noted the products on Aria's dresser while gathering the clothes strewn across the floor. Most of the bottles carried Nox's new emblem. He identified the contraceptive amongst them and was glad he didn't need to worry about the night having unwanted results.

Before departing, Nox wrote a little note thanking Aria for the night and leaving his new shop's address. It felt rude not to leave a means for her to reach him. After all, her father intended to invest in Nox. He left it on her bedside table, weighed down by the water jug. Given how dry the tea had left his throat, he was sure Aria would find it not long after waking up.

"You took my advice," Lillin commented when he reached the Wedge. She sat by a campfire ten feet from the gangplank. A sleeping naked man poorly covered by a blanket lay nearby. The mimic-woman wore nothing but a frilly buttoned shirt. It was much too large for her and almost reached her knees.

"I wish I hadn't," Nox said, sitting next to Lillin.

"Why?" She scooted close to him before lying down with her head in his lap. There was nothing sexual about the action. It was perfectly normal and regular for their sibling-like relationship. One too many people had misinterpreted it before, and neither of the pair cared. "Didn't you have fun?"

"It was amazing," Nox replied. "Unlike Annabelle, Aria knew what she was doing, and we adapted to one other swiftly."

"So she was a better lay," Lillin said matter-of-factly.

"I wouldn't phrase it that way."

"But it's true." She grinned. “Good sexual chemistry is rare, and I hear it can take months, if not years, to develop.”

"It was wrong, though. I can't help but feel bad about it. What would Annabelle think if she found out—"

"Do you really think she's going to wait around pining after you?" Lillin asked. "Don't get me wrong. Annabelle is a lovely girl, and I'm sure she feels miserable about this, too, but it was clear to her that your relationship had no future, and there was no chance of changing that. She's going to move on. Annabelle is at her peak and a desirable partner. If her taking over House Oakheart involved leaving you, it probably requires tying the knot with someone else."

"That's not true. Annabelle doesn't want to end up under the thumb of another man—"

"Not if she is the ruling figure in the house like your mother. Annabelle will need to play political games, but she will still be the one in charge."

Nox sighed. "Maybe you're right. I just hope she doesn't end up as pathetic as Lydia Mercer."

"Give your mother a break.” Lillin’s sudden change in tone surprised Nox. He frowned at the mimic-woman. “It's not easy being a good ruler. You need to balance politics, the population’s security, and happiness with personal interests. Lydia Mercer might be a bad mother, but she's a good queen."

"You're just saying that because she fed you for eighteen years."

Lillin shrugged. "You know it's true."

The Trade Empire ran as smoothly as clockwork because the Mercers gave everyone a voice. They worked closely with advisors, caravan leaders, and the heads of production houses. The Gedges had more power in the kingdom than most of the queen’s advisors because they were essential for maintaining a smooth relationship with the Imperium. Trade with the military empire made profits, prevented war, and opened several new trade routes. Yet Nox hated that the benefits to the empire had come at his cost. Lillin was right, but Nox didn't want to admit it.

"I'm going to get cleaned up," Nox said, rising. "I've got a meeting with the baron at noon. I'd like some alone time in the laboratory until then."

"Go on, workaholic." Lillin chuckled. "I'll bring you breakfast in a couple of hours."







            


2.11 Titles and Plans


                The Wedge's crew wasn't pleased. Despite Annabelle leaving the vessel to the party for two more weeks, the Oakhearts had apparently implied they wanted it back as soon as possible. The voyage to the City of Ygg alone would take seven days—not accounting for unfavorable weather conditions or hostile forces. As a result, the captain and first mate wished to set sail after breakfast. However, most of the party had meetings with important figures in the barony. Yet the captain had the pantry stocked with provisions and full water barrels and requested they not delay.

When Nox and Michelle entered the fort for their meetings, Ernest stayed behind to shrink their laboratory with his magic and stow it in the cargo hold. He did the same with the former myconid royal guards. The crew was hesitant but relented following Kris’ insistence. 

Sitting down with Baron Easton Edelweiss figuratively stretched Nox’s nerves to their elastic limit. He worried his night with April would’ve angered the man. Much to Nox’s relief, they left the topic untouched during their conversation. Instead, they only discussed business.

Fortunately, Easton didn't want the flame slime concoction's recipe. Instead, he and his advisors appeared content with the research notes regarding how it interacted with the myconids. The cats hadn't developed any abnormalities overnight, and the fungi displayed no toxicity. After an hour of negotiation, they came to a deal satisfactory for all parties.

The barony would send ships to the city carrying fresly-collected elite and royal myconid samples every month. They'd return with two crates of the fire slime concoction, cosmetics, and contraceptives. A thousand gold coins a month would serve as Nox’s compensation and funds for his research. He would need to provide an invoice and had the right to request more money with the necessary paperwork. 

Given the costs involved, initial profits would be low, but Nox thought about the long term. Eventually, the scales would tip in his favor. House Edelweiss also felt like a valuable ally. They were less rich and powerful than the Oakhearts and didn't have as influential a position in the city. But that mattered little to Nox. It meant they cared about politics a lot less. Contracts with two noble houses also gave the new business a positive public image.

The baron received all the fire slime concoction Nox had created. The surviving myconids would inevitably settle in nearby caves and ravines. The baron wished to cull their population and contain them. He and his advisors planned on leaving a few alive in case the creatures proved useful to the barony. In the meantime, they tasked Michelle with finding a cure for spore infections and a new variant of Nargle's Pox. He wanted to ensure no more of his subjects turned into mushroom-controlled corpses or died to a new plague. 

Nox and Michelle had separate contracts but intended to collaborate extensively on the projects. However, they agreed not to share patents born from the work. Much to his surprise, she refused to share the sterilizing brew and granted its ownership and credit to hm. Nox appreciated the terms of the agreement, even though her creation was easier to achieve and would likely make more money. The baron also handed him a sealed letter and instructed him to open it only after the Wedge took to the air. Michelle had also received a similar document.

By the time they returned to the Wedge, the laboratory was all packed, and no crates littered the ground around the vessel. In fact, the crew had gone to great effort to ensure the space appeared spotless and untouched.

The arcane engines responsible for take-off had already started their warm-up. Priming them was necessary after a month of inactivity. The vessel levitated ten feet above the ground with nothing but the rune-covered anchor holding it down. Nox’s coat fluttered as artificial gales blowing from the vessel buffeted him. He had to secure the papers sticking out of his satchel to ensure the wind didn’t carry them away.

“Sorry for holding you up,” Nox said after ascending the steep gangplank. A blast of air from the aether engine almost bowled him over halfway up the ridged length of wood.

“We’re still waiting for Kris,” Lillin said. She leaned on the railing, watching the fort and the camps along its border. Carts and wagons had replaced the tents. Long lines of vehicles moved along rough roads away from the fort toward the ravaged countryside. Lillin frowned, eyes narrowing as she watched the fort town’s gates. “Speak of the wyrm, and it shall appear.” Lillin glanced over her shoulder and yelled. “Your wait is over, Captain!”

Despite Kris’ return, the man appeared displeased. A procession of men followed her, carrying chests and crates. Instead of using the gangplank, the crew rigged a platform attached to pulleys to load the additional cargo. They mostly used it for bulky containers but made an exception since the vessel had already taken to the air. 

As soon as all the cargo was loaded and safely stowed, the captain ushered the party below deck, and they began take-off procedures. While the crew worked, they gathered in the dining area. The chairs were too small for Ernest. So he stood behind his sister while everyone else sat.

“Open your letters,” Kris told Nox and Michelle.

The pair exccitedly obeyed. Everyone sat in silence as Nox read and reread the letter. He looked at Michelle. She seemed as surprised as he felt. 

“What is it?” Lillin asked.

“I’m a knight,” Nox said. The words sounded alien coming out of his mouth.

“You both are,” Kris said.

“What? How is that fair?” Lillin frowned. “The entire party contributed to the battle? Why—”

This story has been taken without authorization. Report any sightings.

“We all fought.” The professor took the letter out of Nox’s hands and passed it to Lillin. “Nox and Michelle did a lot more than that. They saved hundreds of lives, invented concoctions to fight the fungus and blights, and are partially responsible for the barony’s survival. Any other party could've fought the myconids, but only Nox and Lillin provided what was necessary to win without scorching the landscape.”

“Why is it a secret, though?” Nox asked. “Why did we have to wait until we were in the air before opening the letter?”

“Because the barony can’t afford to hand out knighthoods right now,” Kris answered. “Custom demands ceremony and endowments. Currently, the barony has other priorities. It's no secret. You can use the title if you wish, and an announcement will go out with every vessel that leaves the barony. It builds morale and also lets neighbors know that the territory is still strong and stable enough to hand out titles. This works out positively for all involved parties. You don’t have to swear an oath; the baron has marked you as his assets. It’s a crucial message to rivals that might want to take advantage of the barony’s current state.”

“Sir Nox Ratra.” Lillin laughed. “That sounds ridiculous. I bet Lord Oakheart will kick themselves for his moronic decision.” She paused for a moment, appearing thoughtful. “You think Easton did it so people don’t think his daughter bedded a nobody? The two of you were sucking face in public. News is going to spread. It's best for Aria's image if everybody thinks she bedded a new knight.”

“Nonsense.” Kris rolled her eyes. “Nox and the rest of us are already the barony’s heroes and saviors. That’s good enough a bed buddy for a baron’s daughter.”

Nox and, fortunately, everyone else moved past the topic swiftly. He studied the wording and the crest. “Sir Nox Ratra.” He chuckled, looking up at Michelle. “We earned a title. No one died and passed it on to us. Nepotism didn’t get us a knighthood. We earned it.”

“The Imperial Inquisition won’t be pleased when they hear the name Beaufort attached to a knighthood,” Michelle said. Worry polluted her mostly joyous tone.

“To Nidhogg’s taint with the inquisition,” Ernest said, kneeling next to his sister. “You’re building a new legacy for House Beaufort. Some day, your children and grandchildren will be able to use the name with pride and not worry about the Imperium hunting them down. Good job, Shelly. I’m proud of you.”

“I’m proud of both of you,” Kris said. “Good job. Really. I hear you’re going to profit handsomely from your deals with the barony.”

“It won’t bring in a lot of gold, but should help Noxian Brews grow its public image,” Nox commented.

“Not all profit is monetary, apprentice.” The professor grinned. “Good job. Since you and I finally have some time without war or work, perhaps we can discuss your mana system’s future?”

“Of course, professor.”

The Beauforts and Lillin remained seated around the table. Meanwhile, Nox and Lillin slipped onto the upper deck, passed the busy crew, and into her cabin.

“I can’t believe this,” Nox said once they were alone. “A knight? What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Whatever you want,” Kris replied. “Rank comes with privileges. Use it to get discounts, information, and access to places you wouldn’t be allowed before. Riches and arcane power aren’t enough for our war, Nox. We need political and social pull as well. I didn’t think that would be possible for you, but I suppose I was wrong. You’re creating waves. The past drama with the Gedges and your banishment will only add to your infamy.” She adopted a stadium announcer’s tone. “Nox Ratra. Former prince. Renegade alchemist and mage. He was banished from the Trade Empire for his eccentricities, but his talents forced the Merchant Queen to forget his crimes—”

“Crimes? What crimes?”

“Fanfare and drama rouses the crowd. You want public favor. Don’t you?”

Nox laughed. “So. My mana system?”

“Yes. I wanted to discuss your star and new planets. How far are you from adept?”

Nox showed Kris his manameter.

Nox Ratra

Journeyman

Crystalize Essence | Essence Shaping | Animation

98/99 | 33/31 | 11/11

"Two, if not one more rift, should be enough to get my star to adept rank. I was hoping to use the voyage to complete my Animation planet and ascend Shaping to begin moon formation."

"What about your star?"

"What about my star?" Nox asked. "It's fine. Is it not?"

"You're still using an alchemist's spellform," Kris said. "Don't you think it's time you fixed it and expanded it for the upcoming adept ascension?"

"Expand the spellform?" Nox raised an eyebrow. "Is that necessary? I already have a three-dimensional spell in my star."

"Is that enough to fulfill your ambitions?" Kris raised an eyebrow. "Archmages only reach their rank because they evolve and upgrade their mana system's spellforms at every opportunity. Your star has grown and has room for more. Why don't you think about adding another layer to Crystalize Essence, expand its capabilities and your base arsenal."

"What about Shaping and Animation?"

“They’re low priorities. I don’t know why you haven’t ascended the Shaping planet yet. It's well within your capabilities. A day or so of meditation should be enough to gather and shape the mana before gravity does the rest of the work. Do you have a spellform for Animation?”

Nox passed her his pocket diary. It rarely left his person. He had acquired a new one after completing his Shaping planet. He couldn’t tell whether his spell weaving had improved or Animation was significantly easier than Shaping. Creating a spell form for the planet was no challenge at all.

“I’ve made rotation and revolution scripts the focus of the planet,” Nox explained. “They’re most useful in combat. Rotation will increase my arrow’s power and accuracy. Revolution ensures the accompanying essence-glass shards don’t change trajectory. Speed adjustments will also improve their destructive power. I believe both motions will also improve my defensive prowess. Animating Slow and Crystallize Essence disks to revolve around me will give me a low-cost but powerful defense that requires little to no concentration.”

“If you’re smart about it, the mana cost should be low, too,” Kris commented. “Good job. I’ve got no notes. Completing the planet should take you no time at all. Spend the voyage focusing on your star. I’d like you to add another layer to the spell. I can’t help with the project since it is outside of my expertise, but feel free to brainstorm whenever you’d like.”

“I don’t know where to begin.” Nox sighed. “Crystallize Essence is already a complete spell.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” Kris told him. “We’re going to sit here and talk until you can present three rough ideas. I wasn’t much of a mentor to you last semester. The investigation kept me too busy. It's about time I step up and do my job.”
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2.12 Interlude: Arcane Thievery


                "Please," April whined, poking Joey's calf with a sharp toenail. "Teach me a cantrip."

"What did I say about talking?" Joey kept his volume low and eyes focused on the Smythe mansion.

"You won't pay me if I talk."

"And?" 

"You'll find someone else for future jobs and will find a new apprentice candimdate."

"Candidate. Just because I muddle my words for the rubes doesn't mean you should, too. It suits me. Not you."

"But this is boring, and you’ll never find anyone as good as me," April whispered. "I wouldn't have taken the job if I knew we were just going to sit and watch a stupid palace." She waved at the sky. "The weather is on our side. No one can hear us."

A storm raged above Ygg's canopy. Miniature waterfalls cascaded from her giant leaves, roaring as they struck the stone buildings and streets below. Frequent thunder only added to the noise. It was the perfect night for breaking into a vault.

"Shush. We both know that's not true. You watch the patrols. I'll scan for an entry point. If you do your job right, you should see some magic tonight.

"Fine. I hope your boss pays as much as she promised. I think she's a liar like Ani."

Joey never met his employer. The broker, Ani, only told him she was university staff and gave him a list of items she wanted from the Smythe mansion. There were a handful of must-have objects and three times as many the woman wanted out of curiosity. The list included ledgers, employment records, family trees, paintings, bric-a-brac, and artifacts. He’d receive payments for each item procured. Some had greater gold values than others. At first, Joey believed the job’s eight-week deadline was overkill. Now, he knew better.

Of the five must-haves, Joey had already liberated three. He dug the Smythe-family-tree records out of the trash next to the Imperium Inquisition’s temporary office in the city. Joey found a lot of the mundane ledgers and other paperwork his employer desired, too. He had flipped through some of the tomes but found nothing of interest. Their importance was beyond Joey’s understanding, and his employer’s objectives mattered little.

The second must-have was far more challenging to procure. The city had confiscated several research documents about dungeons, dungeon lords, and methods of empowering them. Joey’s employer wanted everything dedicated to an entity called the All-Father. The tome had no external identifiers, and the broker had no information regarding it. Joey only knew to look for specific images: one-eyed old men, ravens, men hanging from trees, and several more innocuous sketches. 

It took three weeks to track down the locations where the city officials had stored the books. Joey had to investigate all four and study dozens of tomes, parchments, and journals to fulfill his employer’s requirements. The job involved investing in Cat’s Eye Concoctions, sneaking around guards, disarming wards, and avoiding traps. He almost got caught a couple of times and chased across rooftops once. Fortunately, his size and mask made him look no different from the city’s urchins.

Joey’s contact in the city guard claimed they were looking for ordinary cat burglars. Since he had grabbed an assortment of random tomes and bric-a-brac, too, no one suspected a thief of explicitly targeting the fallen Smythe house’s effects. 

After a fortnight of searching, he found everything with the relevant markers. Some used runic languages, and Joey could barely read the local text. So, he took everything he believed his employer could want. In the meantime, he also stole half of the second list and stashed it all in the designated locations.

The remaining must-haves were all artifacts. Objects of power typically had several layers of defense, making them challenging to steal. He got lucky with the third object on the list.

All good independent thieves kept day jobs. Local guards and gangs suspected the unemployed and kept close eyes on them. Joey initially struggled to find lucrative work as someone new to the city with a loose grip on the language. Day laborer turned out the best possible job for a cat burglar. It put him right at the bottom of the proverbial working class, ensuring no one paid him any attention. Employers didn’t use contracts. Instead, they would visit the taverns and cafeterias where laborers dined and yelled out their requirements. All willing candidates would gather and get picked out of a line. 

Good hygiene and clean clothes proved sufficient for getting picked. It was hard work, but the job let Joey investigate his marks, get a rough idea of the floor plan and security, and gather all the needed information. Speaking in broken ‘common’ and pretending to be hard of hearing ensured everyone thought him stupid, making him even less of a suspect.

The city and inquisition guard hired day laborers to clear out the Smythe mansion, find hidden store rooms, and relocate several assets. Five copper a day made the job tempting, but only a few volunteered. Only the stupid and uninformed dared to tangle in the drama involving the nobility. The desperate joined them, too. Turmoil to the north had brought thousands of refugees to the city. They mostly took the jobs nobody wanted, but Joey predicted work and resources would soon become scarce.

The first few days on the job involved moving antique furniture, tapestries, and sculptures to auction house transports. Joey found the third item on the must-have list while loading articles onto a cart. It was an ornate eye patch. Joey had not long started his journey as an aether practitioner before circumstances displaced him from his home. He only knew a ritual spell and three cantrips but could still feel the power radiating from the artifact. Joey had no means of identifying the object’s abilities, but it was still tempting to steal it for himself. A good artifiact could change his life. It could make thievery easier or give him enough power to find a new career.

Joey resisted. His employer wasn’t just a university professor; given how much money he was due to make, she had deep pockets, too. Winning such an individual’s favor could potentially change his life, too.

A little under two weeks remained until the deadline, and Joey still had two must-have items to steal. He had located one and was sure the second lay in the same location. Unfortunately, an inquisitor always supervised the laborers while they worked in the Smythe vault and followed them to the transport, too. Apparently, pushback from a branch family kept them from emptying the room straight away. Multiple parties had their eyes on the artifacts, and stealing them would be a challenging feat.

"There." April pointed at a balcony used by the guards patrolling the halls. A pair of armed and armored individuals traversed it every hour before disappearing into the building. "It's the second time they forgot to lock the door behind them. The latch is broken, or they're lazy."

Despite her love of chattering at inappropriate times, April had the best eyes of all petty thieves Joey knew. They sat on a roof twenty feet from the Smythe mansion, yet she noticed details like guards forgetting to lock doors. It was the only reason he put up with her—besides wanting to keep the other lads from attacking her for being a pretty girl with no family or connections.
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"Doesn't look like I have many other options," Joey said. "Can you run a line, or should I free climb?"

"I see a good spot," April replied. She rose with her bow nocked. Her arrow arced over the mana lamps on the street below. Its head exploded on contacting the balcony's bannister. Foam expanded between the gourd-shaped stone balusters, trapping the arrow and deep-spider silk rope. The rope and foam solution had come from a cache left for Joey by his employer.

After binding the rope on their end, the pair rode along it using hooks. A second concoction dissolved the foam. April stowed the broken arrow in her quiver, and they let the rope fall to the street below, hoping it would blend into the darkness.

The pair hung from the railing in silence for a couple of minutes, ensuring they had drawn no attention. Joey's pocket watch claimed they had fifty minutes until the guards crossed the balcony again. Once sure the coast was clear, they snuck through the attached doors, entering the mansion's west wing.

The building's main body housed the vault. The floor containing it had the densest guard presence. Entering it was not an option. Joey had a better idea.

The laborers had already emptied the mansion's west wing. It was the reason why patrols only visited once an hour. They prioritized the areas still containing valuables. So, Nox hoped to infiltrate the vault through the walls there. He had already marked the location, inspected the wards, and all possible obstacles.

Joey didn't know how to read arcane texts or symbols. However, he had little trouble comparing them and noting patterns. The authorities had already turned off three of the patterns he recognized while brute forcing their way into the vault. Walking on the floor, damaging the walls, and making noise would no longer trigger the alarms and defenses. However, using any magic beyond cantrips would wake up half the city. Since Joey only knew three cantrips and no greater spells, the wards didn't worry him.

It took five minutes to find the planned breach point. While carrying out a heavy armoire, Joey had stumbled, leaving a small scratch on the stone. The spot was along the guards' patrol route. So, they needed to act swiftly.

“Watch closely,” Joey whispered. He fished a small bottle and paintbrush out of his satchel. He dipped the two-inch-wide brush in the clear solution before painting a square at the base of the wall. It was two feet wide and just as tall. 

“You’re going to use magic!” April bounced giddily, her volume much too high for Joey’s comfort. Fortunately, thunder drowned her outburst.

There was a time when Joey once dreamt of becoming a mage. Unfortunately, small towns near the continent’s southern edge only had a few mages. Most of the aether practitioners he encountered were delvers and material hunters passing through the settlement on their way to Sundarshahar. Once in a blue moon, a couple of them would spare time for a young goat herd. Joey used to carry their packs and show them around town, hoping to win their favor. He picked up magic and other skills from the sympathetic over numerous visits.

It took a handful of seconds to picture the drawings and runes clearly. Joey drew on the cloud of mana spinning inside of him and fed the spellform while pressing his fingers against the damp square. He felt his energy levels significantly drop. The temperature around his hand also dipped.

“By the gods!” April whispered, bouncing as frost spread from Joey’s fingers. It spread to the square’s edges before stopping. 

Next, Joey pictured the second spellform he had memorized. It shared similar similarities with Cold Snap, using identical but inversed shapes and runes. The temperature around Joey’s hand rose rapidly, and the frost immediately turned into steam. The stone audibly cracked under his touch. 

“Wait for the thunder,” Nox told April, handing her a hammer. Whenever it boomed, they struck the cracked square with all of their might. It took the pair twenty minutes to infiltrate the Smythe mansion vault, leaving little more than ten minutes to find their target.

“What are we looking for?” April whispered once they entered the giant room. She used a brush to sweep stone fragments out of the hallway and into the vault. There was a chance the guards would miss the hole in the darkness. The longer the infiltration went unnoticed, the better it would be for them.

Scratches, slashes, and scorch marks marked the walls where the destroyed ward runes used to be. Several cases and pedestals lined the room. Half of them had nothing on them. The city and inquisition had claimed most and used the proceeds to compensate the individuals the Smythes had wrongfully imprisoned. Only the contested items remained.

“The Embers of Creation,” Joey answered, making a beeline for their objective.

The embers sat in an egg-shaped lantern near the center of the room. Their light constantly shifted through countless hues and shades, never remaining on one color for more than a couple of heartbeats. A colorful glass spearhead, attached to a thick broken shaft, sat to the left of it, and a blue turban sat on the right. Joey had seen the garment mostly on traders and delvers from the desert wastelands to the east.

“That’s pretty,” April commented, her eyes wide. 

Joey grabbed a dagger, a flute, and a couple of other beautiful artifacts from a nearby shelf and stuffed them into April’s satchel. “Wait for me by the temple,” he told her. “I’ll follow you in a bit.”

“What? Why are we splitting up? I thought we’re never supposed to split up.”

“I need to break a ward,” Joey replied. He unfolded a giant piece of parchment from the cache. Magic circles and runes covered it. His employer had left five such ward-breaking scrolls in the cache, along with instructions on how to activate them. “It might be loud and dangerous. I don’t want to have to watch your back while running.”

“But—”

“I’ll give you an artifact if you listen. We’ll both keep one and be master thieves together. Alright?”

“You promise?” April looked up at Nox with big puppy eyes. Even though she was around twelve years old, she still had the ability to execute the manipulative ploy excellently. 

“I promise. Now go.”

Much to Joey’s relief, she obeyed. Once April had left the room, he lay the parchment on the ground in front of the display case, placed mana gems on the indicated spots, and fed it a mote of mana. The luminous runes on the stone table sizzled and dimmed. His hands darted forward. He grabbed all three objects and swept them into his bag before jumping back. The runes regained their luminosity before he could retreat, and an invisible barrier manifested, severing Joey’s left pinky finger just above the first knuckle.

A stifled scream escaped Joey, and he stuffed his sleeve in his mouth before the rest of the cry could escape him.

Even though the inquisitors and city officials called it a vault, the room looked more like a gallery. The Smythes likely used it to show off their belongings to visitors. It explained why they only had wards for protection and no reinforced walls. Joey guessed the Smythes were overconfident in their guards’ and protective magic’s capabilities. They probably would've been enough, if entangling with cults didn't result in the family's downfall. The door into the vault wasn’t particularly thick, but it had metal bars on hinges on either side. He heard the exterior barricade swing open and panicked voices. Someone had heard him.

Joey rushed to the square hole but skidded to a stop on hearing footsteps on the other side. A dimly lit face looked at him through it. Then, a crossbow bolt whizzed through the opening and struck him in the left shoulder. Nothing muted the scream that burst from his lips.

More projectiles followed, and Joey could do nothing but duck and dive behind cover. The vault’s doors swung open. 

“Step out with your hands up,” a gruff voice said. “Surrender, and we won’t have to kill you.”

Joey complied, finding three shadowed figures at the room’s entrance. He raised his hands and backpedaled, his mind racing through everything he had on his person. Nothing he had was enough to combat armed aether practitioners. He also felt lightheaded because of the blood pouring from his left hand and shoulder.

Much to his surprise, the enemy didn’t move, and no more crossbow bolts shot toward him. It took Joey a moment to realize that the world had frozen and all colors had dulled. A disembodied voice then whispered in his ear.

“Would you like a hand?”

            


2.13 Interlude: The Embers of Creation


                “Whose there?” Joey asked, eyes darting from wall to wall. He backpedaled into a shelf carrying daggers, bucklers, and other enchanted weapons. Despite the unintended push, the wooden case felt like a brick wall and didn’t budge.

“Would you like a hand?” The voice repeated.

Joey hesitantly looked at the immobile guards, hoping to use the frozen time to slip around them. An invisible force kept him from advancing. 

“Time has frozen but only in your mind,” the voice said. “I can let things return to normal. You’ll find yourself standing where you were before I spoke to you.”

“Who are you? I know better than to accept help from invisible voices. It always comes at a price.”

“Would you rather get arrested and taken to prison?”

“It’s better than selling my soul to a shaitan,” Joey replied, clutching what remained of his left hand's little finger.

“I’m no shaitan, young one.” The voice laughed. Smoke burst from Joey's satchel, carrying gold, pink, and blue hues. They didn’t diffuse but coalesced, deepening and solidifying, eventually forming the top half of a rather rotund man. He wore nothing but solid metal bands around his wrists. Broken chains dangled from them. 

“You’re a djinn!” Joey exclaimed, eyes darting between his satchel and the entity. “You’re the Embers of Creation.”

“Djinn, yes. The latter, no.” The djinn guffawed, his smoky body jiggling like pudding. “I’m a lot more than embers, child.”

“I think I’d rather accept help from a shaitan than a djinn. I hear your kind’s twisted sense of humor makes your lot worse.” 

“Did you trap me in a container to extract wishes?”

Joey shook his head.

“Am I offering you three wishes?”

Joey shook his head again.

“Then you don’t have to worry about my twisted sense of humor, do you? I’m offering you help, child. Without my assistance, this will either end with you dead or in chains.”

“What do you want in exchange?”

“Freedom,” the djinn answered. He uncrossed his arms and continued in a pantomime fashion, clutching his left breast and looking into the distance. “I wish to be free of my prison and return to my home dimension. Unfortunately, I can achieve neither alone with my bindings and current strength.” The djinn held up his arms, and the bands around his wrists shimmered gold. His upper arms wobbled, and the chains jingled as he moved. “So you scratch my back, my handsome, fleshy friend, and I’ll return the favor.”

“I don’t know.” Joey hesitantly glanced between the djinn and the guards. He worried the djinn would betray him at the first opportunity, leaving him in a worse state than a prisoner. Tales starring the mythical creature always ended in their companions meeting terrible fates. The lucky met swift deaths. The rest ended up losing their sanity, senses, organs, or limbs and spent the remainder of their lives in agonizing misery. Djinns were creatures of chaos and not to be trusted.

“That’s a misconception, you know?” The djinn shrank down until his torso was no bigger than Joey’s. He met Joey at eye level before continuing. “First of all, I’m Nar. It’s nice to meet Jitendra Pal.”

“Where did you hear that name?” Joey’s chest tightened as he studied Nar’s ever-changing eyes. He attempted to flee again, but the same invisible force stopped him. “You can read my mind?”

“Your blood birthed a temporary bond between us. I feel your pain. I see your memories. I know what you’re thinking.” Far leaned against the neighboring display case. His face morphed again. His brow wrinkled, and the skin around his eyes creased. Suddenly, the djinn—an already ageless being—appeared older and wiser. “Either way. Agents of chaos is a misconception. Tell me, Jitendra Pal—”

“I prefer Joey.”

“Tell me, Jitendra. Would you be happy if someone ripped you from your home and trapped you in a tiny, uncomfortable cell? If they then enslaved you and demanded you use your life essence to fulfill their shallow demands, would you have any incentive to do it well?” Nar sighed. “Djinns aren’t agents of chaos. We’re frustrated individuals who know they’re never going home. So, we look for the little joys in life.”
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“I suppose that makes sense. But why me? I’m sure hundreds of thousands have been through this room. Why would you want to make a deal with me?”

“Besides you being the first person in a long time to touch my cell?” Nar asked. “Your blood gave me a glimpse of who you are. I can trust you with a warlock pact that doesn’t end with me becoming an enslaved Wishmaster. If I don’t get out of here soon, my previous masters will recover my container and think of insane methods of recharging my powers. They’re inefficient and cause more agony than pleasure.”

“The cults capturing mages for sacrifice was for your benefit,” Joey whispered, studying the guards at the entrance. Now that he thought about it, the clothes they wore didn’t completely match the city and Inquisition supervisors. “Wasn’t it for their All-Father?”

“Odin? That fool fell long ago and perished. The cults might not know the truth, but my master did. He hoped to recharge me using the cores and essences of fallen mages.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“I’ll grant you the power to conjure and control Djinn Fire. In exchange, you’ll take me to divine domains and slay their inhabitants so I can absorb the dimensional energy. With my help, you’ll become a powerful mage with a core unlike that of any living human. You can leave behind this life you hate and become something more.”

“How do I know you won’t betray me?”

“You’ll need to be smart about the terms of the warlock pact, I suppose.” Nar smiled. Joey saw no malice in the djinn’s gaseous face. He looked like a molded storm cloud with lightning dancing just below the surface. “I have no reason to betray you as long as you treat me as a person and not a tool for fulfilling your ambitions.”

“Ambitions.” Joey snorted. “I haven’t had any besides survival for a long time.”

“That’s a lie,” Nar replied. “You protect the little urchins and use most of your earnings to feed them. You might be a thief, Jitendra, but you’ve got a decent heart.”

“That’s not my name anymore. I—”

“But it's the one I’ll use. Joey is your mask, but it's not who you are. Make a pact with me, and I’ll help you become the man you once hoped to be.”

“Fine.” Joey sighed. “I suppose warlock is a better future than one in chains.”



Djinn fire wasn’t what Joey had imagined. One moment, he was less than a novice with nothing but a cloud of rotating mana in his core. The next, a protostar system replaced it. The surrounding swirling energies boiled and rotated furiously, adopting otherworldly forms, creating and breaking down structures, emotions, entities, and more. Nar guided the clouds as the star grew, gathering it all into a planet.

The mysterious arcane energy was the essence of Nar’s existence. Now that Joey felt the magic, he understood why his employer wanted the ‘Embers of Creation.’ They could truly warp and reshape reality to create whatever the djinn desired. However, every such act consumed Nar’s life essence and weakened him.

The Djinn Fire Joey conjured was similar but not nearly as potent. Azure flames danced in his palm as time resumed. Meanwhile, Nar's true container, the glass spearhead, floated over his left shoulder. Gaseous wisps flowed from it into the wound on his left shoulder. The crossbow bolt froze and remained firmly in place. Joey’s flesh stung, but he bit his tongue and withstood the pain.

Joey launched the flames at the guards while simultaneously casting Cold Snap. 

Bathe them in frostfire! 

Nar's voice sounded distant and echoed in Joey's mind. He obeyed, reveling at the volume of mana in him. The frostfire danced and moved as he willed it, following his mental image. His arcane reservoirs depleted faster with every heartbeat he conjured the Djinn Fire. His breath turned into white vapors as the ambient temperature dropped.

That's enough.

The guards screamed, clutching and clawing at their faces. Frost coated their armour, and their exposed skin had turned blue, grey, and black. Frostfire clung to their hair, and parts of their body appeared covered in ice.

Joey didn't spend long marveling at his new power. He raced past the writhing and panicking guards into the hallway beyond. Using the hole in the wall would only put him in the crossbow wielder’s path. Kneeling and crawling would also stress his shoulder wound.

The spearhead glowed red and pressed itself against the stump of Joey's left pinky. He winced. It took immense restraint not to scream. Pain wracked his body, but he also felt stronger and more energetic than ever before. All the mana running through Joey's body had invigorated him. He felt like a new man.

More guards appeared in Joey's path as he approached the west wing. He sent another blast of frost fire at them before taking a left toward the stairs. He hopped the banister, skipping a flight, and then raced to the floor below. It took him to the section of the building he wanted.

Much to his disappointment, the heavy doors to the balcony were locked. Nar filled Joey's mind with images, and an idea formed in his mind. He grabbed the floating spearhead, holding it by the broken handle.

The Blaze Touch cantrip fed the Djinn Fire its essence, and the glass spearhead glowed a bright orange. When Joey slashed the glass and wood, he cut through it like butter. The dip in his new star's mana stores alarmed Joey. He released the spell as soon as the lock was sufficiently damaged to force the door open. 

Finally, Joey cast his final cantrip. Feather Weight momentarily made him light as dandelion fluff, and he leaped, floating to the stone road below. Crossbow bolts clattered around him as soon as he landed. One grazed his cheek, and another scratched Joey's thigh. He shot a blast of orange djinn fire over his shoulder before taking off. He hoped April had made it out, too. Joey would never forgive himself if the job got the girl captured or killed.

            


2.14 The City of Ygg


                A storm welcomed the Wedge when it approached Woodson University. The powerful winds interfered with the wind bubble spell, protecting the vessel and forcing it to lose altitude and fly closer to the ground. 

Ygg, daughter of Yggdrasil, the focal point of the continent’s leylines and wellspring of magic, stood over the giant circular city. It protected the buildings from the torrential downpour. Giant waterfalls cascaded from the canopy along the city’s edge. Mana lamps illuminating the streets and homes twinkled through the screens of water. The especially distorted multi-colored lights coming from the university’s main building gave the city an almost ethereal appearance. Nox imagined artists would’ve loved to capture the sight in a grand masterpiece.

Each of the city's rings had different levels of luminosity. The innermost circle—the university—shone the brightest with varying colors. In contrast, the Market Ring and Noble Quarter had less variety but a more uniform pattern. The latter of the two sections was significantly less luminous than the rest of the city. The light sources appeared more spread out. Nox guessed they left more room for green spaces. The mansions and estates occupied more space as well. Meanwhile, the outer two rings featured more orange and yellow shades, suggesting low-quality mana lamps or firelight. The lights became more densely populated closer to the city's outermost Wall, and their distribution had no patterns.

During Nox's four months in the City of Ygg, he had spent all of his time in the two central rings and visited the Noble Quarter only a handful of times. He had only seen the two outer sections from the air. The bulk of the city's residents resided there. They had their own markets and delvers, ranked journeyman and below, and spent most of their lives in Outer Ring and New Outer Ring. Apparently, accommodation, entertainment, and general living costs were significantly lower.

As Nox studied the city from the sky, he noted how the ground was carved into steps. He guessed powerful mages had terraformed the area by making the inner rings higher than the outer. He had noticed how sections of the central road sloped in sections—especially around the walls—but never paid it any mind. Beyond the Noble Quarter, the entire city appeared built on an incline. Deep canals carried the rainwater away from Ygg under each wall. Once beyond city limits, the streams merged with reservoirs. They connected to irrigation channels and fields dotting the landscape.

The Wedge weaved past the larger screens of water descending from Ygg’s giant leaves. Air traffic was high, and the vessel had to circle the university’s air dock. A good half an hour passed before they found a place to land. The crew rushed the passengers off the boat and were just as quick about unloading the cargo. 

It was tempting to rush to the new shopfront and check on the contractors’ progress, but they didn’t because of the late hour and weather. Instead, Nox and Lillin stayed with Kris for the night. Meanwhile, Ernest miniaturized the petrified myconids and stored them for Nox in frost-enchanted containers.

Despite the weather, Kris insisted they dine out at the pauper's cafeteria. She paid for all three of them and bought mugs of warm spiced mead. Nox added a few drops of Spirit Caller's Tea before indulging. He had tried it once during the voyage and dreamt of flying serpents and cloud beasts. Now that he was under Ygg's canopy again, Nox wished to meet Bi Xi under the world tree's canopy again. The mysterious tortoise lingered at the back of Nox's mind, and he wanted to investigate the spirit.

Only half the usual vendors populated the cafeteria. A little over a week remained until the start of the next semester. University staff, researchers, some artisans, and their assistants still roamed the campus and utilized the dining hall. Nox planned to visit it for his midday meals.

Before leaving the city, Nox and Lillin had spoken to university staff regarding the change in circumstances. They no longer needed housing or food. Instead, they would use the cafeteria when required and pay per visit. The pair still needed to pay the university fifty gold each to cover the remainder of their tuition.

"I'd like your help once we're done eating, Lillin," Kris said halfway through the meal.

"I'm exhausted," Lillin whined. "Can't it wait until tomorrow morning?"

Kris shook her head. "A dark and stormy night is perfect for covert affairs. Don't worry. We don't have to go far; it won't take long. You must help me transport a few things back to my apartment."

Kris meant it when she said they didn't have to go far. The professor led the pair out of the cafeteria, along the building's walls, and to its rear. She stopped around fifty feet from the entrance used for deliveries and oversized goods. At first, Nox saw nothing. Then, when Kris traced a handful of magic circles in the air, white arcane symbols appeared on the wall, followed by a door.

"You're on lookout duty," she told Nox before disappearing through the secret door with Lillin.

A thumb bite, quick cantrip, and blood smear later, Otis manifested on Nox's shoulder. The furry gremlin appeared bigger, and the large puppy-like eyes had a new sharpness to them. The telepathic bond between the familiar and master conveyed an increase in intelligence.

"Scout our surroundings, buddy," Nox said, yawning. Verbal instructions proved unnecessary. Otis zipped away before he finished the sentence. The gremlin knew to look for anyone watching them from around corners. Nox didn't see the danger and risks involved with whatever Kris was up to, so he kept his hands on the rod chained to his belt.
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The professor returned a handful of minutes later with Lillin in tow. Neither woman said anything to Nox. He glanced at the latter questioningly and got no answer.

"Later," Lillin mouthed when he nudged her.

Otis bounced along walls behind the trio, regularly sending Nox updates. The gremlin neither saw nor sensed anything of note. He only highlighted rare pedestrians walking in the same direction as them. None appeared particularly interested in Kris or the students. Some looked like academics returning to their quarters after an evening of research, while the rest seemed to be cafeteria or janitorial staff.

Once they returned to the apartment, Kris swiftly cleared her home office's side table and desk. Then Lillin emptied her dimensional storage, laying out journals, ledgers, tomes, tapestries, bric-a-brac, a couple of small weapons, and a few obvious relics. A lantern emitting lights of mixed and shifting hues caught Nox's attention. He sensed various essences from it. They appeared in flux. What felt like fire changed to lightning a moment later, then pure mana, followed by energy Nox didn't recognize and fire again. Several such existences filled the mysterious object.

"What is all of this?" Nox asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I suspect the cults have something to do with Terrastalia's behavior," Kris said. "So I hired agents to liberate a few articles from the Smythe mansion and a few other suspects' homes. The abductions might’ve ceased. The city and inquisitors might be satisfied, but I'm not."

"You think people are behind the titan's rampage, overflowing dungeon, the rifts, and blights?" Nox raised an eyebrow. "Don't you think divine powers might be at play? It feels like a bit much for a small cult. Given how easily we took them apart and captured the bastards, they weren't particularly strong or well organized."

"I think the cell we took down, Terrastalia's behavior, the myconids are all part of an elaborate distraction. Smythe and our old quartermaster friend reported worshipping the All-Father. That's Odin. I'm sure he fell almost a century ago and was slain before completing his dungeon. A deity of his might would’ve birthed another archon dungeon, and the continent would be an entirely different space. I could, of course, be wrong." She waved at the stolen articles. "Hence all of this."

"So, Smythe is either an idiot or a pawn in someone else's elaborate scheme," Nox said, frowning as he thought about all the information they had uncovered. "Or both, ofcourse."

"It's possible he knew what he's doing and is playing the fool," Kris replied. "There could be an older, darker, and more clever organization behind all of this. Either they're throwing distractions our way or simultaneously backing several plans hoping one will get them what they need."

"That sounds farfetched," Lillin said. "Don't you think you might be pulling at straws? Its hard to believe one group can hold so much power. Manipulating a titan and expert-ranked dungeon is no easy feat."

"Unless, they're working together." Nox studied the tools before him closely. An old lantern with multi-colored embers caught his eye. It looked like a good source of essences.

"Why would an entity older than your kind serve or cooperate with you?" Lillin rolled her eyes. "Terrastalia is older than humankind. For all we know he's enraged with cults and delvers invading his person and hurting him. Perhaps we just need to leave him alone."

"You don't know what you're talking about, Lillin." Kris sighed. "I—"

Loud knocking interrupted the conversation. It didn't come from the front door but from the office window. Kris gestured at her students to keep silent. Her left palm glowed orange, and she ripped the curtains aside with her right. A pair of eyes looked at her from the darkness. The irises glowed like azure flames, and a similarly colored spearhead floated above.

Nox was in the middle of preparing a spell, and Lillin had just conjured a gravity orb when the professor opened the window.

"Come in," Kris said.

A dark-skinned man climbed through the opening. His complexion and features resembled Professor Das and Roque Singh—Annabelle’s late fiance. Nox knew without a doubt that he was of the Southern Continent, Daksinsthan. The man's drenched clothes gave away his skinny frame, and he stood a couple of inches shorter than Nox—making him significantly shorter than the locals. Otis had highlighted him but didn't report anything suspicious.

"Do you know why I'm here?" The man asked Kris.

"I can make guesses from the spearhead," Kris replied. "The broker also pointed you out to me, too. Care to tell me what you're doing with that?" She pointed at the glass blade floating over his left shoulder. "Were you not supposed to stash it with everything you liberated?"

"There were complications. I had no choice but to pact with—" He glanced at Nox and Lillin. The man's expression betrayed his anxiety. "People are hunting me. They're not Imperium Inquisition or City Guard. I need your help."

"And why should I help you?" Kris crossed her arms. "The pay should cover hazards and such."

"Because I have magic now that I can't control," the man answered. "And if I'm captured, I don't know if I have it in me to keep my employer's identity secret during interrogations."

"He's a warlock," Nox whispered to Lillin. The revelation intrigued him. He had studied the unique mages and pacts at length during the previous semester.

Kris said nothing for what felt like an eternity. When her palm ceased glowing, Nox and Lillin relaxed as well. The warlock’s veiled threat appeared to have struck a chord with the professor. She walked past him and closed the window.

"Nox. Lillin. The pair of you may share my bedroom tonight. Joey and I need to talk. Alone."

"Yes, professor."

Nox and Lillin pressed their ears against the bedroom door when they closed it, eager to learn more about the warlock and the thievery Kris had commissioned. The man had somehow bypassed Otis's detection, too.

"I'm sorry I claimed the relic for myself," the warlock said. His accent suggested he originated from the continent’s far south. It wasn't quite like Professor Das's, but it was close. "The guards were on to me, and the dj—"

"Hold on a moment," Kris said.

Nox heard her footsteps approaching, and the pair leaped from the door. Tapping on either side of the doorframe followed. When the pair pressed their ears against the wood again, they heard nothing but silence.

"The bitch warded it." Lillin sighed. "She makes us walk through the rain to get her junk, and we don't even get to learn the juicy details."

"I'm her apprentice," Nox said. "She'll tell me." He hesitated. "Eventually. Maybe."

            


2.15 Independent Accomodation


                “The gods and their cults are responsible for more wars than the Imperium. They kill people and ruin habitable zones, causing the mass migrant crisis. Whenever a dungeon moves or expands its borders, settlements are destroyed, and communities are displaced. Kingdoms and city-states have gone to war over who will take the unwanted. Many have used refugees to destabilize rival nations before embarking on brutal territorial campaigns. The gods and their domains give the evil the tools for their dastardly plans, and the cults lie waiting for an opportunity to profit.” - Alfred Moraine, Former Leader of the Cult Buster Brigade.

The City of Ygg appeared the same but felt different. The Market Ring didn't just have students, delvers in well-made equipment, and affluently dressed shoppers. People in ragged clothing with bandages and crutches walked the area, too. 

Nox heard some of them speaking as he passed. The inflections and colloquium gave them away as outsiders. 

"Refugees," he mumbled, noting the missing limbs, burn marks, and reasonably fresh scars.

Terrastalia's rampage and the myconids had ravaged the north and especially the western coast. The Imperium had somehow escaped the damage. The roving dungeon's path would've eventually led it into the empire's territory, but reports claimed that Terrastalia had abruptly changed its path towards the sea before disappearing altogether during the last new moon. Kris's sources had failed to gather intelligence on its whereabouts. Most were relieved, but the professor wasn't. She refused to believe any delvers could've destroyed the dungeon or titan without leaving behind a trace. Something diabolical might have occurred, and not knowing about it terrified her.

"Stop that child!" A guard yelled, drawing Nox's attention. She waved. "You. He's coming toward you! Stop him."

By the time Nox realized the guard was calling to him, her target had already reached him. The boy appeared no older than ten. Instead of stopping the child, Nox stepped out of the way. The boy didn't spare him a glance. He dove under an ambling cart, slid along the wet ground, rose on the other side, and continued sprinting. A couple of heartbeats later, two guards appeared out of the morning crowd and ran after him. 

"You could've stopped him, Mage Nox," the female guard said through shallow breaths. Nox recognized the woman. She was one of the captains who assisted with the arrests at the Smythe mansion. "A mage of your caliber—"

"I'm sorry," Nox said. The number of eyes on him urged him to interrupt the woman. "The kid came out of nowhere and caught me by surprise." He feigned a yawn. "I'm not sure I've woken up."

One of the pursuing guards backtracked to where Nox and the woman stood. "We lost him, Captain. I'm sorry."

"I hear you're about to open a shop, Mage Nox. Given how things are in the city, you want us on your side. Trust me when I say that."

"I don't mean to sound disingenuous, Captain. My vessel returned from the Edelweiss barony late last night. I'm worn from the relief efforts and journey. It will be a while before I'm alert enough to be any good to myself, let alone you."

"I suggest you get some caffeine in you, then. Half the villagers and townies between here and Edelweiss' land are either now in the city or on their way here. Thefts and assaults have doubled in the past couple of weeks, and things will only get worse."

"I'll keep that in mind. You have my sincere apologies. Why don't you stop by my shop later—"

"I'm guessing you haven't seen it then." The guard captain snorted. "Shop might not be the appropriate term for it."

"Either way. I'd like to apologize with a few flasks of my healing brews. I'm sure you and your men would appreciate them."

"Why are you standing around?" The captain asked the hovering guard. "Return to your blighted duties. Find the Hogg-touched thieves and drag them to the workhouses." Once he left, the woman returned her attention to Nox. She spoke with her volume lowered. "I'd rather get my hands on the ointments and creams you're supposedly selling. I hear they do wonders for the complexion."

"The benefits aren't just skin deep. My stocks are low, but I'll save a couple for you."

"Thank you, Mage Nox." She paused. "I mean, Sir Nox. Apologies for my shortness. The city has grown more dangerous during your absence." The guard captain smiled weakly. "I'll gladly take a few bottles off your hands when I come by the boutique, though. We need to discuss your business' surveillance needs, too."
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When the guard captain finally walked away, Nox quickly studied the scattering urchins. They had all hovered, standing behind corners or just out of reach, eavesdropping. He had no doubt they were affiliated with the thief and found their presence and proximity to the captain bold.

During the previous semester, Nox had seen no urchins or beggars in the Market Ring or Noble Quarter. The guards monitored and controlled passage through the gates between them. The increased population had likely drawn the policing forces to the city's outer sections, and they had lost control over the traffic. Nox imagined the city's more affluent residents weren't pleased about the state of things. Meanwhile, the guards probably had to tread carefully to avoid losing favor with the commoners. Riots hurt everyone regardless of class or financial status.

Reaching his shop after leaving the university gates took Nox twenty minutes. The mass of early morning delivery wagons and peddlers setting up stalls had slowed him. The obstacles cost him five minutes, and the conversation with the captain added a few more. Commuting from his new home to the university’s central building would take him half an hour on a good day. Nox planned on giving himself an extra ten minutes to account for unforeseen circumstances.

"Is it me, or does the shopfront look bigger?" Lillin asked. She found him holding two steaming earthen mugs and pastries. Grease had turned the latter's paper wrappings translucent.

"It's the southern-styled windows," Nox said.

Queen Lydia Mercer had prepaid the contractors far more than expected, resulting in a handsome budget. Nox had simple tastes but wanted a homey elegance to the buildings’ exterior. Initially, he wanted large farmhouse windows that let pedestrians catch a glimpse of boiling cauldrons and the display cases. Then, the contractor recommended differently after listening to his needs.

Since Nox wished to protect the business with wards, the shopfront needed maximum surface area for etching runes, especially around the window frames. At the same time, they needed visual appeal. So, he went ahead with the idea of curved box windows. The lattice, while elegant, was perfect for setting runescripts. Meanwhile, the window frames extended a foot and a half out of the wall. The interior provided an adequate surface for seating or a display case. Nox hadn’t decided what to do with the two areas yet. He didn't worry too much about theft between the ironwood, wards, and alchemically treated glass, primarily because of the heavy guard presence in Market Ring. Since the store stood near a reasonably busy junction, perpetrators wouldn’t go unnoticed.

The interior had a polished apothecary aesthetic. A long wooden counter ran the length of the shop. The stained ash added warmth to the room, giving it a homely feel despite the emptiness. The contractors hadn’t yet polished the surfaces, yet Nox couldn’t help but admire the sight. 

“It looks so much bigger without the old shelves and other junk,” Lillin commented.

“Except for the window display, I expect everything to stay behind the counter,” Nox replied. “With no shelves or tables crowding the floor, there is plenty of room for clientele to walk around.” He waved at one of the open doorways behind the counter. It led into a room with a pair of large cauldrons. Empty glassware lined the walls. “I’ve devised spellforms to more or less automate the production of healing and mana restoration brews. The cauldrons won’t just be visible from the shopfront but also through the windows. I expect the production transparency and reasonable pricing to draw in more people.”

“Is it wise to make your processes open for every layperson to see?”

“The primary workshop is below us. I’ll need Kris’ help, but wards should be sufficient to ensure none but we can enter.”

“This feels like a lot for one person. You’re going to need more alchemists.”

“Eventually,” Nox said. “Qualified alchemists aren’t within my current budget. We’ll figure out supply once we know the demand.”

“You’re a knight now, Nox.” Lillin chuckled. “Demand will be high.”

Much to Nox’s delight, the contractors had designed the basement workshop precisely to his specifications. They hadn’t taken any creative freedoms like with the shop’s exterior. It had enough room for three separate brewing setups, ensuring Nox would have the freedom to prepare multiple concoctions simultaneously. He planned on dedicating the largest workshop to cosmetics and contraceptives. After all, they were what had made him popular. Nox expected them to fly off the shelves once the shop opened. Peak season would start the weekend before the new semester. People would want to stock up on cosmetics and nourishing ointments to present their best selves once all social events began. He expected his new contraceptives to be in high demand, too.

Meanwhile, the second biggest brewing set would alternate between servicing delvers and fulfilling commissions. It would produce empowering concoctions and recovering brews with the cauldrons on the ground floor. Nox also had eyes for delving potions like Trap Foam, Rock Melter, and the kind. Noxian Brews wasn't known for much besides cosmetics yet. Nox hoped that would change soon. All parts of the business needed patronage for it to succeed. 

The smallest of the stations sat in a section attached to an office space and the largest storeroom.

“This is perfect for research and development,” he said. Nox pointed through a large window in the workshop. “I planned on using this place as a growing area for rare herbs and mushrooms, but I suppose the myconid corpses can go here for now.”

“Staffing costs might just bankrupt you.” Lillin sighed. “Please just ensure we have enough money to eat, please.”

“I’m aware of your dietary requirements. I’ll starve before you do, Lillin. I promise you that.” Nox sighed as thoughts of Annabelle reared their head. He wished she was around to see his workspace. The Oakhearts were nothing more than investors now, and he needed to get used to the fact. Footsteps above snapped Nox back to reality. “That must be the builders. They’re probably applying the finishing touches to the staff apartment and our quarters. Should we have a look?”

“Let's,” Lillin stated excitedly, and they raced up the stairs.

            


2.16 Staff Needed


                The contractor in charge of the project arrived not long after the workers. He showed Nox and Lillin around the building, updating them on changes from the original plan and sections that needed more work.

The top floor had three bedrooms, two baths, an ample storage room, a study, a lounge, and a kitchen with an attached dining space. Despite the sizeable budget, they kept the furnishings simple. The contractor agreed to hold on to leftover funds for future repairs, extensions, and upgrades. Queen Mercer had left them enough money to add another floor or excavate the ground below for an additional basement levels. Nox didn’t see the need for either yet, and the contractor was more than happy to keep funds with the banking guild and pocket the interest.

Meanwhile, the second floor had four midsized rooms with two shared washrooms and six smaller staff rooms that shared a toilet and separate bath. It had a small kitchen, too. The contractor initially planned on making furnishings and comforts minimalist on the floor. Nox insisted otherwise. He personally believed that good accommodation, pay, and working conditions would ensure staff loyalty. 

While the contractors worked on the staff floor and the store’s signage, Nox hired a messenger boy to inform the Woodsons of his return. The siblings were eager to move out of the university campus and from under their guardian's watchful eye. Dean Woodson, the head of the Department of Dungeon Studies, didn’t come across as a great authoritarian figure outside university duties, but Nox had no idea how she was behind closed doors. He was brainstorming means to find staff when candidates found him.

“Excuse me?” A man poked his head through the shop door. He wore a grey flat cap and a worn coat of the same color. His clothes were old and ripped but clean, and his facial hair was neatly groomed.

“May I help you?” Nox asked, almost jumping out of his skin. He mentally cursed the contractor and his men. They were supposed to lock the shop door when working on the exterior or away for lunch.

Nox stood behind the shop’s counter, several ledgers, scrolls, and inch-thick contracts in front of him. After exploring the building, he had spent the morning reviewing his liquid assets and those left by Queen Mercer for his business. The numbers appeared high, but he was sure the gold would disappear swiftly once he hired staff and drew up supplier contracts. The city would expect taxes from him in two months' time, too. As a result, he needed a solid staffing budget. After all, a good team would be vital to the business’ fiscal success. Nox no longer had to worry about paying tuition and accommodation fees but had new money problems.

“Hope you don’t mind the interruption, Ser,” the man said. He had a north country accent.

“Ser?” Nox raised an eyebrow.

“The sign outside. I don’t recognize the knight crest, but the flower in the corner is the Edelweiss Barony’s insignia. The workers outside told me you’re the boss. That would make you the knight, would it not?” He paused. “Forgive my boldness, Ser. I didn’t mean to speak above my station.”

“Observant. Now, what is it you need?”

“A job, Ser,” the man replied. “I heard this is to be an apothecary. I worked as a shop assistant in an independent town just south of Baron Edelweiss’ land.”

“Let me guess. Terrastalia or myconids destroyed your home.”

The man nodded. He entered the store and closed the door behind him. Salt and pepper hair peeked out from under his cap. The crow’s feet further reinforced Nox’s estimate of the man’s age—somewhere in his mid-to-late forties.

“I’m afraid you were misinformed,” Nox said. “This is to be an alchemy store. We plan to sell cosmetics for nobility and delving concoctions. Do you have much experience with either?”

“Only with delvers, Ser,” the man answered. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about cosmetics. But I’m a quick learner and a good salesman. My last employer trusted me to tally his ledgers, open and close the shop, and put away deliveries. I’m familiar with the storage of volatile and essence-rich materials.”

“Do you have family?” Nox asked.

The man nodded. “My wife served as the mayor’s housekeeper, and our daughter was a kitchen maid.” He paused for a moment, breaking eye contact. When he continued, he didn’t sound as confident as before. “We had a boy too. He worked in the shop with me. Alvin’s injuries took him during the journey.”

Another head poked through the front door. It was a younger man, and he sounded local. “Are you hiring?”

“I am,” Nox said. “Please wait outside until this gentleman leaves.”

“Alright.” The door closed. Nox rose from behind the counter and peeked through the box windows. A handful of men and women had gathered outside.

“Are you aware that my employees will receive accommodation in addition to their salaries?” 

“N-no.” The man stood straighter, regaining his composure. “Accommodation would go a long way. We arrived two weeks ago and have been sharing a hovel with two other families.”

“I’ll be honest, Mr—I’m afraid I don’t know your name.”

“Allen Tanner, Ser.”

“I’ll be honest, Mr Tanner,” Nox continued. “I was hoping to hire local staff for the shopfront. They’re more likely to know how to deal with my clientele and will have an easier time providing professional and character references than outsiders. However, I’ll consider all candidates. Have your wife and daughter found employment yet?”

Allen shook his head. “Jobs are in short supply, Ser. The few places with open positions don’t offer enough pay to survive. The conditions and hours aren’t accommodating for those willing to take on multiple jobs either.”
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“Alright then. It looks like I’ll be interviewing people until sundown. How about you fetch your family? I’ll interview all three of you at once. This place is larger than I expected. We’ll need a housekeeper, and I wouldn’t mind a cook either.”

“Yes, Ser,” Allen stammered. “I’ll fetch them right away. Excuse me, Ser.”

Nox contained his smile as the man bowed twice and backpedaled through the door. A moment later, he spotted Allen sprinting past the window, down the street, and around the corner.

“Lillin!” Nox called. He heard her muffled, unintelligible response echo down the stairs. She had claimed the task of unpacking and arranging their individual living quarters. “I’m interviewing possible hires. Your eyes, nose, and ears would be appreciated.”

Nox had lied to Allen. He didn’t care for references. Lillin’s inhuman senses were better for judging people. She could smell liars and bad habits and knew how to identify tells.



The Woodson siblings arrived late in the afternoon with several bags and chests. Nox was still in the midst of interviewing people when they arrived. He had a lot to tell the pair and hear about how they had spent their semester break. Unfortunately, he could do little more than wave at them as Lillin helped them with their luggage. 

“As you can tell from the seal, Gupta Alchemists vouch for my skills and work ethic,” the latest interviewee said. The woman’s features betrayed her Dakhinsthani heritage, and she spoke like a local. “I worked in their Nobles Quarter store for five years, starting at the age of sixteen. They started me off as a porter. Then—”

“What did the porter role involve?” Nox asked.

“They had me washing and polishing vials, labeling freshly bottled concoctions, and storing and transporting them to the shopfront whenever needed. I also swept and mopped the stockrooms and shop before opening and after closing, and whenever needed.”

“You didn’t do the same in the workshop?”

The young woman shook her head. “They had separate staff for that. The Guptas only had trained individuals and apprentices cleaning and maintaining the workshop. Anyway.” The woman fidgeted as she continued, her eyes wandering over the empty shelves behind Nox. “During my third year in their service, they moved me to the main shop floor and trained me as a saleswoman. I learned to deal with delvers and the nobility and also picked up enough alchemical knowledge to upsell products.”

“Did they pay you well?”

“Yes, Mr Ratra. I also received a commission on top of my salary based on sales performance.”

“It sounds like they were decent employers, provided decent compensation and training,” Nox said, scribbling in his notebook. “Why are you leaving them to come join me?”

“I—” The woman fidgeted in her seat, sat straighter, and brushed a loose lock over her right ear. “I need something new—a change. The Guptas were good to me, but I realize there is no room for me to grow and progress. With all of these outsiders flooding the city, I’ve heard rumors of them replacing some of us for cheaper labor.”

“So you’re preparing a backup plan?” Nox asked.

“That’s not it,” she replied, speaking faster. “I’ve heard about your products and recent success. I thought starting at the bottom of a new business might lead to quick promotions and better opportunities.”

“Fair enough,” Nox added to his notes before returning his attention to the woman. Her tight, low-cut blouse left little to the imagination. Her skirt was similarly form-fitting, too. She had come to the interview prepared, well-dressed, and groomed. The scent lingering around her had a certain allure to it, too. He pushed a scrap of paper toward her. “Leave me your address. I’ll look over your reference letter and speak to the Guptas. We’ll be in touch if you’re successful.”

“Thank you, Mr Ratra.” The woman nodded, and wrote the relevant information down.

Nox didn’t need to read the letter or Lillin’s input before making his decision. He marked the top left corner of the page with a cross. His instincts urged him not to hire the woman. He suspected the rival alchemists had sent her to spy, steal intellectual property, and sabotage. There was a chance he was wrong, and she wished to leave a bad working environment, but he didn’t want to take the risk.

After half a dozen more meetings, Nox called it a day. He told the handful still outside the door to return in the morning. They appeared displeased, and a couple begged for a moment of his time, but Nox believed he had done enough good for the day. The contractors had already finished. So, Nox locked the front door and rushed upstairs to join his friends.

Caitlin and Alexander had claimed two large bedrooms on the first floor. A shared bathroom connected them. A small army of squirrels scurried around, dusting the rooms and putting away their belongings. 

When Nox entered the room, Alexander bowed low. “Thank you for gracing us with your presence, Sir Ratra.” The squirrels lined up and bowed, too. Drawing a tiny yelp from a passing new resident. After Lillin approved Allen and his family, the Tanners returned within the hour with meager belongings. He and his wife claimed one of the two remaining large bedrooms while their daughter settled in the neighboring smaller room. “I’m sorry, Leanna. We didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Mum’s not going to be happy if she has to clean their poop.”

“Don’t worry. They clean up after themselves.”

All the squirrels disappeared in unison. Leanna raised an eyebrow but nodded and moved on, carrying a fat cloth bag into her parents’ washroom. Nox hadn’t thought about laundry and planned on discussing adding a room for it with the contractors the following day.

“I want none of that Sir Ratra nonsense from you lot,” Nox said once Leanna disappeared. “It was a surprise, and I only intend to use the title for its professional benefits.”

“That’s a waste,” Alexander said, grinning. “The city, and especially the university, is full of noble ladies who—”

“Shut up, Alex.” Much to Nox’s surprise, Caitlin pushed past her brother and hugged Nox. Given her otherwise quiet and reserved demeanor, he didn’t expect such gestures from her. “Shelly told me about what happened with Annabelle. I was sorry to hear it. Hope you’re doing okay.”

“I was down for a few days, but I’m feeling better now,” Nox said. “Thanks, Caitlin. How have the pair of you been?”

“We’re well—”

“I’m a journeyman delver!” Alexander exclaimed, interrupting her sister.

“What?” Nox’s eyes widened. “How? The last time we spoke, you didn’t have your apprentice license.”

“Apprenticing under Professor Wolfheart has its advantages,” Caitlin answered. “We spent the last couple of months training and delving with him. We’re both in the advanced combat course now.” She hesitantly glanced at her brother. “Since you’re now a member short, I was hoping—”

“Of course!” Nox exclaimed. “I wanted the pair of you in our party as soon as we met. You have our approval. I doubt the Beauforts will mind.”

“Shelly already said they’re okay with it as long as you and Lillin don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind as long as you don’t share our secrets with your grandmother,” Lillin added.

“We promise we won’t,” Alexander said, smiling from ear to ear. “You should know, though.” He hesitantly glanced between Nox and Lillin. “If you’re talking about the secret I think you are, she already knows. You can’t really keep such secrets from a druid.”

            


2.17 Pre-opening Stress


                The next couple of days blurred by. He interviewed potential new hires, procured materials, started brewing his Noxian Brews’ best-selling products, and worked on upgrading his star. He had a solid idea of what he wanted to do but needed to iron out the spellform. 

Nox completed his Animation planet during the voyage. Kris liked his runescript and also deemed his mastery well beyond the introductory course. However, she insisted he work on the star alone. It was a unique piece of spellwork, and no one understood it better than he did. After all, Nox had fused standard scripts with those used for alchemy. Given his progress, Nox expected to achieve his goal before the semester started.

During his studies, Nox encountered several articles that discussed the duality and interactions of opposing cantrips and concepts. Ordinarily, Heat and Chill neutralized each other. However, they assisted swift Shaping when used on either end of spells that manipulated metal or glass. Certain Aether Warrior techniques paired Featherweight and Heavy cantrips to wave around titanic weapons like children’s toys. Nox hoped to achieve something similar by intertwining Haste and Slow.

Most arcane attacks and phenomena have two elements: raw mana and essence. The mana is the fuel, and the essence is the body.

Nox knew of no basic-tier spellforms capable of targeting and capturing raw mana. His star focused on drawing in and solidifying essence. It first used the Slow cantrip to rob the arcana of its speed, making it easier for the rest of the spell to distinguish between the phenomena’s elements and target the relevant part. It worked just fine against individuals and entities at his current level. Nox and Kris were sure Crystallize Essence would lose its potency when they faced more powerful enemies, forcing Nox to use more Slow fields as filtration levels for the spell, multiplying the drain on his star.

Instead, Nox hoped to create filter magic by channeling it through a complex spiraling network of Haste and Slow fields. Most of his star’s mana drain would go towards setting up the multiple rotating, accelerating, and decelerating fields that separated them. Once they started spinning fast enough, they’d draw in external magic and use its raw mana to continue fueling itself, reducing the drain on Nox’s star. 

The path to a working model felt achievable. However, ‘functional’ felt insufficient to Nox. He would’ve let it pass for a moon. When planets were concerned, Nox would’ve settled for decent. He wanted something as close to perfect as possible for his star. Lillin visited the university libraries and picked up Advanced Spell Weaving tomes for him. He poured over them while developing the framework for his new spell. The greatest challenge he faced was working on all the new elements around the original Crystallize Essence spell. After all, there was no backpedaling. He could only modify and tweak the core of his mana system.

Finding Diya and getting her input on his work so far was tempting. However, Nox wanted to overcome the task alone. He wouldn’t always have professors and mentors. Besides, Kris was right. His runework was a blend of alchemy and traditional spell weaving. No one understood Crystallize Essence, its inner workings, and limitations as well as him.

It took three days and interviewing close to a hundred people before Nox filled all the necessary staff positions except that of an alchemical assistant. He took in a young couple displaced by Terrastalia’s activities. Its female half was only a couple of years older than Nox. She had no alchemical knowledge. However, she had experience as a saleswoman in a high-end garment boutique. The young woman agreed to cover a porter’s responsibilities until she gained the necessary knowledge to explain and upsell the products. For the time being, she’d focus on clientele interested in cosmetics and contraceptives.

Meanwhile, the husband was ten years his wife’s senior and had never worked in a shop. He was a former soldier and had lost his foot in service to his lord. The man had worn several hats over the past couple of years while the couple saved money for a small farmstead. Unfortunately, the recent disaster took everything from them. He gladly accepted the role of custodian and handyman. 

Jenny Tanner would be in charge of cleaning and maintaining the top floor and everything but the bedrooms on the staff floor. Meanwhile, Argus Stone would do the same for the rest of the building. His father was a carpenter, and he knew how to do basic repairs. He would share several responsibilities with Leanna Tanner, ensuring Nox didn’t need to worry about upkeep and stocking. The couple took the final large room on the staff floor.

Even though Jenny Tanner had an extremely heavy workload, Nox didn’t hire an assistant housekeeper straight away. He wanted to delay until the shop opened and started bringing in money, and he had another assistant. Her daughter agreed to assist in her duties when not preparing food or cleaning the kitchen. Instead, Nox got another shop assistant. She was a local and served a local noblewoman until a couple of months ago. 

Hilda Dahl didn’t go into detail regarding her former employers beyond their family name. He got the impression that they had left the city in a hurry and guessed they were somehow connected to an arrested cultist. Apparently, the large families had staff in the near-triple digits, and more than a thousand individuals lost their jobs during the exodus. She had experience as a shopgirl in a spell weaver’s boutique. Nox gave her the same role as Emily Stone and granted her one of the smaller bedrooms on the staff floor, leaving four of the six unoccupied.
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All staff except Leanna Tanner would have Second and Third days off while the shop remained closed. Most students would be busy with classes, and the nobility held their soirees between Fifth and Sixthday evenings. Jenny worried cleaning duties would pile up, but Nox insisted that everyone else would need to clean up after themselves to ensure things didn’t get dire.

Since Advanced Dungeon Combat and the remaining classes would keep Nox and his peers busy between the First and Sixth days, he didn’t want breakfast and dinner to be a concern. He wanted her to have two days off like everyone, so he gave her Thirday off—staff would prepare their own meals on the day. They would cook their own food, settle for leftovers, or buy something. She’d also get Seventhday off, giving her the opportunity to enjoy the city and get some time away from her parents.

“You’re giving them housing yet paying the same wage as businesses that don’t do so,” Caitlin said over dinner one evening after Leanna had descended to her floor. She still needed to finish cooking for the staff. “Are two days off a week really necessary? Use a day for general maintenance, upkeep, and other tasks. You’re being far too generous for a small, independent business that’s just starting out.”

“There were two types of successful production houses in the Trade Empire,” Nox said. “The first lured in outsiders with tempting but binding contracts. Everything would start fine, but the facade never lasted long. The work conditions were often beyond horrid, with long hours, no time off, and pay deductions for the most minor mistake. These people would leave the Trade Empire as soon as their contracts ended, telling terrible tales about us and leaking everything they learned about our secrets.

“Then there were employers like Mou. She paid her people above the standard, limiting their daily and weekly working hours and ensuring they had time outside of work. Her staff didn’t just stay in her employ for the duration of the initial contract. Some individuals have worked for the Ratras since before I was born. Most leave Mou’s employment only because they want to settle elsewhere and use their savings to start an independent business. I’d like to be the latter breed of employer.”

Lillin chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Nox asked.

“Just the fact that you have future plans beyond destroying Sundarshahar amuses me,” she answered.

“So what you told Annabelle wasn’t the complete truth,” Michelle said. The Beauforts had joined them for dinner. She wanted to spend time with Caitlin before the semester began, and Ernest needed to drop off the elite myconid corpses necessary for Nox’s research.

“I don’t think I ever lied to her,” Nox replied, regretting giving his friends an open invitation to dinner. “About my future ambitions, at least. Life is going to get expensive once we advance past adept dungeons. I hope to use the business to fund us, keeping us free of employers with political agendas.”

“You’re incorrigible.” Michelle rolled her eyes.

“I think he’s deflecting,” Caitlin told the Beaufort woman, and the pair chuckled. 

Even though the pair were attempting to antagonize Nox, he felt glad that they weren’t just keeping to themselves and joining group discussions and banter. He ignored the jibe and continued. “Either way, I want to cultivate and invest in staff who will keep the business running while we’re away delving. I’ll need to keep my storerooms stocked and find someone trustworthy with its key.”

“Oh my. Why work so hard to justify bedding Aria Edelweiss?” Caitlin chuckled. “Annabelle ended the relationship. No one will judge you for spreading your seed.”

“I think you’re going too far, Kitty,” Alexander told his sister, nudging her. “Perhaps we should change topics.”

“Right.” Michelle wiped the grin off her face and leaned towards Nox. “How is preparation for opening going? Isn’t it too much work for one person?”

“It is.” Nox sighed. “I started mass brewing last night, an apprentice or assistant would certainly make life easier. Finding time for spell weaving or research for Baron Edelweiss will be challenging.”

“You need to save time for us, too,” Caitlin said. “A party needs to train together and bond. Just doing it in Wolfheart’s class won’t be enough.”

Nox didn’t want to admit it to his friends, but he didn’t want time to idle and bond outside of training. He worried his mind would drift to thoughts of Annabelle. They bothered him a fair deal during the voyage, making it sometimes challenging to focus. Caitlin's teasing and discussing his night with Aria didn't help either. 

“Once Aria Edelweiss is in town, you’ll need to spend time with her, too,” Lillin said, nudging Nox. She faced the other women at the table. “The baron requested Nox escort her to the start-of-semester balls and appear with her at a few dinners.”

“And you agreed to it?” Caitlin raised an eyebrow.

“He’s sponsoring my research,” Nox replied, mentally cursing Lillin for circling back to the topic. “I didn’t want to deny the request and risk angering him.”

“Her being drop-dead gorgeous probably helps.” Michelle grinned. The Beaufort woman shuffled in her chair and placed a hand on his shoulder. She leaned closer and all signs of amusement left her face. “In all seriousness, if you need help with the initial big brews, I’d be more than happy to help.”

“Are you sure?” Nox felt taken aback by the sudden offer.

“Of course! After everything you did to make my life easier the past couple of months, it's the least I can do.”

“Thank you, Michelle. That would be great.”

It was nice to have friends.

            


2.18 Pre-Opening Preparation


                The contractor finished his work on the shop’s exterior four days before the semester was due to begin. The dark-polished wood and the warm light leaking through the box windows added an element of hominess to the shopfront. The half of the shop displaying cosmetics and contraceptives featured floor-to-ceiling mirrors and eggshell-painted walls, and the contractors kept the displays spaced out. It made the section brighter and appeared more sophisticated. Meanwhile, the part of the shop catering to delvers focused more on variety and product description.

“If you’re satisfied, I’ll dismiss most of my men, Sir Ratra,” the contractor said as his people unloaded a heavy slab of wrapped wood off a horse-pulled cart. “Three should be enough to construct your laundry and the workshop washrooms.”

“Everything looks amazing,” Nox told the man, clapping him on the back. “Queen Mercer did well hiring you.”

“We could’ve done so much more if you allowed it, Sir Ratra.” The contractor ushered his men to work faster as they spoke. “This is perhaps the most humble project I’ve taken on in a decade. We still have a third left of what your mother paid me.”

“Let the banking guild hold on to it for now. We can use it for future expansions or constructions.”

“Please note that’s contingent on me still operating in my current profession or continuing to live in the city,” the contractor replied. “Considering how things are, I’m half tempted to take my business to the east. I have contacts in the Imperium, too—”

“Wouldn’t such a move involve losing your current crew and building one from scratch?” Nox asked.

“Believe me, that’s the only thing still keeping me here.” He lowered his volume as he continued. “These lot aren’t just my employees. Some of them have been with me since I started my business and through times when I couldn’t afford their full pay. I can’t just abandon them when work is so scarce and prices are on the rise.”

“You’re a decent guy.” Nox smiled. “Did Queen Mercer request a receipt or invoice detailing your work and the costs involved?”

“No. She didn’t. The queen expected you to drain all the funds and then need more.”

“Well. She doesn’t really know me. If things get so bad, you must leave the city and use the funds to take some of your crew with you.”

The contractor frowned, studying Nox for a moment. “You’re a strange lad, Sir Ratra. You don’t treat us like a prince should. Disinherited or not.” He glanced at his men as they struggled to affix the wooden slab above the shopfront’s door. “Thank you.”

All the workers, the crew leader included, worked together to mount the slab, fasten it in place, and reinforce the supports.

“Are they finally done?” A matronly woman demanded, shooting Nox and the workers a glare colder than glacial essence. He had seen her through the windows several times. Seeing her exit the tailor’s next door, Nox guessed she was the owner or part of the family running the business. “Two months!” Her face contorted into an ugly snarl. “We’ve tolerated the hammering, sawing, and carts blocking our store for two months. This must be done, or I’m complaining to the city.”

“I apologize, Miss—”

“Karen Taylor. Mrs Taylor for you.”

“I apologize, Mrs Taylor,” Nox said, putting on his best smile. “The workers need another week, but that’s mostly basement work. The noise shouldn’t reach you.”

“So the carts will continue blocking my displays. Great! Tell me, kid. Do you plan on compensating me for the loss of business? Just because you’ve got a crest from some north country barony doesn’t mean—”

The woman stopped mid-sentence when the workers removed the tarp covering the new sign. It featured a grey knight’s helm and read ‘Ratra’s Knightly Brews.’ The first word sat in small block letters at the top, while the latter two dominated the rest of the emblem, running across the helm’s visor. The contractor had a friend design and assemble the new sign. The artisan had carefully painted ‘Ratra’s’ in gold paint and the rest in silver. The letters sharply contrasted the otherwise dark signage. Nox provided a special brew to ensure the sign caught ambient light and glowed after sunset.
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Four crests sat along the sign’s edges. The first was the knight’s crest granted by Baron Edelweiss. It displayed Nox’s connection to the barony and the nature of his affiliation with them. The contractors had instructions to remove the old one with sandpaper. Nox’s personal crest sat below it, featuring a ‘N’ and ‘R’ within a conical alchemy flask. He had further updated the insignia and placed it in a kite shield. It was standard for knights to make such modifications. The font and the painting gave the letters a crystalline appearance. 

The Trade Empire and House Oakheart’s insignias sat on the opposite end. The lack of embellishments stated Nox had no particular connection to the two powers beyond trade relationships, partnership, sponsorship, or similar affiliation. Most businesses carried similar symbols; they helped instill confidence in the general public and suggested legitimacy, drawing in more clientele. None in the neighborhood carried as many crests Ratra's Knightly Brews.

“You’re a knight?” Mrs Taylor raised an eyebrow. 

Nox nodded. “My knighthood was a recent development, hence the new sign. It looks grand. Don’t you think?”

The woman’s face softened, and she ran her hands over her dress, smoothing out wrinkles and creases. “Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot, Knight Ratra. You’ve been out of town, and I should’ve spoken to the foreman directly. Could you please ensure the carts park in the alley or closer to your entrance when offloading?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs Taylor,” the contractor said. “The rest of our work shouldn’t require a lot of materials. Interruptions and disturbances to your business will be kept to a minimum.”

“Thank you, Sir Ratra,” Mrs Talor said before turning on her heel and disappearing into her store.

“I suppose a title has its advantages.” Nox chuckled.

“It's more likely the Trade Empire and Oakheart crests that got her to back down,” the contractor said.

“I really wish we didn’t have to display the former.” Nox sighed. “I’d rather keep my connection to them a secret. On the brightside, she might give me a discount if I go to her for all our linen needs.”

“This might be too direct and bold of me, but hiding your affiliations would be foolish of you. Everyone trusts the Trade Empire’s product, prices, and business ethics. The crest carries more weight than the rest put together.”

“You don’t think Knightly Brews is an attractive name?”

“Don’t get me wrong. It is, and I’m sure the name will turn heads. After all, very few genuine alchemists or artisans have a knighthood—in this city, at least. News of you earning it for alchemical accomplishments has spread as well. However, the same mouths are also talking about how you have a trade deal with the Trade Empire.”

“Are they discussing our relationship, too?” Nox asked.

“Your blood relationship is a rumor. Not a fact.”

“At least, that’s a positive.” Nox checked his pocket watch. “I’ll leave you to your work. My brews need my attention.”

The workshop had grown crowded over the past couple of days. Professor Wolfhammer had left town to spend the final few weeks with family before term began. He had ordered Alexander to take time off from combat training and advised Caitlin to do the same. Nox struggled to imagine a scenario where the older man gave anyone a break and guessed the Woodson siblings had endured hellish training during his absence. 

The majority of their friends outside of Nox’s party hadn’t yet returned to the city. As a result, the pair kept themselves busy and entertained by assisting in the workshop. Caitlin and Michelle almost always had something to discuss. Meanwhile, Alexander and Nox had grown to enjoy each other’s company. A platoon of contaminant-free errand squirrels certainly made his life easier. Pudge visited, too, eager to study the myconids. He took samples from the creatures, eager to study them with a mycologist friend. Unfortunately, Nox didn’t have much time to spare for the research and focused on production.

Much to Nox’s surprise, Lillin had adopted the task of directing the building’s staff. While Nox brewed, she assigned them tasks and assembled routines. She also demanded two hundred gold from Nox and went shopping with Leanna, Hilda, and Emily. Before Nox knew it, the kitchen cupboards were stuffed with food, utensils, glassware, and silverware. She also took all the staff next door to Karen Taylor’s shop and ordered fitted uniforms for them. Lillin paid extra to push one set to the top of her commissions list and have it delivered before the store opened. Nox didn’t bother reviewing her choices. The mimic-woman had copied Mou’s taste over the years, and he trusted her.

The free helping hands would disappear once classes started. Lillin would continue to assist in the business, but the others would have greater responsibilities. Nox had no idea what demand would be like, so he went overboard with stock—especially the cosmetics. Even though Nox initially wanted to delay hiring apprentices and alchemy assistants, he understood that it was no longer an option. So, he made plans to visit his professors, hoping they’d point him in the right direction.

            


2.19 A Mentor's Advice


                “Good mage. That is such a subjective term. Anyone can gain power with enough hard work, dedication, and deep pockets. All it takes is growing one’s star through steady mana absorption—occasionally using alchemical reinforcement or dungeon-born relics—and access to spell weavers to fill the planets and moons. A good mage is an individual who understands the in-and-out of their mana system. This means designing spells and regularly growing or updating them. A good mage is a spell weaver, scholar, and practitioner. Slinging powerful spells and flattening one’s foe with a barrage of misunderstood spells isn’t enough. Half measures and not acknowledging one’s shortcomings aren’t enough.”

—Professor Francis Lorenzo, the Living Fortress.

 

“Please ignore the mess,” Kris said as she waved Nox into her apartment. Even though several days had passed since they returned to the city, the professor’s luggage littered her living room. She had opened most of them. It appeared as if her version of packing involved balling clothes and cramming them into the container. Kris had pulled pieces out of the chests and cases and left several untidy piles around them. Nox wondered how she kept track of clean and dirty clothing. “Apparently, I did too good a job last semester. Dean Woodson wants me to teach Artillery Magic For Delvers.”

“Your magic is ideal for boss killing,” Nox replied. “It makes sense why she’d want more such mages in parties. Lillin will jump on the opportunity to learn magic like yours.”

“I’m mostly opening the class to more advanced students, but she fulfills the mana requirements.” Kris retrieved a roll of parchments from her office. “Pass these to her. If your mimic is willing to put in the work, she could turn into a major asset for the party.”

Thanks to her power to increase her star size by consuming mages' and boss monsters’ cores, Lillin’s star had grown at an alarming rate over the past eight months. Unfortunately, the memories she picked up regarding any stolen magic did little to improve her mastery of them. She had raw power but insufficient skill and understanding. Just because Lillin’s star was on the verge of reaching adept didn’t mean she had sufficient mastery to count as a mage of the rank. Mimic-born powers currently compensated for the shortcomings.

Nox glanced at the content and knew that the Spell Weaving was beyond Lillin’s current understanding. However, if anyone could power through such limitations, it was her.

“So?” Kris cleared the underwear and petticoats on the lounge chairs, starving them across the living room floor, and gestured Nox to take a seat. “What did you need my help with?”

“Two things.” Nox passed her his system journal. “I know you asked me to solve the star upgrade problem alone, but I have an interesting idea and would love some feedback.”

“You know what I’m going to tell you,” Kris said. “I’m not giving you any feedback on the project without a spell demonstration.”

Nox had come prepared. He rolled out a long piece of parchment. It contained the necessary spell diagram. “Most of the runes are for separation and containment,” he explained. “I stole Lillin’s gravity orb concept and used Animation models to put these together.”

“Are these Haste vortices?”

“I linked them with mana direction scripts,” Nox answered.

“Clever. You’re trying to create miniature mana maelstroms.”

“Precisely. They’ll pull in mana faster than essence.” He pointed at the next layer in the spherical spell. “Whatever gets through will meet a Slow field before the next Haste vortex.”

“I changed my mind,” Kris said.

“About what?” Nox asked, thrown off by the sudden change of tone.

“I don’t want a demonstration,” she replied. “The current spellform is too chaotic and will make a bigger mess—” Kris paused, glancing around her already untidy living room. “I’m too busy to accompany you to a secured space right now. You’re on the right track, and some of this doesn’t make sense because you’re following alchemical rules again. But I think I have a few ideas about how you could improve it. You’ll need to figure out the implementation, though.
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“Firstly, replace mana direction scripts with mana absorption. It will make the vortices more efficient. The absorption will also force them to feed on the energy and speed up instead of relying on natural growth.”

“So, the longer I have the spell going, the more powerful it will get,” Nox mumbled.

“Exactly! The drain on your star will be minimal.” Kris paused. She frowned, tracing the outermost layer’s runes. “Your initial cast will be significantly more expensive than your basic Crystallize Essence. However, it should become self-sustaining after feeding on a couple of spells. You might need to top up the Slow layers and perhaps the Crystallize Essence in the center, but neither should be too expensive.” Then, she diverted her attention to the runescript’s center. “I don’t know why you’re not using a Hasted vortex for Crystallize Essence, too. There needs to be some attractive force to pull the filtered essence through each layer. Otherwise, the vortex will spit them back outside or trap them in the Slow fields.”

“I get why you didn’t want me to test the spell in your apartment.” Nox chuckled. “I don’t know how I overlooked that. We’d burn the place down.”

“Or worse.” Kris smiled at her apprentice. “This is impressive work, though. Next, I think you should use the control runes you learned last semester. Four layers of vortices and Slow fields will make your star too crowded, not leaving much room for future improvements. Instead, consider if-then gates. Use mana measurement scripts in your Slow fields.”

Nox frowned. “Why didn’t I think of this? It’s so bloody obvious. I really only need the two mana absorption vortices, Crystallize Essence in the center, and the slow fields separating them.”

Kris shrugged. “I overlook faults in my work all the time. Good Spell Weavers almost always have a second pair of eyes check their scripts. Use the if-then gates and measurement scripts to decide whether you need more mana absorption vortices.”

“Then use a looping script to spawn more vortices if necessary.”

“See. You almost got there all on your own.” Kris placed a hand on her apprentice’s shoulder. “Honestly, this is impressive work. I’d expect this level of detail from an adept or even expert mage’s work.”

“I almost have my adept alchemy license,” Nox said. “I know you advised me to limit the amount of alchemical influence in my spellwork, but I’ve gone in the opposite direction.”

“Perhaps I was wrong,” Kriss replied, shrugging. She studied the parchment once more. “You’re an arcane pioneer, Nox. We can only advise you on how to develop. Figuring out what works is up to you. This has the potential to create an excellent defensive spell against dungeon bosses and lords. It could be in high demand for delving someday.” The professor rolled up the spell parchment and returned it to Nox along with his mana system journal. “What else did you need help with?”

“Apprentices and assistants,” Nox replied. “The party is helping now—”

“Dean Woodson said her grand-nephew and niece were hoping to join your party,” Kris interrupted. “Did you let them in?”

“Without hesitation. Caitlin is a formidable vanguard. When we start training again, I’ll suggest Ernest move to a more bruiser and support frontline role. We’re not using his monster physiology as much as I’d like. I’m not sure what Alexander learned during the break, but I expect him to fill the hole Annabelle left behind without issue.”

“The boy is a better combatant and mage than Lady Oakheart ever will be—for delving, at least. Anyway. Sorry, I got sidetracked. You need to find assistant brewers for your shop?”

Nox nodded.

“Professor Das returned early for once. Why don’t you ask him? There is no one better at finding alchemical support.” Kris glanced at her coffee table. A colorful rectangular container sat half-buried by paper and clothes. Nox recognized it as the sweet box Akash Das brought to class on his first day the previous semester. “I hear he’s started some new project and is causing trouble for the university requisitions team. You’ll probably find him in his laboratory.”

“Thank you, Professor,” Nox said. “Sorry for interrupting whatever you were doing. I’ll see myself out.”

“Once you have the planet sorted, start looking into moons for your Shaping planet, alright?” Kris told Nox, showing him to the door. “It should be powerful enough to hold a couple. Speeding up arrow and container creation will make your life a whole lot easier.”

Nox nodded as the door closed behind him. He checked his manameter and smiled. Over the past eight months, his mana system had grown by leaps and bounds. He owed most of his progress to his contract with Lillin. However, Nox liked to believe his body was compensating for the years it spent stagnating.
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2.20 Alchemical Demands


                Nox had heard that Professor Das delayed his return from the southern continent as much as possible, often arriving just before his first class of the semester. Nox wasn’t expecting to see the man for another week, if not more. He was eager to talk to the university’s head of alchemy. After all, Nox needed Professor Das’ approval to track the progress of his alchemy license.

Fortunately, Lillin had accompanied Nox to campus. She had developed a close friendship with Pudge—a life mage and their former neighbor—and missed him during their time away from the city. They were drinking buddies, after all. Nox caught the pair just as they were about to head to a tavern and retrieved a case of sample concoctions from Lillin’s spatial storage.

“Why don’t you find us once you’re done?” Lillin asked. A bottle of wine sat between her and Pudge.

“You know that I’ve got too much to do,” Nox replied, checking the container’s contents. It had everything but his new experimental brew. “Can I get a flask of the flame slime brew, please? It’s not a part of my adept qualification, but I reckon Professor Das will get a kick out of it.”

“You sure you can trust him?” Pudge asked. “I’ve never heard of him engaging in such stuff, but there was a case last year where a production department professor stole his students’ work.”

“Given all the help I’ve received from him, I doubt Professor Das would stoop so low. Either way, I’m not sharing my recipe or process. He’s only getting a demonstration. Pulling the brew off without Crystallize Essence will prove impossible. Only Diya and Kris know how it works.”

“Fair enough.”

Less than a week remained until the start of the new semester, and returning students, their servants, and porters littered the campus. The traffic heading toward the production department was so thick Nox struggled to progress. So, he slipped into the administration building for a quick detour and also to get a necessary errand out of the way.

After studying the spell for his latest planet and witnessing Nox’s use of it, Kris deemed his mastery was well beyond the scope of the Beginner Animation course. She suggested that Nox either apply for the intermediate course or go for something different. Nox agreed.

A short conversation and paperwork proved sufficient to change his course. Nox received his new timetable within five minutes.
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Break Day








Given the shop’s demands, Nox thought it best to drop Beginner Artificing. The course would consume his entire Sixthday. Instead, he registered for Introduction to Summoning and Familiars. 

Otis had proven invaluable for Nox’s survival. The little gremlin also protected Nox during his spirit walk. Nox loved Lillin but detested his reliance on her for safety and survival. Learning to grow and nurture Otis could potentially help him function without her. He didn’t plan on dedicating a planet ot summons and familiars yet, but if he discovered a way to connect it to his star, Nox would gladly reconsider.

A morning and two days off a week wasn’t nearly enough, but it would have to do. Nox needed to squeeze brewing and spell weaving into the time. He hoped that once the shop started functioning without him, the party could use the time to explore the dungeon under the city or hunt rifts around the city. The latter would prove challenging now that he couldn’t access House Oakheart’s longboat.

Nox also had his paperwork for the slime concoction checked. Once the staff deemed it different enough from Akash Das’ creation, they granted Nox a temporary patent on the work so far. They needed to check with the regular guild envoys to ensure no one on the continent had submitted anything similar over the past couple of months. He trusted the professor, but Nox felt more secure. Any work derived from it would now owe him a fraction of their profits and credit.

Once done in the administration building, Nox cut through its upper levels into the connected production department. Before reaching the main alchemy workshop, he needed to pass through the storage areas and a couple of artificing classrooms. It was a buzz with activity.
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Almost a dozen young mages in aprons, protective glasses, and gloves moved briskly, carrying glass containers and crates and pushing barrel-laden trolleys. Many wore Artisans’ Arms, handling fleshy masses and raw essences. A couple blocked his path when Nox tried to enter. 

“We’re dealing with hazardous materials,” one told him. “No entry without Professor Das’ approval.”

“Is he in there?” Nox asked.

The student nodded. He appeared no older than eighteen.

“Could you please get him for me, then?”

“No,” the younger man replied.

“How am I supposed to get his approval if I can’t meet with him?” Nox asked.

The young alchemists hesitantly glanced at one another. “You’ll just have to come back another time. We’re too busy right now.”

“Could you at least tell him Nox Ratra is here to see him? I’m working towards my adept license and need the professor’s approval.” 

“I’m not your errand boy—”

“Hold on a moment.” The female alchemist said. She leaned close to her peer’s ear, and they exchanged brisk, whispered words. “I’ll talk to him. Stay here, please.”

Nox ended up waiting for a quarter of an hour before someone led him around the workshop’s perimeter to the door on the opposite side of the room. It led into Professor Das’ office. He sprayed Nox with a clear fluid before leaving the pair alone.

“It’s good to see you, bhai,” Professor Das said. “I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time for small talk and pleasantries.”

“What’re you working on, professor?” Nox asked. “It’s crazy out there. I didn’t expect to see so many students back already.”

“They’re locals or temporary hires. There is a new variant of Nargle’s Pox ravaging the Imperium’s southern border. They begged the university for help. Their deep pockets forced Dean Oleg and me to cut our vacations short. Unless you’re here to offer me help, I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time for you today.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I’m opening my store tomorrow.” He handed the man an envelope. It contained an invitation to the store with twenty percent off for the first cosmetic, contraceptive, or healing brew purchased during opening week. Annabelle had come up with the idea. Even the nobility and rich found joy in sales and discounts. “I’d love it if you’d pop by when you have a moment.”

“I’ll try my best, bhai.” The professor spared the invitation a glance before returning his attention to the documents in front of him. “Was this only a social visit?”

“I wanted to update you on my progress toward adept and a favor,” Nox said. He opened his case and laid all of his samples out on the professor’s table.

“Did you complete the list?”

“Not quite, but I’m almost there. More importantly, I have an invention to share.”

“Invention?” The professor finally looked up from the stacks of contracts and journals in front of him. “If you come back next week—”

“Sentient Synapse Slayer served as the inspiration. So, I thought you’d take an interest in the creation.” He placed the luminous flask of flame slime between them. “Can’t you spare any time at all? The Edelweiss barony invested in its research and requested samples to deal with the myconid issue and Terrastalia-born crop blights.”

Professor Das sighed. “I can’t turn you away now. Terrastalia is the reason I only got to see my family for two weeks. Its rampage has birthed no less than three variants of this damned disease.” He leaned across the table, studying the container. “Do your demonstration.”

Nox did as requested. He retrieved an empty glass bowl from a neighboring shelf and placed it on one of the many side tables littering the office. First, Nox poured a cup’s worth into the container. Then he stirred it with Galvanising Touch. The magic set the orange fluid ablaze before turning it gelatinous. Professor Das jumped from his seat and rushed over when the luminous jelly expanded, contracted, and then did it again, moving like a slug up the bowl’s steep edges. 

“Is that a real slime or emulated slime?”

“Real,” Nox replied. “As far as I can tell, at least.” He then explained the concoction’s purpose and what it had done to the myconids.

“Any adept alchemist can create a slime. But, you found a way to bond it with an essence and give it a complex purpose.” Professor Das sighed, sitting back on his chair. “You realize that’s something I’ve spent most of my career researching and failed?”

“I know you created the Synaptic Synapse Slayer. I wasn’t aware you attempted turning it into more.”

“Of course I did. My job as a research alchemist is to keep forever improving my creations.” Akash Das returned to his desk chair and slumped down in it. “This isn’t the work of a journeyman or adapt alchemist. By Yggdrasil’s roots, bhai, this is something experts struggle with. You wouldn’t be willing to share your research with me with you?”

“Perhaps after I have further improved the product and patented the complete version,” Nox said. “I just registered it with the admin and got a temporary one on my work so far.”

“Smart.” Akash Das said. He picked up the flask containing the remaining concoction and studied it closely. “This is incredible, though. At least show me any paperwork you have with you.” While Nox flipped through his research journal for his progress record, the professor turned his attention to the other containers. “It looks like you’ve completed most of the list. If I take your creation into consideration, this might just be enough to earn you an adept license.”

“Really?” Nox asked, eyes wide. He didn’t expect to reach the goal so soon. “An adept alchemist brand on my window will be amazing for business. Doubly so if I have it for opening.”

“Jamshed!” Professor Das called. A stout souther-continent man rushed into the room a couple of heartbeats later. He wore protective gear like the other alchemists. “Tell everyone not in the middle of anything to take a break for lunch. The rest can do the same once they’re done with whatever they have in their hands.”

“Yes, sir.” The man hovered, glancing between the squirming slime and the journal in Professor Das’ hands. Nox saw his eyes glimmer with silver light through the protective goggles. “Anything else, Professor?”

“Is there anything more you need?” The older man asked Nox.

“I need a couple of apprentices to run my store. If you’ve got any talented or dedicated hands—”

“Say no more. Get me the assistant applicants, Jamshed.” Professor Das smiled at Nox as his assistant dug through a filing cabinet. “You should’ve started with the request if you wanted my attention. These last few months have been hard on everyone. A good deal of students in the production department are commoners relying on grants and sponsorships to supplement whatever their families can afford to pay. Far too many talented students are withdrawing from classes or taking semesters off because they can’t afford to pay tuition.”

“Is that why your workshop is full of teenage assistants?” Nox asked.

Professor Das nodded. “Most of them are working directly for me or the university and saving money so they can reenroll next semester. Unfortunately, spaces are limited, and there are too many I’ve had to turn away or add to the waiting list because they applied too late.”

Jamshed returned with a stack of papers. Professor Das flicked through them and laid five sheets out in front of Nox. “Three of these are from the northern countryside. Terrastalia destroyed their homes and family farms, rendering them incapable of continuing their education. If they can’t find employment in the next couple of weeks, they won’t just miss the semester and struggle to save for the next, but they’ll need to leave the city, too. Or, they might end up in a hovel with the rest of the refugees.” The man paused and glanced at his assistant. “I don’t need anything more from you, Jamshed. You may leave.”

The assistant’s silver eyes ceased glowing. He nodded at Nox and retreated from the office. He disliked how Jamshed had attempted to study the journal using what was probably enhanced vision. Given the apprentice badge on the man’s lapel, Nox doubted he had reason to worry. At least he had the patents to protect himself.

“The remaining two aren’t in as dire straits, but they’re more accomplished and have held part-time roles in commercial alchemy workshops in the past,” the professor continued. “They’re from merchant families, and Terrastalia has caused their business’ to fail. They have homes to go to and might find employment in the future, but as we all know, job opportunities are scarce in the city.”

Nox studied the five resumes. The latter two individuals were indeed more experienced and decorated than the rest. They’d make Nox’s life considerably easier. “Which of them would you specifically recommend? I can’t afford to take on all of them.”

“They’re all favored students with talents and shortcomings. The more experienced would be the obvious picks. However, be wary of bad habits and techniques taught by past employers. Teaching them to do things how you prefer might prove challenging.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Nox said. “Thank you, professor.”

“You can rifle through the rest if you’d like. I’ll need a while to inspect all of your creations.”

            


2.21 Open For Business


                By the time Ratra’s Knightly Brews opened its doors, two more first-floor bedrooms had occupants, and Nox had his adept alchemy license. The city granted him a plaque to display in the window. It highlighted his qualifications. 

Nox hired Aisha, a young apprentice from the north. She was one of the three more disadvantaged individuals Professor Das recommended. His second hire, Kishan, was from the second list. He was close to advancing to journeyman alchemist. He had spent all four of his semester breaks working for one city alchemist or another, gathering valuable experience as a commercial brewer.

Aisha grew up on a farming estate. They grew vegetables to supply local towns and the city of Ygg. Several eateries in Nobles Quarter also used their goat cheese. They were reasonably well off but not in the same vein as noble houses or merchant families. Nox sensed she had a humble upbringing, which involved helping and working around the farm. No task felt too big for her. She followed instructions closely and executed all tasks with extreme care. Unfortunately, Aisha didn't work as fast as Nox would have liked, but he believed that would improve with time. 

Since Aisha had no personal brewing gear and no experience with Artisans’ Arms, Nox had her start on brewing cosmetics and contraceptives. The process was long, with several intricate steps, but it was straightforward and didn't involve many hazardous materials. Given her family situation, Nox expected her to stay in his employ for quite some time and believed she'd prove a worthy investment.

On the other hand, Kishan proved knowledgeable and took to brewing healing brews and mana recovery potions swiftly. He also had some experience with empowering concoctions, making him perfect for the workshop dedicated to delving products. He worked swiftly but used techniques and shortcuts Nox disliked. Breaking old habits would take some effort, but the young man felt like a good fit.

Neither apprentice expressed displeasure with their pay or rooms. Kishan's face betrayed that he had hoped for more, but when he learned that employment involved three meals a day whenever Leanna was on duty, it appeared to satisfy him. Because of his experience, his pay involved five gold more, which seemed to soothe his ego.

Lillin and the apprentices focused on bottling leading up to opening day. She also took them around to Mrs Taylor's shop and had them measured for uniforms. Nox felt a pit form in his stomach when he tallied the books and discovered how much he had spent in preparation for opening. If not for Queen Mercer's generous contract with the renovators, he'd be in an even deeper financial hole.

When Nox and the staff stepped onto the shop floor, they found ugly grey and brown paint splashed on the box windows’ exterior. Argus Stone got to work cleaning it with solvents Nox supplied. Much to their relief, removal didn't take long, and the contractor’s work remained unharmed. Nox reported the vandalism to a passing member of the city guard. Unfortunately, they appeared disinterested in something so minor. He witnessed local urchins milling around and eavesdropping and suspected their involvement in the crime. The problem would have to wait until a later date. 

Ratra's Knightly Brews opened its doors at the tenth Bell, the Sixthday before the start of the new semester.  Nox had made a list of responsibilities for all staff and volunteering friends.










	
Staff


	
Role


	
Opening to 2nd Bell


	
2nd Bell to Closing





	
Allen Tanner


	
Sales


	
Delver Sales


	
Delver Sales





	
Jenny Tanner


	
Housekeeper


	
Snack and drinks service


	
Drinks prep





	
Leanna Tanner


	
Cook


	
Snack and drink prep


	
Snack and drink service





	
Argus Stone


	
Custodian


	
Door Duty


	
Door Duty





	
Emily Stone


	
Sales/Porter


	
Cosmetics Sales


	
Samples





	
Hilda Dahl


	
Sales/Porter


	
Samples


	
Cosmetic Sales





	
Aisha Silvergrass


	
Apprentice


	
Workshop


	
Customer service





	
Kishan Ganguly


	
Apprentice


	
Customer service


	
Workshop





	
Caitlin
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Cosmetic samples


	
Cosmetic samples





	
Lillin


	 
	
Sprinter’s High samples


	
Sprinter’s High samples








When Caitlin suggested distributing samples in university uniform, Alexander jumped at the opportunity to help, too. However, Nox wasn’t sure what kind of impact his squirrels would have on the public. Some would inevitably find them adorable, but Nox worried the rest would consider them a hygiene issue. 

The young Woodson man was charming and handsome, but Nox doubted his ability to attract customers using samples. However, most recognized him as the delving department dean’s grand nephew. So, Nox said he could take over sample duty whenever Caitlin and Lillin needed a break.

Lillin and Caitlin were displeased regarding their assignments. The latter found it flattering but also took it as a slight against her reputation as a delver and warrior. Lillin claimed the opposite, proving her recent mimic-meals had made her more human than Nox estimated.

“How about you swap halfway through?” Nox asked the pair. He appreciated their help, but the upcoming day stressed him, and he prioritized placation over seeking forgiveness for the supposed insult.

“Can I wear my wood golem armor after we swap? The war mage and delving departments are more familiar with it than my face.”

“Of course—”

“In that case, I want to do something with my gravity orbs!” Lillin interrupted.

“As long as it brings in customers instead of scaring them away, I don’t care what you do.”

Alexander had suggestions, too. Nox pretended to listen to him at first until the squirrel summoner came up with a gem of an idea. He disappeared with Argus an hour before opening and returned with him wearing full-plate armor. The helmet roughly resembled the store’s new sign.

A pit formed in Nox’s stomach when no one entered Ratra’s Knightly Brews for the first hour. Pedestrians stopped for Caitlin and Lillin’s samples, but none passed through the doors. The girls had distributed invitation envelopes to their friends around campus. Kris and Professor Das accepted a stack each. Meanwhile, Alexander had his squirrels sneak them into the nobility’s dormitories and all cafeterias.

Then, around the noon bell, a large group of women streamed through the front door without Caitlin or Lillin plying them with samples first. Their jewelry and attire betrayed their wealth and status. The sudden appearance confused Nox at first, but then he spotted two familiar faces in the group.

The first was Aria Edelweiss. She made a show of weaving through the crowd and slipping around the shop’s counter to hug Nox. Aria pecked him on the cheeks, too, inspiring mostly tame and one instance of obnoxiously filthy catcalling from her peers.

“Father sent more samples for you,” she whispered in Nox’s ear. “They're stashed in a storeroom near the university docks. Also, you're accompanying me to a ball next Fifthday.”

“Thank you for this. I was worried we opened too early.” That was all Nox had the time to do before he spotted the second familiar face.

It was Annabelle. She wore a white coat with House Oakheart’s crest emblazoned across the back. Gold thread and emeralds accented the tree and shield. The noblewoman smiled when their eyes met, but her face betrayed a hint of sorrow and disappointment.

Annabelle turned away when Nox tried approaching her. She encouraged her friends to try the cosmetics and sang praises of the contraceptive. Then Nox spotted Wilson. The time mage hovered near Annabelle, wearing a Woodson University coat instead of the general Oakheart garb. Nox nodded at the man but got no response.

The two noblewomen talked up the shop’s products, but it appeared unnecessary. Their friends seemed to be familiar with the cosmetics, and almost everyone ordered the full range of products, and more than half picked up a bottle of the contraceptive. Nox helped the overwhelmed sales area and was also pleased to see delving products leaving the shelves. 

The crowd of pretty women in the store did just as Nox had hoped. Passing pedestrians peeked in, and the floor got so crowded Argus had to limit entrants. Caitlin and Lillin encouraged people to form a line, offering them samples, and more people queued up behind them. 

Aria and the group of noblewomen departed after finishing their purchases, but Annabelle and Wilson stuck around. She spoke to customers while they waited and directed Jenny towards empty hands, ensuring everyone had at least a drink, if not a snack, too. Time blurred as things got busier. Delver sales got too busy, and Nox had to assist Allen. Nox had no choice but to pull Hilda off samples and have her assist Emily with cosmetics. The time to swap roles came, but things got so busy that floor staff stayed in their positions. Nox failed to check whether Lillin and Caitlin had swapped their sample trays.

Even though it made the space behind the counter crowded, he had both alchemy apprentices join him in explaining products to customers. It was a vital service for students and delvers interested in empowering brews, antidotes, disinfectants, and similar products. The client-facing staff needed more experience before Nox could trust them with the responsibility.

The crowd inside the store crested and ebbed throughout the day. The semester was due to begin on the coming Firstday. All returning students and staff were out celebrating their return, indulging in reunion meals and shopping trips, or panic-purchasing whatever they forgot to bring from home. Things finally started dying down after the fifth after-noon bell. Nox wanted to tally everything they had earned during the past day, but his eyes kept drifting to Annabelle. The new Oakheart heir hadn’t yet left the store or taken a break. She stood now, speaking to Jenny and Leanna, and shared a drink with them.

When Nox approached, the Tanner women excused themselves, leaving the former paramours alone. “Thank you for everything,” he told Annabelle, taking a seat. Instead of making a second display, the contractor had made the box window on the cosmetics side a seating area with padding and velvet cloth. After spending all day on his feet and talking to people, Nox had never been more thankful for a cushion on his bottom. Brewing and providing healthcare all day felt less physically and mentally draining. “I was afraid this day would turn out a disaster until you showed up. I don’t know how to—”

“We might not be together anymore, but I’m an investor, Nox,” Annabelle said. She left a cushion worth of space between them when sitting down. “Your profits directly affect my earnings. How much did we bring in?”

“I haven’t tallied the numbers yet, but we’ve gone through about a third of all cosmetics I brewed in preparation for opening day. We made considerably fewer contraceptives and sold half our stock. Sales on delving supplies—”

“I don’t think you should call it that. War mages, aether warriors, and artisanal practitioners are likely to purchase them, too.”

“Fair enough,” Nox said. “Perhaps calling them, such resulted in only selling approximately fifteen percent of our stocks.”

“Given the displayed pricing, that’s still decent,” Annabelle replied. “Noxian Brews made its name with cosmetics last semester. So, they’re obviously going to sell better. The market intersects with contraceptives pretty well, but not with your other creations. You’re yet to set yourself apart from others or make an impact outside of your current niche.”

“I suppose you’re correct. Would you like me to send you a sales report once I’ve gone over the sales and—”

“I’m fine, thank you. The banking guild will take care of such chores.” Annabelle looked away from Nox’s eyes, diverting his attention to the porters going about their cleaning duties. “So. Aria Edelweiss. I didn’t expect you to move on so quickly.”

“Moving on would be the wrong phrasing. I’m in business with her father.”

“So, is this relationship for the sake of profit and power, or are you using her as a distraction?”

“For profit and power?” Nox struggled not to laugh or chuckle. Doing so could be perceived as cruel and mean. Even though he was hurt by the relationship ending, he didn’t want to hurt Annabelle. Yet his following words felt necessary. “Isn’t that hypocritical? Our relationship ended in pursuit of just that.”

“That’s not fair, Nox. I—”

“This isn’t productive, Annabelle,” Nox stated, cutting her off. During the voyage back to the city, his mind drifted to a dark place. Leaving it proved challenging, and Nox refused to regress. “Perhaps it will be best for both of us if we limit our interactions to professional exchanges. You need to do whatever is essential for your ambitions and happiness. I’ll do the same.”

When Annabelle met Nox’s eyes again, he noticed tears welling up. Then Wilson cleared his throat, and her gaze drifted past Nox to her bodyguard. She nodded and rose from her seat. Annabelle wiped her eyes and smiled. “I should go. Good job with the opening, Nox. I’m glad it went so well.”

“I’ll see you around campus,” he replied.

“If you plan on spending time with Aria Edelweiss, I’m afraid that’s not the only place you’ll be seeing me.” Then Annabelle walked out of Ratra’s Knightly Brews and disappeared into the evening.

            


2.22 Back To Class


                “Are mages truly complete without a familiar? They’re more than servants and battle companions. A well-raised and bonded familiar reduces the mental load and strains of spell-casting. A familiar with a planet is essentially immortal. They plant a fragment of their being inside the mage’s mana system, giving them the freedom to undertake dangerous tasks or act as conduits for dangerous, suicidal spells. If the materialized body is destroyed, the mage can resummon their familiar given enough time and mana.”

—Elgin Thorpe, Master Summoner, Dean of War Magic

Nox was exhausted when the semester finally started. When he registered for Introduction to Summoning and Familiars, he was excited to learn how to grow and improve Otis without Pudge’s guidance. However, Sixthday’s sales caused word to spread about the new store, and the shop was busy from the second they unlocked the doors at the tenth bell. 

Leanna’s snacks and drinks proved essential. They kept waiting clients occupied and entertained. Nox wondered about the validity of continuing a lesser version of it every weekend when they’d likely get the most foot traffic. Nox believed a third of their clients would’ve walked out because of the long wait. He didn’t expect the issue to persist, but a cup of tea, cookies, or mini-cakes would make the shopping experience more pleasurable. Regular costs would increase, but given the sales, Nox believed he could afford it.

The second day of sales was significantly greater than the first. They ended up selling almost half of their pre-opening cosmetics stocks and virtually all of the contraceptives Nox had brewed. Sales on Allen’s end of the shop doubled, too. They sold the same volume of recovery products but double the number of empowering products as the day before. The shop made just over two thousand gold, solving staffing costs for the coming month and recouping all material costs thus far. The shop made a thousand in profits. He owed Annabelle a part of the money, and the city would expect payment in a couple of months, too.

Nox worried the performance was anomalous, thanks to unsustainable marketing. His friends claimed Ratra’s Knightly Brews had made a positive public impression with his openings, and he was being pessimistic. They believed he wouldn’t make as much going forward but a consistently lesser amount. For the business to turn a profit worth the effort, Nox wanted at least five thousand gold coming in a month. Perhaps a little more to compensate for the time between semesters when business would inevitably slow down. The amount would keep staff, taxes, and suppliers paid. He’d have enough to pay tuition fees, fund research, and delving.

As Nox sat through the course introduction, he brainstormed means of drawing in delvers and war mages. While it was true that his products had uses for non-combatant practitioners, too, they didn’t need recovery or empowering concoctions as often, and their financial priorities lay elsewhere. Nox hadn’t made many friends outside of his party in the dungeon studies or war magic departments. Contacts would prove necessary if he wanted that to change.

“Summons and familiars can come from a variety of sources.” The lecture had brought Nox to the war mage department. Summon and familiar use was more widespread among them than among delvers. Professor Wolfhammer taught a more specialized course titled Summons and Dungeons, but Nox needed to fill a long list of prerequisites before qualifying for it. “We’ll explore the sources, the means of contracting them and nurturing spirits over the duration of the course.

“Spirits. Primordial entities. Friendly dungeon dwellers. Inhabitants of stable neighboring dimensions—”

“Like djinn?” A familiar voice asked.

“Yes, Mr. Joey—” The professor paused, checking her attendance record. “—Greengrass. Djinn are inhabitants of stable neighboring dimensions. Dean Woodson explained your circumstances, but I’d appreciate it if you just didn’t shout out answers or questions during lectures. If you have something to say, raise your hand and wait until I call on you.”

“Yes, ma’am. Won’t happen again.”

It was the thief Kris had employed to liberate relics and artifacts from the now-fallen Smythe house. Nox didn’t expect to see the young man in classes. He wondered whether the professor had taken on Joey as her new project. The floating spearhead that accompanied him intrigued Nox. Unfortunately, Kris refused to discuss the curious artifact or the young man. It made sense now. The professor was sponsoring Joey just as she had done for Nox the previous semester.

A pair of Imperium students sitting behind Nox sniggered. He heard a crude imitation of Joey’s accent.
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"He sounds like a foreign street rat," one laughed.

"Did you see his hair?" Another asked. "It looks like he fought a wind mage."

"And lost."

Nox ignored them and focused on the ongoing lecture.

“Individuals looking for assistants, servants, or similar companions most often settle for lesser spirits,” the professor continued. Her eyes scanned the crowd. The introductory lecture had a hundred students in attendance, if not more. “I sense a few of you have already contracted gremlins, sprites, and similar existences. Unless the mage has dedicated a planet to their contracted companion, such companions aren’t permanent, and mages often upgrade to more powerful entities later in their careers. This is not always a good idea. Can anyone tell me why?”

Several hands near the front of the lecture hall shot up.

“Because a spirit’s strength can grow as their relationship with the mage improves,” the picked student replied. “Bonds forged through battle, hardship, and longevity can often trump the benefits of terminating an old contract for something new.”

“Is that all?” The professor waited for the student to continue, but she didn’t. So, she pointed at another eager mage.

“Lesser spirits often have a lot of room to grow. Primordials are already powerful beyond our imagination. They’re gods of their realm. The same can be said for sympathetic dungeon dwellers or lords. However, spirits are independent arcane entities just like us. Training, consumption, and experiences can help them grow and evolve to higher stages of existence. My grandmother contracted a water sprite when she was a girl. It evolved into a river nymph in her twenties. By the time she died, it was an elemental guardian.”

“I’d call the final evolution an extreme, anomalous example. But, yes. You’re correct. The benefit of these lesser spirits is their almost endless growth potential.” The professor turned to Joey. “Inhabitants of neighboring dimensions enjoy similar benefits but to a lesser extent. If you were to contract one from a chaos realm, they could very well become a djinn someday.”

The topic moved to more combat-focused summons and the benefits of working with friendly dungeon lords. Apparently, several cult leaders contracted with their worshipped deity and benefitted greatly from it. Summons born from a former god’s essence could turn the tides of battle, change the weather, or bring back life to land devastated by drought or floods.

Nox didn’t expect Otis to grow into a guardian spirit or directly take part in combat, but abilities beyond threat detection and finding escape routes would certainly make his life easier. Their relationship was still young, and Nox wondered about the possibility of finding an entity more potent during a future spirit walk. The turtle spirit, Bi Xi, intrigued him. Crystallize Essence excelled at blocking arcane and energy attacks, but his defenses against physical attacks were still too expensive and weak. Bi Xi could potentially help him overcome the issue. However, the damaged shell and the critters crawling through them concerned Nox. He worried the entity carried corruption—otherworldly, dungeon-born, or Void.

The professor listed the course’s contents as the lecture eventually came to a close:


	Contractable entities

	Basic contracting spells, rituals, and risks

	Summoning or Familiar planet creation

	Judging whether a dedicated planet is necessary



While everyone filed out of the lecture hall, the professor asked Joey to stay behind. It was unfortunate since Nox wanted to speak to the former thief, but his grumbling stomach demanded that Nox leave the task for a later date.

The majority of students in Introduction to Summoning and Familiars appeared significantly younger than Nox. Many appeared within the age range of sixteen and nineteen—adult-in-name but not done growing. He felt a hint of envy as he thought about where he’d be as a mage if he started on his journey toward magehood at the same time as them. The Gedges had limited his access to resources and teachers for far too long. 

“Don’t be stupid,” Nox whispered to himself. Two decades of hardship turned him into the mage, alchemist, and businessman he is today. He had true friends and a life he was enjoying. If not for the limitations he faced, Nox likely wouldn’t have bothered with alchemy or ended up with a core spell as unique or potent as Crystallize Essence. He’d likely end up with Freeze or something similar.

Nox still recalled his father wielding Ratra’s Bow to fire ice arrows. They ripped through thick hide and froze monsters from the inside. As far as he knew, Pallav Ratra was only an adept mage. Nox never got the opportunity to witness his father in proper combat, where he released his full arcane potential. However, the little Nox saw was still amazing. 

“Idle thoughts will get you nowhere,” he mumbled to himself, weaving through the crowds. The war mage department had more students than all of the university’s other branches combined. Nox didn’t know the exact numbers, but the delvers and researchers tied them for numbers. Meanwhile, production had the least number of full-time students.

Once out, Nox raced to the pauper’s cafeteria. He found the party waiting for him. They engaged in a light lunch before making their way to the delving departments’ roof. None of them wanted to risk Advanced Dungeon Combat while feeling heavy or lethargic.

            


2.23 Advanced Dungeon Combat


                Nox and his party reported for Advanced Dungeon Combat a quarter of an hour before it was due to begin. They started their warm-up straight away, stretching and then jogging around the long, ring-shaped roof. Two other groups joined them not long after. Prince Louis Mercer, Nox’s half-brother, led one, and Nox didn’t know the second group.

“They took last semester off,” Alexander told them. “They’ve been delving along the Imperum’s borders. Professor Wolfhammer told me they failed Advanced Dungeon Combat last time. This is their second attempt.”

Even though they were an essential part of his arsenal, Nox insisted Lillin leave his essences in her pocket dimension. He didn’t know what Professor Wolfhammer had in store for him but wanted to test his new spells with no handicaps or crutches. There would inevitably be times when Nox had no essences or any brews at hand. Nox needed to be able to fight when the time came and believed his mana system had finally reached a point to make that possible. 

Even though brewing and launching the shop had him exhausted, Nox had stayed up late into the night, upgrading his new star and creating his first moon.

Nox Ratra

Journeyman

Crystalize Essence | Essence Animation

99/99 | 19/19

Essence Shaping | Arrow

35/36 | 8/9

The milestone didn’t come with any intrinsic benefits, but he was excited to get his star’s maximum mana to the triple digits. Once Nox reached Adept rank, he’d also gain the ability to change the sequence of planets in his mana system. Bodies closer to the star tended to have a deeper connection to them, interacting more intimately with the core spell. 

The benefit didn’t feel particularly relevant to Nox’s current planets. Essence Shaping’s runescript ensured it didn’t need to rely on the star to function. Things weren’t too different for Essence Animation. The spell only needed to lock on to crystallized essence before executing the pre-decided set of movements. Nox wondered whether things would be different for a planet dedicated to familiars or summoning. 

“Nox.” Louis approached him once they finished their warm-up. “Can we talk?” He hesitantly glanced at Nox’s party. “Alone?”

“Whatever you have to say to Nox, you can—”

“It’s alright,” Nox told Lillin before nodding to the roof’s trunk-facing side. His half-brother followed close behind him, and they stopped once they were far enough away. Nox doubted Lillin’s inhuman ears would hear them over the wind. “How can I help you, Prince Louis?”

“I just wanted to apologize for everything that happened between you and Ed.” Louis hesitated again. His expression and fidgeting betrayed his discomfort. “And the cult. I just wanted you to know that I didn’t have anything to do with it or know of his involvement with the abductions.”

“I guessed as much, Louis.” Nox shot his half-brother a polite smile. “You’re not guilty of your brother’s crimes. If that’s all—”

“I also owe you an apology for everything you experienced while living on the Golden Isles,” Louis continued, breaking eye contact and looking at the floor. “I wasn't completely ignorant of everything Ed and my father were doing. I’d be lying if I said it bothered me.”

“Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that you just didn’t care?”

“I suppose that would be accurate. We’re blood, and there is no excuse for my nonchalance. Only Ed knew about the assassination attempts, though.”

“Hold on a moment.” Nox moved closer to Louis and continued at a lower volume. “How do you know about that now? I expected Queen Mercer to keep everything under wraps.”

Louis sighed, slumping against Ygg’s trunk. The young prince looked his age when he pulled his legs close, hugged them, and rested his chin on his knees. “Things in the palace have been a mess the past couple of months,” he said. “Mother stripped Ed of all his titles, inheritance, and privileges. He’s not allowed to leave the grounds, allowed to interact with outsiders or train in weapons and magic. Ed may call whores, eat, and read all he wants, but that’s it.

“Father was expectedly furious about the sentencing. He had a public outburst during the sentencing, threatening you, your aunt, and her family in front of all mother’s subjects.” Louis looked apologetic when he met Nox’s eyes again. “When Mother didn’t back down and warned him against it, he threw a goblet at her. I’m sure dodging would’ve been no trouble for her, but she took the blow to the face, and it drew blood.
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“The queen’s guard immediately arrested him, and during the following chaos, Father admitted to sending assassins after you. Apparently, he started not long after Mother moved you to Mou’s household. I think he wanted a reaction from Mother. Well.” He exhaled deeply. “He got one. It was more cold than angry. Apparently, she knew about the attempts and had been sabotaging them all along. Father thought he was untouchable after preventing war with the Imperium and bridging the relationship. He was wrong.

“Mother doesn’t need the Gedges anymore since she has a stronger alliance with the Imperian trade authorities than my father ever did. This all happened in front of our new Imperium ambassador. Mother considered sentencing Father to death, but the ambassador and I begged for a more lenient punishment. So she gave him the same sentence as Ed, except father won’t get any whores. She’s keeping an eye on them, and if either steps out of line, she’ll have them put down.”

Nox felt at a loss for words. He was pleased to hear of his mother finally acting on Lord Gedge and Ed’s crimes, but it felt much too late for such gestures. Some part of Nox always knew her behavior toward him wasn’t indifferent but never truly understood the extent of it.

“I just thought you should know.” Louis smiled weakly. “I don’t know what happened between you and Mother at the end of last semester, but when we met afterward, she looked sorrowful and almost broken.” He stood and offered Nox a hand. “Hope it’s not too late to fix things between us, brother. If there is anything I can ever do for the torture my family put you through and my transgressions, please let me know.”

Nox stared at Louis for a moment. All the words that came out of his mouth felt sincere, but a part of him wondered whether it was all a trick. After thinking it over for a moment, he shook Louis’ hand. The prince had only just reached adulthood and wasn’t as bad a presence without the Gedges influencing him. Nox hoped his sister wouldn’t suffer the same brainwashing.

“There is one little thing you can do for me, Louis,” Nox said. He didn’t want to forgive Louis straight away, but the prince could be of use to him. “I don’t know if you’ve heard. I recently opened a shop in the city. Ratra’s Knightly Brews.”

“I’ve heard. Congratulations on the knighthood, by the way.” Louis appeared embarrassed as he continued. “I was envious when Mother told me. You actually earned your title instead of inheriting it.”

"Thanks." Nox laughed. "It was unexpected. I didn't really go in looking for a title. It just happened. I suppose I did some good."

"The reports say you did a lot more than just some good, Nox. Creating a brew for killing the unkillable? Saving hundreds of lives with new potions and hands-on medical care? I know that youre an alchemist, but I wasn't aware of your surgeoning skills." He paused looking embarassed. "I'm envious and impressed. Anyway. Why don't you tell me what help you need?

“The cosmetics side of the business has a decent reputation. Unfortunately, my other products—namely my empowering brews, recovery brews, Trap Foam, and other delving supplies—don’t, as of yet. Do you think you could spread the word? Perhaps make a show of coming in at some point with a few friends and purchasing a few things?”

“Is that all?” Louis laughed. “That doesn’t even count as a favor. Of course, I’ll help. Leave it to me, brother.”

"Thank you, Louis." Nox placed a hand on his half-brother's shoulder. "Sorry if I was so horrible to you before. I suppose I took out a lot of my resentment towards Ed and your father on you."

"I'd love it if we could move past all of that," Louis said. "Perhaps we can go out some time and have a drink. I don't know what you like to do for fun. Perhaps axe throwing or we can visit a range sometime?"

"We'll figure something out." Nox chuckled, clapping Louis on the back.

The party appeared confused when the half-siblings returned, chatting and smiling. Nox mouthed ‘later’ since Professor Wolfhammer had just reached the rooftop. It felt good to know the Gedges were finally facing the consequences of their actions. They had used the Trade Empire’s reliance on them for the Imperium connection to get away with a lot over the years. It didn’t excuse Queen Mercer’s inaction, but he sort of understood her struggles. War with the Imperium would’ve bankrupted the Trade Empire and possibly marked its end. Now, the two superpowers were close trading partners. Whatever position the Gedges leveraged had lost its value.

Nox still didn’t know how to feel about the rest of the Mercers. His grandparents, especially his grandmother and former queen, hated him for existing. She apparently never approved of the relationship between Nox’s parents. Instead, the woman had pushed his mother to marry a member of the Imperian royal family to cement the relationship between the two nations. The only reason the former queen didn’t act against Pallav Ratra was his alchemical creations and his willingness to share the patents with the Trade Empire.

“Welcome to Advanced Dungeon Combat,” Professor Wolfhammer said. “We have a handful of extra students this semester.” He nodded at the trio following him. Nox spotted Joey Greengrass among them. “They aren’t officially a part of the course and are taking Intermediate Dungeon Combat. However, they’ll attend First and Third-day sessions if they don’t have other lessons.”

“That’s not fair!” A member of Louis’ party exclaimed. “We had to work our butts off to sign up for this course. I’ve been at this university for four years. Why did I never get the opportunity to audit this course?”

“Because Dean Woodson said so.” The professor sighed. “Things and circumstances change, and we need to adapt. The last few months have forced us to change how we do things. Terrastalia. Sundarshahar. The Hanging Gardens. The dungeons are changing, and this is doubly relevant for Expert and Archon dungeons. There will be more daring delving campaigns, which means our numbers will diminish. Dean Woodson sees great potential for growth in these three, so they’re getting the opportunity to train with you. That doesn’t mean they’ll receive the same qualifications and licenses you will for officially completing this course. Any more protests?”

No one spoke up.

“Good. Then we can begin.”

            


2.24 Raw Destructive Power


                “Advanced Dungeon Combat works differently from the Beginner and Intermediate courses,” Professor Wolfhammer explained. “We’re going to spend every First and Third-day focusing on individual improvement and training in duos or trios of my choosing.”

“Why not party combat?” Caitlin asked. “I only plan to delve with parties that include my Alexander—”

“I know your goals well, Miss Woodson. However, parties often have to separate while delving. Sometimes, it's not their choice. Occasionally, divide and conquer is the best strategy, or you might need to assault multiple distant points simultaneously. Several advanced dungeons also have mechanisms demanding complex activation methods. If you’re serious about delving, you need to learn how to function as smaller units within your party.

“For example, your magic is ill-suited for stealth,” Professor Wolfhammer continued. “Ernest has the same problem. Meanwhile, Alexander and Nox’s skillsets make them excellent at scouting and sneaking around. You might need to focus on distracting a larger force while the other two sneak around them to steal something or target a more dangerous target in the enemy backline. Am I making myself clear?”

“Yes, professor,” Caitlin answered.

“Great. On every Fifth or Sixthday, you’ll head into the dungeon under the city as a party. A more experienced delver or one of my more powerful summons will accompany you. I’ll meet with you all individually or in your parties to provide instruction, too. It’s challenging to pass the course in one semester, and I refuse to reduce the requirements. However, I’ll make an effort to provide enough of my time to make it possible for anyone willing to put in the effort.”

It came as no surprise when Professor Wolfhammer instructed Joey Greengrass to train with Nox’s party. He divided them into two squads. Caitlin, Ernest, and Lillin would function as one unit, and Alexander, Joey, and Nox would function as the other. He instructed the parties and their individual halves to spread themselves across the rooftop arenas and discuss their powers and the best methods of working together. He encouraged them to do demonstrations as well and provided summons to act as their opponents.

Lillin expressed her disappointment at separating from Nox. They almost always fought together and had excellent non-verbal communication. The professor retorted by calling their reliance on one another a weakness. He believed they needed to learn to function independently of one another and also learn to work effectively with others. Neither of them argued. Since the party knew about her secret, she didn’t need to hide her true strength from them. Nox made her promise not to use her mimic-born abilities in class or around anyone who didn’t already know about their contract.

“Are you Kris’ apprentice, too?” Joey asked once they were far enough from everyone else.

“We refer to her as Professor Kris while on campus,” Nox replied. “And, yes. She sponsored me last semester.”

“She told me about you. You hate Sundarshahar, too. Kris—Professor Kris said we’d get along well.”

Nox paused at the mention of Sundarshahar. He didn’t expect to end up working with anyone personally affected by the Archon-ranked dungeon. “I suppose that’s something we’ll need to discuss at another time. Why don’t you tell me about your magic and preferred combat style for the time being? We need to figure out how to deal with today’s class.”

“I’m a warlock,” Joey answered.

The other two men exchanged confused looks when he didn’t continue. “That doesn’t tell us a lot,” Alexander said. “We don’t need to know the details of your contract or how everything works, but it would help if you tell us about your primary spells.”

“I conjure, Manipulate, and Shape Djin Fire.” The matter-of-fact way of speaking suggested Joey expected them to know what he meant. When they didn’t react, he continued. “It adopts the properties of whatever cantrip I pair with it. Forge Touch makes it hot. Cold Snap creates frostfire—for encasing things in ice or creating barricades.” A glass spearhead floated out of his coat pocket and hovered over his left shoulder. “It can attack things that get closer than two arm’s length.”

“Interesting,” Nox mumbled, wondering whether Djinn Fire had the ability to adapt to whatever essence it met. Even though Joey was Kris’ new apprentice, he kept his thoughts to himself. The two men barely knew each other, and he wished to keep his cards close to his chest.

“That sounds versatile,” Alexander said. He summoned five squirrels. Each of them had varying colors and physiologies. One’s spine fur stood on end, creating furry spikes. Lightning arced between the tips. Meanwhile, the two largest ones—they stood as big as medium-sized dogs—had auras similar to those of Aether Warriors. “I’m a summoner. The squirrels can scout, disable traps, pick locks, distract, trip, and be general nuisances.” He pointed at the three empowered varieties. “They’re obviously more powerful, but I can’t have as many of them out at a time.”

“Demonstrations will help a lot more than us just talking about what we can do,” Nox said, manifesting Ratra’s Bow and releasing his Artisan’s Arm. 

Alchemical oil coatings caught the afternoon sunlight, giving the tool a gorgeous sheen. Nox had created a handful of attachments that clipped onto equidistant segments. Their sockets contained gravity essence, and Nox hoped the accompanying runes would consume them to repel a blow. They were more to protect the arm from damage than his person. It had sturdy construction, and the modeling would force most blows to glance off it. However, Nox wanted to err on the side of caution and worried he’d get stuck without it as he had after the tournament duel with Edward.
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 “Arcane Archer. I can’t think of a better phrase to describe my skill set. I use alchemical creations and generally have an arsenal of preserved essences on my person, too, but I don’t today.”

“Hold on a moment,” Alexander stopped Nox when he moved towards the wolf-centaur waiting for them. It was smaller than the specimens they faced the previous semester. However, it wore metal armor, armguards, and epaulets. It carried a wolf-head hammer and a shield with a similar motif. The creature also had a pole hammer slung across its back. The summon’s eyes carried far more intelligence than the variants Nox had faced before. “These things are close to Professor Wolfhammer’s most powerful variants. Are you sure you want to face it alone? Demonstrating on the scarecrows might be a better idea.”

“The point isn’t battling to victory,” Nox replied. “We’re only demonstrating what we can do and then retreating.” He yelled at the summon. “Don’t kill me. Alright? I just want to test my current strength against you. We’ll face you for a minute each.”

The summon nodded.

“Fine.” Alexander sighed. “Michelle warned us to prepare for your eccentricities.”

“We’re all a little nuts. You’ll get used to it.”

Joey appeared amused by the exchange but didn’t add to it.

The wolf-centaur kicked off the ground as soon as Nox cast Haste on himself. He drew Ratra’s Bow while simultaneously channeling Crystalize Essence and his first moon’s spell. Mana flowed from his core through his weapon’s glove half and then solidified as an almost perfect crystal arrow. At a glance, it looked like a sculpture crafted by the city’s best glass Shapers. Unlike their work, the fletching had the flexibility of feathers.

Hand-sized essence crystal spikes manifested, revolving around the arrowhead. When Nox released the projectile, they all took off at once. His Animation planet’s spell kicked in, and the arrow rotated, too, as it took flight. The essence shards flew faster, blurring and appearing like a solid ring around the arrow.

Much to Nox’s delight, the wolf-centaur attempted blocking instead of dodging. The projectile struck the summon’s shield and shattered it on contact. The attack didn’t stop there and shredded the arm holding it and the connected shoulder, too. Despite the damage, the creature continued its charge. It raised the hammer and brought it down toward Nox’s shoulder. He cast a quick spell before dodging.

The wolf-centaur’s top half slowed as it met an invisible Slowing barrier. Meanwhile, its hammer swung wild, arcing through where Nox had stood moments ago. The unbalanced movement almost threw it off balance.

The Artisan’s Arm moved like a tail, helping Nox maintain balance. He hadn’t had much time to practice moving under the effects of Haste. Instead of worrying about stability, Nox drew Ratra’s bow again. He didn’t have the time to prepare a second empowered shot and opted for a simple arrow animated to spin and drill into its target. Unfortunately, he only managed a graze. Yet the projectile ripped through the unarmored section just below the wolf-centaur’s breastplate. Nox almost fell as he turned and fled, attempting to create distance between him and his opponent, but the Artisan’s Arm pushed off the ground. He staggered for a moment, but the fifth limb assisted him again, and he ran as fast as his legs could carry him.

When Nox spun around, he was surprised to find the wolf-centaur standing where he had left it. No vapors rose from the wounds like the specimens he had faced before. Instead, the flesh warped and stitched itself closed. Then the beast pointed its hammer at Nox, and a swirling blue-white energy sphere manifested above the head. Despite the several feet between them, he could feel the cold emanating from it. Lightning also crackled around the spell as it shot toward him.

“Surrender, Nox!” Alexander yelled. “That thing is too powerful.”

He ignored the younger Woodson. Nox cast the new spell in his star, and a translucent sphere surrounded him. The barrier resembled frosted glass as its energies swirled. When the attacking spell struck it, he felt the mana scatter. A moment later, sapphire and golden crystals clattered around Nox’s feet.

Instead of casting another spell, the wolf-centaur threw the hammer. It flew too fast for Nox to dodge. So, he fell to his knees, and the Artisan’s Arm twisted in front of his face. The weapon glanced off the tool before striking the ground to his left. Cracks spiderwebbed a couple of feet from the impact point.

The wolf-centaur once again stood its ground when Nox reacted with another empowered arrow. Its arms blurred as it drew and swung the pole hammer in a singular motion. The blow destroyed the arrow and the accompanying shards. Whatever magic the weapon contained reverted the essence crystals to their natural form before they touched the ground. It swung its weapon again, and an invisible shockwave passed through the Crystallize Essence barrier and threw him off his feet. The Artisan’s Arm attempted to stop his fall once again but failed. 

Nox landed awkwardly on his side. Ratra’s Bow slipped out of his grip and reverted to its inert form. The chain that linked the metal grip to his belt kept it from rolling away. Nox scrambled after it, but a heavy wolf foot stomped the ground in front of his face, stopping him.

“Alright.” Nox sighed, looking up at the summon standing over him. “I surrender. You win this round, Professor.”

“When did you figure it out?” The creature spoke with Professor Wolfhammer’s voice. 

“The eyes,” Nox answered. “The eyes told me you were directly looking through the summon. Or a part of you, at least.”

“You’re too sharp for your own good. Good job. Don’t rely on the Artisan’s Arm too much. I want you to train under Haste’s effects without its assistance. Using it as a tail is good, but you’ll end up with bad habits.”

“How did your last attack get through Crystallize Essence, though? It should block all arcane attacks.”

“It was a wind blast. The mana and essence fuelling never left the polehammer. I wanted to highlight that your new spell won’t protect you from all seemingly arcane attacks. Layer the barrier with Slow fields or a physical shield spell. Don’t get me wrong, Nox. It’s a brilliant spell. You blocked an adept-ranked attack. But you won’t always be correct about your opponents’ attacks. Crystallize Essence might block all the arcane elements, and a hidden physical bit can sneak through and kill you.”

“Thanks, Professor,” Nox said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

            


2.25 Back To Class


                Advanced Dungeon Combat’s delving sessions wouldn’t start until the week after. As a result, the party got Fifthday off. The rest of the week’s classes provided mostly introductory knowledge, going over what to expect and what they needed to achieve by the semester’s end to pass.

Nox didn't particularly enjoy Intermediate Dungeon Theory. However, passing it, completing Advanced Dungeon Combat, and advancing his star to the next stage was essential for an adept delving license. The qualifications came with several additional benefits. A party of all adepts and an expert could legally enter expert dungeons. Talented adepts occasionally got invited for lesser jobs in Archon domains, too.

The course spent a lot of time on pre-godfall history and roving dungeons. The latter of which was the only part of the syllabus that intrigued Nox. It touched on Archon dungeons and dungeon lords, too, but focused on the topics less than the advanced course, and Nox has no plans to waste time on it.

In comparison, he loved his other two courses. 

Dean Woodson was a fascinating woman. At over a century old, she knew more about the world and the universes beyond it than anyone Nox had ever met. The fact that she was the last known druid made her even more fascinating. 

Dean Woodson reprimanded him for not nurturing his Shaping Planet as much as the rest of his system. She had expected him to grow its mana count more during the break. However, his first moon temporarily satisfied her. She paired her students for upcoming projects—Nox was pleased to end up with Caitlin—before explaining the course's goals. 

“Finesse Shaping is a niche field,” she told the class. “You'll primarily find artisan mages training the techniques. Battle mages don't often spend time on the micro end of things, and the concentration demands don't make it ideal either. The truly dedicated can make it truly dangerous, though. You.” She pointed at a chatty young man sitting near the back of the class. “What do you hope to achieve with Finesse Shaping.”

“M-me?” He stuttered, reddening. The mage’s eyes darted between his friend and the rest of the class, and his cheeks reddened. “I'm a healer, Dean.”

“I know that, but why don't you tell the glass how Finesse Shaping is relevant to your specialty.”

The healer stood up, and it took him a moment to get past his stammer. “Regeneration magic, while potent, slowly reduces away at a target’s lifespan. It doesn't set bone or fix internal damage but instead heals around it, often leading to greater issues. I'm devising methods to reduce our reliance on Regeneration. Using magic to surgically fix damage first will make combat healing significantly faster and more effective. I hope to Shape cells and tissue while Manipulating things into place.”

Dean Woodson turned her attention to another student. “What about you?”

“I am a stone mage specializing in graphite,” she answered, sounding much more prepared for the interrogation. “I aim to Shape it at a molecular level to alter hardness, malleability, and other material qualities.”

“And you?” Dean Woodson pointed at Nox.

“I aim to pair the technique with Live Spell Weaving,” he answered, “Imprinting and altering runescripts on my essence arrows could create a variety of effects. Versatility will help me overcome my opponent's weaknesses and perhaps alter the environment to my party's advantage.”

“All of you have goals most would consider crazy because of the volume of work involved and the related mental strain, and I respect you for it,” the ancient druid said. “I've paired you with mages with goals close to yours. By working together, you'll hopefully cover each others’ blindspots and think outside of the box.”

Nox turned to Caitlin when her grandmother turned her attention to the chalkboard. “You want to print spells on your wood armor?”

“The elemental floods it with mana and wood-related essences,” Caitlin answered. “I might as well find a use for them. More protection. A healing aura. Toxic or irritant sap. Suffocating dandelion fluff. There is a lot more I could do to protect everyone better or provide more offensive support.”

Nox and Caitlin sat together in Spell Weaving, too. They were both pleased to spend time with the grandmotherly professor, Diya. Nox adored the older woman and wished he had grown up with her instead of the glacier-hearted crone that was Queen Mercer’s mother. After class, instead of returning to her office for lunch, she hung around to critique his spell work. 

“Unique rune work,” she commented. “Is that an alchemy filtration technique?”

Nox nodded. “Yes, professor. I got the idea from the spellform for purifying Nurgle Pox killer.”
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“Clever. It feels incomplete, though. Did you run out of room?”

“I would’ve loved to add a mana storage rune in each filtration layer to store the surplus. Unfortunately, my star isn’t big enough yet. Perhaps it's something I can do after ascending to adept. Solidifying the stolen mana into a physical barrier could help strengthen my defenses.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea!” Diya exclaimed. Almost every inch of her face wrinkled when she smiled. “Or, you could create temporary external mana wells.”

“Don’t those only last for a few seconds?” Nox asked. “I doubt Ratra’s Bow will benefit from them.”

“It’s just a thought. The mana might be useful for empowering the spellforms you create with Live Spell Weaving.” A mischievous chuckle escaped her. "Imagine your enemy's frustration if you throw their mana back at them?"

"That sounds downright devios, professor," Caitlin said, chuckling. "Just imagine it. An adept boss hits your Crystalize Essence with a lightning bolt and it does nothing. Instead of dying, you take all of their divine-gifted power and use it to drill a hole through their face."

"The same goes for dungeon lords. Sure, they give up most of their original power to grow, operate, and empower their domain, but that doesn't mean they're easy to kill. You could take all the mana emitted by the final boss to take out their ruler and then finish off the spent minion."

Diya invited the pair for lunch, and they gladly accepted the offer. The trio spent a pleasant afternoon together. Nox found it disappointing that he only had Live Spell Weaving once a week.

The party planned to assemble in Nox’s apartment on the days they weren’t in class, and they did just that on Fifthday. Professor Wolfhammer wanted them to use the first couple of weeks to warm up against his more powerful summons and eliminate any unnecessary habits developed during their months away. Apparently, the dungeon under the city was different from any other journeyman or adept godly domain because of Ygg’s presence. So, he supplied them with opponents who’d get them used to the local monsters.

Michelle only joined them during lunch or dinner. Her laboratory on campus demanded her presence. She appeared withdrawn but denied anything being wrong. Nox asked Caitlin about it. Unfortunately, she had no answers for them. Ernest, obviously, didn’t say much either. Nox reminded the Beaufort siblings that he and the party were always there for them. If the pair had any issues, including troubles with the Imperium, they’d face it together.

A small voice in Nox’s head questioned whether Michelle was stealing his work to rebrand as her own. Not all of his patents were up to date. Lillin echoed the thought. Then Nox’s better judgment prevailed and he pushed all such thoughts out of his mind. It wasn’t just that he knew the minutia of Michelle’s work, including several unpatented projects. She was his friend, and he trusted her.

The apprentice-ranked alchemists made keeping up with the business’ brewing needs much easier. Nox only required to get them started, check their progress, and troubleshoot when the spellforms struggled or sputtered. Aisha needed more help and attention than Kishan, but her performance was still better than what Nox expected of an apprentice. He recalled Mou’s underlings struggling a lot more and needing double the help and attention. She had a lot more staff and paired journeymen with the underlings to ensure everything stayed on track.

Nox finally got time to work on his personal research. Baron Edelweiss hadn’t given him a timeline or update requirements. However, he felt bad accepting the man’s money and not reporting any results. So, he got to work in his private workshop.

Half a dozen elite myconids stood chained against one wall. The bindings felt unnecessary since Nox’s fire slimes had irreversibly damaged their brain stems. However, a city guard officer had declared they had to be secured appropriately and threatened the Edelweiss delivery vessel with fines. Nox was forced to vouch for them; only his adept alchemy license got them to calm down. 

Before starting, Nox studied the samples he had already treated and noted any changes since his last inspection. One showed signs of more lingering life essence than others. He marked it and the connected brew for further study. It wasn’t quite as good as what Nox hoped, but it was a decent start. He planned on summoning Pudge to supervise while he fed the fungus to testing animals. His magic would detect any adverse effects and fix the damage before the creatures suffered.

Next, Nox extracted samples from the newest specimens before exposing them to the latest version of his flame slime concoction. His apprentices popped in while Nox studied the changes in the fungus. They hadn’t earned his trust yet and, as a result, he only gave them a surface explanation of the project. Eager to advance their favor and learn, Kishan volunteered to assist outside of regular working hours. Nox evaded the offer, claiming he’d probably need help at a later stage.

Unfortunately, Nox had no breakthroughs on the Fifth or Sixth days. He could only treat and track changes. Meanwhile, the shop continued to perform well. Louis showed up with his entourage and half a dozen more students from the dungeon studies and war magic departments—including Harin, the leader of the third team in Advanced Dungeon Combat. They appeared to unify under his princely aura. Ratra’s Knightly Brews made substantial recovery and empowering brew sales. All who had witnessed Nox fight also purchased crates of Trap Foam for their upcoming delves.

Harin had apparently heard a lot about Nox’s creations and requested a crate of his personal cocktail. They had a poison mage in their team with the ability to resist alchemical toxicity and purge it from their companions’ bodies. They wanted to test it the following week in the city’s dungeon. Nox promised to deliver it on the coming Firstday’s class and gladly took a deposit for the order. The shop didn’t sell as much cosmetics as the opening weekend but more than made up for it thanks to Louis.

After closing for the day, Nox wanted nothing more than to focus on research and rest. Unfortunately, he had given Aria Edelweiss his word. So, he bathed and dressed in his best clothes—an outfit Annabelle had purchased for him—before leaving the apartment for the evening. Lillin offered to tail him, but Nox rejected the idea. Instead, he carried Ratra’s bow and an assortment of thumb-sized essence pellets in his pocket. Otis also followed out of sight, keeping Nox informed of his surroundings.

            


2.26 Alien Realms


                “Thank you for shaving,” Aria said, picking Nox up in a carriage. “I spotted you around campus earlier this week, and you were starting to look rough.” She ran her fingers through his hair, brushing curlinh locks off his forehead. “A trim would’ve been nice, too, but we can work with this.”

“Launching a business. Keeping it stocked. Advanced classes.” Nox sighed. “I think I have understandable excuses for the lack of grooming.”

“True, but you need to recognize my need to show off the Edelweiss barony’s newest asset, too.” She loosened Nox’s cravat and undid his shirt’s top button. Aria leaned back for a moment, looked him up and down, then nodded. “That’ll do for now.” When Nox fished a hair tie out of his pocket, and tried to tame his mane, she stopped him. "No. I prefer you this way. Rugged, wild, and manly will make you stand in a sea of spoiled soft boys who've never worked a day in their lives."

“Be honest with me, Aria,” Nox said, grabbing her right wrist as she attempted running fingers over his eyebrows. “Are you honestly interested in me? Or is this all for the Edelweiss name?”

Aria rolled her eyes as she returned to her seat opposite Nox. “Can’t it be both? Why are you bringing this up now?”

“Not even a month has passed since my last relationship ended, and I don’t want someone getting hurt over what might be an act. Don’t get me wrong, I find you extremely attractive. But it feels too soon for me to commit and entangle. If this is anything—”

“I’m attracted to intellect, ambition, and drive,” Aria replied. “Sapiosexual they call it. It helps that you’re not horrible to look at either. I think it’s fine for two people who are attracted to each other to have fun without thinking too much about the future.” She crossed her arms as she continued. “And if you’re asking whether I’m doing this for my family. I suppose that’s true, too. We’re a small barony, and it's important for us to grow and make a name for ourselves. 

“Unlike the Oakhearts, we see your potential, Nox Ratra. Forget your work with the myconids and your ambitions for Sundarshahar; the contraceptives alone are enough to change the world. Give it a few years, and once the word spreads, you’ll see what I mean. Our union could get you the funds to continue your extraordinary work, make the Edelweisses famous for supporting you, and make both parties ridiculously rich.”

“You’re more pragmatic than I expected," Nox stated, studying the noble woman. Her beauty, body language, and the way she presented herself had led him to expect someone a lot more shallow. He, now, felt guilty about his assumptions.

“Why? Because I’m a woman? A noble? Or pretty?”

“I don’t think answering your question is in my best interests.”

“That’s the intellect I’m attracted to.” Aria grinned. “Are you going to be okay? The esteemed Lady Annabelle Oakheart might make an appearance tonight.”

“I’ll be fine,” Nox replied. “Although I wish I had brewed some Spirit Caller’s Tea. These gatherings always make me uncomfortable and bring back horrid memories.” 

“I’ve got you covered, arm candy.” Aria fished a hand-sized flask out of her gown. Nox couldn’t tell where she could’ve hidden it in her body-hugging outfit. She unstoppered the container, and they both took a sip. “This is how tonight will go. We’re going to dance and dine. People will comment on how cute a couple we are and ask how we met. We’ll tell them how you saved our barony with your alchemy and locked eyes during your knighting ceremony. We won’t mention your store unless someone else brings it up first. Afterward, we’ll go home to my apartment on campus, where we’ll spend the night.”

“It sounds like you have the evening planned to the minute.” Nox chuckled, taking another swig of the honey-sweetened concoction. It wasn't as high quality or potent as his recipe, but spices, herbs, and other additives made it more pallatable. “I don’t know why, but the itinerary, your pragmatism, and frank speech somehow make you more attractive. Are you sure you’re okay socially tying yourself to someone on a suicidal quest?”

“Ambition is vital for survival. If that’s what keeps you going, I suppose it can’t be helped. House Edelweiss can only support you until then and hope Sundarshahar doesn’t kill you.”

“I suppose if we were to tie the knot, my patents, assets, and everything else would legally pass to you and House Edelweiss following my demise,” Nox commented. 

“I’d rather not think that far ahead and of your demise, but that’s a possibility.” Aria moved to the seat next to Nox and placed a hand on his thigh. “In a future where this works out between us, I’ll ensure we’re married, and you’ve put a baby in me before you go to Sundarshahar. Someone will need to inherit Ratra’s Knightly Brews and the barony, after all.”

Nox laughed, placing a hand on hers. “I’m not ready to discuss kids yet, Aria. If we’re going to be spending the night together—”
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“I’m too young and pretty for children, Nox. You don’t need to worry about that. However, there's nothing stopping us from practicing the act of their creation, and I believe your business has the perfect product to avoid accidents. It’s important we regularly check for compatibility, after all. Just do me one favor?”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“Would you mind not talking about Annabelle Oakheart and keeping her at arms’ length?” Aria asked. “I’m not the jealous kind, but this would be for appearances.”

“I suppose I understand,” Nox said. “Annabelle and I already talked about this. Going forward, we’ll only discuss topics related to the business. Her investment and the trade deal with the Oakhearts are essential for my store’s growth.”

“That’s acceptable.” Aria nodded before kissing Nox’s cheek. 

The pair mostly exchanged banter for the rest of the journey. Eventually, the carriage slowed outside a large estate in the heart of Nobles Quarter. They ambled along a queue of grand vehicles. Each stopped in front of the mansion’s flower-decorated entrance and moved on after the passengers disembarked. Almost a quarter of an hour passed before it was Nox and Aria’s turn. They walked through the entrance, down a hall lined with guards and beverage-carrying servants, and into a grand ballroom, already full of guests, music, and food. Then, the evening blurred, and he was glad for the occasional sips from Aria’s flask.

Everything went almost as Aria had planned. She and Nox danced late into the night. They never ate more than a couple of mouthfuls at a time and spent most of the evening talking to different groups of varying ages. Aria knew sixteen-year-olds who had just enrolled at Woodson University, students around Nox’s age, and researchers who had spent several decades in the city’s walls. More importantly, they knew her just as well, and their liking of the young noblewoman appeared to be more than just court politics. Instead of just discussing gossip, Aria enquired about their relatives, ailments, younger family members, and even key household servants. They appeared just as impressed with her recall and interest as Nox felt.

An Oakheart entourage arrived at the ball a couple of hours after Nox and Aria. A young woman, barely an adult, trailed behind her. She had the same elegance as Annabelle, leaving Nox to assume she was a sister or cousin. He guessed the younger woman had just enrolled at the university, and Annabelle had brought her along to make introductions. 

Nox did his best to avoid eye contact at first. He had a beautiful woman by his side and refused to let Aria feel like anything less than his top priority. Then he spotted her walking arm in arm with Wilson, dancing with her, and whispering into Annabelle’s ear. He didn’t wear a house uniform like the servant following them or the younger woman’s armed guardian. Instead, he wore an outfit not too different from Nox’s. He guessed Annabelle had purchased it for him.

An uncomfortable pit formed in Nox’s stomach, and his chest tightened. Worried Aria would catch him stealing glances, he took charge for the first time in the evening and pulled her through the crowds further from them. They ended up on a quiet balcony overlooking the Nobles Ring and the city beyond. The lights shone brighter than Nox remembered, and more smokestacks populated the city’s edge.

“Did it get too much for you in there?” Aria asked once they were alone.

Nox nodded. “I’m sorry. You should be my only priority tonight. But—”

“But your former lover is here sharing sweet nothings with a man you thought was just her bodyguard. It’s alright. I get it.”

“Wilson isn’t her bodyguard?”

“He temporarily filled the role and probably still is, but he’s a lot more than just that,” Aria answered. “His family serves House Oakheart but holds almost as much land as my father’s barony. They’re on the Imperium edge of their lands and have a strong relationship with individuals beyond the border. I’m guessing Lord Oakheart planted him in your party so they can bond. It’s probably not as ideal as her last engagement, but if they marry, it will strengthen—”

“I get it,” Nox said, interrupting her. “Thank you for telling me, Aria, but this is none of my business or of any interest to me.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Fine. Then let's say that I don’t want to know about it. She’s my past. We’re sort of together now. Wasting my thoughts on someone else would be discourteous.”

“You’re so full of yourself.” Aria sighed. “It’s okay to feel things, idiot.” Then she leaned close and planted a soft kiss on Nox’s lips. “However, I appreciate the thought.”

“I mean it,” Nox told her. The young Edelweiss woman hadn’t moved away following the kiss, so he wrapped an arm around her waist. “I’ll admit it. I just came along tonight because of your father’s research sponsorship and your help on opening day. However, I see now that you’re an extraordinary woman. There might be no butterflies in my stomach, and my cheeks might not be flushing, but I certainly enjoy your company. I can certainly see myself getting there once I’ve moved past everything with Annabelle.”

“I think we’re compatible,” she told him, kissing him again. “And expect the same, too.” Aria ruffled his hair and undid his cravat. She also let her gown slip to the edge of her shoulder and similarly mussed her own hair. “How about we return to the dance floor for a couple of songs, perhaps somewhere in view of the Oakhearts? You’ll tell me sweet things. I’ll giggle, and then we’ll hurry out. Then we’ll return to my quarters on campus, where you’ll be seen leaving after breakfast tomorrow.”

“Isn’t that a bit mean?”

Aria narrowed her eyes. “Does it matter? I prefer the narrative of us being madly in love or lusting over each other, instead of you you using us to advance your business and House Edelweiss using you to gain fame. What Annabelle Oakheart thinks and feels is irrelevant. Besides, it looks a lot like she’s trying to move on, too.”

“You’re right,” Nox told his new partner. “What we do really shouldn’t matter to the Oakhearts. They’re getting returns on their investment, and we’re doing what it takes to improve our respective futures.”

Aria’s fingers laced through Nox’s hair. She grabbed the back of his head and pulled him in for a deep kiss. He gave in to the embrace and then to Aria’s take on a fabulous, gossip-starting end of the evening.

            


2.27 Spirits And Spirits
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                After a night of indulging in adventurous and intense amorous activities and far too much Spirit Caller’s Tea, Nox once again found himself in a dreamscape of vivid colors and alluring scents. 

“Bi Xi!” Nox yelled into the ethereal mist surrounding him. 

Laughter, growls, and roars echoed through the masked world, but he didn’t get the response he wanted. Instead, a familiar fluffy figure approached him. Despite the change in size and shape, he knew it was Otis. The gremlin appeared slightly bigger than a balled fist and zipped around the air.

“Hey, there, bud.” Nox smiled, holding out his hand. It intrigued him how Otis moved. The gremlin didn’t fly but appeared to bounce off invisible platforms in the air. As Nox studied his familiar closely, he noticed parts of the spherical body contract, expand, and flatten as if interacting with a surface. He waved his hands through areas Otis had traversed but felt nothing. “There's more to you than meets the eye. Isn’t there?”

A high-pitched squeak echoed around Nox, and a soft hum followed. “You’re constantly changing. Growing.” He paused momentarily as the gremlin made another series of endearing sounds. “I’m sorry I’ve been considering replacing you,” Nox said. “But we haven’t been together long. Have we? I need to consider my options. There might be someone more suitable for me out there. Your detection abilities are amazing, Otis. Don’t get me wrong. But I’m not sure whether they’re enough.”

Otis bounced in a rough circle around Nox and rested on his shoulder momentarily. The soft fur tickled his ear. Then Otis bounced into the mist, and Nox chased after him. They returned to a familiar space: Ygg’s base. The titanic tree was significantly smaller in the dreamscape but still gigantic. Nox still needed to crane his neck to see the canopy’s crest. At its base sat the familiar tortoise he wanted to meet. Otis bounced around it, squeaking. The reptile snapped at the furry intruder, and he moved a foot away but continued the squeaking and slowed the revolutions.

“Did you want us to meet?” Nox asked.

When Nox got closer, the tortoise snapped at him, too. The shell appeared more damaged than the last time he had seen it. Maggots and other critters spilled from the holes, and dark red sludge leaked from the cracks. Veiny lacerations traveled up Bi Xi’s neck and stopped just short of the head.

“You’re hurting,” Nox whispered. He kneeled three arm’s length from the tortoise. The spirit intrigued him, and he wanted to soothe it. However, there was a chance of the hurt and diseased entity lashing out and attacking him. “Is there anything I can do to help you? We’re friends, Bi Xi. Neither Otis nor I mean you any harm.” He edged closer, and the tortoise backpedaled, snapping at him again. “Okay. Okay. I get it. Come here, Otis.”

The tortoise calmed when Nox sat cross-legged, and the gremlin rested on his lap. After several long minutes of uncomfortable and intense eye contact, the spirit relaxed. The insects crawling in and around its shell also appeared to slow their activities and somewhat calm.

“Is this okay?”

Bi Xi didn’t protest when Otis approached. The gremlin hopped along the ground, moving almost like a bouncing slime. He used slow, small hops and received no warnings or cautionary snaps. However, once he was within arm’s reach of the tortoise, the insects living in its shell displayed aggression. The maggots moved, the beetles picked up speed, and the centipedes rose like snakes, showing off mandibles dripping with luminous slime. An almost canine whine rose from Bi Xi.

“Corruption?” Nox asked. “Mortal diseases and blights can’t affect spirits, can they? Did someone curse you with an arcane ailment?”

The tortoise cooed. It was a sad, heartwrenching sound. When Nox tried inching closer, the spirit growled at him again. It then turned its ire toward Otis, forcing a retreat.

“We can’t help you if you don’t let us come closer.” Nox paused. He could see the fear in Bi Xi’s eyes. “Are you scared of humans or just me?”

“Human bad.” The same thundering voice Nox heard during their first meeting spoke in Nox’s head. The force behind it made his bones rattle.

“If only you could speak,” Nox sighed when Otis returned to his lap. He frowned as the cauldron in his head bubbled. “Would you talk to a beast? More specifically, a half-human, half-dungeon born?”

No words echoed in Nox’s head. However, Bi Xi’s eyes softened—or so it seemed, at least. The only tortoise he had encountered before lived in a giant terrarium. The Gedges had brought several pets with them when they moved into the Mercer palace.

“Fine. I’ll try bringing Lillin with me the next time I spirit walk. Maybe you’ll tell her how we can help you.”



The following morning, Aria didn’t just make a show of walking Nox out of her university accommodation and past the populated seating area outside. She brought a small bag and climbed into the carriage after him. Aria accompanied him back to his apartment to have brunch. It took her no time at all to integrate herself into their group. 

It didn’t surprise Nox when Aria established herself as the center of all conversations by the end of the meal. He stepped away for a moment to check on the staff as they opened for the day and came back to her sitting between Michelle and Caitlin. The two usually introverted women clutched their stomachs, laughed, and talked louder than usual. Aria wasn’t a war mage, delver, or scholar, but she fit right in amongst them. Nox identified her as a much deadlier breed of mage. He had somehow gotten himself involved with a businesswoman and politician.

Nox knew very little about Aria, so he used the more intimate setting to learn more about her. He started with the most critical piece of information: her mana system. Instead of following a focused path like most mages, she dipped her spoon in several different pots, picking up a versatile arsenal. 
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Aria’s star housed the Venom Dart cantrip. It paired well with her Sigil of Immunity, removing the spell’s limitations and drawbacks. Instead of using a planet to Shape or Manipulate venom, she dedicated her first planet to a charm spell. She hadn’t decided on her final planet yet but was considering one dedicated to summoning. Since it was a private matter, he planned to ask her how everything worked together later. 

The meal went on for longer than expected after Pudge joined them. He brought spiced mead and warm custard-filled pastries. It was too early for most to drink, but Lillin and Alexander indulged—much to his sister’s chagrin. The three of them tucked in while Nox fetched Spirit Caller’s Tea for Aria. She asked him to drink with her, and Nox indulged in a sip before Allen Tanner interrupted their gathering.

“Sir Ratra, we need you in the shop.”

“Is everything okay?” Nox asked.

“It's nothing overly concerning,” Allen replied. “However, I’d appreciate your presence in case someone raises a complaint later.”

Lillin rose with Nox, but he gestured for her to remain seated. “I’ll send it for you if necessary. Enjoy your drink.”

A white squirrel manifested in Alexander’s hand and then zipped to Nox’s shoulder. “Just give him a tap and then speak your message,” its summoner said. “The squirrel will transmit your message.”

The shop was more crowded than Nox expected, but a heavy silence hung over it. The somber and uncomfortable tones on most faces reminded him of his father’s funeral. He was a controversial existence in the Golden Isles. Some faces displayed grief, a few relief, others embarrassment, and a fraction betrayed disgust. At the center of it, all stood a sobbing, ragged man. His hair and facial hair suggested several weeks of poor grooming, and the stink of cheap ale surrounded him.

“You!” The man growled on meeting Nox’s eye. “You’re the one behind it!”

“Behind what?” Nox asked in his most gentle tone. He noted the bruises on his face and the blood-soaked sleeve. “I have a treatment room in the back. Why don’t you come with me? I’ll take care of your injuries before they get infected, and you can tell me what’s wrong?”

“Don’t you dare touch me!” He screeched when Nox approached.

“I was going to have Argus eject him, Sir,” Allen said. “I don’t want trouble with the guards or issues because of complaints later. It's for the best if you’re around—”

“I’ll take care of this, Allen. Help everyone still in line, and I’ll take care of this gentleman.”

“Take care of me? Ha!” The man yelled a twisted, mocking laugh. He sounded manic. “Why don’t you tell these lords and ladies what you’re really doing in here? This bloody poor excuse of a knight brought myconids into the city!” He scanned the other customers. “You!” He pointed at a young woman wearing the university’s coat over an elegant summer dress. “Why are you buying his ointments? The blighting fungi are probably in the building! Don’t put that on your skin.”

Fear filled the young woman’s eyes as he got closer. She rapidly retreated from the man, and Argus stepped between the pair. “That’s enough, lad. You need to leave. I won’t ask you again.”

“It's true,” Nox said, trying his best to diffuse the situation. “We do have myconids in the building. But they’re damaged to the point of being little more than fungal statues.” He addressed the crowd as he continued. “There’s no need to worry folks. Baron Edelweiss tasked me to cure the myconid issues in the north. My latest concoction damages their brainstems to the point of being as good as dead. It saved the barony and won me a knighthood. The treated fungi are good sources of nourishment and life essence. Once I remove the last of the toxicity—”

“You’re a malicious and greedy fool!” The man screamed. He spun on his heel when Argus tried to grab him, displaying surprising agility for someone of his supposed level of inebriation. The drunk didn’t stop there but threw a fist at Nox. A Slow field caught the entire limb and shoulder before the attack made contact, and the target casually stepped out of the way. Scared screams and angry yells followed the attempted assault. “You’re bringing monsters into the city and storing them where people live, work, and eat! Myconids killed my wife and brothers. I’ll be damned if I let you kill my kids, too!”

A couple of patrons rushed forward and grabbed the man, each holding back an arm. The drunk didn’t struggle. Instead, a heartwrenching cry ripped from the man’s mouth, and his knees gave up on him. Argus helped the helpful patrons carry the man out of the store. Most of the customers around the counter remained, but several younger women around the cosmetics desk departed without purchasing anything. Before long, the crowd shrunk to half what it was a handful of minutes ago. 

Someone had summoned the guards. A trio arrested the now sobbing drunk for disorderly conduct and disturbing the piece. While they dragged him away, a familiar captain questioned Nox and any affected patrons about the incident. 

“This can’t be good for business,” Nox sighed. “Everyone okay?” He asked the staff. Most nodded. “Take half an hour to decompress, Hilda. Send Aisha up. She can cover for you.” Next, Nox faced the patrons still in the shop. “I apologize for the disturbance. Thank you for sticking around despite it. Allen will discount all of his sales by ten percent. Meanwhile, Emily will give you a fifth off all cosmetics and contraceptives. 

“I might be conducting myconid research here, but I assure you. All workshops are separated with strict hygiene and contamination ward filters between them. The myconids are good as dead but still secured with chains.”

“What about the spores?” An older patron asked. He looked annoyed. The accent and complexion suggested he originated from the Southern continent. There were two others with him, and they all had perturbed expressions on their face.

“My concoction made them inert and made the toxicity low enough for our test animals to suffer no health problems,” Nox replied, but they and some of the people in line didn’t appear convinced. “How about I bring up a sample and one of the cats—”

“You’re using cats as test subjects?” The woman in the group asked, looking disgusted and horrified.

“I found them feasting on myconid flesh after my concoction did its work,” Nox said. He didn’t want to pigeonhole the trio because of their ethnicity but wondered whether the Guptas had sent them to cause unrest. “I’m monitoring the cats to ensure there are no long-term health issues. To be honest, I have too many in my care. If you’d like a new pet—”

“We don’t want a possibly diseased feline!” The third man in the group exclaimed. 

Nox tapped the squirrel on his shoulder. “I have two life mages assisting me with my research. They’re upstairs and leading the university in ground-breaking research of their own. If you’d like, they can check the samples and felines in front of you.” He smiled, trying his best not to grit his teeth. “I assure you. Everything is fine in the building, and my workshops are among the most secure in the city.”

“Fine. Give us a tour, then.” The woman crossed her arms as she spoke, and she raised her volume, looking at the women around the cosmetics counter. “I’m sure everyone here will rest easier knowing our skins aren’t coated in venomous myconid remains.”

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that, miss,” Nox replied, eyes narrowing. “There are unsavory, competing artisans interested in my production process. No one is allowed beyond the shop to protect the business’ interests.”

“Isn’t that convenient,” she replied. “It shouldn’t matter if everything is patented and above board.”

Lillin, Michelle, and Pudge emerged from the backdoor together. The vocal trio departed before his friends could reassure them.

            


2.28 The Gangs of Ygg's City
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                Nox spoke to the guards regarding his suspicions. The Guptas were trying to sabotage and infiltrate his business. They called his fears insufficient for launching an investigation.

“Law-abiding citizens run Gupta Alchemists, and they’ve always been excellent friends of the city government,” the guard captain told them. “Ungrounded accusations will likely hurt you and your business, Sir Ratra. In fact, I’ll be returning with a city and a university alchemist to inspect your workshops. We’re not pleased with myconids in the city either. It’s hard enough maintaining the piece with the refugees and the accompanying panic. You bringing the source of their troubles into the city isn’t making our job any easier.”

“I’m ready to cooperate, captain,” Nox replied. “However, I want to vet any alchemist you bring into my building first. No one connected to the Guptas or any similar local business will be allowed in the basement.” He raised a hand when the captain tried to protest. “I’m serious about the secrecy and value of my work. The Guptas or whoever is pushing for this intrusion are not the only ones with connections. I’m willing to bring in the Oakhearts and Trade Empire representatives to help protect my interests.”

The guard captain rolled her eyes. “We’ll send the list of alchemists we use for relevant investigations,” she said. “I hope you know that your resistance and hostility only make us doubt more.”

“That’s too bad.” Nox shrugged. “You might not want to take my concerns seriously, but I’ll do whatever is necessary to protect my interests.”

“Fine. For the time being, I’d suggest you hire a second guard.”.

“Is that really necessary? Argus isn’t quite a guard, but—”

“The word is out now, Sir Ratra. People know you have myconids in the building, and they don’t care why. That man won’t be the last troublemaker that comes beating on your door. After a decade in the city guard, I can guarantee you that. If you want recommendations for potential hires, you know where to find me.”

The guard captain departed after a few more curt words. Nox watched her go, wondering whether she was in Gupta Alchemists’ pocket. At the same time, she was correct to some extent. Nox lacked substantial evidence. He had jumped to the conclusion that Gupta Alchemists were behind the commotion and the instigators because of the obvious infiltrator they sent for an interview. Several other brewers existed in the city, and two others had the same operational size as the Guptas. Two of the three large alchemists sold cosmetics. However, their prices were significantly higher than his, and he suspected they shipped most of their product line from elsewhere.

People on the street lingered. Many hadn’t bothered concealing their eavesdropping attempts. Words of Nox’s accusations would certainly spread. He regretted not insisting he and the guard captain discuss the matter in privacy. She had refused, declaring work constraints, but Nox believed a bribe would’ve considered her otherwise. If he was correct about the culprits, the Guptas would grow more careful and change their approach. Otherwise, things would get worse for him.

“Hey, mister knight,” a little girl said, tugging on Nox’s sleeve. She carried what looked like a funeral bouquette. It was so big the child appeared to struggle to maintain balance. “You want to buy flowers.?”

“I’m fine, kid,” Nox replied nonchalantly. His eyes scanned the dispersing eavesdroppers. 

“Your windows are ugly. Flowers will help.” The girl tugged on Nox’s sleeve again. It was then he noticed the many new sets of eyes watching him. The urchins walked and played casually around them, but he knew they were studying how he interacted with their little friend. “I have more if you want.”

“Where?”

The child pointed at a dark alley on the opposite side of the street, a couple of buildings down. Nox gestured for her to lead the way and followed. He saw several urchins and ragged teenagers trailing them out of the corner of his eyes, but Nox didn’t react. Instead, he played along with the little charade. They walked several feet into the alley, and pint-sized silhouettes filled the opening. Nox knew what was coming.
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“Hold on a moment,” he said, placing a hand on the little girl’s shoulder. She stiffened for a moment before attempting to run. The child failed to break free of her grip. Loud whispers filled the shadows, and he heard footsteps approaching from the rear. “Your neck. How long have you had that rash?”

The child hesitated, glancing between a larger girl now standing twelve feet ahead of them and Nox. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s itchy, so Alex rubbed bacon grease on it.”

Nox moved the child’s hair without asking for permission. She squirmed, but he didn’t release her. “Let her go,” the older girl said. Her voice trembled for a moment as she continued. “She only wanted a few coins. The little ones don’t know what your crests mean. We don’t want any—”

“Do you know how long she’s had this rash?” Nox asked, ignoring the teenager’s plea.

“A few weeks, I think. Its nothing. We’ve all got it. Listen—”

“Where do you lot get your food?” The child submitted to his examination when Nox kneeled without loosening his grip. The rash had spread to her shoulders, arms, and wrists. He was sure the rest of her body would also display the same discoloration and mottled skin.

“The shops around here give us their leftovers at the end of the night,” the teenager answered, fidgeting. Her eyes occasionally drifted past Nox toward the alley's mouth behind Nox.

“And the rest?” Nox asked. “Given how many of you I’ve seen around, leftovers won’t feed you alone.” The footsteps behind him got closer. Nox threw up a Slow field just to be safe. “I’m not just an Adept Alchemist. I’m a journeyman delver close to adept, too. Things might get ugly if you try anything stupid. The guards won’t mind you getting hurt.”

“We steal the rest from the gate guards’ storehouse," one of the younger teenage boys said. Another child smacked him for it, but he continued. "They confiscate grain, dried meats, fruit, and a lot more. We take what we need.”

“That explains it.” Nox sighed, inspecting the girl's rash closely. “You idiots have been eating blighted food. It might just be a rash now, but things will get a lot worse.” He looked the teenager in the eye. “These little ones will die first.”

“Alex.” The child attempted to pull away from Nox. She trembled all over and it sounded like she was about to burst into tears. Nox’s hand brushed her bare skin, and he got a better sense of the heat radiating off her. “Am I going to die?” Her volume rose, and she struggled against him. Nox released his hold, and she sprinted into the teenaged girl’s arms. The words that followed were unintelligible to Nox.

“It’s an easy fix. My shop closes as soon as the Sixth bell rings. Meet me at the back door. I’ll give you and your little friends free checkups and any medicine you might need.” Nox paused, glancing over the few dozen now around him. “Perhaps no more than ten a day. Bring me the little ones first, and I’ll take care of the rest afterward.”

“Why?” The teenager asked, eyeing him suspiciously. “What do you want from us? My girls won’t—”

Nox held up his hands, stopping her mid-sentence. “I’m not after what you think,” he replied. “Someone is trying to sabotage my shop. There was paint on my door on opening day. Today, we had a fake drunk and instigators. You and your little gangs keep your eyes and ears open and tell me anything that might look suspicious.”

“The city is full of suspicious things,” a boy behind Nox said.

“I only care about things relevant to my business and me. Do this for me, and I’ll do free check-ups when you’re ill. We make snacks and drinks for our customers every Sixth and Seventh-day. You can have the leftovers when we close, too.” Nox half turned, looking at the trio of teenage boys in the eye. They had attempted sneaking up on him. “I doubt you’ll get a better deal from anyone. My apprentices need training, too, and you’ll make perfect subjects. We’ll stitch your wounds, get rid of the blight before it takes hold, and splint your broken bones when necessary.”

“That’s worth a lot more than what you want from us,” the teenage girl said. The confidence had left her voice. 

“Don’t underestimate the value of information and a spy network,” Nox replied. “Besides, the cost to me is negligible in the long run. I plan to use alchemical rejects on you. Mostly.” He retreated toward the alley’s mouth, pushing past the boys. They held forearm-sized clubs but lowered them as he approached. Their expressions betrayed their surprise and confusion. “You seem more useful to me than the guards. They’re just armored thugs with no integrity. I see more value in you than them.”

“That’s a terrible line,” said a small voice behind him.

Nox laughed as he returned to his store. Business appeared to have resumed as normal, and more patrons have waited in line since his departure. Murmurs suggested many had come in to ask about the disturbance and then stayed to make a purchase.

            


2.29 Life Waits For None


                The urchin gang leaders brought twenty young children instead of the requested ten. The youngest had seen two summers at most, while the oldest proudly held up eight or nine fingers when Nox asked them about their age. Beyond the noticed rashes, they had a variety of other ailments, and Nox tended to them all. 

Kishan and Aisha assisted. Only the former of the pair displayed any displeasure or disgust. He treated their patients coldly and employed a rough touch. More than one little one sprinted back to their teenage chaperones, sobbing or holding back tears once done.

Meanwhile, Aisha displayed incredible patience and delicateness when dealing with the little ones. She distracted them with treats, little anecdotes, or jokes. Her patients appeared to enjoy her company, and she often had to usher them away to start on the next person in line. Nox couldn’t help but feel impressed and felt her work in the cosmetics workshop was wasted. Once things stabilized, he planned on reexamining the brewing schedules and plans. He believed Aisha would perform well working on medical brews.

It took them a little over two hours to get through all twenty children. Nox gave the only two willing teenage chaperones checkups, too. The girl in the pair was surprised to learn of her pregnancy and broke down in tears. Nox didn’t know how to react and was glad when Aisha took over for him and comforted the girl. She stayed behind while the remaining chaperones departed with the little ones.

“She can stay the night if you think it necessary,” Nox told Aisha after taking her aside. “The girl is your responsibility, though. Keep her out of the workshops and all storerooms.”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied before ushering the girl away for a bath and warm meal.

It felt good to help, but Nox worried he’d taken on too big a responsibility. He needed to ensure multiple gangs didn’t attempt to take advantage of his generosity. There would likely be more pregnant teenagers among them. Nox didn’t want to turn them away but also wondered how much he wanted and was expected to do.

Before heading upstairs, Nox and Kishan took inventory, and he crosschecked the records with the day’s sales. The numbers hadn’t noticeably dipped yet, leaving him to wonder whether his concerns were unfounded. Everyone expected alchemists and arcane researchers to work with dangerous products and entities. As long as the people with deep pockets continued purchasing his product, Nox didn’t care what people thought of him. His primary concerns involved the business’ reputation and not his.

When Nox finished work and ascended the stairs to the first floor, he was surprised to find Aria and Aisha doting on the pregnant teenager together. The noblewoman pulled away from the pair when she saw Nox and approached him smiling. When she hugged him, Nox didn’t essentially feel a romantic draw but a comfortable warmth. Carnal hunger soon followed as Aria’s scent filled his nostrils.

“What are you still doing here?” Nox asked after they retreated to the top floor.

“It looked like you were having a hard day,” she replied. “I thought you might want some company to end it.”

“Don’t you have classes in the morning?”

“I wasn’t going to spend two nights in a row with you!” Aria feigned offense. “Although, if I did, we could eat an early breakfast, and then you could put me on a carriage back to campus by the eighth bell. I’m sure I can squeeze in a hot bath before my first class of the day. Should we eat dinner?”

“Lets.” He craned his head through the doorway into the lounge. A comfortable silence hung over the floor. “Is no one else here?”

“Alexander and Caitlin had dinner plans with their grandmother.” Aria paused, delicate eyebrows furrowing. “Or was it grand aunt?” She shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. Pudge ended up spending all day here, playing with the cats and drinking with Lillin. They went out an hour ago looking for a tavern with loud music. I told them their chances were slim since it was Seventhday evening, but I don’t think they cared.”

Nox chuckled. “They don’t. Only the mead matters to them. They’ll prioritize a place with a decent roast over music.”

Jenny Tanner had finished her work on the second floor, giving the couple privacy. It was Leanna Tanner’s day off, and as a result, they had to prepare their own meal. Aria volunteered, displaying better cooking skills than expected.

“You’re different from what I expected,” Nox commented, watching her work.

“In what way?” She asked.

Nox hesitated. He had made an error and spoken without thinking. “I’m afraid I can’t explain my thoughts accurately without talking about Annabelle. Would that be an issue?”

“Oh my. Are we going to make a comparison?” Aria appeared amused, but her eyes narrowed. “Tread carefully—actually, no. Don’t hold back. Just note that I might not want to spend the night anymore if I don’t like what I hear.”

“It’s nothing bad. Honestly, I’ve only been with hunters, mages, and aether-warriors in training before, and your air is different. Annabelle knew how to get along with people, but now that I look back, it’s clear that she only interacted with individuals of her rank or service staff before. She was nice and put a lot of effort into not letting her house name affect her behavior. Spending time with me, my friends and living like us almost came across as an act of rebellion. The same is not true for you. You’re a lot more natural at this.” Nox nodded at her, butchering a whole chicken. Leanna had feathered and cleaned the bird before storing it in the kitchen’s enchanted cold box. “It’s nice that you don’t mind getting your hands dirty either.”
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“I can’t believe I’m about to have to defend your former lover.” Aria sighed. “But it's not Annabelle’s fault. In fact, this will be the case for most noblewomen. They’re kept in an isolated bubble of only their peers, learning nothing but their house’s trade, economics, politics, magic, and whatever else they need to survive as a member of the nobility.

“Things are different in my father’s barony. Regardless of gender, we’re taught to help in the orchards and kitchens from an early age. I grew up playing with the stable boys and kitchen maids. I grew up getting my hands dirty instead of just focusing on the courtly ways. The barony is so isolated I barely had any peers of the same rank. You’ll find more houses like ours further north or along the Imperium’s border, but they’re few and far between.”

“Things probably wouldn’t be too different for me if I weren’t removed from the Mercer Palace,” Nox commented. “My aunt insisted on a more humble upbringing.”

Much to Nox’s relief, they moved on from the topic not long after. His comparison included their physical features, and even though Aria came out on top, he doubted the conversation would’ve ended pleasantly. Years of combat training had made Annabelle’s body hard and muscled. It was the same for almost all of Nox’s previous partners. Aria had a softer body in comparison. He enjoyed how fat in all of the correct places gave her an almost hourglass shape. Nox felt a pang of guilt for even thinking about the difference but soon forgot about it as he got to know Aria in a more one-on-one setting that didn’t involve sex.

Things weren’t as urgent and romantic as with Annabelle—perhaps it was too soon for that. Instead, comfortable felt like the best descriptor for what Nox felt. Nox and Aria’s situation was like a frank, platonic relationship that had a high chance of ending with a roll in the hay. It wasn’t the goal of the interaction, but a nice bonus at the end of the evening.

The following morning, Nox and Aria had breakfast at Seventh Bell before parting ways. They made plans to meet and spend time together outside of balls, soirees, and social events. She hadn’t felt a romantic draw yet either, but she still enjoyed her time with him. Nox didn’t know whether their relationship counted as one of convenience and convinced himself not to give it much thought. 



Advanced Dungeon Combat excited Nox not just because it allowed him to test his growing power against live opponents but also because he got to witness two schools of magic that intrigued him. Summoners and warlocks intrigued Nox because of how walking such paths could help him overcome his natural range limitations. His small mana zone would still limit the size, and often the power of most summoned companions, but anything that improved his chances was a bonus. For now, relying on Ratra’s Bow and his companions would have to do.

If Nox thought about it, technically, he was also a warlock. Lillin wasn’t as powerful an entity as most pact partners, but he enjoyed moderate benefits. Growth bursts for completing contracted tasks appeared common for most warlocks. They almost always gained physical or arcane benefits whenever their patron grew in strength. Nox also benefited from a mild empathic link to Lillin, which appeared to gain power or weaken almost at random.

As he sat against Ygg’s trunk regenerating mana, he watched Alexander and Joey double-teaming their opponent. They lacked teamwork and communication but still made for an effective duo. The squirrels distracted, tripped, and annoyed the wolf-centaur while Joey looked for openings. 

Djinn Fire appeared more powerful and versatile than Joey initially articulated. Initially, he only turned it into frostfire and attempted locking down Professor Wolfheart’s summon with tripping hazards and ice cages. At one point, he tried encasing the head in an ice block, but the creature inhaled the magic and then sprayed the surrounding squirrels in frost-lightning breath, destroying all but the electric-charged and largest specimens. 

An odd phenomenon caught Nox’s eye as the wolf-centaur cornered Joey. It raised its one-handed hammer high above its head, and lightning surrounded the weapon as the summoned beast prepared for a swing. The obviously panicked warlock unleashed raw djinn fire while his floating spear head shot at the creature’s face.

The kite shield successfully blocked the glass projectile. Meanwhile, the djinn fire washed over the lightning-bathed hammer. The two magics combined and transformed. The orange djinn fire adopted an electric blue hue and crackled with energy. The arcane mass then transformed into a mass of spearheads bathed in lightning. They mirrored their glass counterpart’s movements, attacking the wolf-centaur simultaneously. 

It took Joey a moment to recover and retreat. His expression betrayed his surprise. Nox guessed the warlock hadn’t expected the reaction either. Initially, basic Djinn Fire came across as arcane fire that reacted to available essences. The physical manifestations proved Nox’s hypothesis false. The spearheads didn’t dematerialize. Instead, some remained embedded in the wolf centaur’s face, while the rest fell to the ground and remained even after the spar ended. 

“I’m sorry,” Joey said as he and Alexander joined Nox by the tree trunk. “I was a novice less than a month ago.”

“And you suddenly have the power of a journeyman mage.” Nox placed a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “We get it. You don’t need to apologize. Alexander and I are both discovering and developing unexplored areas of magic.”

“That’s right. I’m developing the weakest summons into potent combat assistants.” Alexander petted the squirrels piling into his lap. “Meanwhile, Nox is an arcane pioneer. As far as we can tell, magic like this doesn’t exist. He is working with and creating the unknown. Have you found any decent journals or textbooks discussing Djinn Fire?”

Joey sighed. “The only recounts are from the perspective of people on the receiving end. It sounds random and chaotic.” He lowered his volume as he continued. “My patron isn’t always helpful either. He’s given me power and expects me to figure out its uses. It's a lot of trial and error.”

“I suppose that’s the benefit of auditing the advanced class,” Nox said. “You get to learn with people like us. Do you have a delving party yet?”

No.” Joey shook his head. “I’ve been rotating through a lot of groups.” He appeared embarrassed as he continued. “I think Kri—Professor Kris wants me to join yours eventually.”

Nox and Alexander smiled as they exchanged a quick glance. “We guessed as much. The party will happily welcome you once you make it to our rank. You’ve got great combat instinct, and you’ve improved more since the last Thirday than most make over an entire month.”

The trio sat in silence for several minutes as they circulated their mana and focused on recovery. It was Joey who broke the silence. “I heard about what you’re doing with the street kids. It’s nice.”

“How?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “Are people already talking about it?”

“You forget I was one of them until Professor Kris’ sponsorship.” Joey chuckled.

An unexpected presence joined the group before they could contain their conversation. It was Harin, the leader of the third party in Advanced Dungeon Combat. He and his party spent over a hundred gold at Allen’s counter on the Sixth Day passed. 

“Nox Ratra. Can we talk?”

            


2.30 From Across The Sapphire Straights


                “Daksinsthan, or the Southern Continent, as the locals call it, is a lot harsher land than what the Imperium or all west of it know. The distance from Ygg, sparse leylines, and hostile intersection points limit the places of power humanity can safely use. We see more rifts and godfalls, too. 

As a result, the magic beasts and roving dungeons continue to strengthen while the locals struggle to grow their mana systems. Daksinthanis compensate with their ingenuity and inventiveness. Most modern arcane relics come from the southern continent, and they lead in alchemical progress as well. 

After all, adversity forces creativity. The Daksinthanis arcane artisinary keeps their cities and roads safe, and their mages competitive despite weaker and slower growing mana systems.”

—Sunil Das, Expert Artificer, and Ruipur’s Ambassador to The Imperium.

“Thank you for your patronage over the weekend,” Nox said, shaking Harin’s hand. “Have you had the opportunity to use any of my products yet?”

“We spent Sixthday evening and yesterday on a short delve,” Harin replied. Two of his party members hovered behind him. Their appearances, style, and accents betrayed their southern continent heritage. In fact, the rest of the party was the same. They appeared close to their culture and origins. Harin almost spoke like a local, and Nox guessed some of them had moved to the city as children while the rest were more recent migrants. “Your empowering brews and Trap Foam were beyond excellent. You’ll receive regular patronage from us, and we’ll spread the word to our friends in the war mage department.”

“That means a lot to me,” Nox said. “I’m currently working towards increasing general sales to match cosmetics. Good word from accomplished delvers like you will certainly help.”

“I’m Swati,” one of his party members said. She smiled, shaking Nox’s hand. Her touch lingered for a few seconds too long. “My sister introduced me to your products a couple of months ago. It’s done wonders for my skin. Are you perhaps using any fish oils in the mixture?”

“I’m not successful enough to reveal trade secrets yet.” Nox flashed her a cheeky grin. He tried retrieving his hand but failed. Passive magic made her physically stronger than him. “I’m glad it's working for you, though. My original recipe was designed with the local skin types in mind. I haven’t tailored it to people like us yet. I’m glad it's working for you.”

“If you need test subjects to perfect it for little ol’ me, I’m sure we can help you with test subjects.” Swati changed her hold on Nox’s hand to rub his fingers on her arm’s underside. “See how soft skin feels? I’ll admit it's a touch drier than I’d like. I use more local products when visiting Ruipur, but they don’t work as well outside of humid environments.”

“I might just take you up on that,” Nox said. “We—”

“I’m yet to sample your shop’s contraceptive,” Swati continued, still maintaining skin-to-skin contact.

“My betrothed and I have been able to indulge without much worry,” Harin said. “Why don’t you let Nox go, Swati? It looks like you’re making him uncomfortable.”

“Uncomfortable?” Swati flashed Nox doe-eyes and pouted. She released him and retreated to her party leader’s side. “I just thought Nox and I would make excellent friends. You and Annabelle Oakheart ended your relationship, didn’t you? Are you worried that talking like this would make her uncomfortable? Does it matter—”

“It’s not that,” Nox replied. “I’m just not used to such physical closeness to beautiful, high-born ladies. I’m just a humble alchemist—”

“Nonsense!” Swati smacked his arm. It stung more than Nox expected.

“We know your mother is the Trade Empire’s queen,” Harin said. “The Ratra name is famous where we’re from, too.”

“You’ve met someone of the same name?” Nox’s eyes widened, his heart skipping a beat.

“Not quite.” Harin smiled apologetically. “As far as I know, no one has seen a Ratra in years. However, relics of their creation and Ratra alchemy recipes are treasured. My family owns a Ratra arcane weapon just like yours. We’ve been trying to crack its secrets for decades but haven’t had any luck yet.”

“I haven’t had the chance to study my bow as much as I’d like.” Nox sighed. “If it weren’t for my shop, I would’ve picked Beginner Artificing this semester. I think I’ve only unlocked a fifth of its abilities.”

“If you’d like, we can get together sometime and discuss everything my family has learned about Ratra’s Blade. You can tell me about your bow. It might be mutually beneficial.”

“I’d like that very much,” Nox said. “I sensed there was something you wanted to discuss. If—”
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“It was just that, actually,” Swati said, looking a touch embarrassed. She finally released Nox and moved away from him. “We had a drink with Louis, and he told us about everything that happened between you, your mother, and the Gedges. You look pretty alone. We just thought you could use some friends. Perhaps join us for a meal time?” Swati grinned, shooting Nox a wink. “I wouldn’t mind a one-on-one meal either.”

“I appreciate the gesture, but I’m really not alone,” Nox replied, unsure how to react. “I don’t know what Louis told you, but yes, I was fairly isolated while living on the Golden Isles. I had no one but Lillin, my aunt, and her family. Things are different here. I have great friends.”

Harin fidgeted, glancing back at his still-silent third-party mate. “This might be probably an embarrassing turn of conversation for the both of us, but do you really? Sure. You’ve been acquainted with them for six months or so, but do you truly know them? I’m afraid the locals don’t take kindly to us with Daksinthani blood. They don’t understand what our people have been through or what it takes to survive there.”

“Our heritage and culture doesn’t really translate,” Swati added. “Tell me honestly, did Annabelle Oakheart really get you and your drive? You should be with someone more like you.”

“Right. I’m afraid we differ slightly there.” Nox felt more uncomfortable than embarrassed. “I know it's not apparent, but I’m only half Daksinthani. My mother is a—”

“Yes, but she removed you from her palace, and your Daksinthani aunt raised you.” The third-party member’s blunt words caught Nox off guard. He didn’t know whether to feel slighted. Her words were valid, after all. “You might only be half, but you’re one of us.”

“I’m sorry for Shina,” Harin said, stepping between Nox and the woman. “She doesn’t really have a filter. But Shina’s not wrong, you know. You’re one of us.” He handed Nox a piece of folded paper. “That’s my address. We have a little soiree every second and fourth Sixthday of the month. Come by sometime.” Harin glanced at Joey. “I don’t know your friend there, but feel free to bring him along.” 

“We’ll show you how Daksinthanis take care of their own. 

The trio returned to their training arena, leaving Nox alone with several conflicting thoughts. A lot of the things they said, though unpleasant, had a hint of truth to it. However, Nox refused to believe what they had said about his friends. Given everything they did for him, Nox was sure they cared. It's true he felt like an outsider and uncomfortable sometimes, but he believed it had more to do with years of isolation and not racial differences. Nox’s friends understood him and cared about him.

Instead of returning to his friends, Nox marched onto the rooftop fighting ground and manifested Ratra’s Bow. The wolf-centaur didn’t give him the time to prepare and charged at him straight away. Nox chose to cast Haste over, conjuring an essence arrow. Instead, once out of the summon’s way, he surrounded himself with the new Crystallized Essence and a pair of weak Slow fields. 

The three-layered pyramids constantly drained Nox’s mana but proved invaluable when the wolf-centaur's swing launched a wave of frost-lightning. The shield turned the attack into an assortment of essence glass but did little for the shockwave that followed it. Nox struggled to maintain his balance through Haste and fell painfully on his butt. He had come to class without his Artisan’s Arm. Desperate scrambling got Nox out of the following stomp and swing’s path. 

To compensate for his shortcomings, Nox brought a handful of essences. The Shaping moon helped create a near-perfect arrow made of crystallized fire essence. He used Finesse Shaping to add the explosion and sticky runes to the projectile. When he released it, the essence-glass arrow didn’t just spin like a drill, but flaming rings revolved around them. 

The summon dodged the attack. Fortunately, the ring accompanying the projectile caught the wolf-centaur’s shield and upper left arm. The essence glass didn’t just shave the metal and flesh clean off. It also scorched the surrounding metal and flesh, melting, twisting, and blackening everything. Much to Nox’s disappointment, his opponent didn’t recoil or retreat. Instead, it threw the hammer and caught him in the chest. 

Even though the Slow fields reduced the weapon’s velocity and Crystallize Essence got rid of the magic surrounding him, the blow still hurt. All the air left Nox’s lungs, and he felt something crack. He fell on his back, coughing. When Nox tried rolling away, his chest screamed. He threw a shard of gravity essence at his opponent. Instead of destabilizing it with Galvanizing Touch, Nox used the Essence Master abilities that had come with his latest Sigil of Artisan upgrade.

The essence triggered contact with the wolf-centaur, interrupting its recovery process. Nox unleashed another fire arrow before the creature could recover. He successfully removed its head but coughed up blood a moment later.

“What in Yggdrasil’s name is wrong with you?” Alexander asked when Nox returned to his resting position. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“I thought we were going to challenge it together,” Joey added.

“I’m sorry, guys.” Nox wheezed. He fished a crimson pill out of his satchel, destabilized the essence glass exterior, and popped it in his mouth. The healing brew took effect straight away, and the pain ebbed. “I went in, hoping to clear my head. Perhaps I got carried away.”

“But why? What did Harin say?” Alexander glanced at the trio. They had returned to their section of the roof but had not returned to training yet. Instead, they stood staring at the defeated wolf-centaur and talked, occasionally shooting concerned looks at Nox.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nox said. “It was mostly stupid. I don’t know if they mean well or are just strange. I—It doesn’t matter. Just give me a moment to rest, and then we can go back to training.”

Neither Joey nor Alexander appeared convinced, but much to Nox’s relief, they didn’t push the matter further. After resting for fifteen minutes, they challenged a newly summoned wolf-centaur and worked together to defeat it. Alexander distracted the beast with squirrels and kept it off balance long enough for Joey to disable it. Then, Nox ended the battle with a single empowered arrow. 

A disgruntled Professor Wolfhammer then summoned an even more powerful opponent for them. It was bigger and had four arms on top of the eight legs. The specimen had a powerful arcane aura surrounding it, too. The following battles for the day were much more challenging, and they finished the day with several bruises and lacerations.

            


2.31 Apprentices Old And New


                The sales numbers continued to grow. Nox expected overall business to take a hit following the previous Seventhday’s events. Instead, non-cosmetic sales exploded. He couldn’t tell whether it was his new friends who had spread the word or the sabotage event had earned him some publicity. After all, people didn’t just know that he had brought myconids into the city but also devised the means to defeat the fungal plague. 

Hilda reported a marginal dip in earnings on her side of the shop. When Nox checked the ledgers, he optimistically wrote the numbers off as anomalous. Cosmetic sales numbers were still in an overall rise. The city’s nobility used First and Seconday to restock their beauty supplies after a weekend of luncheons and soirees. The numbers weren’t as high as the past couple of weeks, but still nothing to scoff at. In fact, their overall contraceptive sales had increased, and Nox expected a steady, continuous rise as the word spread. His saleswomen reported that older affluent citizens were now purchasing them, and it wasn’t just students.

Both apprentices had improved since their start date. Aisha more significantly than Kishan. Methods, techniques, and organisational skills taught by old employers slowed his progress. Nox didn’t have many complaints about him. However, getting the alchemist to push past his habits proved challenging. For the time being, Nox took relief in the fact the healing and stamina recovery brews were just as he needed them for pill creation. He suspected Kishan had adapted since it was the only way he’d get to learn the crystallization technique. Unfortunately, the apprentice still hadn’t completely adopted Nox’s approach for the empowering brews. 

Meanwhile, Aisha had significantly improved her speed. Nox had given her the freedom to moderately reorganize equipment and daily ingredient storage to make life easier for her. Now, she could set up everything without supervision. After Nox etched the spell scripts into the workstations, she only needed an occasional check-in for the sake of quality and efficiency. Best of all, Aisha proved herself eager to learn and adapt. So, Nox gifted her anatomy, diseases, surgical techniques, and basic medicine tomes.

The shop staff’s progress was slower than Nox would’ve liked. They still hadn’t memorized the necessary explanation for all the products. It took Lillin and Caitlin explaining to Nox that not everyone had his academic prowess to keep him from losing his patience. 

Given the shop’s current performance, Nox didn’t see any immediate problems with paying his suppliers, staff, or taxes. However, things wouldn’t necessarily always go so well. Nox primarily worried about the time between semesters. Affluent students often went home to their countryside estates, neighboring cities, the Imperium, or the Southern Continent. As a result, the frequency of social events plummeted, and the local nobles reduced their activities, too. Nox wanted to build a business savings fund to sustain the slow six-to-eight-week period.

Thanks to the staff, Nox had the freedom to focus on research and training. Practicing martial arts and movement under the effects of Haste felt like learning to walk again. Healing brews sped up Nox’s recovery from the bruises, aches, and pains, letting him correct his mistakes without long breaks. Stamina recovery potions kept him pushing for longer. 

Caitlin and Alexander often accompanied him to the university’s training grounds, giving Lillin the freedom to train her magic. She and Joey suffered from the same issue. They had gained too much power too quickly, and neither had the appropriate time to master it.

Research and Aria demanded the rest of Nox's time. She didn’t wait until the weekend before returning to his apartment. Instead, she walked back with him after class or training and studied in his workshop while he worked. Nox struggled to tell whether Aria had a genuine interest in spending time with him or she was doing so at her father’s behest. He didn’t mind either way. Nox enjoyed the noblewoman’s company, and Lillin approved of her, too. Aria was great in bed, an excellent conversationalist, and being seen together proved excellent for business. Many appeared to mistake her natural, unpainted beauty for the benefits of Nox's products and visited the shop asking for the same concoctions Aria used for her regimen.

Since Kris had no classes on Fourthday morning, they met for a mentor-apprentice breakfast and check-in.

“So, what do you think of Joey?” She asked, serving him a cup of tea. 

“Good instincts. Hard worker. Rough around the edges.” Nox let his eyes wander around Kris’ apartment. It was tidier than usual. “I can see why you’d take him on as an apprentice. I was surprised when I learned you didn’t bury him in near double the usual course load, though.”

“Joey got what I thought he could handle, and so did you. When we met, you were already well past the ability of a new journeyman alchemist and an academic. Perhaps I made a few mistakes since you were my first apprentice, but I was confident in your abilities. For all Dean Woodson and I knew, you’d complete one semester and fail to gather the funds for another. So, I got you all the necessary modules to prepare for a career as a journeyman delver. We were prepared to fudge the paperwork, so you completed the prerequisite modules.
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“Introduction to Shields and Barriers was perhaps one course too much for you,” Kris continued. “But you survived the semester and managed a lot more. Unfortunately, Joey doesn’t have the same privileges. He’s literate and has a sharp mind but doesn’t have adequate experience as a mage or academic. So, he is only enrolled in the minimum four modules. However, I have him auditing two more. Joey is a practical learner, so it helps that they’re fairly hands-on.”

“It might be a while before he’s ready to go delving,” Nox replied. “He might be a liability, and I’d rather not get anyone in the party killed. We’re pretty crowded already—”

“Has Michelle not spoken to you?” Kris asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No.” Nox frowned. “Why? She’s been pretty distant as of late. I don’t know why.”

“Perhaps she hasn’t made a decision yet.” Kris sighed. “She and Ernest might not be long for your party. Either way, the university is planning an expedition in a year or two, and yours truly is one of the parties leading it. My duties will be scouting, investigating, preparing safe zones, and traps. I plan to take you and Joey along as my apprentices. I’m pretty sure the Woodson siblings will join us, too. Whatever party you have when the time comes will be an asset. I’d very much like it if the four of you learn to work together.”

“We’ll reassess next semester,” Nox said, thinking more about the Beaufort siblings instead of Joey. He didn’t want to push Michelle for answers and drive them away. She and Ernest were valuable companions, not just for their medical or combat prowess, respectively. He valued their friendship and companionship. After a lifetime of abuse and isolation, Nox struggled to trust people, and when he did, losing them always concerned him. “We only plan on targeting journeyman and adept rifts outside of Professor Wolfhammer’s class. Joey can’t—”

“You’re all at least journeyman and all but Alexander are almost adept,” Kris said, interrupting Nox. “If you challenge a journeyman or lower rift, you’re taking Joey with you. I have confidence in your ability to succeed and show him the ropes. Joey needs to unlock Djinn Fire’s secrets. It's too powerful and versatile a tool for us to ignore. This is as important to our cause as your Crystallize Essence. Don’t let me down.”

“Fine.” Nox sighed. “He’s a good kid. I can tell Joey has had a hard life, and he can become a potent delver. He deserves a chance, but I don’t want him or anyone on my team getting killed.”

“I can respect that, Nox, but we don’t have a lot of time. Joey needs to be ready in eighteen to twenty-four months. Think of everything you’ve achieved in the past six. I’m sure if given the chance, he can catch up to you. As a warlock, he benefits from a fast growth-rate in the early ranks.” Kris paused for a moment. She stared at the table between them as she stirred her tea. “I know Wolfhammer has Joey paired with you and Alexander. Try to bring him into your friend group and have him him with Caitlin Woodson. I suspect they’ll make an excellent team.”

“Fine. Can you tell me anything about what’s going on with Michelle? I really don’t want to lose her or Ernest.”

Kris sighed. “Believe me, I don’t want you to lose the Beauforts either. Ernest is a seasoned fighter, and the integrated beast organs and limbs make him a terrifying vanguard. Michelle is a genius. Her alchemy and advances in healing magic might change the world. We need them for the war. But—It’s not my place to tell you what’s going on with her. If she hasn’t brought the matter to the party, it's probably a positive. But I’d just ask her.”

The meeting moved on to Nox’s personal development. He wanted Kris’ input on a planet dedicated to Otis or summoning. She had no advice for him. It was a much too personal decision, and given Crystallize Essence’s uniqueness, the professor didn’t know where to begin. Despite the redundancy of using Animation and Manipulation simultaneously—the spellscripts often conflicted with one another—Kris suggested Nox consider the latter for a future planet, too.

When Nox told Kris about his spirit walks and Bi Xi, she changed her mind. Spirits weren’t a part of her expertise but she had several opinions on the matter.

"Tortoise spirits are generally ancient and often a wellspring of power," Kris explained. "They often have unique, ancient magic, too, which are worth investment."

She rose from her seat and walked to the world map hanging from her wall. The detail suggested it was more expensive than most of Kris' belongings. It wouldn't surprise Nox if she had Joey steal it from the Smythe estate. 

"The name tells me it's from here." The professor pointed at the lands to the east of the Yellowrock Wastes and Endless Dunes. House Oakheart's favorite appraiser, Sang Lao Shi, had migrated from the mysterious region. "Ygg's protection and magic fades near the Imperium's eastern border. That means this Bi Xi has traveled far and faced several challenges and threats to end up near. Contracting such an ally could mean a lot in the war against the gods. It could transform your mana system and completely change how you approach combat and delving.

“Don’t limit yourself to Lillin,” Kris told Nox. “I know this Bi Xi is wary of humans, but Pudge helped you contract Otis. I’m sure his charm will help with the tortoise, too. See if he’ll assist you.”

After his afternoon lecture, Nox returned to the store. He ensured all products were sufficiently stocked and started his apprentices on projects that didn’t need much input. Then, Nox focused all of his attention on preparing for the supervised delve.

            


2.32 Niddhogg's Lair
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Alistair Blackstar's life is about to take an extraordinary turn...

On the cusp of entering the prestigious Lumina Battledeck Academy, Alistair harbors a dark secret: within him dwells Ghost, a reborn master assassin hellbent on revenge.

Bound together by fate and magic, Alistair and Ghost embark on a dual journey of vengeance and discovery.

As Alistair navigates the arcane halls of the academy, mastering battledeck spells and summoning skills, Ghost seeks to unravel the mysteries of his untimely demise. Their worlds collide and intertwine, revealing a threat far greater than either could have imagined...





 



                

                The party met Professor Wolfhammer at the sixth-morning bell in front of the Department of Dungeon Studies’ main entrance. He led them through the giant main hall and between the grand staircases that led to the upper floors. They passed through heavy ashwood doors and into a section of the building Nox had never seen before. Dean Woodson and the long-dead builders who constructed the university’s central builder had integrated Ygg’s roots and trunk into the architecture. The wood added a natural warmth to the cold stone structure.

“Ygg is forever growing, right?” Lillin asked as they walked deeper into the building. A broad spiraling flight of stairs guided the party through the giant tree’s weaving roots. They passed other delvers wearing the university’s colors. Nox had read the dungeon had multiple entrances, and people not affiliated with the university used the two beyond the Nobles Quarter. “How has she not damaged the stonework?”

“Grandmother uses her magic to guide Ygg’s growth around the existing structure,” Caitlin answered. “She encourages the roots to grow outward under the city and its sewers or into the dungeon. Apparently, dungeon lord is the calmest when he has a root or two within his domain. When that’s not possible, she alters the building. Apparently, her father was a builder before he became a druid, and she learned a fair bit about engineering and architecture from him.”

“That’s Flint Woodson, right?” Lillin had taken an interest in the city's history and world tree. Since Nox didn’t need her help in the workshop anymore, she dedicated her time to exploring the university’s central library, focusing mostly on the history section. “The Houndsman and First Druid.”

“As far as we know, he was the first druid to come to our world, but he was still amongst the last,” Alexander said. “Some theories say he caused the godfall by dropping a lich on our heads and then came back with Ygg to rectify his mistake. If you're interested, Grandmother can tell you a lot more than the old tomes. Bring her a bottle of fortified wine, and she’ll bore you to death with tales of her adventures and father.”

“Is it true that she’s not all human?” Nox asked. He had heard and read rumors on the matter but found no confirmation of them. 

Caitlin nodded. “Grandmother’s origin universe had a plethora of human-adjacent races with varying arcane concentration. Apparently, they lived on disks instead of planets, but I think that’s just her exaggerating and pulling our legs. Her mother was high fae and stepmother a dryad.”

“I’d like to meet a dryad,” Ernest commented. “I read they could use complex life magic without complex runes or spellscripts. It was a part of their being. Some had the power to manufacture bodies—” He paused. “I’d appreciate it if we didn’t tell Michelle about this discussion. She gets gloomy when I discuss alternate bodies.”

“You’re much too yappy for this early in the morning,” Professor Wolfhammer said, ending their conversation. “Shut your gobs and prepare your minds for the delve.”

Professor Wolfhammer led them through several checkpoints to where the architecture and building materials changed to an older time. They moved from an almost humble granite fort-like structure to one decorated with worn marble and chipped obsidian. Everything felt familiar.

“Is it me, or does this place—”

“Remind me of Sundarshahar?” Lillin completed the thought for Nox. “It does.”

“There was once a lot of interbreeding between what is the current Imperium and the Daksinthanis,” Caitlin explained. “They had grand city-states before the god falls, Ygg, and the lich queen’s war. Sundarshahar and these ruins were their homes.”

“The creatures you encounter here are figures out of Daksinthani lore warped by the dungeon lord’s magic and court,” Professor Wolfhammer said. “You’re entering Nidhogg’s realm.”

“The serpent that gnaws on the world tree’s roots.” Lillin rolled her eyes. “I bet it was the All-Father’s cult that seeded this dungeon.”

“That’s the current theory.” The professor sighed.

“Since when is an overgrown serpent a god?” Lillin asked.

“The true gods, greater gods, or whatever you want to call them, are mostly dead and gone,” Professor Wolfhammer said. “Mostly. It's the lesser ones that remain and have engorged themselves on forgotten scraps of power. The story says Nidhogg is a lot more than a serpent or wyrm.”

“Wyrm is another word for dragon,” Caitlin added. “People before the godfalls thought dragons as good as gods.”

“Sailors still report sighting them across the western seas and along the northern permafrost,” Alexander said. “I’d love to contract one someday.”

“That’s how you get yourself killed, lad,” Professor Wolfhammer said. “The living dragons hate everyone that’s not one of them. I hear most have gone feral. Stick to your squirrels. They’re plenty strong already and will continue to grow. Keep your eyes open for a decent contractable tool or elemental instead of blighted dragons. Now hush.”

Delvers and students filled the dungeon’s first floor. Nox failed to sight any local flora, fauna, or traps. Instead, the area served as a hub for delvers preparing for their dive, filling holes in their party, or patrolling to extinguish any spark of life the dungeon lord spawned in the area. Guarded platforms stood in the middle of the room, and Professor Wolfhammer led the party to them. Once there, he summoned a seven-foot-tall human woman with four muscular arms and draped in wolf-furs. She carried a polehammer with the most detailed wolf motif Nox had yet seen.
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“This is Joanna,” the professor said. “She is amongst the strongest of my summon partners and will act as your chaperone while in the dungeon. Follow her instructions and don’t argue. Joanna won’t help you unless you’re in mortal danger, so don’t use her presence as an excuse to go crazy either.”

“How deep are they going?” The guard manning the platform asked. Scars covered every inch of exposed skin, and her equipment suggested she had more delving experience than all of Nox’s party put together.”

“Down to level three. They’re almost adepts but not quite. Is it crowded down there?”

The guard nodded. “If you’re confident in their ability like the other lot, why not send them to level four? It’s on the lower end of adept, and it hasn’t changed much since Joana’s last visit.”

Professor Wolfhammer hesitated, looking over the party. Then he nodded. “Don’t let your brother get overconfident like the last time he was down there, alright?" The professor told Caitlin. "Lillin, be less aggressive and ensure your gravity traps don’t limit the vanguard’s movements. The corridors and bridges can get narrow, not leaving much room for maneuverability.” The older man glanced past Ernest, not giving him any pointers, and addressed Nox next. “I hope you’ve been training with Haste. Your use of the Artisan’s Arm is creative, but I’d suggest doing more with Mage Hand. Given your arsenal of concoctions and essences, there is a lot you could do with them. The tool is limiting you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Professor.”

The platform sunk into the ground once Professor Wolfhammer retreated, and the guard pulled a lever. Dark marble and obsidian surrounded the party, and luminous blue veins spiderwebbing through the surfaces illuminated Niddhogg’s domain.

“Caitlin and Alexander have been here before,” Ernest commented, turning to Nox and Lillin. He had the familiar coffin-shaped container on his back. “Are the two of you familiar with the dungeon’s inhabitants?”

“I read they’re like the asura and rakshas we encountered in our last rift but with reptilian qualities,” Nox stated.

“Draconian would be a more accurate adjective,” Caitlin said. “I learned that the hard way after one set my armor ablaze with fire breath.”

“We’ll let you lead the way.” Nox activated Ratra’s Bow and released the Artisan’s Arm as soon as the platform stopped moving. The vertical tunnel’s walls slid open, revealing a cavern so titanic Nox struggled to see the walls and floors. The luminous veins made judging distance impossible. Only a narrow bridge stood ahead of them. “Perhaps Ernest and you can serve as the vanguard. Lillin will watch our rear.”

Caitlin nodded. “Send out your scouts, Alex.” She grew as soon as they stepped onto the bridge. First, Caitlin’s skin turned sapling green. Then, it cracked, expanded, and darkened, adopting the familiar ashwood texture and color. 

The elemental armor’s helm only covered her head's sides and back. Caitlin’s copper locks hung free from the top of her head. Nox assumed it was an aesthetic and comfort choice. When fighting Professor Wolfhammer’s summons, she would only leave enough face openings for her eyes and breathing. Nox guessed the full helm significantly limited her vision, and therefore, she only used it when engaged in combat.

“You’re going to train against scaled patrols today,” Joana told them. “I believe you know the way, Woodsons.”

Alexander summoned six slender squirrels. Their white fur matched the pale polished marble, making the rodents hard to see. They were the same variant Alexander had lent Nox to serve as messengers. “Scatter,” he commanded, and they obeyed. 

The party confidently marched forward, trusting Alexander’s scouting abilities. Annabelle’s Danger Sense was better at keeping the party safe. However, it only warned her about the presence of oncoming danger. She needed other spells and visual input to judge the nature and accuracy of the spell’s detections. Meanwhile, Alexander’s scouting squirrels had the power to send him images or brief recordings of audial information.

Relying on Alexander for protection felt like a silly idea. Nox estimated the squirrels had enough offensive power to defend against ordinary dungeon dwellers but not elites. He lacked Annabelle’s martial prowess and focused his talents on avoidance. If any threats got past the vanguard or descended on them from above, Nox would have to protect the both of them before Lillin came to their aid. He had gifted Alexander Annabelle’s old aether shield to buy time but didn’t trust the younger man to use it effectively. It annoyed Nox that he refused to train with the expandable spear and relied on a simple staff instead.

The party encountered their first foes within the first half an hour of their delve. The squirrels reported two squads of asura. They had ten specimens of varying sizes each. Given Alexander’s descriptions, they estimated at least two elites with one caster and one weapons master. Given Niddhogg’s influence, the party knew better to rely on scouting alone.

Their ambush failed.

The asura likely had an individual in the squad with enhanced senses. The squad stopped ten feet from where Ernest and Caitlin lay waiting, and the three-eyed asura in the back unleashed a beam of fiery yellow energy. It turned the marble into slag within seconds, forcing the waiting party to scatter. When two more asura revealed third eyes and contributed with identical but smaller arcane attacks, Nox rushed to the forefront. 

The dungeon dwellers were smarter than foes they had faced before and knew to target Caitlin. Nox jumped in front of them with the new and improved Crystallized Essence. He got a neat mound of fire and another white essence glass in return.

“Duck!” Lillin yelled before sending her gravity spiral shooting over Nox’s head. A giant shield-wielding asura stepped in its past and kept the spell from reaching the backline. The magic mangled and then shredded its body before the mages resumed their attack. 

Caitlin fled to cover, grabbing Nox as she moved. She got him to safety before the asura’s frontline reached them. Ernest met their charge with a giant glaive and tower shield. A slender, speedy dungeon dweller attempted to slip past his guard and lunged at him with katars. A fleshy tail burst from under Ernest’s tunic and plunged a thick spike into the asura’s gut.

The trio of concentrated beams ceased when Alexander’s lightning and muscle squirrels infiltrated the backline. They had moved along the sides and underside of the crisscrossing bridges and snuck behind the squad. The rodents knocked the mages down or stunned them momentarily, giving Nox the opportunity to take the largest of them out with a single empowered arrow. The elite asura, though powerful, lacked the resilience or regenerative power of Professor Wolfhammer’s summons. The disruption gave the party the time to regroup and attack the asura patrol as a unified front. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from J Pal
                        

                    

                    Nox and I are going to take a break from our individual projects until 26th December. The next chapter will be on Wednesday the 27th.

In the meantime, checkout the story I linked above. Its by one of the authors that got me into LitRPG, Harmon Cooper.



                



2.33 Hogg's Avatar


                Sound traveled without interruption through the dungeon’s cavernous fourth floor. The skirmish drew the second patrol’s attention, and then the party was fighting on both fronts. 

If not for Alexander's squirrels, the second would have caught the group off guard and unprepared. He bought them time by setting traps. Nox gave everyone a pouch of alchemist-made supplies before the delve. Alexander and his summons put them to good use. The squirrels used a smokescreen to hide tripwires and then trapped an asura assassin and mage in Trap Foam. Nox couldn't help but feel impressed by Alexander’s ability to multitask and simultaneously control multiple groups of squirrels to execute diverse and complicated tasks. He was like a tactician playing a complicated war game while also avoiding enemy projectiles.

By the time the squad reached the party, Lillin was ready for them. Her gravity armor made it look like someone had draped her in dark satin so thin it was near transparent. She assaulted the asura with a gravity orb in each hand. She knocked two off the bridge with her initial attack and then killed a mage with the third. Then, the asura successfully regrouped and put forward an organized defense, forcing Lillin to retreat.

In the meantime, Ernest and Caitlin successfully pushed back the first squad's vanguard. The squirrels still had the mages occupied, and Nox killed another using a well-placed arrow. He had to refrain from using his most powerful projectiles. It wasn't just to avoid hurting his friends. Nox worried he'd damage the bridges, making everyone plummet to their deaths or whatever terrible fate lay below.

Instead of killing the larger, armored asura, the party focused on using them as shields against the long-ranged dungeon dwellers or pushed them off the bridge. Once sure that Ernest and Caitlin could handle the first group, he assisted Lillin with the second. Since she didn't create as large an obstruction, Nox was free to pour more mana into his arrows. He aimed high to ensure the projectiles never struck the bridge or structures supporting them. 

Having to hold back frustrated Nox. The second asura squad had a healer amongst them. They cast rapid regeneration spells if he didn’t put down his target in one shot. Someone in the group had summoning abilities as well. Lillin failed to go on the offensive as snakes climbed over the bridge’s railings and assaulted her from the sides. The squirrels defended against them but could not keep them all at bay. 

Joanna stood aside, watching them. She leaned lazily on her polehammer, occasionally dodging projectiles that came her way. Even though the situation felt dire, Nox guessed none of them were in mortal danger. As a result, the summon neither assisted nor interfered. 

Ernest screamed behind them as his opponent breathed fire directly in his face, forcing Nox to pull his attention away from Lillin. Individually, the party’s opponents were weaker. However, they compensated with excellent teamwork and tight formations. The dungeon’s dwellers were more intelligent, skilled, and, as a result, more dangerous than any rift-dwelling opponents they had faced before.

An idea formed as Nox studied the asura closely. “Ernest! Shrink all your metal and retreat when I give the signal.”

The giant man only roared in response. Caitlin temporarily took over as the lone vanguard as he extinguished the flames clinging to him. His face peeled off like the skin of a blanched tomato. Nox accepted the gesture as an acknowledgment and executed his plan—if it could be called so.

Fighting Professor Wolfhammer’s summons had resulted in a surplus of lightning and frost essences. Thanks to the summoning horn Nox received from his last delve, Nox’s pockets were full of sonic essence, too. He weaved lightning and sound together into an arrow. Finesse Shaping and Live Spell Weaving again proved helpful. Because of his lack of practice, Nox lacked the ability to create something complicated enough as fast as he would’ve liked. Instead, he settled for something simple and straightforward.

“Cover your ears!” Nox yelled. 

Much to his surprise, the Ratra’s Bow reacted to the spell-woven projectile. The weapon’s limbs grew longer and better defined. The bowstring solidified, too. Nox felt greater resistance as he nocked the arrow and drew the bow. The arrowhead crackled to life. Lightning arced from its tip, licking at the air and dancing. A metallic hum filled the air. It sounded like the twanging of heavy metal wires. 

The arrow transformed as Nox fired it. The rings of essence glass revolving around it multiplied, and the volume increased. Caitlin failed to get out of the way in time, and the largest of the revolving essence glass shards grazed her armored shoulder. The lightning scorched the wood, leaving ember veins streaking through them. 

The Thunderstorm spell featured in several of Nox's favorite childhood reads. Clever archmages used it as to create chaos behind enemy lines when many bunched together. It proved especially useful against foes using metal armor and with sensitive hearing. Not many susrvived the lightning. Nox's arrow wasn't as grand or powerful as the fabled spell. It likely used far more mana than Nox was willing to sacrifice and he didn't have the faintest idea of the scripts involved. So, he used the best he could manage with a thirty seconds of Spell Weaving.

Thunder roared when the arrow struck asura at the center of the first squad’s formation, drowning out all other sounds. Then lightning blinded the dungeon dwellers. The party knew better than to leave their eyes uncovered. Anyone not pushed off the bridge by the explosion fried from the inside out. 

If you discover this tale on Amazon, be aware that it has been stolen. Please report the violation.

When Nox opened his eyes and uncovered his ears, he had to blink away spots and struggled to hear his friends over the ringing in his ears. A six-foot wide crater sat under the point of explosion, and cracks spiderwebbed from it. The blast had blown bits off Caitlin’s armor, and the scorched shoulder piece lay blackened by her feet. A new woody replacement slowly grew to cover the hole. 

The one arrow had drained Nox far more than he expected. Ratra’s Bow demanded more concentration than mana. Crystallize Essence and his Shaping planet weren’t as expensive as his companions’ spells either. Meanwhile, the techniques that came with his newest classes demanded all of his mental faculties. The one arrow left him with a dull ache at the back of his eyes. Then Ratra’s Bow used the opportunity to take a monstrous bite out of his star.

Ratra’s Bow maintained its size when Nox spun around to assist Lillin. He assumed her mimic physiology protected her from the thunder and explosion. Having her back to the flash meant she didn’t get blinded, either. Her opponents didn’t have such luck. Most of the blinded asura had already died or were hanging off the bridge’s sides. Nox sniped them before the squad could recover.

“We need to move!” Alexander yelled. “Now!”

“What is it?” Nox asked, eyes desperately searching for the source of the younger man’s panic. Alexander frowned, staring at the distant veiny ceiling. Nox saw nothing at first but then noted a giant, moving, dark patch. It took Nox a moment to realize that a silhouette was rapidly moving toward them.

“Hogg’s Avatar,” Joana said, sounding much too calm for the chaotic atmosphere. “The young Woodson is correct. You need to move.”

The party fled in the opposite direction. Blinded by the elite asura’s fire breath, Ernest needed to be led by the hand. Alexander’s squirrels scouted ahead, directing them toward an area free of asura patrols. When Nox attempted to pause and cover their escape, Alexander’s squirrels ushered him along. 

“No time!” Alexander yelled. “Don’t stop moving.”

The bridge shook underfoot, and asuran screams filled the air. Loud thuds thundered behind the party, and the following vibrations rattled Nox’s bones. Joanna disappeared. The pursuing chaos grew more distant in the next moments. It took five minutes for the party to find silence. They ran for five more before stopping in a quiet alcove where the bridge met a wall, and the path bisected.

“What the hell was that?” Nox asked, panting. His heart raced, and his temples pounded because of the exertion.

“Hogg’s avatar,” Alexander replied, appearing in much better shape than Nox. The younger man lacked martial ability but moved faster and had significantly better stamina. “He’s the reason journeymen delvers avoid the floor. A good enough party might safely deal with a couple of patrol squads at a time, but you need a full party of adepts, if not an expert, to kill him.”

“What is he, though?”

“Hogg’s avatar. A lesser dragon carrying a fragment of the dungeon lord’s consciousness.” Caitlin’s wood armor opened, and she stepped out of it. The elemental remained standing erect like a hollow statue. Her shirt had burned away around the left shoulder. The skin underneath had a pink hue and appeared freshly grown. “We failed to escape it last time, forcing Professor Wolfhammer to interfere.”

“We paid for that dearly,” Alexander added.

Once sure no asuran assassins were pursuing them and no patrols would come their way, the party decided to rest for a short while. Ernest enlarged the coffin container on his back, and Michelle climbed out of it. She got to work on her brother straight away, healing burnt flesh and regrowing skin. 

“So what do we do?” She asked. Michelle’s voice betrayed her annoyance. She clearly wasn’t pleased about what they let happen to her brother. “We can’t return the way we came. That thing is too much for us.”

“Class isn’t over yet,” Joanna said. “You must stay in the dungeon for six more hours.”

“Ernest was seriously injured. You’re not putting him through that again.” Michelle’s words carried more venom than any serpent Nox had ever milked. “Class is over—”

“No. It is not.” Joanna cut her off coldly. “Dungeon delves rarely go the way planned. You must find a way to survive and continue combat or exploration. Unless someone suffers a near-fatal injury, you have five and a half hours of combat or exploration left.”

“This is ridiculous!” Michelle exclaimed, throwing a scrap of bloody cloth across the alcove. "You can't force us to stay here after a party member has suffered this kind of injury. I know Ernest isn't the same as everyone else and suffers less pain but the shock from such an injury would've resulted in cardiac arrest. Would you force us to stay here then too?"

"No. Everyone is different. I'd escort you out if you, Miss Gray, Mister Ratra, or young Master Woodson lost a limb. Mister Beaufort and Miss Woodson, on the other hand, can regrow their limbs. They don't get the same consideration."

"You vile—"

Caitlin kneeled in front of the Beaufort woman and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll survive this,” she said, keeping her volume low and tone gentle. “We’ll scout carefully and pick our targets better.” Caitlin looked at Nox. “No more loud arrows. We won’t make more noise than we have to. Targeted, tactical strikes are the way forward.”

Nox sighed. “Of course. I attracted Hogg’s avatar.” He had Lillin retrieve a flame-repellent concoction out of her spatial storage. Nox coated himself in it and then made all party members do the same. Caitlin and Ernest needed a second container. “Michelle, I’m sorry. We should’ve made the appropriate preparations when I learned of their draconic breath.”

“By Yggdrasil, you should’ve,” Michelle said. “The party needs rough knowledge of everything you bring on a delve.”

“Everything okay with you, love?” Caitlin asked. 

“Not now. We’ll talk once we’re out of this damned place.”

Nox didn’t know the whole story of what happened to Ernest. However, he knew it had something to do with a rift or dungeon incursion. Nox wondered whether the city’s dungeon had something to do with it. For the time being, he put such thoughts out of his mind and supplied everyone with more empowering brews and concoctions to resist the asura’s magic. 

            


2.34 Unity Is Hard To Preserve
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The party explored for an hour, spending a cumulative quarter of it in combat. They crept, tracked their targets for several minutes, and ensured other patrols were a sufficient distance away before engaging. Nox and Lillin had to restrain themselves and avoid loud attacks. It limited their offensive potential, making each fight calculated, careful, and painfully slow.

Nox compensated by using spell-woven arrows with magic tailored to the involved essence. They provided valuable debilitating effects or changed the battlefield to the party’s advantage. They drained his mana significantly, but no one suffered further injuries.

Caitlin and Ernest took turns being the primary vanguard since the narrow bridges kept them from fighting side by side. They used the limited space to funnel the asura, purposely letting some pass so the second could catch them off balance with Alexander’s squirrels. Lillin patiently threw gravity orbs to keep their foe off-balance. She grumbled about having to contain her strength but played along.

The party rested for exactly thirty minutes before continuing for another hour, repeating the process multiple times during the delve’s course. Michelle exited the coffin during breaks to inspect her brother but didn’t have to bother with significant healing again. Instead, Ernest had her reverse the release of monster limbs or replace them when one got too worn down. They claimed a few elite draconic asura corpses, too. Meanwhile, Lillin stored any trinkets or equipment with signs of enchantment. Nox also had her stow a few third eyes in stasis fluid, planning to study them for alchemical purposes.

Joana didn’t make them delve for the entire six hours, to the party's relief. Instead, she guided them to an exit during the fourth one-hour exploration period. She declared they had put forth a sufficient performance for the class and doled out individual criticism. The advice Joana had for Nox didn’t surprise him. He needed to consider the environment better and prepare for situations where direct, all-out attacks wouldn’t be possible.

“Instead of coming up with spells as and when needed, it might be worth designing and storing a few general-use arrows,” Joana concluded. “Alternatively, you could memorize a handful of easily modifiable spell scripts for your favorite essences.”

Hogg’s avatar lingered around the major bridges leading to the university exit, forcing the party to another. The elevator took them to a new section of the first floor, and they emerged just outside Noble Quarter’s external walls. Ravenous, tired, and frustrated, they ended up in a tavern with plates of roast lamb, crispy potatoes, and boiled vegetables. The food lacked seasoning and Leana’s magic touch. No one complained, and they ate mostly in silence. 

The first low-adept level delve left them humbled. Niddhogg’s domain was far more dangerous than Professor Wolfheart’s summons or the rifts they had explored below. Ernest had lost significant power since his last foray into the dungeon. Even though Caitlin and Alexander had visited it recently, they felt impotent without Professor Wolfhammer’s direct support. Meanwhile, Lillin’s low arcane endurance frustrated her. The mimic-body had no trouble keeping up with inhuman physical exertions, but her mind struggled with the strain of mostly intent-driven casting. Her magic also consumed alarming levels of mana, forcing uncomfortably long breaks between potent spells. Joana’s presence also kept Lillin from altering her physiology enough to cut loose with a maximum power gravity armor.

“What’s going on with you, Michelle?” Nox asked once they were done eating. “I understand that we made a mistake, and Ernest got hurt. You have every right to be mad.” He glanced at the larger Beaufort’s head. It looked like someone had stretched a baby’s face over a human skull. He had chubby cheeks and no hair. “But something is going on that you’re not telling us.” He leaned across the table and spoke softer. “Is it the Imperium?”

“It is.” Michelle sighed, glancing at her brother. Despite his rigid form, Ernest appeared deflated.”But not in the way you think.”

“Whatever it is, tell us.” Caitlin placed a hand on Michelle’s forearm. Bruises covered her face and neck. They grew lighter with every passing minute as passive magic repaired the damaged blood vessels under her skin. “We’re here for you, Michelle. I’m sure we can devise a solution if we put our heads together. I know the Imperium are bastards, but—”

“They are, but not in this situation. There’s been a change in the Inquisition over the last few months. The Beaufort name has been pardoned. My supposed crimes were erased last month, and our field of study is no longer an abhorrent abomination.” Michelle leaned back in her chair and took a long swig from her mug. A deep belch escaped her as she continued. “I fled my chimera free when fleeing our old home. Some survived and reproduced in hiding. When Terrastalia passed, leaving myconids and other beasts along the IMperium’s border, my old chimera protected the villages and towns without defenses.
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“The Imperium wants me to continue my research with their funding in my old family estate. They’ll return all territory and titles to us along with a hefty sum as reparations. My work in the Edelweiss barony also helped them cure a blight variant plaguing their farms, too.” Tears flowed down Michelle’s cheek, and her voice trembled. “Ernest and I have the opportunity to return home. We’ll get almost everything back, but that means serving the very people who killed or caused the death of most of our family and turned us into fugitives.”

“Are you sure it's not a trap?” Nox asked.

Michelle nodded. “The paperwork is very official and has been banked with the artisan’s guild and university. The Inquisition risks losing local support and several privileges if they trick us.”

“You can’t seriously be considering this, can you?” Caitlin asked, still holding Michelle’s arm. “Please tell me you won’t accept their offer after everything you told me.”

“You don’t understand,” Michelle sobbed, freeing her arm. She rose from her seat and stood by her brother, hand resting on his shoulder. “Beaufort Keep and our lands are a lot more to us than our family’s ancestral home. The laboratories contain spell scripts and traves of our ancestors' work. Knowledge is our inheritance. What kind of person would I be if I let their work disappear or fall into the hands of the people who killed them? It’s my duty to pick up where they left off and continue my family’s name.” She paused, wiping her eyes and nose. Ernest placed a giant hand over his sister’s and gave her an encouraging nod. “We need to do this. The world is changing. They’re finally seeing value in what my family has spent generations doing.”

“You know they just want you to create war machines, right?” Caitlin asked. Her words felt unnecessary, and Nox wondered whether the almost cruel words had come from the Woodson woman’s fear of losing her best friend.

“Is what your family started any different?” Michelle asked curtly. “Isn’t this university and its most populous department a system for churning out war machines and weapons?”

The two women stared at each other in silence. Despite the cold words, Nox saw no rage in either set of eyes. Instead, Michelle and Caitlin looked hurt and scared. 

“We hadn’t decided because we were scared of losing you,” Michelle said. “Worried about Imperium influence, we spent years keeping people at bay until Kris forced all of us together. You all have become very dear to us. But today did it for me. I can’t stand to see Ernest getting hurt over and over again. We want no part in this war. I want to go home.”

“Me, too,” Ernest replied. “I want to see my sister happy and not forever using work as a distraction. Returning to the old Beaufort land will bring us peace.”

Nox wanted to ask what it meant for the party. After all, they would struggle to function as just a trio. The university would refuse to grant them dungeon access or give them information regarding rifts with insufficient numbers. However, Nox held his tongue. He was just as worried about losing his friends. He didn’t share the same concerns as Caitlin. Though a corrupt entity riddled with dungeon lord cults, the Imperium valued paperwork and rarely reneged on deals made through the artisan’s guild. Yet he worried about the pair.

“Good for you,” Lillin said. “I’d love to someday return to the place where I was born. I’m happy for the two of you.”

“Thank you,” Michelle said, with an almost shocked look.

Everyone but Caitlin echoed Lillin’s sentiment. The female half of the Woodson siblings rose and marched out of the tavern. “I’ll cover her part of the tab,” Alexander said, breaking the silence that hung over the table for several minutes following the departure. “I’m sorry about Caitlin. She’s bad at making friends and worse at parting with them.”

“It’s alright,” Michelle said. “I’m not mad at her. I’ll miss her, too.”

The party went their separate ways after their meal. Instead of returning to the store, Nox took a carriage to the noble dormitories on the Woodson University campus. He arrived just as Aria was departing, surrounded by a group of women in equally fabulous attire.

“Is everything alright?” She rushed to Nox when she saw him. Grime, soot, and dirt covered Nox, but that didn’t stop the woman from catching him when he stumbled.

“I’m sorry,” Nox said. “I didn’t think you had plans.” He nodded at the curious women hovering nearby. “I’ll let you carry on with your friends. Perhaps Pudge—2

“Are you alright, Nox?” Aria asked, holding Nox’s face by the lower jaw and forcing eye contact.

“I just had a hard day and wanted to see you.” Nox wanted to say that he didn’t want to be alone. He wouldn’t be if he returned to his apartment. After all, Lillin would be there with him. Unfortunately, the mimic-woman struggled to grasp emotional concepts. Nox doubted her increasing human tendencies had progressed enough to help her in the current situation.

Aria looped an arm around Nox’s and addressed her friends. “I’m sorry, ladies. You’ll have to go on without me. My bo needs me tonight.”

The skilled Edelweiss heir received giggles and nods for the declaration from most of her friends as they moved on. Instead of asking questions, Aria led Nox through the dormitory’s courtyard and into the wing containing her apartment. The pair passed Annabelle and Wilson on the way. Both couples avoided eye contact with each other. 

            


2.35 Time Remains Still For None


                Life in the City of Ygg adopted a comfortable routine over the following month. Nox and his friends attended classes from First to Fourthday. Then delved on the Fifth. His mastery of Finesse Shaping and Live Spell Weaving steadily improved, making the mental strain of using them in combat tolerable. No supervised delve was as eventful as the first. The party continued to improve their teamwork and communication and used strategy instead of raw power to defeat their foes.

Despite their declaration, the Beaufort remained in the party. No one brought up their revelation, and resolved to enjoy whatever time they had with Michelle and Ernest. The relationship between the former and Caitlin appeared to have suffered. They didn’t sit together at gatherings or converse with the same livelihood. Nox guessed the two introverted women had found kindred spirits in one another. Michelle’s news and Caitlin’s reaction to it probably felt like betrayals to one another.

Following Kris and Nox’s insistence, Joey started spending more time with the party, and Professor Wolfhammer accelerated his training. It was still too early for him to join them for the Fifthday sessions. However, the party needed him to be as close to ready as possible when the Beauforts departed.

Much to Nox’s surprise, Caitlin and Joey became fast friends. He found the pair booking secure training rooms to learn more about Djinn Fire and train as a duo. Kris had enrolled Joey in a handful of war magic department classes as well, where he developed martial skills and learned to do more than just spew half-baked spells. Unwilling to hold on to Annabelle’s old weapon, Nox passed it to Joey. He appeared to enjoy its dual nature as a dagger and spear.

The store continued to perform exceptionally. Cosmetic sales suffered marginally following the incident with the ‘drunk,’ but Aria and Annabelle helped recover from it. They visited with friends and sang praises for his products at social gatherings. 

“Vanity trumps social justice and the cries of the fearful and wary,” Aria told him. “The people who matter—the ones with the deep pockets—know what you did for my father’s barony and continue to do with the myconids. They won’t care what a scared refugee or a handful of critical outsiders have to say.”

To Nox’s surprise, Harin, Swati, and their party assisted, too. The latter showed up with half a dozen Daksinthani friends, insisting he study their skin and solve their issues. Apparently, the local water was too hard—mineral-rich—for them, and the air dried out their pores. Nox somewhat understood their issue since they originated from a much more humid climate than Ygg’s surroundings. He suspected the local produce had a lot to do with their problems, too.

The women flirted with Nox non-stop and questioned him about the seriousness of his relationship with Aria. He attempted to focus on studying their skin’s reaction to the current product line but felt his cheeks flush and ears burn. Nox had spent most of his life isolated and ignored by most women. He had the Gedges to thank for the unpleasant treatment. Things had changed significantly following his fake engagement with Annabelle, the cosmetics’ conception, and then knighthood. Nox had graduated from exiled pariah to eligible bachelor in less than half a year. 

One month turned into two, and the semester no longer felt new. Nox found himself spending more time with Aria every passing day. He considered romantic a generous descriptor for their relationship. They grew closer and shared more than Nox ever had with Annabelle, but it felt more like a close and comfortable relationship. They made social appearances as couples and frequently spent the night together, engaging in amorous activities—especially on the weekends. Neither of them spoke about what kept them from crossing the emotional barrier. Nox felt content with their situation, and things appeared the same for Aria. 

Nox’s progress with myconid research frustrated him, too. His progress was painfully slow, and he achieved nothing worth calling groundbreaking.

“You know what your problem is?” Kris asked him one Fourthday morning as he sat complaining. “You’ve had too many quick successes too close together. Research and growth take time, and you had a windfall. Things are taking the appropriate time, and you’re just impatient. Do you know how long Michelle worked to get where she is with her work? Do you know how long some university mages have been working on their research? Discovering long-term effects and getting rid of the final traces of toxicity will take time. Turning myconid flesh into a sustainable food source will take any longer.”

Though true, Kris’ words frustrated Nox. Lillin called the train of thought stupid, but he couldn’t help but wonder whether his current contentment and happiness kept him from making the necessary breakthroughs.

Meanwhile, conditions beyond the Nobles Quarter worsened. Population numbers grew as more people gave up on recovering their homes from the past months’ damage. Terrastalia, the beasts released by the roving dungeon, and resulting blights had made the lands inhospitable. The city government had no choice but to reject most refugees. Apparently, only children, lone young women, and the feeble were currently allowed entry. 

Regular riots, increasing quantities of violent crimes, and thievery kept the city guard on their toes. Nox heard rumors of a pattern killer and copycats haunting the city’s outermost rings, too. Two dozen prostitutes and late-night female workers had died in near-identical, gruesome manners. The lacerations and wounds appeared calculated and precise. Nox’s spies claimed the guards were investigating individuals with surgical and butchery skills.

As the university’s, and by extension City of Ygg’s, founder, Dean Woodson sat on the city council leading the city. Following their requests, she created job roles for the poorer dungeon studies and war-mage department students. Assisting the guards as city-sanctioned mages earned them significant tuition discounts and refunds. 
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Several students from noble houses had futures waiting for them as king or queen’s guards in city-states or distant nations. They took the roles as job experience and pushed the university administration to grant them credit toward law or leadership-related courses. 

Despite the growing chaos, no more drunks or grief-stricken refugees showed up at Nox’s doorstep. When anyone suspicious did show up at the store, the staff kept a close eye on them. Intoxicated individuals were denied access to the store, and Argus ejected abusive patrons. Nox guessed the entity behind the saboteurs had greater concerns. 

Fortunately, recent chaos had left the Oakheart lands and Trade Empire’s sources largely unharmed. While food and material prices skyrocketed around the city, Nox faced no issues with his supply chain. He continued to create products and profit. He felt sorry for the people suffering but also reminded himself that his business employed eight struggling individuals and put a roof above their heads. His continuing profits also helped him continue to take care of an urchin gang’s medical needs and contribute toward keeping them fed.

The children had no evidence to back up their reports, but they claimed multiple figures lingered around Ratra’s Knightly Brews late in the evening. They’d study the box windows, specifically focusing on the glass and frames. The urchins didn’t know what it meant, but Nox guessed thieves or the saboteurs had sent agents to study the wards protecting the building.

The lull in his personal chaos also gave Nox the time to explore spirit walking. Doing it simultaneously with Lillin and Pudge proved harder than Nox expected. Either they ended up in separate dreamscapes, or only two successfully pulled it off together. When the three of them successfully spirit-walked together, Bi Xi refused to appear to them. The tortoise spirit already made inconsistent appearances and never visited when Lillin joined Nox. They couldn’t help but wonder whether her mimic nature and lingering spiritual traces of her creator repelled him.

Nox pushed the party to delve outside of Advanced Dungeon Combat. He had enough personal savings to charter a small vessel to the rifts regularly appearing around the city. Unfortunately, the Beauforts always claimed unavailability, illness, or issues with Ernest’s monster body. They left Nox frustrated. He invested more time in Joey and pushed Caitlin to help prepare him faster. She didn’t appear to mind.

Even though Nox did his best not to let his annoyance show, the Beauforts appeared to sense his displeasure. Their presence during weekend brunches shortened and eventually became inconsistent. No one knew whether to expect them or not. Nox wanted to be happy for the pair. Regaining ownership of their ancestral home, territories, and titles clearly meant a lot to them. However, it was easier said than done.

The most notable event during the first two months of Nox’s second semester at Woodson University involved bumping into Francis Lorenzo again. The defensive magic professor had revealed his prejudiced views on arcanically injured individuals like Nox practicing magic and delving. The interaction left a bad taste in his mouth, and Nox wanted to leave the course to avoid interacting with the man. He continued on Kris’s insistence even though he had better uses for his time.

“It’s nice to see you again, Mr Ratra,” Professor Lorenzo said when Nox found him browsing products in the store. “I see a lot has changed for you since our last meeting.”

“It's Sir Ratra, now, professor. And yes, it has.” Nox put on his best customer service smile when interacting with the man. Correcting him was probably the wrong decision. He had read once that there was no better revenge than success and a good life. His current fortune and accolades should’ve been enough. However, Nox couldn’t help it when the situation presented itself to him.

“Yes. I heard about your delving prowess and work in the north. Good job.” The man offered him a curt nod. “Have you made any progress with your defensive magic?”

“Unfortunately, not. I’ve settled for the fact that providing shields and barriers isn’t my role in the party. It’s best to focus on one’s strengths, is it not?” When the man didn’t reply, Nox changed topics. He was tempted to offer his new male performance brew but resisted and decided it was much too crass. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

“My students tell me you have the city's most potent and cheapest mana recovery products,” Professor Lorenzo replied. “The on-campus shops are struggling to compete. They claim you’ve handed out a few discounts, too. I was wondering if you’d be willing to offer staff reasonably priced contracts for regular orders.”

Nox raised an eyebrow. “Depends on the quantity and frequency. I’m sure we can come to a decent arrangement if we put our heads together.”

“Perhaps two score pills per week?”

“That’s a significant number,” Nox mumbled, frowning as he reviewed the numbers in his head. The additional production would strain the workshop’s resources. Mana pills were among the most in-demand products from the non-cosmetics half of the business. They were the most time-consuming to manufacture the recovery products, too. “Do you mind if I ask why you need so many?”

“My apprentices and I are developing spells to fight siege magic and attacks from expert and archmage attack spells. Progress has been slower than expected, and decent mana recovery products will make the process easier.”

“Is this for an upcoming delving campaign in, say, eighteen to twenty-four months?”

Professor Lorenzo hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“That’s a great purpose.” Nox smiled, recalling Joey’s class schedule. He thanked himself for his restraint. He did the necessary calculations on a piece of paper and passed it to Professor Lorenzo. “Given the frequency and volume, I think I can shave thirty percent off the price. Does that sound acceptable?”

“It’s still a little steep for my liking.” The man sighed. “Can’t you go any lower? I’d also like to use some of the funding for other supplies.”

“How’s Joey Greengrass performing in class?” Nox asked.

“He’s a fellow apprentice of yours, isn’t he? Why? What were you thinking?”

“Personal one-on-one lessons three times a week. If you can find the time for that, I can give you half-off the bulk price. We’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement, so you can’t mention how big a discount you’re getting either.”

“You’re shrewder than I thought, Sir Ratra,” Professor Lorenzo said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. He took a moment to think about the offer before replying. “Two one-hour sessions based on mine and Greengrass’ availability. I can’t do any better.”

“I suppose I can live with that.”

The two men stiffly shook hands before debating the contract’s terms.

            


2.36 Mid-Season Snack


                An unexpected interruption woke Nox on the first Seventhday of the third month of the semester. It was Jess, the once-homeless teenager. He had employed her on his friends’ insistence. Jess had the lightest workload of all the staff and alternated between assisting the Tanner women with their jobs, cleaning, cooking, and handling the laundry. Aisha had taken it upon herself to teach the girl to read, write, and use basic apothecary and first-aid skills.

By Nox’s estimates, it was now somewhere between the third and fourth months of her pregnancy, and her belly had not long started to show. Jess was slow on the uptake and often made nonsensical mistakes. The women in the building excused it as pregnancy brain. Either way, she was a sweet young woman, and everybody liked her despite her poor manners and often blunt speech. Jess had grown up on the streets, after all, and didn’t know any better.

Urgent knocking stirred Nox and Aria. They had returned late from a dinner party at a friend, acquaintance, or some noble relation’s mansion—Nox struggled to keep track of Aria’s ever-expanding social circle. They hadn’t indulged in Spirit Caller’s Tea the previous night. Yet, Nox felt worn out. He guessed it had something to do with limited tolerance of people. He needed a few days to recover after spending long evenings with people outside of his close-knit circle. Such gatherings were essential for marketing the business. As a result, Nox had no choice but to attend.

“Everything okay, Jess?” Nox asked. He stifled a yawn as he opened the bedroom door.

The teenager reddened. Aria sat up groggily in bed with nothing but a sheet to cover her naked form, and Nox hastily pulled on a pair of baggy trousers. 

“The gang got something for you, Sir Ratra,” she replied.

“What?” Nox checked the clock above his dresser. An assortment of Aria’s jewelry, skin and hair care products, and other belongings sat littered on it. Her underwear and some clothing occupied half the drawers, too. “It’s not even six. Can’t this wait?”

“You’ll want to see this before the guards do.” Jess hesitantly glanced at Aria. The noblewoman appeared confused as she struggled to blink herself awake.

“Do you need me?” Aria asked.

“No,” Nox answered. “Go back to bed.”

Aria pulled the sheets over her head as she lay back down.

Jess hovered outside the door as Nox got dressed. Then they descended the stairs together. She led him out through the side door. The staff used it as their primary entrance to the building since it let them move freely without disturbing the store. The door also made deliveries easier since the passageway connected to the building’s storerooms.

A small army of urchins waited for Nox in the alley. He had grown familiar with most of their faces and knew the gang leaders by name. They appeared more battered and dirtier than usual. Before Nox could ask them what happened, he spotted the two heaviest boys sitting on a hog-tied man. His eyes were almost swollen shut. The bruises and scratches suggested he had suffered a severe beating.

“What happened here?” Nox asked as the scene slapped all traces of drowsiness out of him.

A proud-faced child—the same girl that once tried to scam him with flowers—held up a bucket of paint and a brush. An open heavy bag of tools sat at her feet. Some betrayed signs of arcane power. 

“He’s been studying your windows for weeks now,” the gang leader replied. “We caught him testing it with his tools.” The boys silenced the man’s muffled protests by bouncing on him. “The lads said you didn’t believe our reports. Here is your evidence.”

Nox left them alone momentarily as he went to the front of the store. He found scratches in the woodwork’s protective coating while examining the window. The runes underneath appeared undamaged. He returned to the children and kneeled in front of their prisoner.

“Who sent you?” Nox asked, removing the man’s gag.

“Don’t believe these lying mutts!” He spat. Blood stained his teeth pink. “I was just passing by when they jumped me.” The man craned his neck and yelled at the alley’s mouth. “Help! They’re trying to kill me! Help!”

“Jess, wake Aisha, please,” Nox said, glancing over his shoulder. His youngest staff member lingered by the door, giving the youngest gang members the desired attention. “Tell her to bring truth-saying brew and some stomach-burn.” Nox adopted his coldest smile as he continued. “It might be for the best if you send the little ones away, Alex. Our prisoner doesn’t want to cooperate, and torture will get us answers before the guards get here.”

“Honest! These shits are scamming you, sir.” The man struggled to open his eyes as he looked up at Nox. “I don’t know anything.”

“What were you doing with the paint?”

“It’s for work. I was on my way to work.”

“With an open bucket and wet brush?” Nox chuckled. “You need to lie better, man. Somehow, none of it spilled when these lovely gentlemen and ladies jumped you, either. Doesn’t sound right, does it?” Nox upended the man’s bags. He spread the tools around and checked the bits of folded paper that fell out. “If you ever find tools like these kids, don’t take them to an ordinary fence. An artificer will buy them for good coin. The university vendors charge an arm and a leg for ward etching and breaking tools. Students would much rather get them secondhand.” 

Nox read the bits of paper, ignoring the man’s excuses. “What’s this? Instructions? Did you get a cheat sheet for the job?”
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“Honest. This is all a misunderstanding—”

All mirth left Nox as he stared the man down. “Your paint is alchemist-made. I recognize the scent. You or one of your colleagues splashed it on my windows on opening day. Did you try to break the wards back then and cover the attempts with a good splatter? It’s a good tactic. Paint remover washes away the protective coating and, therefore, the scratches you leave behind.” Nox punched the man when he protested again, hitting him square on the nose. “Stop and think about your options. I’m not above hiring criminals, just like your employer. I’m not above torturing and killing those who wrong me, either. There is a rule on the street against repairs and other noisy work on Seventhday. It interferes with the market stalls. So, tell me what I want to know.”

“I don’t know,” the man answered. “It’s the truth. A broker in Outer Ring got me the job. Alright?”

“And what is the job?”

“Break in. Steal your recipes or burn it all down. The second felt like easier.”

“So you were going to burn the place down with everyone inside?”

“Only good competition is dead competition,” one of the younger urchins said.

“That’s a bit dark, don’t you think?” Nox asked Alex. “What are you teaching your little ones?”

“It's what the older gangs in the Outer Rings say,” Jess explained. Nox hadn’t heard her return. “They like parroting the Hard Men.”

“They don’t sound like good role models.”

“Not many of them on the streets, Sir Ratra.” Jess waved for Aisha to step forward. 

The apprentice had brought an assortment of glass containers with her. Nox had no truth serums or brews for torturing people. He imagined overstimulating one’s senses with his empowering concoctions and then employing sensory overload. However, Nox lacked the stomach for such acts. Empty threats and decent acting appeared to do the job just as well. Aisha played along. The widened eyes betrayed her alarm, but she kept her mouth shut and her expression serious.

“Good. Aisha, inject him.” Nox glanced over his shoulder at Jess. “Is Argus up?”

“I heard him walking around—”

“Fetch him, please, Jess. I’ll need his help to drag this lying sack of shit inside.” Nox grinned at the teenage boys sitting on the criminal’s back. “Can’t have the guards walking by and catching us, can we?”

“I’m telling the truth!” The man exclaimed. “Honest. Talk to my boss. He knows more than me.”

Unfortunately, the man’s words proved true. The scare tactics got no new information out of him. They pushed him until he was in tears, and a damp patch stained his grey trousers by the time Nox gave up. Then Nox had Argus summon the guards. His prisoner sobbed a confession and departed in chains. The urchins had cleared out by then, and the guard captain appeared amused by the situation. However, she urged against vigilante justice in the Market Ring. The City of Ygg had laws, after all.

Nox and his friends waited a week for repercussions but faced none. Instead, he and Lillin launched an investigation into the Hard Men. She made several jokes and innuendoes about the gang name as they tracked the gang’s movements. Nox didn’t find them amusing. It took them several days to find the leader, discover his patterns, and isolate him.

Then, Nox and Lillin broke into his safe house in the dead of night, wearing black clothing and thick masks. A sleeping draught put his family into a deep slumber, ensuring none would hear what happened next or see either of their faces. Lillin was in charge of running the interrogation using whatever means she deemed necessary, and Nox didn’t want any ‘innocents’ walking in on the scene. The gang leader’s children had already reached adulthood or were near it and assisted in illicit activities, but their crimes weren’t as egregious as their father’s.

Research and questioning Outer Ring locals revealed that Victor Stone once served the local Imperial Inquisition chapter and received minor training as an Aether Warrior. He made it to the journeyman rank before his employers deduced his involvement in protection scams. Victor wasted no time and threw himself into a life of crime. The city guard had linked him to dozens of murders, child trafficking, Pink Sellis distribution, and a lot more abhorrent activities. Unfortunately, regularly changing safe houses, loyal gangs, and terrified locals kept the authorities from successfully capturing him. 

“‘I’ve told you everything I know.” Victor spat blood, glaring at Nox. Bloody gashes covered his face, and half of his fingers now bent in the wrong direction. “We never got no names. Alright? The bastards gave us a bag of gold every few weeks and told us to watch the shop. They gave us instructions on how to break in and where you might store your recipes.”

“What about the arson order?”

Victor flashed Nox a bloody grin. “That was all me. My men were never going to break the wards, and they never found your people alone. You and your shop are a threat to no one if you’re dead.”

“Break another finger,” Nox instructed. “Maybe pull a nail off first. Keep going until we get the truth.”

Victor grimaced as Lillin executed Nox’s orders. No cries of pain escaped him. Instead, he remained focused on Nox. The sunken, bloodshot eyes and pink-yellow fingers betrayed his Pink Sellis addiction. Nox guessed years of drug abuse had deadened the man’s nerves, increasing his pain tolerance.

“I’m not lying, alright?” Victor growled. “You think this is going to work on me? You have my family hostage. I’m not going to lie. Whoever hired us used a bloody proxy. I had him tailed, but he was a nobody. A ghost. All we got was a face.”

“Fine, describe them,” Lillin told him.

Victor ignored Lillin. Instead, his eyes remained locked on Nox as he continued. “He was one of you.”

“One of me?”

“Dark. Bastard didn’t speak as well as you, though. He sounded foreign and used complicated words and long sentences when something simple would’ve sufficed. We had him followed, but the lads always lost his trail in the Nobles Quarter. But he smelled like a servant.”

“How the hell does one smell like a servant?” Nox asked, studying Victor’s face. He sounded genuine, but he imagined criminals, especially gang leaders, were practiced liars.

“Polish. Someone paying us the kind of coin we got wouldn’t smell of polish.”

Nox sighed. “I don’t think we’ll get more out of you.”

“I told you everything I know. Kill me if you have to, but leave my kids alone. Alright?” Victor’s hard mask slipped. “They’re young, stupid, and don’t got no patience. They would’ve gone straight to arson without trying to break the wards. So only Steve and a couple of others knew about the job.”

“What about your wife?” Lillin enquired. “You don’t care if we kill her?”

“Do what you want with her.” Victor snorted. “She was a whore until last season. The bitch does nothing but spend my money.” 

“Can I eat him now?”

“Wait, what?” 

Nox heard fear in Victor’s voice for the first time since they started the interrogation. His widened eyes darted between the captors. “Go ahead. We’re done here.”

Lillin satiated her hunger, fulfilling Nox’s end of the contract for the next ten months. They then donned their masks and disappeared into the Outer Ring’s chaos.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from J Pal
                        

                    

                    Happy New Year all!



                



2.37 Lady of Ruipur


                “Ruipur and its neighboring city-states are largely matriarchal in stark contrast to most of Daksinthan. The societal hierarchies are unusually close to the wildfowl settlements in the Arctic North. When a Daksinthani woman sees a partner she desires, nothing but the bonds of marriage will stop her from pursuing the person. 

Councils of powerful female mages lead the artisan cities with a similar drive. Their gentle but strict touch and firm economic stances have made their delta one of the most politically stable corners of the continent.”

—Lorraine Woodson, Dungeon Researcher, Stone Golemancer

When Nox got some free time during the following week, he brewed a Tincture of Sigil Awakening. Several months had passed since he last checked his progress, and Aria reported something odd about the tattoo on his chest. 

A new section glowed on the Sigil of Immunity’s pillar. When Nox focused on it, words appeared in his mind’s eye. “Divining Magic Resistance.” He couldn’t help but smile despite the implications. Someone was clearly arcanically investigating him, tracking his movements, attempting to steal knowledge or study his dreams. Their activities had stirred the sigil’s magic and granted Nox precisely what he desired.

Nox poured stored energy into the sigil, empowering its newest feature. Henceforth, all divining spells used on him would further strengthen his resistance, making subsequent uses weaker. He directed some to Mana Burn Resistance as well, even though quite some time had passed since he suffered the ailment's effects. He hoped it would help his body heal the damage and eventually grow his mana zone.

Several months had passed since Nox used the tincture. It was close to the end of the last semester when he upgraded the sigils, and didn’t expect much to change. Much to his surprise, Sigil of the Artisan had gained enough energy to evolve twice over. Before upgrading the existing features, Nox explored the newer options.

“Nimble Fingers. Eye for Detail. Masterwork’s Pursuit.”

Nox had read about Masterwork’s Pursuit, and closer inspection confirmed his suspicions. The power would guide his instincts to find faults and inefficiencies in his work. It was a powerful growth path for Sigil of the Artisan. However, it benefited artificers more than alchemists and manufacturers of single-use products. Still, it tempted Nox. He believed it would eventually help him develop exceptional recovery brews, more potent than his current product line or Trap Foam, capable of capturing the likes of Hogg’s Avatar.

Nimble Fingers would give Nox the most consistent results, and he locked it in before temptation got the better of him. After all, the upgrade wouldn’t just improve his artisanal skills but also combat prowess. Despite what the name suggested, the upgrade didn’t just improve one’s dexterity but also overall control over their body. Nox hoped it would enhance his ability to move while under the effects of Haste. 

Once accelerated movement became second nature to Nox, he planned on improving his mastery of Essence Master and Mage Hand. Currently, he only used the cantrip to control his Artisan’s Arm. The tool primarily helped Nox reposition while delving. Otis and the squirrels kept Nox wary of his surroundings while he sniped opponents or supported the party. If something snuck past the vanguard or rearguard or flanked them, the third arm helped him avoid surprise attacks.

Ratra’s Bow also made balancing a struggle whenever it grew, gaining more power. Artisan’s Arm would grip the ground or a nearby surface and turn Nox into an immovable turret, absorbing recoil and letting him draw freely.

Nox believed there was a lot more he could do with Mage Hand. Even though he found no documentation supporting his suspicions, he hypothesized Nimble Fingers would improve his mastery of the cantrip—most used Mage Hand as a long-range manipulation tool, generally as an extension of their natural reach. Nox obviously enjoyed no such benefits because of his limited mana zone. He hoped to compensate for the shortcomings with incredible control. 

The following Sixthday morning, Nox gave the Tanner family the day off. They had proven themselves as excellent employees, always going above and beyond their job parameters. The trio made running the building a breeze. Allen assisted with the books. His wife kept everything spotless and ensured Nox, Lillin, and the Woodsons were never short of clean clothes. Meanwhile, the only cooks that rivaled Leana’s cooking lived on the Golden Isles. She always stocked the cold boxes for her days off or when anyone wanted a late-night snack—which Nox and Lillin frequently did.

Lillin, Alexander, his squirrels, and Jess worked together to keep the building clean and prepare meals in the Tanner family’s absence. Meanwhile, Nox managed the store and manned the non-cosmetics counter. The business was busy as expected on most Sixthdays, and he used the opportunity to train his apprentices on the customer-facing side of the business.

Alchemists didn’t always have the luxury of salespeople running the counters or shilling their products. More often than not, they needed to take responsibility for making sales while keeping an eye on cauldrons bubbling in the back. A day could come when Nox lost the business or struggles forced Nox to get rid of his staff and run it alone. He couldn’t afford to fall out of practice either. 

Some regulars appeared disappointed that the only drinks available were cookies and iced tea, but that didn’t stop them from handing over their gold for products Nox loved marking up. He sold the cosmetics—especially the regular skin care ointments—in small bottles, enough for two daily uses for fourteen days. Most customers failed to make it last as long. Some sent maids or butlers, but most preferred coming in personally and talking to the staff about the latest product performance. Nox’s favorite customers often had feedback and gave him ideas on how to improve.
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Ratra’s Knightly Brews now sold three separate varieties of cosmetics, catering to the most common skin types in the city. Locals and the Imperium-born bought his products the most frequently. After all, Nox created the original line of products with them as the target. The second version served eastern clientele. Nox didn’t know many individuals who originated from the Yellowrock Wastes, endless dunes’ borders, or the lands to the east of them. However, the university, dungeon, and the city’s convenient location had drawn a significant population of them. He made almost half as much money selling to them as his primary clientele.

Nox’s newest line served the Daksinthani skin type. Gupta Alchemists served as their primary supplier. Thanks to Swati’s patronage and his reasonable prices, his sales continued to grow. Currently, he barely made a quarter as much as the primary product lines’ sales by selling to Daksinthanis. Regulars walked in the door as Nox manned the counter, and he was almost glad to see them. Instead of joining the line at Hilda’s counter, Swati and her friends approached him.

“I was hoping to run into you,” she said, flashing him a toothy smile.

“It’s nice to see you, too, Swati,” Nox replied, offering a friendly smile. “We missed you in Advanced Dungeon Combat this week.”

“Professor Wolfhammer gave us permission to challenge adept rifts. We took some time off classes and challenged one to the north.” Her left arm sat in a sling. “It had an arctic biome, and my skin didn’t like it one bit. I hoped you had something stronger than usual to accelerate recovery.”

“You caught me at a bad time, unfortunately.” Nox offered an apologetic smile. “I gave half my staff the day off and can’t afford to leave the counter. Otherwise, I’d whip up something to help.”

Swati took Nox’s hand and ran his fingers over her cheek, neck, and finally collar bone. “See how dry and coarse it feels? Can’t you do anything? Please. I’m desperate. I’m happy to pay extra and—”

“How about you come by after the fifth-afternoon bell?” Nox asked, trying to retrieve his hand. Swati’s strength made his efforts pointless, leaving him to stand with his hand uncomfortably close to her breasts. Her giggling friends and the watching customers made the situation exponentially worse than it should’ve been. Nox spotted Aria’s acquaintances among the customers, too. “Business slows down after the fourth, and I can freely whip something together for you then.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Swati replied, flashing a mischievous smile. “We’re hosting a small, intimate gathering at Harin’s estate. Why don’t you come by around the sixth bell and bring it by then? He’s been dying to have you over, and we can introduce you to some lovely people.”

“I don’t know—”

“Bring a few samples of your newest line as well.” Swati held his wrist with both hands and leaned over the counter. Her lips almost touched Nox’s ear as she whispered. “I’ve been talking up your creations for weeks, but people are much too loyal to the Guptas. Come tonight, and I’ll help you steal customers away from them.”

“Fine.” Nox sighed. “It’ll be closer to the seventh bell than the sixth by the time I get there.”

“Excellent! You’ll have a great time. I promise.” She started pulling away, then hesitated. “Don’t bring a date. Alright? The event is invite only.”

Nox waited until there was a lul before leaving Hilda and Emily to run the store. He rushed upstairs to the apartment. Nox skipped brunch to help with the store. As a result, everyone had finished early and scattered. Only Aria remained in the study, nursing a giant cup of tea and studying. He shared everything that had just happened with Swati.

“Well. I know what she's trying, and I'm certainly not happy about it, but you have to go.”

“Really?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “You can't be serious. I'm not fond of how Harin and his friends talk about me having non-Daksinthani friends. And I'm sure Swati is trying to seduce me.”

“Is it working?”

“Of course not. I just find such behavior unsavory. I'd rather not socialize with people like them.” 

“It might be a little crass, but there is nothing wrong with her behavior, Nox,” Aria replied. She closed her book and leaned back in her chair, smiling mischievously. “Do you remember how I behaved when we first met? She isn't doing anything different. We aren't engaged, formally promised to one another, and haven't publicly declared our status either. If Swati is genuinely interested in you, she currently has every right to make her intentions known. Either way, Swati and her plans are immaterial here. I trust you not to do anything that would hurt me or end our entanglement before you do. This gathering is an important opportunity for you. It's vital you attend tonight for the business and your staff's sake.”

“We're doing well enough, Aria.” Nox sighed, leaning against the table next to her. “I'd rather not put myself in an uncomfortable position and get involved—”

Aria smiled, taking Nox's hand and kissing the back of it. “I've gone over your books, Nox. You might be fine right now, but you'll struggle once the semester ends. Taxes, staffing costs, and paying suppliers will consume whatever funds you have left. Growing your customer base might just help you combat the eventuality.”

Nox sighed. “I suppose I need to get used to getting into situations I hate. It just feels like selling myself. That's all.”

“A good businessman can't sell his product or services if he can't sell himself first.”

The couple sat in silence for a moment, staring at one another. Nox's heartbeat unexpectedly picked up when he spoke up. “You're special to me, you know. It's not just platonic anymore.”

“I know,” Aria laughed. She rose from her seat and kissed him. “I like you, too, but you need to get back to the store before we get carried away.” Her eyes narrowed. "For the record, our relationship has never been platonic."

“What if I want to get carried away?” Nox asked.

“Then I'd call you an irresponsible business owner and store manager.” Aria returned to her seat and books. “Now go away. We have exams in six weeks. I need to prepare.”

 

            


2.38 Singhs Of The Round Table


                A carriage arrived at Ratra’s Knightly Brews precisely at the sixth bell. Its driver knocked on the door and informed Nox that he’d happily wait however long was necessary. Despite the ‘we stick to our own' attitude, Swati had a local in her employ. Nox wasn’t sure why the discovery surprised him as much as it did.

After foot traffic slowed down enough, he had left Hilda, Emily, and Kishan in charge of running the store. He and Aisha worked together to develop an ointment that would fulfill Swati’s needs. It was a reasonably simple project. They used the general recipe for Daksinthani skin types and added elements of a healing concotion to it. The resulting product took just over an hour to brew. It utilized life essence to revitalize damaged skin before nourishing, moisturizing, and safe guarding.

Aisha divided the concoction between six bottles and assembled a crate of assorted cosmetics for Daksinthani skin. They used the miniature sample bottles, ensuring each container had enough for no more than a couple of uses. The glass makers had branded their creations with the shop’s insignia—a knight’s helm and Nox’s last name, guaranteeing brand recognition. 

When Nox returned to the apartment to bathe and dress, he found Aria pouring over several contracts and a ledger. Her hair appeared damp, and the air smelled of lavender and the personalized moisturizing ointment Nox had brewed for her. “What’re you working on?” Nox asked.

“I had an idea to help out Father,” she replied, sparing him a glance. He scanned the papers in front of her as he spoke.“The farms and orchards have more or less recovered from the myconid attack and the blight. But we don’t have enough people to run them.”

“Let me guess. You’re going to offer work contracts and signing bonuses to able-bodied refugees? It's a good idea if the barony’s treasury can afford it. Have you thought about transport?”

“Not yet. I had a little more in mind. If I just go after the able-bodied, we’re going to end up with an influx of young-to-middle-aged men, creating a gender imbalance. The contract will target displaced families or individuals with children.”

“Smart.” Nox kneeled next to the desk and studied a draft contract. Families would get a small patch of land, seeds for sowing, building materials, and a small amount of gold. She wasn’t just looking for farmers or herders but skilled workers like artisans and teachers, too. All new residents of the land would need to start paying taxes from the third quarter of their second year. The numbers began low before slowly escalating, but they didn’t appear exploitative. “Do you plan to build new villages?”

Aria nodded. “Far too many died because of the myconids, and more fled while you fought them. I’m hoping to lure them back or tempt former neighbors. The myconids had no interest in razing settlements, so old towns and villages are mostly intact. Residents might need to rebuild defensive structures and doors but not much else.”

“Have you considered doing something with the urchins?” Nox asked. “I swear I see new kids on the streets every day. Alex’s gang is ever-growing, too. They can help pick fruit in the orchards learn trades; the smarter ones might even want an education. They won’t be able to start villages and will need caretakers, but it's worth considering, don’t you think?”

“Harder said than done.” Aria rifled through the papers in front of her and retrieved an incredibly thick contract. She handed it to Nox. “I've been working on it. Things are a lot more challenging with children. You can’t just give them contracts, put them on carts or airships, and ferry them across the continent. All entities with such plans must petition the city, put forward solid plans, show evidence of prepared infrastructure, and much more. It's something I’m considering for sure.”

“If there is any way I can help—”

“You can help yourself by not keeping your hosts waiting longer than necessary. This is a part of your job as a knight and an alchemist.” Aria kissed Nox and then pushed him playfully. “Go.”



Much to Nox’s surprise, the carriage didn’t take him to the Nobles Quarter. Instead, it traveled along the central road running through the center of the Market Ring. The vehicle took him to a part of the section directly opposite from where Ratra’s Knightly Brews sat. It was in a much nicer neighborhood with shops and eateries better polished and maintained than Nox’s store.

It looked like an area that almost exclusively served the city’s rich and powerful. Expensive wood and marble accents, gold or silver filigree, and similar opulent decorations marked the storefronts. Nox spotted even greater grandeur through the windows. All used expensive mana lamps for illumination and artificer-made devices hung from the walls.
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Staff working in the local eateries wore much nicer clothes than what Nox usually saw—having visited some of them while with Annabelle, Nox was familiar with their clientele and prices. Their menu included several ingredients not available locally. In fact, his mother’s trade routes were responsible for ferrying them around the continent. It was all much too expensive for Nox’s current means.

Big and established names like Gupta Alchemists, Morgana’s Arcane Emporium, and Artemis Artificers had stores on the street where the carriage stopped. The driver opened the vessel’s door for Nox and waved him toward the Round Table. Nox had heard of the organization. It was a high-end private club catering to the city’s elite. The Oakhearts had a membership.

“Harin rented out the Round Table for an intimate gathering?” Nox asked, taken aback. He expected the man to come from an affluent family but didn’t think he was rich enough for such a feat.

“The Singhs own the Round Table,” the carriage driver replied. He nodded at the attached buildings. “They’re all a part of the family’s estate.” The man walked to a smaller doorway to the left of the private club’s side entrance. “Please follow the hallway, bearing left, and then take the first flight of stairs you encounter. You’ll find Master Harin and his guests in his suite on the first and second floors.”

The entrance and hallway felt like a service passage. Doors to his left connected to giant kitchens, dressing rooms, staff lounges, and staff restrooms. Meanwhile, the doorways to the left were heavier, thicker, and decorated with detailed carvings. Nox saw elegant dining areas, bars, gambling rooms, and even a grand dance floor. Distracted by the grandeur and the people within, he followed the hallway, taking a right instead of a left. After five minutes of walking, he was surprised to find an indoor menagerie, a herb garden with artificial writing, an artificing workshop, and an alchemist’s laboratory with high-end equipment that rivaled the Trade Empire’s artisan workshops.

Unable to help himself, Nox used Mage Hand to unlock the door from the inside and let himself inspect the functioning workstations. Complex spellscripts automated the processes, minimizing the need for human interaction. Nox identified the scents and spellforms. Healing, mana recovery, Sniper’s Eye, and Feline Grace concoctions brewed in the many cauldrons around the laboratory. Nox saw a couple of cosmetic spellforms that starkly differed from his own. 

“Why in Yggdrasil’s name is he buying from me if he has all of this?” Nox whispered to himself. He imagined whether patronizing Ratra’s Knightly Brews was all a ploy to win his favor and lure him into their social circle. After convincing himself that it was just professional curiosity, he sampled their empowering brews. He couldn't help but grin when he discovered it was inferior to what Ratra's Knightly Brews sold.

Before retreating, Nox closely studied their spell circles and the open recipe books. The Sigil of the Artisan’s upgrade, Artisan’s Library, filed the information away for later. He almost felt bad for stealing another artisan’s intellectual property, but it was nothing new, and his work was more efficient and potent. However, Nox wanted to make comparisons and specifically study the automation scripts where they were significantly ahead of him. Mage Hand allowed Nox to move things around without leaving any marks—the natural oils in one's skin could always react to any unique brew or residue on the work surfaces and tomes.

Currently, all prominent alchemists in the city were his enemy. He didn’t know whether the Singhs had their own alchemy business or only brewed for their house’s uses. Nox justified his actions by telling himself that his marks weren’t particularly nice people—about his friends, at least. He had no plans to target Singh’s business either. His interests were primarily academic.

The jingle of keys from the far side of the laboratory interrupted Nox’s exploration. He fled the way he had come just as a door opened on the other side of the laboratory. No one pursued him, suggesting his trespass had gone unnoticed. While retreating, Nox realized not locking the door behind him would eventually reveal someone had broken in and prodded around. He hoped the time wouldn’t come until the following morning.

Eventually, the hallway took him back to the point Nox recognized. Retracing his steps took him back to where he took a wrong turn. After passing private rooms filled with illicit, twisted, sexual scenes, Nox found the stairs.

The first floor resembled the private club’s interior more than the service rooms. Swati had understated the event's size. Nox estimated at least fifty Daksinsthani individuals of all ages socialized in the music-filled lounge and adjoining rooms. Uniformed individuals, carrying elegant finger food and tall glasses of colorful beverages, filtered through them. The party starkly differed from those he had ever attended with Annabelle or Aria. The Singh’s party had colorful, heavily bejeweled, scantily clad dancers and food he had never seen before. Swati found him before he could indulge in any of the entertainment or offerings.

“I was worried you weren’t going to come!” She exclaimed. Swati clicked her fingers, and a servant rushed to meet them. The man took the crates off Nox and carried them to a side room. Swati took Nox’s arm as they followed. “I’ve been keeping my distance from the others so they don’t see the travesty that is my skin.”

“You look great,” Nox stated. “Looks like your magic is already doing most of the work.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Sir Nox Ratra,” she said, batting her long eyelashes. “I see you got plenty of samples to steal clients from the Guptas, too. Some of them are in attendance tonight. I doubt they’ll appreciate it.”

“Should I have not bought this much? I don’t want to cause a scene—”

“Nonsense.” Swati laughed. The servant left them alone in what looked like a bedroom. “Given their drinking rate, I doubt they’ll care. Now, help me get my gown off so I can slather myself. You have no idea how itchy the delve left me.”

            


2.39 For The Sake of Business


                Nox felt like a show familiar. Mages raised and tailored familiars in the Imperium and several allied cities for show or gladiatorial matches. The Trade Empire didn’t engage in such activities but helped transport contracts and conduits to facilitate those who indulged. He had only ever seen the mages from a distance during gatherings in the Golden Isles. The familiars and summons on show often appeared miserable as their contracted partners had them put on little demonstrations or flourishes.

The gathering’s hosts and the woman on the arm didn’t treat him like a trained monkey or parrot capable of speech, yet Nox felt like one. Swati sang praises of his alchemical prowess. Then Harin found them and told everyone about Ratra’s Bow and Nox’s potency with it. Nox played along to the best of his ability. He was no stranger to putting on a show. He had done it many times before—mainly to antagonize and sell his products—but such performances exhausted him. Many didn’t seem to understand that charming and introvert weren’t mutually exclusive. 

“You absolutely have to try Nox’s products!” Swati gushed to a group of older women, holding out her arm. “Touch my skin. Go on! Just touch it.”

“That’s softer than my granddaughter’s bottom!” One of the older women squealed, stroking Swati’s forearm. The aroma of spiced, fortified wine hung thick around her. “Are you sure this isn’t some spell?”

“I swear on my mother and grandmother’s lives, it's not a spell,” Swati replied. “Once you’re a favored customer like me, Nox will brew you personalized products suited to your skin. You won’t believe how the last delve left me. I can’t handle the cold. The blighted rift was frigid and coated in several feet of snow. It left my skin so dry and cracked. Further training would’ve probably left me bleeding.”

“Is that why you spent all evening avoiding me?” The woman asked, crossing her arms. Despite the annoyed tone, her expression gave away her playfulness.

Swati nodded. “It wasn’t just you, though. I kept away from everyone. Then Nox’s brew fixed me up within minutes.”

“Nox. That’s a strange name. Isn’t it? Do you mind me asking its origin, Mr Ratra?”

“My birth name was Nitesh,” Nox answered. “I couldn’t say it and preferred Nox. It's what my father called me. After he passed and I lost all of my titles, Nitesh got scrubbed from all documents. Nox stuck.”

“Have you ever thought about changing your name back?” Swati asked. “Nitesh is a lovely name.”

“No.” It wasn’t a topic Nox enjoyed discussing. He was barely seven years old when the change happened and always preferred the nickname anyway. He didn’t know the meaning behind the word Nox or its origin. “I prefer Nox. It's a part of my brand as an artisan, and changing it now might harm my business.”

“I’ve been using Gupta’s products for a decade now, but I’ll try yours once I finish—”

“Would you like a sample?” Nox asked, flashing his best smile. “Swati insisted I bring some samples.”

“You did?” The woman’s eyes widened. “Sure, if you’ve got them here.”

Swati clicked her fingers, and a servant appeared with a tray of small sample bottles. He disappeared into the background as soon as the older woman picked up an embossed container. They moved on after a couple of minutes of small talk, and the conversation was repeated in another part of the room. They adapted content to fit the target’s age group.

Much to Nox’s surprise, he didn’t hate Swati’s company as much as he expected. The Daksinthani woman didn’t drape herself over him or get too flirty as they socialized, making her more tolerable. Harin was an excellent host, frequently checking in on him and making introductions. A handful of conversations annoyed Nox.

“Why did it take so long to find us?” Harin’s uncle asked. “I get it. We need to integrate with the locals for the sake of business and ambition, but these are your people, son! Our culture and history bind us together. These outsiders will never understand us or truly accept us. Trust me. My first wife was an Imperium woman. It was the worst mistake of my life and set me back by at least a couple of decades. Oakhearts, Edelweisses, and Beauforts are all fine as acquaintances. Sow your wild oats, make acquaintances, and professional relationships with them all you want, but be sure to draw a line. You can be sure that your true community will never turn your back on you.”

“Thank you for your advice,” Nox replied, maintaining a polite smile. “I’m sure things were different for you—”

“There are exceptions, and then there is the rule. I mean, look what happened with your father.”

“That’s enough, Uncle.” Harin cut the older man short. 

The older man paused, looking confused as his eyes shifted between Nox and Harin. “I apologize, young man. Sellis weed and wine are a bad combination. They loosen the lips.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Harin said after they moved away from his uncle. “Your tale has been highly discussed and debated ever since the knighthood. Not many with Daksinthani blood have received such accolades or gained success as fast and suddenly as you did. And uncle—” Harin sighed. “We already knew about what happened with your mother, but when the Gedge’s actions came to light, my uncle and parents were particularly enraged for you.”
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“That might be true, but you should know I’ve met more pleasant locals than Daksinthanis. Everyone gets ugly when politics and gold are involved.”

“That’s because you haven’t met or socialized with many of us besides your aunt and my terror of a cousin.”

“Your cousin?” Nox asked, thinking about what other Daksinthanis he had met.

“Annabelle Oakheart’s fiance before you came along, of course,” Swati said. “His family is from Ruipur, too. I don’t know how he turned out a meathead woman beater.” She shook her head in derision. “The Singh clans are supposed to be honorable warrior folk. They’ve dedicated multiple generations to protecting Daksinthan from the beasts and roving dungeons. Sure. Sometimes, they get their hands dirty, but it's all for their homes’ growth, prosperity, and safety.”

“I didn’t know about the Singh clan,” Nox stated. “I thought most Daksinthanis living around here started as merchant or artisan families. The Trade Empire deals with many around the continent, and I’m sure I’ve seen many Singhs.”

“The clan’s main families and all firstborn sons of branch families walk the warrior’s path,” Harin replied. “The rest have the freedom to explore other trades and arts. My father and uncle are third and fourth sons. So, they went into hospitality, investment, and research.”

“And as the firstborn male, are you going into delving?” Nox asked. 

“Something like that,” Harin replied.

Swati helped Nox avoid the Guptas. They lingered around him and followed earlier in the evening. As predicted by the hosts, the duo eventually got too drunk to care, and Nox spotted one disappear into a side room with two men. The other sat down with a pipe and fell into a near-comatose state.

As the evening continued, Nox noticed Swati’s attempts at keeping Nox away from certain guests. At first, he assumed that she wanted to keep him away from young, single women. Then, she occasionally did it with older folk of both genders. Nox became sure about the hosts’ intentions when Harin rushed in and redirected Nox or his conversation partner just as he was starting to talk.

It eventually grew frustrating, but Nox smiled and nodded through most of it as the pair helped him distribute more of his samples. As the evening continued, Nox couldn’t help but wonder whether there was something at play.

If the Gupta pair Nox saw were a representative pair of the brand, he doubted they were capable of the attacks on his business. One appeared more interested in their sexual appetites than business. Nox had overheard the other’s conversations, and he came across as a drunk and Sellis addict incapable of keeping anything secret. Nox heard him discussing what should’ve been business secrets and an acquaintance or family member’s trouble conceiving and possible impotency. 

It was possible that the saboteurs were using the Daksinthani people as a misdirection. Their actions thus far appeared much too intelligent for the Guptas he had met. The family could still have a mastermind working from behind the scenes, but Nox ended the evening with doubts about his suspicions.

Swati tried luring him to a bedroom towards the end. Meanwhile, Harin suggested he stay longer for a more intimate gathering, which usually carried on until sunrise. Nox cited the store’s constraints and the need to prepare for the upcoming week of classes. The pair appeared unconvinced. Much to his relief, they didn’t push the issue.

After Nox said his goodbyes, Swati showed him out of the building through a grander hallway and exit than he used during entry.

“I just wanted you to see what you could be enjoying by spending more time with us,” Swati confessed. “I guessed you’re not the type to be swayed by such opulence, but it doesn’t hurt to try. Does it?”

“Tell me honestly, Swati. Why are you so keen on getting me to spend less time with the locals? Have they hurt your community that much?”

“In my case, it's because I want you, Nox,” Swati replied. She took his hands and looked directly into his eyes. The woman planted a soft kiss on his lips before he could react. “I’m pretty sure I’ve made that more than clear. You’re intelligent, decent-looking, a good businessman, and obviously an incredibly talented mage. That’s a rare combination, you know? A good future awaits whatever woman and family ends up with you.

“As for Harin. He’s unwilling to spell out his purpose, but I guess he wants you in his party. I and another plan to leave the party at the end of this semester. Harin probably wants you to fill the hole we’ll leave behind. That new boy training with your group has him intrigued, too.”

“What makes you think I’d want to leave the party I’ve spent half a year cultivating?” Nox asked, surprised by the blunt response. He pulled away from Swati, ignoring the kiss. He didn’t want to encourage her by acknowledging it. 

“You guys aren’t unified,” Swati stated matter-of-factly. “Our party delved together for three years before we decided to part ways amicably. Meanwhile, you lost one of the first members before the semester began, and now two more will probably depart before the semester ends.”

“You know about the Beauforts?” Nox raised an eyebrow.

“The Imperium Inquisition made no secret of their apology and offer,” Swati replied. “I think they’re trying to pressure the siblings with the publicity. Only a fool would give up the offer they received.” The woman waved at a group of men eating skewers in the distance, and her carriage driver broke away from them. “As for the Woodsons? I suppose they’re a decent bunch. I’ve seen Caitlin around a fair bit. You just started delving with the pair. I doubt you’ve bonded well with them. If you make a case for that girl—your childhood friend—I’m sure Harin would make an exception and let her into the party, too.”

“What about you? If you’re leaving the party, don’t you want to recruit me for your future venture?”

“I struggle to separate work and my personal life, Nox. If I can win you romantically, the rest will follow. On the other hand, if you continue rejecting me for Aria Edelweiss, I’m afraid I wouldn’t want you around.”

“Well. I respect your directness, Swati. You’ve certainly given me a lot to think about.”

Swati of Ruipur’s carriage pulled up to the Singh mansion’s rear entrance. Nox bid her goodbye, boarded the carriage, and returned home. He was pleased to find Aria awake and waiting for him and told her everything about the evening.

 

            


2.40 Unexpected Visitors


                The following business day passed mostly without incident. The morning started slow, letting Nox have brunch with his friends and tell them about the past evening. Much to their delight, Michelle and Ernest had joined them, making the day extra special. Joey had recently started joining them for the meals, too. He occupied the Beaufort sister’s usual seat next to Caitlin. 

When Joey first started attending the Seventhday gatherings, he appeared awkward and uncomfortable. Given his harsh life, the man’s behavior surprised no one. Nox guessed the apartment and his surroundings were perhaps much more luxurious than he had ever experienced. Brunch was usually a decadent meal for the rich, too.

The meal and conversation turned into something more thanks to Aria’s charisma and social prowess. Everyone indulged in intoxicants except her and Nox. She didn’t want to consume any, so he didn’t feel pressured. Meanwhile, Nox refrained from keeping his mental faculties for the coming business day.

The decision proved intelligent, not because of any new saboteurs but because customers appeared during the lunch rush specifically requesting Nox. Most of them were Daksinthani. Nox either met them the previous evening or they heard about him from other guests. Ratra’s Knightly Brews sold out of all cosmetics for Daksinthanis in a couple of hours. Fortunately, Nox already had a new batch brewing, and the customers agreed to collect them personally the following afternoon or send their servants. Some even commissioned personalized concoctions. It led to uncomfortable interactions in the treatment room as women significantly older than him flirted while removing their clothes and displaying moles, rashes, wrinkles, or an assortment of skin issues.

The gathering had grown when Nox returned to his friends. Pudge had joined them with a woman Nox recalled encountering at the start of the previous semester. As far as he remembered from the brief conversation, Piya was from an orthodox Daksinthani family and betrothed. Nox didn’t know if her circumstances had changed, but body language suggested things had progressed past casual hook-ups between the pair. 

Nox wasn’t one to pry and hated asking questions about such things because it made all parties uncomfortable. Aria and the women in the party didn’t have such qualms. 

“We’ve been seeing each other secretly for a few months now,” Pudge replied. 

“Unfortunately, my mother works in the university’s administration building,” Piya added. Her pale cheeks reddened as she continued. “Last Fourthday Pudge and I were—” She hesitantly glanced at Pudge. “Entangled in my laboratory when Ma walked in, and she saw everything. She’s not happy about it, but I’m an adult, financially independent, and have enough of a reputation to stand free of my family name.”

“Aren’t you worried about losing your inheritance?” Michelle asked. The two women appeared familiar with one another. “I’m sorry if that’s too blunt a question, but I’ve seen far too many situations like this during my time here. They often get ugly.”

“I’m the fourth child and third daughter. I wasn’t going to get much anyway. My sisters and I know not to expect much besides a dowry to our future husband’s family and perhaps a manor or airship, depending on where we settle.” Piya poured herself a cup of the spiced wine she and Pudge had purchased. “Given how my research is going and the Imperium’s interests in my work, I can afford all of that without Mother or Grandmother’s contributions.”

“Good for you,” Aria said, raising her cup. “I have nothing but respect for women like you.”

“IS there a subliminal message I should be picking up there?” Nox asked, playfully nudging Aria.

The world shook before his new partner could reply. Nox had experienced earthquakes before when the Golden Isles passed mana storms or changed directions, breaking away from a guiding leyline. However, none were as terrible as the current trembling. Crockery rained from the shelves lining the kitchen and toppled off the tables as well. The bubbling porridge pot fell off the stove, spilling boiled oats, milk, dried fruits, and chopped nuts all over the floor. 

Screams and panicked shouts rang from the surrounding buildings. The tremors ceased for a moment before continuing a couple of minutes later. Rumbles sounded in the distance and then closer. A moment later, the chaos rang from just across the street. While everyone scrambled for cover, slipping under the dining table or rushing to doorframes, Nox raced to the reinforced windows. 

A section of the building on the opposite side of the street had collapsed. The Taylor’s home had suffered similar ground-floor damage, and Nox saw worst further down the road. Entire buildings had turned into rubble. Lillin and Aria rushed to where Nox stood. Dust rained around the doorframes, and the others also joined him. Only Michelle and Ernest remained under the dining table. His bulk and physiology made him better than any other protection.

The contractors had reinforced the area while installing more robust windows. The several layers of wards further strengthened the external walls and their openings. Everyone but the Beauforts huddled together as the shockwaves came periodically. More collapses followed over the following minutes before everything ceased just as suddenly as they had started. Screams and shouts filled the neighborhood and beyond while leaves rained from above.

“By Yggdrasil!” Piya exclaimed, throwing the windows open as the final shockwaves passed. “What in the blight is that?”

A mountain stood in the distance where there had been none before. The land around the City of Ygg was reasonably flat, with endless green fields, occasional thickets and woodlands, and even rarer hills. The sudden appearance of mountains caught everyone off guard. Then the mountains trembled—stones, shrubbery, and more cascaded from them. 
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“Those aren’t like any mountains I’ve seen before,” Pudge said. “Only a powerful Shaper like Dean Woodson can create so massive with one spell, but that would take far more time and wouldn’t be this wild or rich with life so soon. That’s—”

“It’s Terrastalia,” Nox stated.

“Why is Terrastalia here?” Aria stood tall, her face cold as ice. Her stiff shoulders and trembling hands betrayed her rage and fear. Unlike Nox and the party, she had the misfortune of seeing the beast up close as it marched through the barony. The rest had only seen it from a distance as the airship followed and then landed among the destruction left behind. “The scouts said he disappeared into the ocean.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Nox replied. “People would’ve seen it coming.” He paused, checking on his friends. “Everybody, get your equipment ready. I’ll check on the shop and get ready, too.”

“Ready for what?” Michelle asked.

“Those are monsters raining from the dungeon on Terrastalia’s back.” Nox pointed at the distant dots falling from the mountain. “Rifts will follow. The city and villages need us.”

“Wait—”

Another terrible tremor followed, interrupting Michelle’s protest. Nox heard glass shattering through the floor. It sounded like a shelf in the storeroom or shop had collapsed. Then Piya gasped, drawing his attention. She pointed out of the window, eyes wide.

Terrastalia turned translucent and shimmered before disappearing just as suddenly as he had appeared. Serpents and giant domed shapes fell from the empty space left behind by the titan of stone and flesh. Nox guessed they were residents of the dungeon residing on Terrastalia’s back. He hoped there weren’t myconids among them. The diseases and blights following them would devastate the countryside, destroying the city’s food source and polluting the water. Ygg kept most at bay but needed time to do her job.

“We’ll clean up here,” Lillin said, using spatial and gravity magic to suck broken plates and bowls off the floor. “You go check on the store.”

“I will, but hurry up. We need to check with the city guard and whatever is happening outside the walls.” Nox raised his hand when Michelle tried to protest. “I appreciate you’re scared about Ernest getting hurt because of my incompetence. You don’t have to help us, Michelle. We don’t need you for this. There are bound to be casualties. I’m sure Ernest and you can help with relief efforts. If you don’t want to do that, go home.” Michelle appeared hurt by the blunt speech, but Nox wasn’t in a position to care. Finally, he turned to Aria. She had started to clean up the spilled porridge. He took the mop from her and led her down the stairs. “I know you probably want to help, but things will get messy and chaotic.”

“Rioting and looting are likely,” Aria said. “I get it. You want me to return to campus where it's secure.”

“Thank you,” Nox replied. “I can’t focus on what’s important unless you’re safe and sound.”

“Aren’t you sweet?”

Aria kissed Nox goodbye before he had Argus escort her back to the university campus. 

“How much did we lose?” Nox asked Allen and Aisha. Kishan remained in the workshop to ensure the stability of the current brews. 

“The commissioned brews are fine,” Aisa replied. “We lost the Feline Grace and Skin Rejuivator cooks. The Daksinthani cosmetics survives as well as the Tincture of Sigil Awakenings.”

“We only lost one shelf of empowering cocktails out of the storeroom,” Allen added. “We successfully stabilized the rest before any other shelves collapsed.”

“As long as the explosives, smoke bombs, and Trap Foam survived, we’re fine. Either container shattering would end poorly for everyone in the building.” Nox sighed, somewhat relieved. No one would die, and he hadn’t lost as much money as expected. “Aisha, go assist Kishan. Once everything is cleaned up and secure, I’d like you to mass brew healing brews and sterilizing potions. They needn’t be our usual standard. Focus on quantity over quality.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied before rushing to the basement. 

Nox filled his pockets with healing pills before exiting the store. The contractors had done a brilliant job on his building, and it remained unscathed. His neighbors weren’t as fortunate. Nox helped people carry the injured out of the rubble and provided emergency medical care. It wasn’t long before Michelle and Ernest joined him. The latter’s inhuman strength made rescue efforts easier.

“I wasn’t going to run away, you know,” Michelle grumbled as they attended to a ruptured femoral artery together. “We’re always available for rescue and medical work. I just don’t want my brother in dungeons or on the frontlines, throwing him against monsters to protect everyone. Sure. He’s in a phylactery and can’t die, but Ernest still feels pain.”

“So you’re saying you’re no longer a part of the party then?” Nox asked.

“I suppose so. But it certainly feels like you and Caitlin have already replaced us with Joey.”

“Were you expecting us to hold our breaths until you made your decision?”

“You might be frustrated with Michelle and me, but you will behave with my sister, Nox.” Ernest’s deep voice rumbled as they moved between disaster scenes. “This isn’t an easy decision for either of us. After everything you’ve experienced in your life, losing your father, inheritance, your name, and your family, I’d expect you of all people to understand.”

A pit formed in Nox’s stomach. It was true. He was mostly frustrated that his friends would be leaving him. Ernest had already done his part. The man had died once, lost his body, and now lived a probably miserable half-life. It made sense they wanted to regain everything they had ever lost and live in reasonable peace. Not everyone was bent on revenge or filled with hatred for the gods like him. 

“I’m sorry,” Nox said after they rescued another emergency patient. “Please do what you think best for your future and family name. We’ll delve without you henceforth. I’ll ask Kris and Professor Wolfhammer to accelerate Joey’s training. We’ll function as a four until then.”

“Thank you for understanding.” Michelle sighed, helping the man apply an emergency tourniquet around his arm. “I don’t think Ernest or I will ever enter a dungeon again. We feel terrible about it after everything the party has experienced together. I feel like we’re letting you down, Nox. And I’m truly sorry for that. But I feel the Beauforts can do more good off the battlefield than on with our family knowledge and craft. I’m preparing a bigger body for Ernest, too. I’m sick of regularly implanting monster organs in the last person dear to me. It's messing with his head, and I’m afraid I’m losing my brother.”

Michelle’s words only left Nox feeling guiltier. So, he left the conversation for later and focused on saving lives.
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                    While waiting for monday's release, why not check out a new story?

An author I love reading just released a farming progression fantasy on RR.

Check it out: https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/78007/sagewood-a-farming-progression-fantasy


Matt Miller wasn’t special. He was just a regular guy with a regular life—a one bedroom apartment, a couple of pairs of slacks, and a dead-end job. But when his estranged grandfather died, he left Matt with an unexpected inheritance: a magic ring… and a farm located on another world.

Now, Matt’s stuck with a rundown farmhouse, fields choked with weeds, and no way to get back home. He only has one option—to roll up his sleeves and complete the quest prompt he’s been given: Restore the Farm. Luckily, he has a (mostly) merry band of sprites to help him along the way.

But this new land has secrets, and more than a few hidden dangers. The Harvest Goddess has been turned into stone, and the balance of magic is all out of whack. If Matt can’t figure out a way to bring his grandfather’s property back to life, then Corruption will continue to spread and consume the farm, the forest, and the sleepy town of Sagewood itself.




                



2.41 Disaster Efforts


                “The Titans are dead they said. You can’t declare war on the gods without taking down the Titans, too. They’re not unstoppable forces of nature. They’re not our allies in the fight against the gods. The Titans have lived longer than humanity or their supposed creators.

Terrastalia on land. The Leviathan in the seas. Aeros in the skies.

Nothing but death, destruction, and disease follow them. I don’t know why the archmages don’t just band together to eliminate them all.”

—Manyu Paul

Vice Guild Leader of the Arctic Chapter, Allied Cult Hunting Authority

It didn’t take Lillin and the Woodson siblings long to join the rescue efforts. What Caitlin lacked in speed and flexibility, she compensated with ridiculous strength. Nox believed she could easily overpower Ernest in a contest. She did the heaviest lifting while he mostly assisted, helped carry debris out of the way or safeguarded against collapses. When structures appeared on the verge of coming down on rescuers, Lillin used her gravity magic to keep everything stable. In a couple of instances, gravity orbs spread around buildings, delaying collapses until everyone could clear the area. She helped herself to mana recovery products out of her pocket dimension to keep her star's energy levels above half.

Meanwhile, Alexander used his squirrels to manage everyone. They slipped through gaps in the rubble, looking for survivors. The summoned rodents carried messages, sent for emergency medical aid, and directed volunteers. Squads of his biggest and most brawny summons also helped transport smaller chunks of rubble.

Michelle and the local healers set up a medical tent in front of Ratra’s Knightly Brews. The shop supplied healing brews of varying strength. The Taylors contributed clean fabrics for bandages. Still, functional eateries provided everyone with warm soup, bread rolls, or oatmeal. Everyone had a job or found a way to contribute.

It came as no surprise when Alex and his gang of little thieves gathered in the alley behind the store. They lived in the open, below porches, or in the crawl spaces under buildings. Some had perished. Many more had suffered cuts, bruises, and broken limbs. Kishan displayed better manners as he helped Nox and Aisha tend to them, starting with the more urgent cases.

Conditions in the rest of the neighborhood had significantly improved. Nox and the party’s assistance helped the guard focus their rescue efforts elsewhere. Apparently, the university and Nobles Quarter barely suffered any damage. Meanwhile, conditions in the outer sections of the city were significantly worse than in the Market Ring. Panic had taken over, requiring all of the student police force to abandon their Seventhday plans and report to duty. 

Spent and injured mages returning to campus reported chaos. Refugees camping and lining outside the walls were fleeing in droves. Nox heard it was the same for many who had successfully entered the city. Historically, Terrastalia had never appeared anywhere within view of Ygg. They had hoped the tree’s magic and canopy would grant them safety, repelling the titan as it did wild magic beasts. Now, they knew their belief wasn’t necessarily true.

When Nox finished with the urchins, the sun had set. The smell of dust, smoke, and blood filled the air. The glow of fire stained the darkening sky. Since the circle’s alarm bells were no longer filled the air and none rang nearby, Nox guessed the flames burned somewhere beyond the Nobles Quarter. Things would probably get more chaotic beyond the walls. 

The staff had finished cleaning the store by the time Nox returned. He ascended the stairs tired, covered in dust, and splattered with blood. Nox wanted nothing more than to eat, bathe, and fall asleep. Lillin was still out assisting with cleanup, and he guessed the Woodsons would be doing the same. Their magic made such jobs reasonably easy. Unfortunately, he found Joey and Kris waiting for him.

“Do you need me for city defense or delving?” Nox asked as soon as he saw her. “My Artisan’s Arm needs an oiling, and the mana gems could use a few hours to recharge, but—”

“Relax,” Kris said. “Your party and you need time to rest. A journeyman rift without the Beauforts will require no mental fatigue or strain and full mana wells. Joey will be going with you.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Nox gave Joey an apologetic shrug. “He’s a good combatant with excellent instincts, but I don’t know if he’s ready. No offense, Joey.”

“None taken,” Joey replied. “I agree with you. My presence is going to drag the party down. I would’ve rejected Kris’ instruction if not for Lorenzo’s private lessons. Thanks for that, by the way. He's a charming man.”

“I’ve been assisting Joey with his spell work. He and Professor Wolfhammer have trained alone in the dungeon’s lower floors. Joey might not have his license yet, but this is an emergency, and you’ll need him.” The professor turned to her second apprentice. “You’ll do fine as long as you stick to the practiced spells and don’t let the Djinn Fire burn free.”

“Got it.” Joey nodded. “Minimize intent-driven casting and stick to spellscripts.”
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“You know your magic better than anyone.” Kris placed a hand on Joey’s shoulder as she spoke. “Judge what works best for you and do that. Just remember that Nox and his party aren’t as experienced as Wolfhammer and I. They might not know how to react if you lose control.”

“This conversation isn’t exactly filling me with confidence, you know?” Nox quenched his thirst with a cup of now-cold tea. His throat felt hoarse from communicating with fellow rescuers over crying and collapsing structures. Talking to fellow patients and reassuring them didn’t help either. “I trust you, though, Kris. As long as you follow all of my instructions to the letter, Joey, we’ll be fine. Do you have any idea what could’ve caused this? None of the records talk about Terrastalia displaying teleportation powers. Something doesn’t feel right.”

“No, but I have theories. Terrastalia has walked this world long before our ancestors came out of their caves, started farming, and built walls. Our two thousand years of recorded history is but a fleeting moment when compared to his long life. It's possible he’s used such abilities before, and no one recorded it.”

“That doesn’t sound like a Kris theory,” Nox stated. “Tell me what you really think.”

“The idiot city guard didn’t accurately report the blighted pattern killings in the Outer Ring. I only found out about the details on Fifthday morning.”

“Don’t tell me they were closer to ritual killings?” 

Kris nodded. “I only got around to investigating three scenes before Terrastalia appeared. Then everything descended into chaos, and half the sights are now buried. The evidence will be too tainted for me to come up with a provable hypothesis. The little I saw suggested that they could be a part of a greater ritual. I didn’t see enough to determine its purpose.”

“But is it possible for a ritual to teleport Terrastalia to the city?”

“Not quite. Long-distance teleportation magic is expensive and demands powerful relics, resources, and massive spell scripts. Transporting an entity the size and power of Terrastalia would demand more than a few dozen lives and the mana gems we have available in the city.” Kris helped herself to a cup of cold tea, as well. “ It is more likely the ritual was used to attract Terastalia here or create a target for magic cast elsewhere.”

“In the old stories, shamans and priests sacrificed lives to their gods in exchange for power,” Joey said, catching Nox and Kris off-guard. “What if someone traded the lives for a miracle or divine intervention?”

“Neither have been performed in centuries,” Kris said. “We haven't seen any of the fallen use magic beyond their domain either. The gods don’t have enough power left to pull off something of this magnitude. However, not all of them have fallen, and Lord Smythe’s little coven was only a cell in a larger cult. It’s a theory worth considering.”

"Do you really think there is a clandestine group of puppeteers behind all of this? Terrastalia getting sick of delvers and people interfering with his territory feels more plausible." Nox paused. Fatigue and mental exhaustion clouded his mind. "That only explains the rifts but not the beasts spilling from the dungeon."

Kris shrugged. "I'm saying its a possibility. I know there aren't many living mages who could torture, let alone control, a titan. However, if there was any such entity, they're probably connected to one of the major cults or the people behind them."

"Any clues of who they or this organization might be?"

"Not yet, unfortunately." She sighed. "I've been wracking my brain and my top suspects fell to the Dean Woodson or Allied Cult Hunting Authority before I was born. That can only mean someone new is behind this and that scares me. They're either ridiculously powerful or have one of the three major powers backing them."

"If its not the City of Ygg, the only suspects are the Trade Empire or Imperium," Joey said. 

"I wouldn't consider the Gedges above such activity," Nox said. "But they no longer have any influence in the Golden Isles. That would only leave the Imperium. The fact that Terrastalia avoided their territories makes them suspicious but thats probably not enough to make accusations or start an investigation."

"That's the main problem isn't it?" The professor massaged the bridge of her nose and rolled her shoulders. Nox could hear her joints click. "To be honest, I'd rather it be an Imperium. Sure, they're the continent's greatest military power, but a known foe is better than one waiting in the shadows. I worry an archmage or a group of high-experts not affiliated with any major power might be behind this. If they've evaded my network of spies and informants, they're far too powerful for my liking."

"I hope you're wrong," Joey said. "I'd rather it not be the Imperium or a coven of the ridiculously powerful. A titan's brief rampage is less terrifying and more manageable."

“When do we head out?” Nox asked. He wanted the conversation to end so he could have time to himself. He desperately wanted a few hours for rest and recovery.

“First light,” Kris replied. “The diviners tell me a couple of the rifts are already on the verge of breaching. You’ll be targeting the furthest one. I’ve arranged an airship for you and the other party.”

“What about you?” Nox asked. “Are you coming with us?”

“Unfortunately, not. I’d have preferred to be present for Joey’s first delve—given Djinn Fire’s unpredictable nature and what not. Dean Woodson believes my magic will do better on the walls. Terrastalia showered the landscape with monsters, and most are making a beeline for the northern wall.”

“That’s where the refugee camps are.” Nox frowned, wondering about the reason behind the beasts’ unnatural actions. Several villages, towns, and cul de sacs dotted the land around where Terrastalia had appeared. He would’ve expected the dungeon-born to target them first. He guessed Ygg or the dungeon under her affected their behavior. Given Kris’ siege spell, she’d have little trouble burning through wild hordes. “Are you sure my magic won’t do better on the walls? Ratra’s Bow can—”

“I’m sure.” Kris cut him off. “Between Dean Woodson and the other professors, we have enough power to defend the city and Ygg. If the rifts breach, things won’t be as pleasant for the refugees on the road and neighboring settlements. You can help by giving me half of all of your flame slime concoctions.”

“Just half? What do you want me to do with the rest?”

“Take them with you,” she replied. “The airship won’t just be transporting delvers. They’re also scouting the countryside for budding nests. The captain has been told to listen to your instructions. If you sight any myconid clusters, have the airship fly overhead and bombard them.”

“Yes, professor.” Nox grinned. The idea amused and excited Nox. “That sounds fun to me.”







            


2.42. It's Raining Slimes


                The airship departed from the university’s docks at first light. After preparing the party and all the necessary brews, Nox spent the night on campus with Aria. They caught each other up on everything they had learned and experienced over the last couple of days. Several students had jumped at the opportunity to help the city with relief efforts or combat support on the walls. Almost just as many had fled on airships or sent messages to their families, requesting a vessel out of the city. Panic dominated minds and hearts.

All alchemists in the university were working overtime, creating recovery products, bombs, and similar mass destruction products. Apparently, the university and city had commissioned obnoxious quantities of them and sent identical requests to all brewers. Nox expected such an outcome and repurposed the cosmetics workshop for such products. The contract wouldn’t pay much, but Nox believed favor with the city council was worth just as much.

Several healers had commented on the value and power of his sterilization concoction during the relief efforts. Nox instructed Aisha to produce it in bulk. Word would spread before long, and he was sure the city would also request them. Disease and infection caused the most deaths in war and disaster zones, after all.

Lillin slept over at Pudge’s apartment—the university had upgraded his accommodations, and the Woodsons spent the night with their grandmother. None of them had to travel far to report for their transport on time.

Meanwhile, Joey already lived on campus and met them with the other party at the docks. He knew them from Intermediate Dungeon Combat and lived in the same building as them. Apparently, the party of primarily commoners—children of artisans and aether warriors serving local nobility—was the best in the course and had achieved their journeyman licenses in record time. The university had high hopes for them. 

As Nox greeted the teenagers, he hoped the professors’ confidence in them wasn’t misplaced. Delvers regularly fell—it had the greatest fatality rates of all mage professions—but Nox didn’t want such fate to befall individuals so fresh-faced and young. It was wartime, and no one was safe. All the rifts spawned by Terrastalia were on the higher end of Journeyman or stronger. Meanwhile, the party had primarily challenged rifts with an orange danger level and a handful radiating solid-yellow—mid journeyman. 

“So, no Michelle or Ernest ever again.” Caitlin sighed as the vessel took off. “I’m going to miss her.”

“We might’ve been too selfish and harsh with the pair of them,” Nox said. “Leaving the party and the university will be just as hard for them as it is for us. Let's organize a nice send-off for them once—” Nox paused as the airship gained enough altitude to see beyond the city walls. Distant monster hordes dotted the landscape. The groups ranged from clusters a dozen or two strong to masses so numerous and dense Nox struggled to tell where one beast ended and the next began. “Once things calm down some. They deserve as much, given everything they’ve done for me and the party.”

“I suppose so,” she replied. “They’re both lovely, and I haven’t known them long, but Michelle has been an excellent friend to me. My reaction to their news wasn’t the best, and I feel guilty, I suppose.”

“I’m sure Michelle will understand if you talk to her. She’s scared of losing you as well.”

Terrastalia had dented the countryside where he appeared and created vast craters with every footstep. His presence forever changed the landscape, making stone splinters several stories tall. The airship headed in the general vicinity of the titan’s trail.

Instead of making a beeline for its destination, the vessel zigged and zagged in the general direction. The airship angled toward the rare myconid clusters. Then Alexander dropped flame-slime-carrying squirrels on them. The agile clitters glided to ground level before seeking out the myconid colony’s leader and shattering their flasks. Hordes with more agile variants also received a second squirrel. They carried smoke screens or frost essence orbs scribed with the Freezing Mist spell. The myconids struggled with the cold. Ice and frigid temperatures won Alexander’s summons enough time to complete their jobs. 

The two delving parties and the airship’s crew had to spend several minutes culling a horde to gain access to the first rift. Even then, landing proved impossible. The ship hovered, letting the younger party leap into nearby trees. Nox covered them with bombs made of fire essence glass as they fled into the rift. The mana radiating from the spatial anomaly often attracted dungeon-born beasts. They were realms competing with their creators’ domain, after all. Challenging and destroying them would make the creatures more powerful and could even help them ascend to godhood if they claimed the realm instead of letting it collapse. However, penetrating the rift’s energy appeared more difficult for the dungeonborn than strolling into an enemy god’s domain.
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“Was it this bad when you went north?” Caitlin asked as they bombarded another myconid colony. It was the smallest horde they had encountered so far but it had the most prominent leader and an entire retinue of elite royal guards. A black, slimy trail lingered behind them as the myconids ambled toward the city.

“No,” Nox replied. “Terrastalia only dropped beasts occasionally during his journey. Perhaps a couple of colonies every day? It looks like the dungeon expelled several dungeon-worth of beasts.”

“Grandmother thinks someone is manipulating and controlling Terrastalia or hurting him using the dungeons on his back,” Alexander added. “I don’t know if you noticed, but his body had fresh cracks, and tar-like sludge covered his legs.”

“Did your grandmother's druid senses tell her anything?” Nox asked. He had heard that Dean Woodson had empathic powers. It worked primarily on non-humans and magical beings. He wondered if she had the ability to confirm Kris’ hypothesis. A clandestine organization or mage capable of manipulating a titan and high-expert dungeon was indeed more terrifying than the Imperium.

“She felt Terrastalia’s pain,” Caitlin replied. “Something or someone is torturing him.”

“I felt something, too.” Lillin kept her eyes focused on the struggling myconids as the airship moved on. Her gravity orbs didn’t last long once out of her mana zone. She had dropped a couple to keep the beasts from fleeing the slimes and tracked how long the spheres took to fade. “It wasn’t just whatever magic brought Terrastalia here. His pain is older and has been plaguing him for quite a while.”

“It must be a cult,” Nox stated. “What else could have the resources to summon a blighted titan, torture it, and make the dungeons overflow?”

“A god,” Lillin said. “If given enough time to gather power, an archon dungeon lord like my mother could pull off such a feat.”

“What?!” Joey exclaimed. His eyes widened as he backpedaled. “You’re a dungeon born?”

“Oops.” Lillin flashed an embarrassed grin. “I forgot about you.”

“You knew?” Joey asked, looking at Caitlin.

“I’m sorry,” the Woodson woman replied. She kept him from retreating further. “She’s been with Nox for almost twenty years now. We can trust her.”

“What’s stopping her from—”

“Lillin and I have a contract,” Nox interrupted. It was then he realized that Joey and Caitlin had spent most of the voyage glued to each other’s side. Their intertwined fingers suggested their relationship was more than platonic. Both had proven themselves as highly private individuals. It wouldn’t surprise him if they started a romance and then kept it a secret. “She won’t hurt you as long as you don’t mean her or me any ill will. I trust Lillin with my life; she has better judgment than most people—about people and dungeons, at least.”

“Almost two decades?” Joey thoughtfully glanced between Nox and Annabelle. “That would mean you were born in Sundarshahar?”

“I was created during the godfall and gained sentience moments before meeting Nox,” Lillin said. “We’ve been together ever since.”

“You betrayed your creator?” Joey asked. “How is that even possible?”

“Didn’t they cover the topic in Intermediate Dungeon Theory? I’m an anomaly. A freak among my kind.”

“Which is?”

“I was a mimic. I don’t know what I am now.”

“That explains your odd magic.” He opened his mouth to say more but hesitated when Caitlin squeezed his arm. Joey looked into her eyes momentarily as she mouthed a couple of words. Then, he nodded. “Any enemy of Sundarshahar is a friend of mine. It doesn’t matter where you came from, Lillin. Given everything I’ve learned about djinn magic and the authority’s thoughts about its sources, I should understand you better than most.”

“That’s right,” Nox said. “We’re all a bunch of oddballs or freaks.” He paused, chuckling. “Actually, that’s no longer true without the Beauforts, is it? You, Woodsons, are as normal as they come. Bonded with Ygg and contracted to Ratotaskr. You might as well be royalty among peasants.”

“Please don’t go there,” Caitlin begged. “We’ve had to deal with that nonsense for most of our lives. I don’t think we can stay in the party if you start with that nonsense, too.”

“I’m only kidding. Despite your power and affiliations, you choose to group with the likes of us. That makes you the greatest oddballs to have ever existed.”

The party’s destined rift sat inside one of the craters left behind by Terrastalia. No beasts awaited them. Instead, black stained the ground around the spatial anomaly, radiating a shade closer to green than yellow. Either Kris had undersold the danger level, or the rift had grown more potent since the diviners last checked on it. Both possibilities concerned Nox. Even though Caitlin and Alexander were excellent delvers, he didn’t have enough experience with them. The pair lacked Ernest and Michelle’s years of experience, too. Joey only added another complication. Nox double-checked his equipment and everyone’s store of delving supplies before entering the almost-adept-ranked rift.

            


Survivors Of A Forgotten Age


                The rift's interior was as bleak as the exterior. It had no natural light besides the little coming from the stars overhead, and the temperature felt well below freezing. The party saw no signs of snow, but the eerily silent dimension appeared frozen solid. 

Everyone in the party except Lillin had a source of light. Thanks to her mimic physiology, she didn't need any. Her irises and pupils adopted feline properties as she scanned her surroundings. Still unsure of the non-human, Joey kept her at arm's length. She brought up the rear, and he stayed close to the vanguard, following close behind Caitlin.

Bioluminescent moss covered the Woodson woman's elemental armor. Glowing dandelion fluff also floated around her. Whenever one dimmed, it disappeared into the thick wood covering Caitlin and then reappeared moments later, emitting more light than before. 

Alexander and Nox followed close behind Joey. The former had squirrels casting silver-blue ethereal light on his shoulder and flanking the party. Meanwhile, the Arcane Archer's magic bow bathed him in a blue mana glow.

Even though it felt unnecessary, Joey added to the party's light with the djinn container. The glass spearhead cast dancing, ever-changing lights around them using a mote of Djinn Fire. The sight would've been beautiful if not for their bleak surroundings. He studied the petrified, bone-white trees they passed. The bark resembled that of ordinary trees but lacked any color. Joey had never seen anything like it before.

After several years spent stuck around the apprentice rank and living on the streets, Joey knew little about magic and mana—compared to his new peers, at least. The chances of him passing the upcoming written exams were low unless his cheating plans failed. He had only learned how to sense it recently and detected no traces of it. The dimension felt dead and empty.

“Have the scouts found anything?” Nox asked after they had walked for a little over an hour.

“No,” Alexander replied. “They haven't seen, heard, or smelled anything. Given that everything is frozen and there is no wind, their noses will probably not pick up anything.”

“This doesn't feel right,” Caitlin commented. “The wood elementals don't like this place. Something has them scared and almost sickly. It's like the dimension is so starved of life essence it's trying to suck it out of my armor.”

“Maybe all of the dimension’s residents fled through the rift before we arrived,” Joey stated. He silently probed his contracted partner for an answer, but the djinn remained silent as it had for several weeks now. 

“Not possible,” Nox told him. “The Rift would've destabilized and collapsed if that happened.”

“What do you think happened then?” 

Nox's bossiness often annoyed Joey. He was a nice enough guy but behaved as the leader even though he was weaker than Caitlin. The man's shortness when giving out instructions and occasional commands bothered Joey. If Kris hadn't ordered him to obey all of the senior apprentice's instructions, he would've given Nox piece of his mind. Caitlin constantly defended Nox's behavior and justified it, which bothered Joey even more.

“Kris told us this rift had a yellow danger level. The color we saw was closer to green than yellow. The last time I encountered such a phenomenon was because of an external incursion. An invasive Rift Lord and her army attacked the dimension and eliminated most of its residents, trying to make the realm her own. It's possible the same happened here.”

“Wouldn't there be corpses or traces of battle if such a thing happened?” Joey asked. He sent the spearhead to the border of his mana zone—thirty feet—and had it revolve around the party, granting them a better view of their surroundings.

“Not if the attackers consumed every trace of them before moving on,” Lillin stated. She pointed at the black emptiness to their right. “I sense something coming from that direction. The presence is weak, but it's the first I've sensed since we entered this space.”

“Anything notable about it?” Nox enquired.

The mimic-woman nodded. “It reminds me of the emptiness in my dimensional pockets. I can only think to describe it as timeless nothingness.”

“That—” Alexander and Caitlin exchanged concerned looks. “Doesn't sound good. It's how Grandmother describes the Void and Void essence.”

“We might be in danger if that's the case,” Caitlin added. Despite the warm yellow glow surrounding the elemental armor, her face appeared strained and pallid. The look in Caitlin’s eyes hinted at her fear. “The signs fit. It's very much like Void dwellers to consume everything in its path, leaving nothing behind. They're the antithesis to life essence, explaining the elementals’ reaction to this place.”

“How would we fight such a thing?” Lillin asked. “Just brute force it?”

“There aren’t many other options.” Caitlin shrugged. “Grandmother said that only light essence can weaken Void dwellers, and none of us have any. We should confirm our hypothesis, gather evidence, and retreat. Perhaps Grandmother or Kris will have a better shot at this dimension.”

“The diviner claimed the rift was on the verge of breaching,” Nox said. “If there are Void dwellers in this realm, we need to eliminate them. Given how fast they supposedly reproduce, we can't let them escape this dimension.” He retrieved a white sphere from his pocket. Runes covered it. “I have enough light essence to take care of this problem.”

“Did Kris help you with that?” Alexander asked, taking the fist-sized sphere and studying it closely. The runescript covering it appeared far more complicated than anything Joey could manage. He barely understood the spellscripts Nar and Kris had assembled for him.

Nox shook his head. “The mage asura's eye beams are more light essence than fire. I've been multiplying my stores with every delve.”
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“However much you have, that can't be enough,” Caitlin said. “We can’t just rely on throwing essence. We need someone capable of creating it. Retreat is our best option. Let’s just—”

“I can produce light essence, too,” Joey said, interrupting her. He felt bad about going against Caitlin. Their relationship had no label and had not long started. He hoped his contradiction wouldn't end whatever they had between them. “Since my magic has the power to create constructs out of nothing, she thought it might pair well with Fae Fire. I can only use it to create illusory flames, bolts, and spearheads and turn myself invisible—which is a bitch to do—but it produces light and mind essence.”

“I just don’t like this, okay?” Caitlin sounded shrill as she spoke. “Things would be different if we had Ernest with us. We haven’t trained enough as a party for this. If it were just a journeyman rift, I’d be all in, but this dimension is on its way to ascending. We might be dealing with Voidborne on top of that. We aren’t ready for this, Nox.”

“What if the rift breaches, Cat?” Alexander asked, placing a hand on his sister’s armored back. “There are far too many civilian settlements within half a day’s walk of here. Voidlings or not, we can’t let the beasts get to them.”

“Grandmother might have you brainwashed with a hero complex, Alex, but that won’t work on me. My brother and friends come first. I’m not going to risk them for people I don’t know. Perhaps that’s not the right thing for me to say as a delver or a Woodson, but it’s the truth.” 

Caitlin scanned the party. She lingered on Joey. He could tell she wanted his support. They had spent several nights up discussing their lives, beliefs, and desires. Joey felt horrible for not siding with her. This delve was an important opportunity, and he couldn’t afford to give it up. Kris had instructed him to win Nox’s favor by whatever means necessary. They needed to learn to work together for the upcoming campaign. A party was also essential for empowering Nar and fulfilling Joey’s side of the contract.

“Fine.” Caitlin sighed. “How about we agree to table this until we find out what we’re dealing with? Just be aware that my armor’s effectiveness will be halved if facing Void essence.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Nox told her. “I understand where you’re coming from, Caitlin. Every life in this party is important to me, too. But we have to do this. Dean Woodson and Kris need to protect the city. What if potential Voidborne use the time to multiply and flood the walls in a few weeks?”

The Woodson woman said nothing. Instead, she grew her helm to cover her face and head before waving in the direction Lillin had pointed. The party resumed their march, swapping the frontline and rearguard positions.

Joey attempted to initiate a conversation with Caitlin but received the cold shoulder.

That was a mistake, Jitendra. The djinn finally broke his several-week-long silence. When choosing between friends and your lover, always choose the latter. I appreciate the sentiment, though. A meal will go a long way towards helping you control our flames.

When Joey asked questions, hoping to solve arcane problems or get Nar’s input on the dimension, he, of course, got silent. The damned djinn only spoke when it wanted something or found the opportunity to poke fun at his mistakes.

The march to the source of the odd presence took the party just over an hour. Caitlin’s wood armor displayed surprising mobility when encountering cliff faces and ravines. It adopted a simian shape and grew a tail and extra digits, making climbing easier. Nox and Joey climbed on her back, making traversal easier. Lillin displayed unnerving physiology-changing abilities and accomplished the same. Meanwhile, Alexander half-ran-half-climbed up an almost vertical surface. He appeared nearly as agile as his squirrels.

Lillin led the party to a claw-shaped crystalline structure. It stood almost three stories tall, had sharp angles and curves, and an opening twice as tall and wide as Caitlin’s armor. The party’s light sources proved invaluable as they ventured into the structure and started their descent.

The squirrels led the way, warning them of weak floors, steep drops, and obstacles. They traveled less than a hundred feet before encountering signs of life. Alexander’s scouts detected them first, but the advanced warning only let the party prepare for the coming assault. The rift dwellers had already noticed the party—perhaps long before the squirrels saw and heard them—and made a beeline for the delvers.

Nox launched arrows into the attacking beast without hesitation. It moved like a spider on eight limbs, except each was a human arm or leg. The torso also looked like an assortment of male and female parts twisted or melted together. The entity before them looked like a chimera made of several people instead of beasts. The arrows shredded flesh and bone without issue, turning the monster into nothing more than a pile of flesh and gore. 

“Where is the blood?” Alex asked as his squirrels got a closer look. “Is it a puppet?”

“No,” Caitlin replied. “Grandmother told us about these things. Arachne. They’re worshippers of Maka Dee, the Cosmic Spider from her home dimension.”

The noise of nails scraping against glass cut their conversation short. The crystalline structure refracted all of the party’s light sources, illuminating the approaching horde. Counting the approaching foes proved impossible because of the sea of arms and legs. The party unleashed their attacks as one.

Arcane projectiles and beams shot from the Arachne’s backlines, forcing Nox and Alexander into cover. Meanwhile, Lillin conjured a black portal as tall as her, sending all that came at her into a pocket dimension. Joey created a barricade of his own using frost fire. A rough wall of icicles appeared in front of him. He simultaneously sent a barrage at the attackers. Joey lost control of his Djinn Fire once they left his mana zone, so he first turned them into ice spikes.

Caitlin joined Lillin at the front without hesitation. Her left arm grew into a giant shield, and her right into a pike. They met the charging Arachne together, shredding limbs and skewering torsos. 

It was tempting to launch fire spells because of their destructive power, but the vanguard made it challenging. Curious about Caitlin’s hypothesis, Joey mixed fae fire projectiles with ice spikes. Thanks to the horde of monsters, he didn’t have to aim and only needed to avoid hitting Lillin and Caitlin. 

“Damn it.” Joey hissed when a fiery projectile struck Caitlin’s armor and set her ablaze. The flames only lasted for a couple of seconds. Lillin retreated momentarily, withdrew two flasks from a dimensional pocket, and splashed their contents on the elemental armor. Such protections didn’t last long, so he conjured frostfire and Shaped it into a wide wall. He climbed atop it and attempted to eliminate the casters in the rear. Unfortunately, he lacked the accuracy for the job.

The party’s long-range attacker came to the rescue. Nox leaped onto the platform and unleashed monstrous arrows of red glass. They transformed into fire lances mid-air, incinerating through his targets—the rings surrounding them shredding everything nearby.

Thanks to the narrow passageway, it didn’t take the party long to gain the advantage. At first, they only pushed the Arachne back, then achieved a point where the monsters could no longer advance. Caitlin remained planted in place, protecting the backline, while Lillin charged in, wearing gravity armor and wielding giant gravity orbs. She mowed through all in her path while Joey covered her rear. Nox continued eliminating the rear and taking out distant specimens who added to the horde.

Squirrels darted between legs, tripping foes, mauling heads and spines, or electrocuting the rare weapon wielders. They tripped enemies that got past Lillin or Caitlin, giving Joey the time to eliminate them. The battle dragged on, but the party won the fight. They survived with nothing but scratches and bruises. However, their mana wells suffered significant depletion.
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                The party used mana and stamina recovery brews to recover. Nox gave everyone a diluted version of his empowering cocktail. He worried they’d struggle to deal with the concentrated version’s toxicity. Caitlin had suffered burns and used her wood elementals’ magic to accelerate healing. Lillin had also suffered a few lacerations. She shed the injured flesh and replaced it with biomass from her evergrowing storage. The rest of the party had survived relatively unharmed.

“I’ve never read about creatures like those,” Nox commented as the party briefly rested. The constant casting had drained everyone’s mental strength. “Intermediate Dungeon Theory needs to include them in its syllabus. Those things flimsy but terrifying.”

“They should be long extinct,” Caitlin said. “Apparently, the Arachne were on their last legs and turning feral when Grandmother and her father encountered them. War parted them from their master and trapped them in a dying world. They had long lost their original forms and cannibalized human corpses to house their consciousnesses.”

“Wasn’t their world dying because of a Void Lord?” Alexander asked. He appeared more drained than others. Resummoning squirrels and commanding several squads of them had severely drained him.

“Oth, Devourer of Worlds.” Caitlin nodded. “If its traces of him Lillin detected, we’re as good as dead. Oth’s eyes turn all who look into them mad. Then his minions feed on what’s left while leaving the life essence for him to absorb.”

“Wouldn’t the rift’s danger level be much higher than yellow-green if we were dealing with Oth?” Caitlin’s right eye twitched when her brother spoke. “It’s more likely a minion. Could it be commanding the Arachne?”

“Unlikely. They were probably the last of their kind and original residents of this dimension.”

“Either way, we need to carry on and investigate,” Nox stated. “It's too early for us to turn back now. If we encounter something beyond our capabilities, Lillin and I will cover the rear so the rest of you can retreat.”

“Niddhogg’s taint, Nox,” Caitlin swore. “What’s wrong with you? Why the blight are you so suicidal?” She sighed, shaking her head. “You lot are right. We need to destroy the dimension’s rulers and close the rift. There is no retreat.” While the others prepared to move on, she approached Nox and spoke with her volume lowered. “Just ensure nothing happens to Alexander, alright? He can’t die.”

“Of course. I won’t let anything happen to my brother.”

“You don’t get it. It's more than that. Alexander is more than an ordinary summoner. Grandmother claims he has the potential to ascend to druidhood someday. He needs to survive for Ygg’s sake.”

“Dean Woodson is rearing him to take her place when she’s gone?” Nox whispered.

Caitlin nodded. “We’re trying to ensure she’s not the last druid. Alexander doesn’t know, and we need to keep it that way. He’s much too foolhardy, though.”

“I get it. Thanks for telling me, Caitlin. I understand your hesitation. We’ll do whatever is necessary to keep Alexander alive.”

“Thank you.”

The party moved deeper into the structure, following the trail left behind by the Arachne horde. They once again encountered vertical drops, forcing them into vulnerable positions while traversing. Alexander’s squirrels continued to scout but failed to find further signs of life. Meanwhile, Lillin’s senses guided them closer toward an eerie presence below them. 

It didn’t take long for them to encounter more Arachne. Smaller groups of them emerged from cracks and crevasses, attempting to catch the party off guard. They often flanked the group or came at them from the rear during descents or in tight corridors. Alexander’s squirrels proved invaluable. The party often waited at strategically advantageous locations, forcing the creatures into bottlenecks and using the environment to their advantage. Specimens stronger and more durable than the scaled asura emerged before long. However, they were significantly dumber and, therefore, reasonably easy to kill. Parties more focused on defense or debilitating foes would probably struggle against the creatures since they relied on attrition for victory. The party pushed through them with overwhelming force.

Nox had to use Trap Foam several times, blocking off side tunnels or the path behind them. Traping or delaying the creatures made more sense than fighting them when the environment gave them the advantage. At times, he missed Ernest’s sound judgment. He had more experience as a delver and often handed out sage advice that made the party’s life easier. Now, Nox felt the burden on his shoulders alone. Caitlin almost had as much experience as him but focused all her efforts on defending the party. She only highlighted the holes in Nox’s plans. It wasn’t malicious. Instead, it helped them prepare for the worst-case scenario or cover blindspots.

After two hours of exploration and combat, the party stopped for another rest. Unfortunately, they didn’t get a long enough break. Rapid scuttling echoed through the caverns. The sound told them a new foe had emerged. The clicking of joints and scraping of hardened nails on crystal heralded the Arachne horde. Meanwhile, the unique sound reminded Nox of the southern coast’s giant crabs exploring the rocky seafront.

The illuminated crystals darkened as the new foe approached. The Woodson siblings stiffened and paled. “My elementals don’t like this one bit,” Caitlin said.

“The same goes for the squirrels,” Alexander added.

Six-legged chitinous beasts scurried out of the tunnels. Their size ranged from regular house cats all the way to war horses. Crab-like clawed arms grew from their triple-segmented torsos; some specimens had long, barbed stingers. Their compound eyes caught the party’s light, looking like polished mirrors of solid black. Worst of all, an unnerving chill followed them. The impossibly frigid realm felt even colder. 

A solid white arrow burst from Ratra’s Bow. Three hallows surrounded the projectile as it ripped past the party’s vanguard and into the approaching monsters. The arrowhead cleanly pierced the first three foes it struck, and the rings sliced all surrounding biomass into tidy pieces. Then, the arrow hit a humanoid entity made of hard, coiled flesh. It shattered into countless pieces, showering the surrounding creatures with shrapnel. Unfortunately, only a couple of them fell.

Meanwhile, the black coating softened and glistened for a moment. Chunks fell free, burned, and squirmed for a moment before melting. The black solidified again, looking harder and denser than before.
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Subsequent projectiles did even less damage to the creature and more stumbled into the right among the scuttlers. Nox’s heart pounded in his chest as he failed to do enough damage. Alexander’s squirrels were useless against the creatures. Meanwhile, the vanguard struggled to put up a defense. The monsters were far too fast and coordinated for Lillin to mow through them. Their bites and attacks did more damage to Caitlin’s armor than Nox expected. He guessed Void essence lined the claws and stingers. The situation felt hopeless. Nox was about to order a retreat when Joey surprised all of them.

Fuschia flames washed over Lillin and Caitlin, leaving them primarily unharmed. However, the Voidborne screeched when the conjuration touched them. The fire stuck to their chitin, melting it and spreading when they bumped into each other. Suddenly, Joey materialized in their midst. He launched a concentrated blast into the twisted humanoid, and more of the black melted away. Meanwhile, the spearhead darted around him, ripping through the heads of any that ignored the flames and targeted him. 

A pale, aged human face emerged when enough dark flesh receded. It resembled the wildfolk from the Arctic Wastes in the distant north. Nox only got to study the features for a short time. Joey drew his new weapon and extended it to the spear form in a single smooth swing. Then he thrust it into his opponent’s face. The black flesh crawled off the man, revealing an old, frail body. The countless pieces moved like agile slugs, charging at Joey. He drove them back with a burst of thick fae fire before disappearing into thin air. He reappeared behind Caitlin a moment later, panting heavily and covered in sweat.

“Close your eyes!” Nox yelled, drawing a rune-covered white essence glass sphere out of his pocket. His Artisan's Arm threw it with greater strength and accuracy than Nox's normal limbs could ever master, and Essence Master triggered the spell script.

The flash that followed was so bright Nox could see it through his closed eyelids. Deafening screeches filled the tunnel, making the giant crystalline structure tremble. He had to blink away spots for several seconds after the brightness faded. Most of the Voidborne lay immobile, covered in white and pink flames. The black chitin had melted away, revealing ugly purple and grey flesh underneath.

Only a trio of humanoid beasts remained upright and mobile. Unlike the first specimen they defeated, the black coating appeared wet, soft, and squirming. The surrounding light helped Nox get a better look at the creatures. Some dislodged from the body and curled into tight spiraling rings as they fell.

“They're leeches,” Nox commented, his face contortions in disgust. “The lich queen. These things fit the description of her strongest minions.”

The historical records spoke of two types of undead in her army. The first, weaker variety were half-alive bodies controlled by the giant leeches in their chest. The other wore the leeches like armor. The second variant was significantly more robust, agile, and innovative. Historians didn't link the lich queen's magic or minions to the Void. However, Nox's keen mana sense recognized the familiar Void essence. It resided in each individual leech and the accompanying chitinous beasts.

Smaller leeches assisted their larger compatriots by suffocating the flames. They died as a result, but the colony lived on. The black masses twisted around each other, forming hardened coils. The form reminded Nox of flayed bodies used to train medical mages, surgeons, and other healers. Then, the leeches' external layers set. The resulting humanoid appeared more petite and slender. They appeared weaker. Yet Nox struggled to put them down as they charged. The lack of bulk made them faster and more flexible.

Caitlin had replaced her wood spear with a hammer. The shorter reach made the weapon easier to use in the narrow passageway. She attempted blocking with her shield and clobbering as the creatures recoiled. Unfortunately, the new flexible limbs folded naturally to absorb attacks and then extended, slipping through her guard. The fingers coiled into long, twisted spikes and stabbed at her joints.

Another leech person lunged at Caitlin’s blind spot, but Lillin jumped between them before they could make contact. Despite the effects of Haste and her gravity orbs’ ability to imbalance foes, she struggled to land a clean bow. Her opponent danced, bent, and wove out of the way. In fact, her magic—armor included—flickered whenever it got within an inch of the body.

Sniper’s Eye enhanced Nox’s eye, giving him a better view of the ongoing skirmishes. It was subtle, but Caitlin’s armor discolored and cracked wherever the leech-covered body touched her. The beasts appeared to get faster as the fights continued, but that wasn’t the case. The Void Essence distorted and destabilized all magic that it touched.

Unfortunately, Joey’s attempts to assist them at close range failed. The last remaining humanoid raced past the vanguard, forcing him to engage with Djinn Fire melded with Fae Fire. He didn’t get sufficient time to cover his opponent in fuschia flames. Instead, he wrapped his arms in them and swung at his opponent, occasionally launching fiery tongues. Joey only managed to graze his opponents, shaving flesh off the leeches. 

“Damned draugr,” Alexander hissed.

Neither he nor Nox got the time to help them as more Voidborne flooded the tunnel. They used their magic to keep the monsters at bay, ensuring they didn‘t reach the vanguard or Joey and overwhelm them. Repositioning to get better angles kept the Aritsan’s Arm busy. Nox needed it to hold on to the wall as he stood on a narrow, elevated outcropping. The position allowed him to fire empowered arrows over Caitlin and Lillin’s heads without worrying about hurting them.

“Alexander, leave attacking to me,” he said, panting. The mental strain of Finesse Shaping and Live Spell Weaving left his temples throbbing. Meanwhile, Ratra’s Bow had grown to its more advanced state, sapping his mana significantly with every shot. “Get me your fastest and smartest squirrels.”

“What are you thinking?” Alexander asked, summoning twelve. The act left him pale, panting, and relying on the wall for support. Nox appreciated that the Woodson man wasted no time despite his doubts. He respected the ‘act first, ask questions later’ attitude.

Nox stopped firing momentarily and emptied his satchel of all but one of his light-essence spheres. There were six. “One for each draugr. Have them carry the rest into the horde and their entry tunnels.”

“How will they trigger it?” 

“A lightning spark and light mana infusion will suffice.”

The squirrels jumped into action straight away. They disappeared into the enemy horde. The empty-handed squirrels accompanied the critters heading to the connecting tunnels. Nox kept the foe's attention while Joey and the vanguard continued their fight. All three mages had slowed significantly over the past handful of seconds. 

Cuts covered Joey’s arm and torso. He appeared more reliant on the djinn container than his martial ability to avoid the draugr’s accurate attacks. Nox guessed Lillin would’ve long perished without the excess biomass reinforcing her flesh and bones. Her lacerations only appeared skin deep but exposed the pulsating biomass underneath. Caitlin seemed in significantly better shape when compared to her opponent, but the state of her armor suggested her defense wouldn’t last long.

“Ready,” Alexander said a moment later.

“Eyes!” Nox yelled. He gestured for Alexander to count down from five before signaling the go-ahead.

The flash that followed was so powerful it flooded the crystalline structure, surrounding the party and their foe in blinding white. Nox couldn’t just see the glow through his closed eyelids but also got a headache because of the brightness. Screeches and cries followed. The sound shook the structure. If not for the Artisan’s Arm gripping the wall, Nox would’ve fallen from his narrow perch.

White flames covered the Voidborne when he opened his eyes. The draugr had fallen, and their leeches were no more. A solitary chitin-covered beast stood in the rear. It was larger and sleeker than the rest. The head was enormous, and the eyes glowed with an otherworldly violet shade. The light essence had melted most of its armor away. It struggled to stand upright and swayed on its six legs. 

“That’s the source of the emptiness,” Lillin said. She sat like a fog in front of a pallid, hairless corpse. No leeches remained in front of her.

A final arrow made of white essence glass ended the battle. It destroyed the monster’s head and shredded its body. Then, Nox, too, collapsed, feeling worn out.
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                “Don’t you want to consume the boss?” Nox asked Lillin after catching his breath.

“I wouldn’t even if there was anything left for me to have,” she replied. “That thing… its minions… they felt sickening. I don’t think we would’ve survived the energy.”

“Mind if I have at it, then?” Joey enquired. His spearhead floated over his right shoulder. “Nar wants to consume the boss’ remaining arcane signatures. It will fulfill my side of the contract for a few months.”

“Go ahead.”

The spearhead hovered above the Voideborne leader’s remains—or whatever remained of it. Nox’s arrow had destroyed the head, both arms, and the stinger. The torso appeared more or less intact, but new white flames slowly melted the chitin. Nox felt traces of Void Essence slowly escaping the body. He detected Mind, Shadow, and some Spatial, too. 

“This thing was controlling the draugr?” Nox wondered out loud. 

“That’s what it looks like,” Caitlin stated, gobbling mana and stamina recovery pills. All the color had drained from her face, and the elemental armor lay in pieces. “I’m guessing the creature brought them from its original dimension. Otherwise, the Arachne would’ve assimilated the host bodies.”

Colorful wisps burst from the monster’s remains and flowed into the djinn container. The lights contained in the glass brightened, and Joey glowed, too. Nox sensed the junior apprentice’s mana swell despite the distance between them. It felt no different from when his star grew following Lillin’s more substantial feasts. The glass turned smoother, and the edges appeared sharper. It also gained a couple of inches, and etchings appeared along the body, giving it more detail.

“This is why you wanted to push on.” Caitlin sounded perturbed. Her clenched jaw betrayed her fury.

“I’m sorry, Cat,” Joey said. “I’d be in violation of my contract if Nar waited much longer.”

“And you couldn’t tell me that? We were far too close to dying. I would’ve arranged for us to challenge a more suitable rift. Perhaps that one wasn’t on the verge of ascending.” Caitlin sighed, shaking her head. “Maybe it was wrong of me to trust you. At least it’s over. We’ll need to rethink this once—”

“Hold on a moment,” Nox said, frowning. Despite the recovery pills and empowering brew, he struggled to stand. It felt as if the fight had significantly fatigued him. “The rift is still stable.”

“So?” Joey raised an eyebrow.

“It means the Voidborne hadn’t yet completed the incursion. The rift’s original rulers are still alive.”

“They’re down there,” Lillin said, pointing at a tunnel directly behind them. “I couldn’t feel her earlier, with the void essence dulling my senses. It's clear as day now. She’s weak and injured but still alive.” She glanced between Nox and Joey. “I’d like to consume this one.”

“Nar needs to rest between meals and assimilate the absorbed energies,” Joey said. “Whatever is down there is all yours.”

“The pills recovered my mana, but the elementals aren’t ready yet,” Caitlin said. “I can assist with healing, barricades, and perhaps entangling roots, but nothing more. Can you manage with just that?”

“I’ve more or less recovered my full strength.” The cuts covering Lillin’s body thinned but didn’t fade. However, the flesh underneath stopped pulsating. Nox guessed they weren’t high on her priority lists. Repairing her bones and organs demanded significant energy and focus. She likely fixed them before bothering with skin-deep injuries. “If you don’t mind being horrified, I can take the brunt of whatever the boss can throw at us. You’ll only need to whittle the thing down enough for me to finish it off.”

“That’s assuming it doesn’t have an army protecting it,” Nox said. “Although, if the creatures are like any Arachne we’ve faced so far, I don’t think we need to be worried. My arrows cut through them like butter. Given how stable this place is, I don’t need to hold back either. What about you, Joey? How are you feeling?”

“Amazing,” he answered. The junior apprentice’s flushed cheeks and dilated pupils made it look like he had just taken a puff of Sellis Weed. He showed the party his manameter. “My mana system is overflowing, and I feel stronger than ever.”
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“Any morsels of wisdom from your pact?” Caitlin asked, using a short, professional tone.

“I think I understand Djinn Fire better now. It feels like I can control it a lot better than before.” Joey turned to Nox. “I might not have your range or destructive power, but I should be able to eliminate a mass of foes at close range without putting myself at risk or using too much mana.”

“Djinn Fire and Illusory Essence gives you a fair bit of flexibility,” Nox commented. “If I were you, I’d use the invisibility a lot more to get behind enemy lines, unleash a massive attack, and then flee.”

“Sounds like a plan. So, are we ready to move?” Wooden armor coated her forearms and lower legs, forming thick gauntlets and greaves. “The Voidborne might be gone, but the elementals still aren’t happy about this dimension. It's much too cold, and I think it might be tainted. The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

The story has been taken without consent; if you see it on Amazon, report the incident.

“Let’s move on then,” Lillin said. “I’m ravenous.”

The party faced no further resistance during the remainder of their descent. They passed areas where the Arachne and Voidborne had fought. Only half consumed insectoid and human flesh remained to indicate what had happened. Molten lines crisscrossed the crystalline walls. The first Arachne wave had casters among them. Nox guessed the Voidborne eliminated the elite magic users amongst the mostly feral beasts.

It took them half an hour to reach the rift lord’s lair. It sat in a network of high-ceilinged caverns. Ancient machines Nox didn’t recognize, rough huts, and several primitive structures dotted the area. It almost counted as a shanty town, but the creatures they slaughtered didn’t quite feel intelligent enough to build such structures.

The boss sat in the middle of the enormous cavern, looking beaten, bruised, and mangled. Several female bodies melted together, forming her torso, and four heads grew out of her neck. They all faced in a different direction. She only had seven remaining limbs—each was a coiled mess of several arms and legs— and two bent in the opposite direction at the joints. Slime trickled out of three empty eye sockets; only half the heads had lower jaws. 

Given the reasonably undamaged surroundings, it looked like the Arachne queen had successfully repelled the invaders from her people’s homes. Unfortunately, she paid a dear price for her actions. The Arachne Queen struggled to move as the party approached, stumbling and falling on her belly a couple of times. Most, if not all, of her subjects had perished, too. 

“Mercy,” the queen’s several hoarse voices begged, speaking out of unison. “I’m the last. Let me live.” One head burst into tears. “The Cosmic Spider will thank you. She’ll shower you with rewards. Riches and power unlike anything—”

An empowered arrow made of fiery red crimson glass destroyed all surviving heads and ripped through the torso. The rings spinning around the arrow severed limbs and shredded the body into ribbons.

“You were supposed to let me finish it,” Lillin complained.

“Does it matter?” Nox asked. “Her magic should still be intact enough for your consumption.”

“So much for the thrill of the hunt.”

“She was as good as dead, and I didn’t want to hear her miserable begging. I’m just about tired enough to consider her plea. Would you want me to consider letting her live?”

“No. I suppose this is better. It’s no fun, is all.”

“By Niddhogg’s taint, you two are the strangest duo I’ve encountered,” Caitlin said, rolling her eyes. Light tremors shook the caverns. Crystal chips and dust rained around them. A building collapsed behind where the queen had stood, revealing a white portal. It was their way out of the dimension. “Can you eat so we can return home?”

“Fine.” Lillin sighed. She marched up to the Arachne, opened the ugly mimic mouth in her stomach, and lapped up the head and torso’s remnants with a long, triangular tongue. 

A wave of energy washed over Nox as Lillin finished her meal. He felt the benefits of her feast almost straight away.
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Despite his exhaustion, excitement bubbled up deep inside Nox. He was ready to leave the journeyman rank behind and advance to adept. The development didn’t just come with an increase in his maximum mana and the ability to solidify another planet. Adept mages gained physical benefits, too. They weren’t as prominent as that of an aether warrior, but he’d be healthier, live a naturally longer life, and require less sustenance. 

The rank also came with mana circuit growth and mental benefits, reducing the strain of using more powerful magic. Nox was excited about his mana zone growing most of all. He had long accepted the fact that he’d never get to use long-ranged magic. However, every inch counted. The further he could conjure defenses from his body, the less likely Nox was to get hurt. 

“Anything of interest?” Nox asked Alexander. His army of squirrels scoured the village and the ancient artifacts, looking for functional or interesting relics.

“Nothing besides a handful of runescripts I’ve never seen before,” the potential druid answered. “I’m collecting all scrolls and tomes. The runes are different from what we use. I only recognize a handful of characters. Grandmother might find them interesting. The Arachne are supposed to be extinct and from her origin universe, after all.”

“Sure. I got all the reward I could’ve wanted from this delve. It's probably the same for Lillin, too.”

“And me,” Joey added.

“Unless you find something obnoxiously powerful or possibly worth a fortune, you and Caitlin are welcome to everything in the village,” Nox said.

“I’d rather not touch or use anything in here,” Caitlin said. “It's all yours, Alex.”

“Thank you!” Alexander grinned. An army of squirrels emerged from the shanty town, carrying scrolls, tomes, scraps of paper, and art. The last of them was so faded and creased that Nox struggled to see anything notable. 

The party regrouped, and Lillin approached the portal first. “It’s fine. This will take us home.”

“How can you tell?” Nox asked.

The mimic woman grinned. She leaned close enough to whisper into Nox’s ear. “The Arachne Queen was a planeswalker. I suppose I’m a bit of one now, as well.”

“What?!” Nox struggled to keep his exclamation quiet. The Woodsons and Joey were far enough away for them not to hear the conversation. He studied the portal ahead of them it was much better shaped than the dimension’s entry point. Nox guessed the Arachne Queen had created it to serve as an exit but lacked the time and mana to grow it. “Does that mean we can travel by portal now?”

“It's not that easy.” Lillin shook her head. “I’m afraid I’ll need to pick through the queen’s memories and study portal magic so we don’t end up at the bottom of the ocean or in the Void.”

Before Lillin developed gravity magic, she and Nox spent hours studying portals in the Trade Empire’s libraries. He had hoped to flee the Gedge’s abuse and resulting isolation using it. The Golden Isles regularly floated past settlements that appeared significantly happier and more hospitable. 

Unfortunately, the branch of spatial magic suffered from endless challenges and limitations. Opening a portal didn’t appear particularly challenging. However, accurately connecting it to one’s destination was apparently impossibly difficult. The records only named a handful of human mages capable of such spells. 

The pair put the conversation on hold and exited the unstable dimension. It would close before long. The party returned to their home universe, and the rift disappeared behind them. Only a perfect circle of blackness remained at the crater’s heart.

“Did Kris say anything about how we return home?” Joey asked.

No one in the party had an answer for her. They hesitantly glanced at each other before shrugging and climbing toward the crater’s edge.
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Ever since Arwin was summoned as a child, all he has known is war. And now, to claim the demon queen's life and end the war, he has to kill himself.   

But, as he deals the final blow to his mortal enemy, the Hero of Mankind is betrayed.

Caught in a magical explosion thought to end him, Arwin awakens a month later to find that everyone has already moved on. His [Hero] class has changed to a unique blacksmith class called [The Living Forge] that is empowered by consuming magical items, but some of his old passive [Titles] remain, giving him the power to forge his new future exactly the way he wants to.

Arwin isn't going to settle for anything less than completely surpassing the powers he wielded as the Hero.

After all, you are what you eat – and Arwin’s diet just became legendary.




                



Aftermaths And Reunions


                The return journey to the city was long but uneventful. Nox diverted the party when passing myconid colonies they had bombed during their trip to the rift. Several had local wildlife feeding on them. New mushrooms sprouted around the statues, and Caitlin reported that only clean life essence flowed through them. They collected samples and gave Nox half an hour to study the whole organism before moving on. He wished they had Michelle with them. The Beaufort woman could’ve offered valuable insights.

“Anything notable?” Caitlin asked.

Nox nodded. “My latest version of the flame slime concoction seems to work differently on live myconids when compared to brain-dead specimens. After studying my notes and a few more tests, I might have something more conclusive.”

The landscape, though scarred, felt unusually calm. It was like a great storm had passed, and the aftermath awaited them. The party covered a third of the distance until they were too tired to carry on. Lillin took the first watch. Then Alexander summoned squirrels to do the job halfway through the night—he needed a few hours of sleep to recover from the delve’s mental strain. They continued the journey the following morning and reached the eastern gate just before sunset.

Nothing remained of the refugee camps. Nox hoped most of the residents had fled before the monsters arrived. Giant groups of laborers worked together, butchering, burying, or dragging away monster corpses. Long lines of tired, injured, and blood-soaked fighters lined outside the gates, awaiting entry. The moon was already in the sky before Nox and his companions reached the guards and skipped inspection using university identification.

The city appeared emptier than when they left it. Several long caravans and airships had populated the scenery until mid-afternoon. The party had made a game of counting the sails they recognized to rid themselves of boredom. The vessels abruptly stopped around the third-afternoon bell.

“It looks like half the refugees and almost just as many residents abandoned the city,” Alexander stated as they passed from New Outer Ring into Outer Ring. 

“They must be terrified,” Joey mumbled. He told them about his life during the walk. Joey fled his hometown under similar circumstances when Sundarshahar expanded its borders. The mana density made the locals sick, and monsters killed half the residents during the night or the subsequent escape. The scene probably brought back terrible memories. “Where do you think they went?”

“South, probably,” Caitlin answered. “Sen’s Watch is a couple of days' ride from here. The more daring might’ve followed caravans heading toward the Imperium or Oakheart lands.”

The party marched straight to the dungeon studies department’s administration office and reported their delve. The woman behind the desk appeared relieved to see them back. She left them waiting for five minutes and then returned with Kris.

“I’m so happy you’re okay,” she said. “I was on the verge of setting off with an airship last night looking for you. Then the diviners told me the rift was closing, and you lot were uninjured and on your way back.”

“It looks like things went well here,” Caitlin commented. “Is Grandmother okay?”

“We didn’t need her as much as we expected. Lorenzo, Wolfhammer, Dean Oleg, and I handled the walls and eliminated the larger hordes before they reached us.” Kris sighed. She waved them to a side room and ordered a page to fetch beverages and food. “Things didn’t go as well for delvers and war mages who went out into the field. The party you left with only returned this morning. Two didn’t make it. The third will never delve again. He might need to switch to research or production. Only a handful of groups, including yours, made it back intact.”

“How is that possible?” Nox asked. “Did all the rifts ascend following the initial assessment?”

Kris nodded. “By a couple of stages in some cases. We lost entire parties and had to deal with minor incursions. Better detectives than I are investigating what could’ve caused this and the mutants amongst the monster hordes. Signs of Void Essence has everyone especially concerned.”

“By Yggdrasil.” Alexander sighed, slumping in his chair. “How long were we gone? The squirrel says time feels wrong now.”

“A week. The corruption and incursions in the rifts appeared to have distorted time. For a while, we thought all the delving parties died. The oncoming hordes and covering fleeing carriages meant most of us lacked the luxury to go looking for you.” Kris turned to the Woodsons. “Your grandmother has been worried sick. You’ll find her on the northern wall, fixing the roads.”

Caitlin and Alexander bid the party goodbye before departing. Joey tried hugging the former before she left, but she kept him at arm’s length. He appeared disheartened when he reclaimed his seat.

“Three of you feel stronger,” Kris commented, and they told her about the delve.

“Nar improved my ability to make constructs out of Djinn Fire,” Joey said afterward. “I feel more in control now.”

“Did he not assimilate anything from the Voidborne?” 

“Arcane disruption. The Void's touch gave Nar the power to inject Chaos into Djinn Fire. It's mana intensive but might prove useful against enemy mages.”

“You might have a future as a cult hunter,” Kris said. “Arcane disruption is a potent tool. I wouldn't undersell it. Your party is an exception, but most struggle with enemy casters while delving.” The professor looked at Nox and Lillin. “What about the two of you?”
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“Lillin is a mid-adept, and I'm ready to ascend,” Nox answered. “I already have the upgrade for my star ready. This came sooner than expected, so I don't have a plan or spellscript ready for my next planet.”

“Don't take too long. The danger has passed for now, but we could have a repeat of recent events. Given our weakened numbers, all of you need to be in top form. Good job, though.” Kris nodded at both of her apprentices. “I'm proud of all of you.” She handed all of them new delving badges. “You can wear yours once you hit adept, Nox.” 

“Don't we need to pass our exams first?” Lillin asked.

“Student delvers are receiving temporary benefits for service to the city. Take advantage of it while you can.” Kris stopped Nox before he could leave and spoke to him one-on-one. “Your flame slime concoction saved a lot of lives this past week. The healers are raving about your store's sterilization brew, too. Good job. Really. I'm sure Mou will be proud when she learns of your contributions.”

“Thank you, professor.” Nox hesitated before departing. “What about the Woodsons? Won’t they receive promotions? Caitlin is on the cusp of ascension, too.”

“Dean Woodson will directly deal with their promotions,” Kris answered. “Caitlin will need a druid’s touch to grow and evolve her elementals, too.”

The university had given everyone a two-week break from classes. As a result, Nox and his friends had seven days of no classes. It was late in the evening by the time they finished their meeting with Kris. Lillin returned with the professor to her apartment, planning to sleep on the couch. Meanwhile, Nox headed to Aria's apartment. An unexpected encounter stopped him before he could enter her building.

“Nox!” Annabelle called, running up to him. She wore formal business attire under her university coat. The unkempt hair and bags under her eyes suggested her day had been long and tiring, just like Nox's. “I'm so glad you're okay!” 

Annabelle threw her arms around Nox and hugged him tightly. She froze a moment later and pulled away. “I'm sorry,” she said sheepishly, blushing. “Last time I bumped into Aria, you still hadn't returned from your delve. When she said, you went without the Beauforts… I assumed the worst.”

“Temporal disruption,” Nox said, struggling to wipe the memory of her warmth and smell from his mind. He had successfully wiped thoughts and memories of her from his mind over the past couple of months. Talking to Annabelle and touching her made them all come flooding back. “We were there for a day and a half at the most. Imagine our surprise when we returned and found all the monsters dead and the battle over.” He used checking his pocket watch as an excuse to retreat further from his former paramour. “It's late. How come you're just getting in?”

“Wilson and I took constabulary positions as extra credit for our governance and lawkeeping class. Duty currently involves scouring the sewers and outer roads for beasts that escaped the battle. Our shift just ended.” She glanced down at her dirty, unkempt clothes. “I didn't want to spend a moment longer without a bath. So Wilson is off submitting our report, and here I am.” Annabelle chuckled. “And I'm rambling. Sorry, Nox. You probably want to find Aria. I'm sorry for keeping you.”

“It's quite alright, Annabelle,” Nox said. “It was nice catching up with you.”

“And with you. I'm happy for you and Aria, by the way. She's been worried sick about you.” Annabelle fidgeted as the pair stood in silence, neither walking away first. “I'm sorry about how I reacted to your relationship the last time we spoke. Given everything that’s happened since, it was hypocritical of me.”

“You had good reason to be unhappy. I'm sorry if I made you think our relationship didn't mean anything to me. It took me longer to move on from us than I made it look.”

The pair hugged once again before parting ways. Nox felt good about the exchange as he climbed the stairs to Aria’s apartment. He knocked and got no response. Nox did it again and received the same results. When nothing changed with a third attempt, he turned around and walked away, deflated. Nox was halfway down the stairs when Aria's door opened, and she peeked out wearing nothing but a damp dressing gown. Locks of damp hair clung to her face while the rest sat atop her beautiful head in a tight bun.

Despite her state, the noblewoman raced out of her apartment and threw herself at Nox. The force would've knocked him down the stairs if not for the Artisan's Arm. 

“Where the blight have you been?” Aria kissed him before she could answer.

“Delving,” Nox managed to say when they paused to breathe. “I'm sorry. It kept me away for longer than expected.”

“Join me in the bath, and you can tell me all about it,” she said. Aria sniffed Nox’s chest. “You need a wash more than I do.”

The two lovers sat in silence, soaking and holding each other for several minutes before either found the energy to continue talking.

Aria's had been an eventful week, dotted with life-threatening situations, too. While the guards and professors kept the hordes at bay, several critters used the water supply and sewage network to break into the city. Fortunately, none passed the Nobles Quarter, leaving the university campus and Market Ring relatively unharmed. Aria was in Outer Ring, offering refugees and flighty citizens immigration contracts when the first beasts emerged. She had fought off a few with student constables, saving most of the slum from death and destruction.

The unexpected heroics helped her convince several families to flee to the Edelweiss lands instead of trying their luck on the southern roads or the Imperium. Mage-guarded caravans were now escorting them to the far north.

Despite regular attacks from below ground, Aria persisted with her recruitment efforts while providing whatever support she could to the city’s protectors. She had successfully won a city councilman’s favor during her escapades and submitted a request to transport urchins, too. Apparently, overcrowding and thievery had the government worried about the growing underage population, and she felt good about their chances.

“Maybe Caitlin and Alexander can help,” Nox said. “Dean Woodson is on the council, too. I'm sure convincing her will accelerate their decision.”

“Let's not pressure her right now,” Aria replied. “The last time I saw her, she was on the verge of collapse. Dean Woodson has been helping repair the earthquake's damage, healing the injured, and working tirelessly to stop the panic.”

Even though Kris had fed them, Nox raided Aria's ice box. She hadn't eaten dinner, and the two ate together, half-naked. Even though the pair professed their hunger for one another, they were much too tired to satisfy their appetites. Instead, the pair held each other and talked late into the night. Sleep struggled to find them despite their tiredness. 

In the end, Nox uncorked Aria's newest bottle of Spirit Caller's Tea. The resulting warmth and inebriation relaxed his tense muscles and wiped unnecessary thoughts from his mind. He felt terrible about relying on a brew to alter his mental condition, but after facing the Voidborne, it was a minor concern. 

Nox had undersold the terror he felt when facing the creatures from the last rift. The Arachne's twisted body and the draugr had taken root in Nox's mind, and he saw them whenever he closed his eyes. The relaxing, psychedelic brew helped him push the images out of his head and replaced them with flashes of Aria's face, lips, and ample breasts. They comforted Nox and filled him with joy. It took him a couple of hours, but Nox finally fell asleep around midnight while Aria spooned him. 

            


Tortoises And Firebombs


                Bi Xi appeared to Nox again during the spirit walk, looking worse for wear. It appeared as if recent events had affected the spirit, too. Craters pock-marked the intact sections of his shell. However, the critters crawling and squirming around the holes seemed sparser than before. 

“Are you a spirit of the land?” Nox asked, sitting six feet from Bi Xi.

The spirit just looked as scarred as the land outside the city’s walls. Brown and pink sludge stained Bi Xi’s scaly skin, and more crimson cracks split it. Nox tried scooting closer, but the tortoise snapped its jaws, stopping him. He raised his hands in surrender and retreated. 

“Are you already bound to someone else? Is that why you won’t let me get any closer? Or is someone abusing you?”

The tortoise hummed. It almost felt like an answer to one of Nox’s questions. He couldn’t tell which one, of course. He took solace in the fact that he was close to solving the mystery surrounding Bi Xi. Most curious of all wasn’t the new injuries or fewer insects but the tortoise’s presence. It was more solid and closer than ever before.

“You appear to be getting closer with every visit. Why don’t you tell me how to locate you, Bi Xi? I’ll find you and help you. Whatever help you need to feel better, I promise to provide it. We’ll solve this issue together.” Nox waited, hoping for the entity’s rare words. Any morsel of information from the tortoise would help him further improve his understanding of it and spirits in general. “There’s no rush. If you don’t tell me now, there will always be next time. Let me bring a friend. She might—”

A mighty wind washed through the mound around Ygg’s base. Leaves rained around Nox and spiraled around him. When the odd phenomena stopped, Bi Xi had disappeared. Instead, Otis appeared, dancing around where Nox stood. He scanned his surroundings, hoping to glimpse the tortoise, but saw nothing.

“Where in Ygg’s name have you been?” He asked Otis. Nox’s reliance on the gremlin had reduced thanks to Alexander’s squirrels. So, he didn’t try summoning Otis until after the first rift battle. Summon Familiar consumed his mana but failed to do its job. The Woodsons had offered several theories. “Was it the Void Essence, or did Terrastalia’s appearance affect the spirit realm too?”

Otis squeaked again, bounced off Nox’s shoulder, and stopped a foot from him. The gremlin appeared larger. It wasn’t just his size that had changed. The eyes were sharper and more intelligent. Otis’s body unfolded following a brief wobble and a pair of arms extending from the furry spherical torso. Each had four stubby digits—three fingers and an opposable thumb. 

“By Nidhogg’s taint!” Nox exclaimed, dropping to his knees. “Have you been off growing? I wish you could tell me what you’ve been up to.” The empathic connection to Otis felt stronger, too. “Am I wasting time with Bi Xi? Are you the one and only familiar to me? I was hoping to use the damned tortoise for defense, but that might prove unnecessary if you help avoid danger altogether.”

The gremlin hopped into Nox’s arms and nuzzled him. He wondered whether studying summons and exploring other options bothered Otis. To some extent, Nox felt guilty about thinking about ending his relationship with the spirit. They hadn’t been together long but experienced a fair bit together. Watching Otis grow only filled Nox with more doubts. Ascending to adept rank would only deepen their connection and empower the spirit more.

“I’m sorry, buddy. You’ve grown braver over the past couple of months and proven yourself a reliable companion. But I have to think about what will serve me best when we face Sundarshahar. I’ll be honest, though. You have me considering a planet dedicated to familiars and summoning. If we do that, I can link Bi Xi to the structure, and we can continue as we are now.”

Otis only squeaked. He and Nox explored the dreamscape together for the rest of the night.



Nox and Aria woke late the following morning, still holding each other. They indulged in amorous activities for quarter of an hour before climbing out of bed. The previous night’s leftovers sufficiently quelled their hunger, and Nox dressed in the extra clothes he stored at Aria's apartments. 

The pair wanted to spend more time together, but responsibilities forced them to part. The masses leaving the city had a variety of skills and experiences, and Aria hoped to find the perfect recruits among them. Everyone benefited from the contracts. The city solved its overcrowding problems; the panicking and scared got the foundations for a new start—many believed Terrastalia was unlikely to appear in the same place twice. Best of all, the barony got an infusion of labor to cultivate the land and eventually pay taxes.

Meanwhile, Nox wanted to check on his shop. He hoped the business had survived a week without him. After grabbing Lillin from Kris' apartment, he started toward the Market Ring.

“Did you ascend?” Lillin asked 

Even though it was around the tenth bell on Firstday, the campus streets were deserted. Nox guessed most were asleep because of the lack of classes or sleeping off late-night constabulary duties. Most of the students he sighted walked toward the research or production departments.

“No,” Nox replied. “I was too mentally exhausted for it. Perhaps I'll ascend tonight after preparing a new spellscript and a few catalysts to focus the effort.”

“Catalysts?” Lillin raised an eyebrow. “Why would you need those?”

“Makes life easier. Every consecutive stage is harder to reach, and the process is almost as challenging as first planet creation. I’d rather try my chances with catalysts—namely essence glass and mana gems—before resorting to aether ink tattoos.”

“I’m not sure if I have the patience for those. Your squirming makes tattooing annoying, too.”

“Not everyone can withdraw or deaden their nerves, Lillin.” Nox sighed. “Did you tell Kris about your new magic?”

Lillin nodded, stifling a yawn. “It might've been a mistake. She kept me up half the night discussing how to cultivate the power, manipulate it, and the blighted possibilities. I should've kept my mouth shut until the morning.”
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“I thought that might be the case. Which is why I didn't mention it earlier.” Nox laughed. “Kris will drive you mad about it over the semester break.”

“I regret masquerading as a human.” Lillin sighed. “Perhaps hanging off your shoulder as a satchel or backpack would've led to an easier life.”

“I doubt you would've raced to your current rank in such a form, though.”

“Very true.”

The City of Ygg had undergone a terrifying ordeal, yet her citizens appeared happy. They had seen a titan, repelled dungeon-born monsters, and survived. The expressions on their faces reminded Nox of Baron Edelweiss’ subjects after the victory against the myconids. The people carried themselves with pride. They were the survivors. He imagined they believed they’d seen the worst of existence and come out on the other side alive.

Nox envied them. He wished he could forget all he saw and celebrate. However, the more he saw, the more desperate he grew to eliminate the root of the problem—dungeon lords and their cults. Even though she didn’t articulate her thoughts, Nox could tell how Kris saw his business and current direction. She thought it idling stagnation—a distraction. The professor likely questioned his priorities. Nox disagreed with the unspoken belief. 

He denied it, and most disputed the opinion that Nox was a cripple, but mana burns forever limited his arcane potential. Alchemy, money, and creativity compensated for his shortcomings. Its effects weren’t as apparent to his peers, but without them, his reaction speed, aim, and tenacity would significantly lag behind his peers. The craft had put Nox on the map as a notable mage and delver.

“You’re thinking stupid thoughts again,” Lillin stated as they weaved through construction sights and excavations. “You’ve got a wallowing angry look again. You’re doing well, Nox. In fact, you’re performing significantly better than just ‘well.’”

“I know,” he replied. “I guess ten months isn’t enough time to rid myself of bad habits.”

“You have people that love, respect, and treasure you now. Sure, it's not the unconditional sentiment humans expect from their families, but this is what you earned. Treasure it. Don’t forget it.”

“I liked it better when you were more beast than human. Sage advice sounds wrong coming from you.”

“I’m serious, Nox. Don’t fall into old habits. Mou might no longer be around to keep them at bay, and I’m a poor substitute. But lean on Aria and the Woodsons if you ever feel yourself spiraling, alright?”

“I’m not—”

“The Voidborne and Arachne affected everyone’s minds. You did a good job of not talking about it, but I’ve improved at identifying these things. My presence has finally stopped making others uncomfortable. I was worried that Void Essence would result in a step in the opposite direction.”

“I hope Joey and his patron don’t undergo any unfortunate changes,” Nox stated.

“I studied him following the consumption,” Lillin replied. “The change in the djinn container and him weren’t as deep as what we experience. It shouldn’t be an issue. Nar and Joey appear to have the ability to filter what they consume and absorb only the desired qualities. Their boost isn’t as great as ours, though. I sensed several limitations, too.”

“He performed better than I expected. True warlocks have truly terrifying strength. Perhaps—”

Nox lost his train of thought as Ratra’s Knightly Brews came into view. Scorch marks covered the wall on the cosmetics side of the shop, and wooden planks covered a part of the window. Fresh wards sat etched on the surface. The work appeared rushed and amateur as if someone had done the bare minimum to cover a hole and secure the store within. When customers exited the store, Nox released a relieved sigh. The shop was open. It meant his staff was reasonably safe or, at least, uninjured.

Before entering Ratra’s Knightly Brews, Nox spent a couple of minutes inspecting the damaged window. Whoever his enemies had hired were more skilled than the Hard Boys. They successfully broke the wards and enacted their plan. Fortunately, the fools didn’t account for internal wards and fail-safes to deal with such a situation. The entire neighborhood, if not most of Market Ring and the city, would suffer if flames reached the Trap Foam and explosives storage.

When Nox entered the store, crowd of patrons appeared almost as expected for a Firstday. The cosmetics counter had no one in line, and Hilda assisted Allen with sales. It was a first in the store’s history. With noble families fleeing the city and the ongoing turmoil, Nox guessed the demand for beauty products had significantly dipped. He needed to start marketing his male enhancement drug. People would probably feel too embarrassed to purchase it in person, but he still expected to make an airship-load with the product. He doubted hard times would slow down its sales either.

“Sir Ratra!” Hilda exclaimed. “You’re back!”

Allen and Emily greeted him, too. They finished dealing with their current customers before shaking his hand. One fetched him a drink. The other raced off to tell the rest of the staff.

“What happened?” Nox asked, nodding at the window.

“Someone cracked the wards and firebombed us two days ago,” Allen answered. “It happened in the middle of the night while we were all asleep. A couple of chairs caught fire, but Argus extinguished them with the kit you provided.”

“Thank you for dealing with the disturbance in my absence,” Nox said, double-checking the floor and counter. Much to his relief, he saw nothing but a couple of minor scorch marks.

The apprentices returned with Emily. They filled Nox in on sales and orders together. Cosmetic purchases had significantly dropped in the days following Terrastalia’s appearance. Meanwhile, all other products flew off the shelves faster than the apprentices could brew. Then, the city sent them contracts for healing and mana recovery brews. Instead of creating the concentrated pills that the customers favored, Aisha and Kishan mass-produced the more basic version.

After a second day of battle, Ratra’s Knightly Brews received requests for the potions Nox had given Kris. The apprentices, of course, failed to provide the flame-slime concoction but had no trouble with the sterilizing brew. It didn’t just help with treating patients, after all, but also made dealing with dungeon monsters’ festering remains easier. 

“The Oakhearts, Edelweiss, and Trade Empire deliveries were on time,” Kishan said. “They sent double shipments with extras on credit.”

“The city and university contracts should be just enough to pay it off,” Allen said. “I’m afraid we won’t be profiting much off their contracts. It's not much—”

“Whatever is left after paying the glassmakers can be a staff bonus,” Nox interrupted. “What about the other suppliers?”

“They failed to make their Fourthday deliveries,” Aisha answered. “We’re running dangerously low on several ingredients. I had to repurpose a few cosmetics ingredients for the city’s needs. I’m sorry if—”

“You did the right thing. Dealing with the city’s orders and helping the population takes priority. Good publicity is almost as valuable as monetary profit. The fact that the city requested more than the standard demand from other alchemists means we’re getting noticed.” Nox gave the staff an encouraging smile. “Good job everyone. Things might be rough for a month or so, but we’ll pull through.” The staff smiled or nodded. None visibly reacted to the idea of a bonus. “Did Alex and his gang have any information regarding the attack?”

“They did, Ser Ratra,” Jess said, emerging from the back. The entire staff had gathered on the ground floor to greet Nox. “I’ll tell them to meet you when the store closes.”

            


Unexpected Offers. Shocking Revelations


                The urchin gang had lost close to half of its numbers over the last week. Most eateries in Market Ring closed for the week following the earthquake. After all, paying staff their daily wages, firing the hearths or stoves, and cleaning supplies cost money. The remaining businesses only conducted business at a lesser or more limited capacity, and only a tiny fraction of them were sympathetic toward the city’s street children. 

Unable to find enough food to fill every belly, the gang left the city's safer and friendlier section for the wilder and cruelest outer rings. Most of the food they found was blighted, and instead of sympathy, they received abuse. Then, when they were starving and at their worst, monsters appeared from the sewers and connected tunnels that the children used to move around the city.

The gang's little ones weren't particularly fast. Many relied on the older kids when haste or care felt necessary. During the panic, not all got the assistance they needed, or the helper fell while trying to protect or carry their ward. In a handful of instances, they both fell. Some of the braver children banded together to drive the pursuers back or fight them. The few who survived now had the scars or missing limbs as proof of their valiant efforts. Nox's apprentices had played a vital role in getting them the needed medical aid.

An angry crimson scar cut across Alex's face. The line started below her left eye, cut across the bridge of her nose, and almost extended all the way to her right ear. Something also appeared to have sliced vertically down the right corner of her mouth. The stains and holes decorating her clothes betrayed signs of battle. A dagger and hatchet hung from her belt, too.

“Some of these aren't from the beasts,” she said. “The boys and I almost caught the bastard that tried to burn down your store. He was ready for us.”

“I certainly hope you didn't lose anyone,” Nox stated. “Listen. Given how things have been, you no longer need to watch my store. It might—”

“We only got a few scars. Sachin lost a couple of fingers. The bastard got away.” When Alex grinned, the scar twisted her face into a state much too terrifying for someone her age. “The little ones followed him and everyone he met until last night. I think we might know who he serves—or at least works.”

“Jess, how is the pantry looking?” Nox turned to the former gang member standing at the side door.

“We have a few wheels of cheese and cured meats—”

“I noticed the bakeries are open. Have Argus fetch a few fresh loaves and ensure everyone is fed. Have Aisha inspect all the amputees again. I smell the start of an infection.”

“Yes, Ser Ratra.”

A pit formed in Nox's stomach as he scanned what remained of the gang. The dead had it easy. Meanwhile, bleak futures awaited the dismembered. They'd spend years in pain and struggle to find work after reaching adulthood. He wished he could do more for them.

“Show me where our arsonist went, Alex,” Nox said. “Just you and me. The others can wait here, eat, and get check-ups.”

“I'm not sure about that. I—”

“I'll sort you food on the way. Don't worry.” Nox nodded at the alley exit and started walking. Alex hesitated momentarily but caught up to him as soon as he turned the corner. “I'm really sorry about what happened to your gang. If using underage labor didn't paint my business in a bad light, I'd have jobs for all of you. Taking in Jess is all we can afford right now.”

“I understand, Ser Ratra. The entire gang does.” The gang leader slowed when she saw two city guardsmen coming from the opposite direction. Nox wrapped her right hand around his left upper arm and led Alex past them. The armored individuals only spared the pair a glance. “Everyone says the same thing. They wish they could do more. Money or appearances get in the way.”

“You speak well, you know. If you joined the guard or military, your natural leadership would—”

“Someone needs to look out for the little ones,” Alex said, cutting him off. “They'd fire me in a week for letting the children go or refusing to publish them. They need me, and I'm okay where I am.”

“What if there was another option?” Nox asked. “What if a noblewoman came around in a few weeks with a job offer? What if she offered to take you and the entire gang away from the city to a place where you'd have work, shelter, food, and an education?”

“I'd hide the little ones. Then get the gang to corner the bitch and slice her throat.”

“What?! Why?”

“It sounds too good to be true. People like us don't get offers like that. The boys end up slaves or in the salt mines, and the girls in brothels, if they're lucky. Most just disappear.”

“Would you think the same if Jess and I vouched for the noblewoman?” Alex didn't answer Nox’s question. Instead, she stared forward thoughtfully. “You might have heard of a northern barony representative going around the outer rings offering families the opportunity to start anew in her lands. What if she approached you?” 

“She wouldn't. I heard about it. They're looking for people with farming or herding experience or special skills. I doubt she'll want thieves and grifters.”
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“Just humor me, Alex. Imagine the barony has orchards, and the little ones only have to pick fruits and berries. The older kids might end up working in stables or get a chance at apprenticeships. Would you give up such an opportunity?”

“I suppose not. The little ones deserve better than what they have. I'd send them and anyone else willing.”

“But you wouldn't go yourself?” Nox asked.

Alex shook her head. “Not unless the barony will expect the legless and unarmed. They're going to need someone watching out for them. Some people might feel sympathetic toward crippled beggars, but the older gangs will try to exploit them. I won't leave the city unless this barony hires everyone in my gang.” The young woman’s voice trembled as she spoke. “They're family. Family means nobody gets left behind.”

“Did you fight the monsters, too, Alex?”

The teenager nodded.

“Are you aware the conflict awakened your mana system? There is a cloud of arcane energy swirling inside of you.”

Alex froze. She looked up at Nox, eyes widened. “Really?”

Nox nodded. “If a noblewoman came by and took all your people away to a better life, I'd give you the option of staying behind as my apprentice. I might not have the means to put you through university, but I can still teach you magic and valuable skills.”

“What would I need to do in exchange?”

“Protect my business,” Nox replied. “I'm afraid we're reaching a stage where my store needs a proper guard. One skilled at going unnoticed might be just what we need.”

“I'd like that very much, Ser Ratra. I—”

“It's Sir, not Ser. But you can call me Nox when it's just the two of us.”

“If it's an offer you’re making, I’d accept it if someone trustworthy took responsibility for the little one’s care.”

“This is in a possible future where the noblewoman has taken your gang north for a better life, and you leave your life of crime behind.”

“I’m not a criminal because I want to be,” Alex replied. “Stealing and grifting is the only way I can keep everyone fed, clothed, and sheltered.” The young woman stopped Nox when he tried to carry on, tightening her hold on his arm. “Why are you so nice to us? The gang’s services can’t be worth all the money you’re wasting on treating or feeding us.”

“Is that important?”

Alex nodded. “I’m not sure if I can trust you. Your answer might help.”

“I was ridiculously close to becoming one of you,” Nox answered honestly. “Comparing my childhood to yours would be foolish and leave me feeling guilty, but I won’t.”

“You’re a prince.”

“Correction. I was a prince. My father died around my sixth birthday. Then, my mother kicked me out to appease her new husband and family.” Nox sighed. He was in no mood to explain himself to a child. However, her earnest plea made just moving on impossible. “My aunt raised me, but my stepfamily tormented me at every opportunity. I endured regular beatings, isolations, and, apparently, assassination attempts. The temptation of running away and trying my chances on the streets regularly offered itself, and I considered grabbing it several times. My aunt stopped me. She was the one existence that kept me from ending up as one of you.” Nox laughed. “I doubt I would’ve stopped at thievery and grifting. You’re good kids doing the best you can to survive. So, I want to do what I can to make your lives bearable. Within my means, of course. I’m not going to cripple or disadvantage myself to do good.”

“I can respect that.” Alex nodded. “And your honesty.”

The walk took them along the Market Ring’s central road. The pair walked past competing stores and other parties Nox suspected of foul play. Two Gupta Alchemist branches came and went without Alex slowing down. She stopped in the more affluent area of Market Ring and pointed at a familiar building.

“That’s where the bastard lives and works. We talked to one of the kitchen maids. Apparently, our mark serves the owner’s son and brother.”

“Son?”

Alex nodded. “We’ve seen him visit your shop a few times now. He wears a university coat. I had them watched. The uncle occasionally comes to the side entrance when deliveries arrive. The maid says none of the crates he inspects go to the kitchens. She doesn’t have access to the entire building, so she couldn’t tell me what he does with them, but it’s not cooking.”

“They’re probably alchemical reagents,” Nox stated, studying the structure for the first time in the daylight. It contained more than just eateries and bars. The Round Table had an alchemy laboratory, too. Nox had pondered its purpose before but now understood. The Singhs used it for research. He doubted they were after his cosmetics or general products.

Harin and Swati had invited Nox to several gatherings since the first, but Nox always offered excuses. He already had what he wanted from them, believing an appearance every three months or so would suffice. They asked him about all of his products and their uses, except the one that earned him a knighthood. Everyone else had questioned Nox about how he defeated the myconid plague, and the knowledgeable appeared wary of the flame slime concoction’s existence. He was sure his new Daksinthani ‘friends’ knew about it, too. Yet it was the one topic they never broached during conversations.

It was likely Nox was grasping at straws, and he currently lacked the means to confirm his suspicions, but he considered it likely. Sabotage didn’t need to exist to shut down a competing business. He theorized a competing researcher could slow his progress and then try to beat him to a patent. The myconids had become a continent-wide threat. Monopolizing the best weapon against them could bring the Singh family more fortune and fame than than what they already had.

If Harin got Nox to join his party, they could potentially use the relationship to access research notes and other insider knowledge. The man’s motivations and attempts to attract Nox made sense. He wondered whether Swati also played a role in the Singh’s plans. Her intentions to leave Harin’s party could be a lie. Or, their conversation after the party could’ve been her indirect method of warning Nox about the man and his family. There was no way for him to tell for sure, but Nox planned to find out.

“Thank you, Alex,” Nox said. “I wasn’t expecting this, to be honest. The people here are supposed to be friends.”

“People rich enough to own and live in a place like this never have real friends,” Alex said. “They’re dirtier than the gangs in the outer rings.”

“Do you have any sources in the building besides the maid?”

Alex shook her head. “But I can get some. You’ll need to part with some silver.”

“I’ll happily pay gold for good spies. Get me someone who can freely explore the building and find out if they’re storing mushrooms or fungal beasts in the building. A tail on Harin—the young master and heir—and his uncle will help, too.”

“Give me a couple of days. I’ll have results for you by Fourthday.”

“Great! Now, let's get you some food and discuss more potential futures for your gang and you.”

            


Contracts In High Places


                “The wild folk are only wild in name. The Imperium branded them with the misnomer because of their nomadic ways. The residents of the Arctic Wastes move with the seasons, migrating between geothermal hotspots and resource-rich caverns. The continent’s best aether warriors and smiths rise from within their ranks because of the harsh conditions and beasts they must constantly combat. 

The wild folk clans worship gods and entities older than the ones that focus. One must not mistake their piety for betrayal of humankind.”

—Lorraine Woodson, Dungeon Researcher, Stone Golemancer

The apprentices appeared capable of keeping up with stocking needs and current orders, reducing the need for Nox's presence. In fact, he believed his existing equipment needed to be improved to keep up with the business's needs. They required more means to meet demand and maximize the shop's output. He needed individual workstations dedicated to each recovery pill and the sterilizing potion.

Even though the number of noble women and affluent female students entering the shop had drastically dropped, sales remained consistent. Customers sent servants to make the purchases in larger quantities or placed orders for collection. Meanwhile, contraceptive demands had multiplied during the past week. Nox guessed the rich and powerful weren't keen on pregnancy during times of turmoil.

Aisha and Allen had no choice but to assemble a waiting list because of piling orders. They neither had the equipment nor the ingredients to meet all current demands.

“It was your flame-slime concoction,” Hilda told Nox. “Everyone is talking about how it alone stopped the myconid colonies outside the city. Apparently, your master made a show of using it and telling everyone about its creator. People want to help businesses who helped save the city.”

“The sterilizing brew has only been adding to that,” Aisha added. “Would you mind doubling the Edelweiss deliveries?”

“It shouldn't be a problem,” Nox stated. “I didn't think it would be in such high demand. Otherwise, I would've marketed it almost as much as the cosmetics and contraceptives.”

“We received several orders from the research and production departments. A couple of professors showed up with contracts, but I told them we lacked the authority to make such decisions.” Aisha handed Nox a couple of letters with the most perfect calligraphy he had ever seen. “I told them you'd meet them once you're back.”

“This is amazing,” Nox mumbled, eyes wide as he studied the departmental seals. “We'll have no trouble paying the city our due during the off-season. Thank you, team. This might just mean we’re financially safe for the coming offseason.” Nox paused, frowning as he thought about the city’s current state. “Given the young rifts currently populating the countryside and the remaining beast nests, there might not be much of a problem.”

“Do you think the noble houses will stay in the city?” Allen asked. 

“They just might. The rifts, monsters, and all the harvested materials will attract delvers and artisans for the next couple of months, too. Despite everything that happened, it's likely the City of Ygg will enjoy an economic boom over the coming months.”

Aisha nodded. “We’re known for more than cosmetics now. We don’t need to rely on noble ladies to survive anymore.”

The city council and errands for the barony kept Aria busy in the evenings. As a result, she and Nox didn’t get to spend the evening together. Instead, he focused on research. Alex needed more time to confirm his suspicions. If they were true, the Singhs were racing him toward a solution for the myconid problem. Nox was still likely to make money if they reached the destination first. 

After all, he had patented the process of bonding essences with slimes and the general formula, which made them target the myconid brain column. However, a lot of money could still be made off the fungal beasts and their colonies. His process and recipe weren’t as efficient and potent as he’d like. Nox also needed to solve the toxicity and life essence distribution problem to make the fungus useful for other purposes. Either way, he was going to make money. Nox just didn't want two-faced saboteurs to beat him to the prize and share the fruit of his hard work.

The following morning, Nox visited the campus. He used the letters to find the professors interested in his products and gain access to their work suites.

First, Nox went to the research department. The request had come from a professor studying blights. His project involved infecting popular high-yield crops with different strains and breeding resistant grains. He needed the sterilizing brew to prevent contamination and outbreaks. The man was short with Nox and almost spoke to him as a lesser mage.

Pudge and Michelle claimed many researchers believed only inferior scholars went into production. It seemed like a moronic attitude to have toward a silly mage. Neither’s work was lesser or greater than the other’s. After all, they were all working toward the same goal—protecting the world against the dungeons’ effects. Nox made the researcher pay for his attitude with exorbitant prices. 
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Mass, regular orders almost always enjoyed significant discounts when compared to in-store prices. The man received no such benefits. Nox set harsh terms and concessions, which were only discounts in name. No change in tone or sweet talk changed Nox’s mind. He got all he could out of the man. Nox took a deposit for material costs and promised the first delivery in a fortnight.

Meanwhile, the production department welcomed Nox warmly. After all, he was one of them. Much to Nox’s surprise, it wasn’t Assistant Professor Bell that he met, but Dean Oleg. The meeting took place in a room on the building’s top floor. It was larger and significantly better furnished than Professor Das’ office.

“You gave your mentor a proper scare, you know?” Dean Oleg was a giant of a man. He stood well above the city’s average, had snow-white hair, and skin almost as pale. Nox had read about the wild folk from the Arctic Wastes and only encountered a handful who fit the description. Dean Oleg looked like as good a specimen as any. “I understand you made quite a splash since your arrival in the city. May I ask what you’re doing wasting your time with the delving department?”

“I’m sure Professor Kris has filled all the deans and relevant university staff in on my circumstances,” Nox replied. “I’d be happy to tell you again, Dean, but be warned. My mind won’t be changed. I’ll continue contributing to the city’s alchemical development but will always prioritize on delving. When the time comes for me to challenge Sundarshahar, that’s what I’ll do, even if that means victory costs me my life.”

“Yes. Yes. I’ve heard all that blighted nonsense before. I’d argue you’re more an alchemist who vacations as a delver than a delver paying their way with alchemy.” The older man guffawed. “My question is more about whether revenge is your one and only motivation. However, I sense you’re not ready to address the matter. Consider it and decide whether there is any point in your hard work and all you’re building if it goes to the Void when you perish. There is more to war than fighting. Sure, you might be good at shooting and weaving, but don’t you think you can do just as much, if not more, by brewing weapons and tools that can help better warriors do the job for you?”

Nox had no answer for Dean Oleg. He only offered the older man a polite nod.

“You’re gifted with a mind that thinks differently and can accomplish great things in the face of adversity. Don’t waste it on stupid endeavors. Alright?”

“Life as an alchemist is significantly more difficult than that of a delver,” Nox said. “A fellow alchemist has spent the past few months attempting to infiltrate and vandalize my business. They used my time away as an opportunity to firebomb it. Fortunately, none of my people were hurt, and the wards kept the workshop from burning down. Why waste time on a trade where monopolists try to take what is mine and murder me? Dungeon-born and their lords are honest about their intentions. Fellow artisans smile and shake my hand, then go for the jugular while my back is turned.”

The mirth disappeared from Dean Oleg’s face. He leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Do you know who was behind the attack?”

“The Singhs.”

“Do you have evidence?”

“Only witness accounts and inside agents. I’m afraid the words of urchins and kitchen maids won’t get the guards to investigate, let alone arrest the Singhs.”

“For the record, the Singhs aren’t monopolists. Despite the face they present, they’re weapon developers. It’s believable that they’d sabotage you for a better chance at the patents. They have a reputation.” Dean Oleg sighed. “It’s no reason to turn your back on alchemy, though. Especially with the talent and prowess you’ve displayed. Did you perhaps share any information regarding your creation with Professor Das?”

“I showed him my initial notes, formulae, and plans after getting it all patented. You don’t think he sold the information to the Singhs, do you? I owe a fair bit of my current success to him. He helped me with my licenses and—”

“Akash Das is an honorable man,” Dean Oleg replied. “I trust him but not the people he employs. He is a much too trusting man. Are you aware his assistant works for the Singhs and has a full-time job waiting for him after he completes one more semester?”

Nox shook his head. “I thought there was something fishy about him. The timeline makes a fair bit of sense now. Thank you for your insight, Dean.”

“Do you plan to do anything about them?”

“Not until I have enough evidence and the circumstances to ensure my actions don’t anger the city or guards.”

“Smart. I’m no friend of the Singhs. Do what you will and ensure no one ever discovers my knowledge of this vendetta. I can’t and won’t help you in this endeavor. However, I might have just the right idea for the circumstances.”

“Do tell.” Nox sat forward in his chair, surprised by the man’s directness and blatant willingness to take a side. He expected the deans and staff to be more impartial on such matters. 

“I know you’ve been away and might not have the chance to check all of your correspondence. The Singhs host a special gathering toward the end of every semester. They don’t just invite their own but the big families and notable figures around the city, too. I’m sure you and your friends are on the guest list. Security will most likely be tight, but given the head on your shoulders, I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

“I think you just earned yourself a big discount, Dean Oleg,” Nox said. “I regret not taking Introduction to Artificing now. It would’ve let us meet and get to know each other earlier.”

“I foresee a great career ahead of you, Nox Ratra,” Dean Oleg replied. “We’ll get plenty of opportunities to meet and get to know each other as long as you focus on your current path. Now. Let’s put this unpleasant topic behind us and discuss business, shall we? I’m very interested in your processes. I’d like to go into the sterilization business brew with you.”

“How many crates are we talking about, and how often?” Nox asked.

“All you can provide. I’m afraid you don’t have the means to supply our needs. It might be beneficial to share the process with us, and we’ll pay you a regular fee for the knowledge for as long as you live.”

“I’m not sure that works for me. I’d prefer to keep the production of my creations under control for the time being. The primary challenge right now is work space and suppliers.”

“Will you give me an obnoxious discount if I help you with the latter?” 

“I’ll certainly do my best for the production department, Dean Oleg. We’re family, after all.”

The older man laughed. “Sweet talk doesn’t work on me, son. Let's talk numbers.”

            


Adept Is Only The Beginning


                Dean Oleg was right. Nox had an invitation waiting for him to the Grand Singh Ball in two weeks. The family picked the Round Table as the venue, of course. The invite insisted on formal attire, no guests or samples. As Nox reread the printed card, he wondered whether all invitees had restrictions regarding dates. 

Allen had arranged all of Nox’s correspondence by date and time of delivery. The letter directly below it amused him. It had come from Swati. She wanted him as her date for the Singh’s bi-annual event. If Nox agreed, he would also have to spend a day with her. She wanted her date to wear color-coordinated outfits to the ball, which meant a day of shopping and grooming.

The woman amused Nox. He still wasn’t sure what to think of Swati. She and the Singhs felt like separate entities and unaffiliated in the sabotage nonsense. She was yet to reveal her reason for leaving Harin’s party, too. The pair appeared on good terms, filling Nox with doubt. Harin made opportunities for Swati to get her romantic target alone and flirt with him. However, he also prevented her from introducing Nox to several individuals during the last party. Not all was good under the surface. However, that didn’t mean Swati would shift loyalties to favor a potential new beau.

Whatever Nox did, he needed to approach the situation with tact and care. He had a rough idea of how he wanted to proceed but needed more information first. For the time being, he kept his cards close to his chest, especially around the staff. The likelihood of there being a mole among them was high. He felt bad about his suspicions, but Kishan felt like the most likely candidate because of the Singh’s preference for their ‘own.’ However, he considered everyone a suspect for the time being.

The Tanners and Stones were refugees and had no prior connections in the city. However, Terrastalia and the myconid plague had left them destitute. A large enough payoff could tempt them into betraying the business. Meanwhile, Kishan and Aisha were suspects because Professor Das’ assistant had played a role in their hiring and also had their information. He could’ve put either apprentice in contact with the Singhs. Kishan had also worked for several alchemists around the city. The saboteurs could be any one of them, if not multiple parties. Hilda had never worked for an alchemist before, but she had contacts in the city. She felt the least suspicious, but Nox also kept an eye on her.

The research workshop and office doors always remained locked unless Nox was on the shopfloor or in the basement. Nox took extra precautions, spread out the documents, and secured them in several layers of wards and locks in varying locations.

After ensuring the apprentices didn’t need him and mailing paperwork for increased deliveries, Nox focused on ascending. He already had plans for his upgraded spellform. It wasn’t a big change from the latest design. The runic loops creating the vortices responsible for filtering mana received a storage script. Nox believed he could add more to the script but didn’t feel the need for more. The spell felt potent enough in its current form. He hoped the new version would make Crystalize Essence self-sufficient and a potent defensive spell.

Nox used several essence glass cubes and mana gems as his catalysts. Fire, frost, lightning, void, life, venom, and several others found spots in the magic circles designed to focus his magic and mind. He sat in the middle, cleared his head, and circulated mana, gradually pushing his star to increase its rotations per heartbeat. The mana cloud surrounding it also spun faster as the centripetal force slowly pulled it inward.

The star’s outer crust resisted the new energy at first. The mana attuned to his spellscript treated the cloud as an intrusive alien existence and refused to let it in. The system’s centerpiece gradually spun faster, and the attractive force grew more potent. It slowly pulled the cloud through the crust, and the star swelled. Nox had enough practice to prevent ejection and forced the new script into place, locking in the extra mana and giving it purpose.

A wave of vitality washed over Nox. He felt his mind grow clearer and sharper, and energy pulsed through his mana circuits. In addition, Nox’s awareness of his mana zone improved, too. He felt every square inch of it for a moment as the area grew. 

“By Yggdrasil! Three feet!”

It was almost as big a mana zone as an average apprentice’s. Most would consider it paltry, but he could barely cast touch spells ten months prior. Nox would finally get to make decent use of Mage Hand and conjure defensive fields further from his maximum reach.

Now, Nox needed to solve the problem of what to do for his next planet. Thanks to essence glass, Finesse Shaping, and Live Spell Weaving, Nox was as powerful as a mana cannon. In fact, his attacks were too strong, and he needed to hold back to avoid accidentally hurting his friends. His skills granted him a variety of debilitating and utility magic, too. Nox only required to learn new spellscripts to expand his arsenal, and Artisans’ Library made the feat ridiculously easy.

Improving defense or mobility felt like the next best move. Crystallize Essence already took care of arcane attacks. Now, Nox desired the ability to defend against physical attacks, too, effectively. Slow somewhat got the job done, but it didn't feel like enough. He could, of course, create a barrier out of essence glass, but the tactic was neither potent nor cost-effective. Producing large quantities and then Shaping it demanded far too much mana. Meanwhile, improving mobility was easier said than done. Learning a new spell or developing a planet wouldn't be enough. The spells demanded balance, dexterity, and months if not years of practice.

So, Nox settled on improving his defense. He could either dedicate a planet to a new branch of magic, a spell unrelated to his star or create one for summoning. The latter, though more potent than the other options, came with a slew of challenges. Nox didn't just need to find a suitable spirit but also convince it to ally with him. 

Otis lacked the constitution for the job. His physiology had changed to match his dreamscape form, but he was smaller in the material world. The new limbs had improved his speed and agility. He had greater strength and intelligence, too. However, Nox doubted the spirit could survive a hit. Since Nox hadn't bonded a fragment of Otis to a planet, the spirit could perish, too. 
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Only Bi Xi could serve the necessary purpose. As a tortoise, Nox was sure his material body would have the necessary durability to act as Nox’s shield. He refused to create a familiar or summoning planet until Bi Xi lowered his defenses and welcomed a friendship. Otherwise, it would be a wasted effort. If a relationship did work out, Nox expected great benefits and results for all parties. So, he resisted the lure of planet formation for the time being.

The following morning, urgent knocking stirred Nox. He woke feeling sharper and more energized than ever before. It felt like his mana system was overflowing. The star had maintained its increased rotational velocity, and a new cloud revolved around it, waiting to be condensed into a planet. He jumped out of bed, half-dressed, and answered the door, hoping Aria had come by to surprise him. Nox believed she would especially enjoy the improved stamina and willpower that accompanied every ascension. Much to his disappointment, it was Jess.

“Alex is here for you, Ser Ratra. I told her it was too early, but she insisted that you'd want to hear what she had to say."

“I probably do,” Nox said. “Why don't you arrange some food for us—and anyone Alex brought along? I'll be down in a moment.”

After relieving himself and dressing all the way, Nox pocketed a few gold coins and excitedly descended the stairs.

Several mages reported a couple of days of euphoria following an ascension. Nox hadn't felt anything of the kind when going from Novice to Apprentice and Apprentice to Journeyman. However, that wasn't the case for the newest upgrade. He found himself skipping through the apartment, humming a cheerful tune, and feeling better about himself than he had in a long time. 

Lillin shot him a knowing look when he passed her. The mimic-woman sat at the dining table preparing for the upcoming exams. Nox needed to do the same, but the business kept him occupied. 

The gang leader and Nox sat down to talk in the shop’s treatment room over a cup of tea. He locked the door and activated the silence wards on the walls. He had them installed for his patients’ privacy but hadn’t found the opportunity to utilize them yet. Only a couple of days had passed since the last time he saw her, but her scar looked significantly better. Instead of an angry red crack, pale white lines cut across Alex’s face. It looked shallower, too. Nox hadn't just given the teenager healing pills but also had Michelle do her magic to reduce scarring. 

“What do you have for me?” Nox asked.

Alex flattened a large piece of crumpled parchment and placed it on the table between them. It contained a detailed, annotated drawing of a vivisected myconid. Research notes, formulae, and a spellscript followed. 

“The Singhs seem to incinerate all of their waste paper,” Alex said. “My newest friend on the inside liberated these before the apprentices could dispose of them. Are they of any use?”

“It confirms my hypothesis,” Nox grumbled, as the documents killed his good mood. “While I've been busy running my business and helping the city, these bastards pulled ahead of me. They've had breakthroughs I've been hoping to achieve for months.”

“I'm assuming that's a bad thing. My informants tell me that the uncle runs the laboratory, but the family works as a unit in their schemes and plots. The young master and his father have been dealing with acquisitions. They bribed the cleaners outside the walls and snuck mushroom-people corpses into Market Ring.”

“I'm sure you've seen a female friend of his visit the shop with him. She—”

“The one who picked you up in a carriage one time?” Alex asked.

Nox nodded. “Have your sources seen her, or do they know whether she is involved in any of this?”

“She occasionally visits the Singhs' home with an older man—probably a father or uncle. I'm told she's at odds with the young master. They argue a fair bit, but they couldn't tell me about what.”

“Good job, Alex. This is precisely the information I needed.” He handed her a small pile of gold coins. “Pay your informants whatever you promised. Use the rest however you see fit.”

Alex's eyes widened. She reached for the money but hesitated. The gang leader almost behaved as if someone had placed a hot bowl in front of her. An internal debate of whether to satisfy her hunger or burn the roof of her mouth had left her in a loop of indecisiveness. 

“It's too much,” she said. “I can't take this.”

“Of course, you can. I asked you for a service, and you performed it beyond expectations. So, I'm giving you an appropriate reward.”

“You don't understand, Ser—I mean, Sir Ratra. This isn't a gift. It's a burden. Someone outside the gang will eventually find out about how much money I have or had, and then the bigger gangs will come after me. First, they'll try to take the gold by whatever means necessary, then torture me or the little ones to discover its origin. Then they'll target you and your people. I can't take all of this.”

“Then take what you need, and I'll hold on to the rest for you,” Nox said. “When you want more, I'll hand it over or have one of my staff purchase whatever you need.”

Alex hesitated, staring at the pile of ten gold for seemingly an eternity. After several minutes of silence, she lifted five coins off the top. Then she put two back before changing her mind and taking another.

“Were you serious about the apprenticeship, Sir Ratra?” Alex asked, still staring at the money. “Could you really teach me to be a mage?”

Nox nodded. “You'll need to improve your reading and writing before I can teach you runes. A smart young woman like you won't have much trouble grasping them. Or if you have a good enough memory, we can also start testing your aptitude with cantrips. It'll be a slow process riddled with hard work. But if you're willing to work hard, I can teach you to do great things.”

“Does the apprenticeship have a salary?”

“Along with room and board,” Nox stated.

“Your woman—the noble lady you're courting came by yesterday,” Alex said. “She spoke to the little ones and our crippled for hours and fed us. She says she might be able to take the gang away from the city. Apparently, there is a place for everyone in her father’s land where they can have beds, eat hot meals, and get new clothes. All they have to do is pick fruit, clean stables, or do other little jobs. Is that really true? Her offer isn't a trap?”

Nox shook his head. “Aria is a good woman and might be my wife someday. Her father is an amazing person, too. He doesn't care about status and origins. If the city allows it, and your little ones go to the Edelweiss barony, they'll have a better future than what the city can give them.”

“Okay.” Alex wiped her eyes as she rose. Her tea sat untouched. “Thank you, Sir Ratra. If the city allows it and she takes the gang, I'll be your apprentice. It doesn't matter what job you give me. Big. Small. Dark and twisted. I'll do it.”

“That won't be necessary, Alex,” Nox said, smiling. “I don't ask my legitimate employees to do anything shady or illegal. It's bad for business. You'll be my student, and the tasks will be appropriate for your apprenticeship.”

Nox ensured the young woman ate before they parted ways.
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                    Last chapter of the week! Why not check out Reign Of Villainy while waiting for the next update?


Akemi died the same day Elders Scrolls VI came out. Can you really blame her for wanting to stab somebody?

In a universe where heroes are more populous than mosquitoes, choosing the Villainous path is rife with System-provided perks—all it takes is disposing of enough goody-two-shoes knights and rich princes. Of course, there’s just one small detail: everyone is out to kill you.

After living a mind-numbing life of earthly inadequacy, Akemi was given the choice between transmigrating as a beloved, world-renowned hero, or choosing the villainous class known as The Accountant. Only this time, with less bankruptcy, and more throat-cutting.

She didn’t even have to think about it.

Villainy just sounded way more fun.

- Fast-paced assassin action sprinkled with comedy

- Loveable, if slightly deranged, three-dimensional characters

- Layers of worldbuilding to pick apart, revealed slow and steady

- And of course, one villainess’s ruthless pursuit of power




                



Every Heist Needs A Good Team


                “Do you think that’s a proportional response?” Aria asked when Nox explained the beginnings of a plan.

“Does proportional matter? The Singhs hired people to steal my work and burn the building with everyone inside. That everyone includes you. Then they waited until I was away from the city and almost pulled off the planned arson. If I didn’t add the internal wards and coatings after discovering their plan, my staff—no, the whole neighborhood could’ve burned down.”

“I know, but you’ll endanger a few hundred lives and your business. Is all of this worth it? Your spies stole enough information to cover the gap in research and overtake them. That should be enough.”

“It’s not,” Nox replied. “Some people might get hurt, but I doubt anyone will die. I’m not going to set everything on fire or cause an explosion. If everything goes to plan—”

“A lot is riding on that ‘if,’ Nox. I wasn’t aware of this dark, vengeful side of you.” She raised a hand before Nox could contradict her. “I know your entire existence is based around destroying Sundarshahar, but that’s not what this is about. Your plan is blighting twisted. If everything goes as you want and expect, hundreds are likely to lose their livelihoods.”

“That’s more people willing to migrate to the Edelweiss barony.” Nox turned Aria’s chair around and took her hands in his. “You want to know every bit of me and perhaps spend the rest of your life with me. Right? Well, this is as much a part of me as all the other bits you know and like. When someone tries to hurt me or my people, I ensure they lose the ability to do anything of the kind again.”

Aria glared at Nox for what felt like an eternity, not speaking a word. “Fine,” she finally said. “I’ll go along with your plan. However, if you get caught, I’ll have to do whatever is necessary to protect my family and our name. That probably involves ending our relationship and denying any knowledge or participation. Are you ready for that?”

“No,” Nox replied. “However, if it comes to that, I’ll respect your decision.”

“I wish you weren’t so hard-headed.” Aria sighed and kissed him. When Nox tried enticing her to the bedroom, she shook her head. “I still like you, Nox, but I’m going to need some time to get used to this side of you.”

“I understand.”

“Are Caitlin and Alexander invited, too?” Aria asked.

Nox nodded. “It’s not just them. I hear Annabelle, Louis, and everyone with a powerful name received an invitation. Perhaps the Singhs use this opportunity to show off and attract new affluent members to the Round Table.”

“You should ask the Woodsons for help. I know Alexander will jump at the opportunity to get up to no good. Caitlin might be a harder sell. Given her magic and personality, I doubt there is much she can do to help.”

“Everyone willing will have something to do. This won’t be an easy endeavor. I bet the Singhs will have excellent security for the event and doubly so around their workshop.”

“I hope that isn’t true for your sake,” Aria said. “Most people don’t trust human guards for trade and research secrets. They’re more likely to rely on arcane defenses like complex detection wards and heavy doors. Internal guards will probably be focused more around the party or at access points between the entertainment and research halves of their business. But there are, of course, no guarantees.”

“Last time, there were no guards at all,” Nox replied. “Only a heavy door protected what I assume is their primary workshop. I don’t want to toot my horn but I’m pretty good with Mage Hand—”

“I know.” She chuckled.

“It got me in last time,” Nox continued. “But I feel there were more workspaces and laboratories beyond it. They were occupied, and I bet they’re better protected, too.”

Unable to put his ascended vigor to good use, Nox threw himself into his research over the coming days. He used the stolen papers to modify his approach. The Singhs had observed a strange phenomenon while working on life essence distribution. The most significant problem Nox had encountered with the fungus was the inconsistent toxicity. His competitors had discovered that the mushrooms became safe to eat if they gave up on spreading life essence out and focused it away from the dead nerves. Then, the unwanted chemicals concentrated around the old neural pathways and didn’t spread through the flesh. However, they faced one major problem.

The spore sacs sat around the dead nerves, and the concentrated chemicals destroyed them, making the fungus sterile. No active spores meant the fungus would no longer be a sustainable food source. Growers would need to carefully maintain the mycelium and guide their growth to ensure the mushrooms didn’t die and would continue spreading. This made growing the fungus labor-intensive and expensive.

A useable farm of myconid flesh needed no toxicity, decent life essence to grow swiftly while enriching the soil, and live spores incapable of infecting people or livestock. The last was the hardest since a step in the wrong direction would turn the fungus into an invasive species. Without active but subdued spore sacks, myconid flesh was little more than a potent but expensive fertilizer. In fact, the Edelweiss barony was already using it for such a purpose to recover from the blights Terrastlaia left behind. 
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Reading the Singh alchemists’ research gave Nox the perfect idea to solve the problem and complete the project. He needed to take a couple of steps back and adapt the base slime’s target and actions. His individual study had proven that the nerves were the source of the toxic chemicals. If the slimes left an inert portion of themselves behind that absorbed the chemicals and wrapped around the nerves, it would solve the problem. It wouldn’t kill the spore sacs but leave them inert and waiting for the appropriate stimuli—an essence injection. Nox’s magic gave him the perfect tools for designing the complementary product. Selling two individual products would earn him more money while making replication more challenging.

Unfortunately, Nox needed decent sources of life essence to confirm his hypothesis and it was the one variety he had none of. Only a few mages relied on life essence for the offense. At most, they used the energy to animate plant life and Shape or Manipulate the organic material. As a result, Nox couldn’t use Crystallize Essence to create stores of it. So, he asked the Woodsons for help.

“What did Aria think of the plan?” Caitlin asked, grinning. He had told her about his intentions as they worked on the myconid flesh together.

“She doesn’t like it, but since her involvement is minimal and deniable, Aria is willing to play along,” Nox replied. “It might’ve set our relationship back slightly, though. She didn’t seem happy about it, but Aria will cut ties publicly if I get caught and risk hurting House Edelweiss.”

“I expected as much. Unlike your old beau, Aria plays the political game well and prefers staying on the right side of the law. Not everyone gets diplomatic leeway like the Oakhearts, after all. In fact, if you had a closer tie with them, I doubt the Singhs would’ve dared steal and replicate your work.” 

“Perhaps it's best if I have someone in my life who acts as the voice of reason.” Nox sighed. “I'd probably turn into some evil mage warlord if everyone agreed with me all the time and encouraged my crazy ideas.”

“At least, you're self-aware.” Caitlin laughed. “What did Lady Edelweiss say about you going as Swati's date?”

“Aria certainly isn't happy about it,” Nox replied. “But she understands I must do it to make the whole scheme work. She claims to be fine with whatever it takes to make the ruse work as long as Swati and I don't end up in bed together.”

“You know you’re going to pay for this later, right? Especially if you want a future with Aria.”

“I figured as much.” Nox paused for a moment, taking a sip of Sniper’s Eye. He studied the myconid sample closely. The slime was almost behaving the way he desired. Meanwhile, the life essence distribution wasn’t quite where he wanted it. “So? Are you in?”

Caitlin nodded. “Tell me precisely what you want of us.”

“Just a distraction. I’ll need a few minor distractions during the party so I can move around freely. Any confusion will ensure people don’t question me about my location more than necessary.”

“I get it. If things get chaotic while everyone is inebriated, people won’t quite remember your location or actions at precise times.” Caitlin frowned, studying Nox closely. “And you don’t want Alexander to spy, scout, or play lookout?”

“No. His squirrels are great in dungeons and rifts, but they’re too identifiable for a job like this. If anyone sees a squirrel during the party, they’ll link all illicit activities to Alexander and then me. It's for the best if we limit his knowledge and involvement in everything. I love your brother, don’t get me wrong. But he chitters like his squirrels. I don’t want him to let anything slip accidentally.”

“So, just involved enough not to hurt his feelings. I get it.” Caitlin shot him a sly smile. “You’re making a mistake, though. I know Alexander comes across as a blabbermouth, but that’s an act. He’s slyer than a fox. Commanding and controlling the squirrel squadrons takes a strategic mind. How do you think he’s keeping up with us despite his age and weak summons? He’s nowhere near Adept, unlike either of us or Lillin.”

“What do you suggest, then, Lady Woodson?” Nox asked.

“Don’t call me that!” Caitlin exclaimed, smacking his upper arm. It hurt far more than Nox expected despite the strike’s playful nature. The Woodson woman had extraordinary strength even when not channeling her magic or wearing her elemental armor. “I suggest you talk to Alexander. Tell him your plan in detail. He’ll iron out the kinks, highlight the risks, and perhaps come up with ideas you didn’t consider.”

“And you’re okay with all of this? My move against the Singhs and all that will follow?”

“I never liked them. They’re elitists, braggarts, and exploitative. You’re not the first person they’ve screwed over, and I want someone to take them down a notch.”

“And your grandmother would be fine with you getting involved?”

“Why would she ever need to find out our involvement? It doesn’t matter either way. I love my grandmother, but we’re currently on opposing sides of all matters Alexander. She wants to burden him with a role that will strip him of all freedom and disregard everything he wants for himself. I have very little control over the matter.”

“You just want him to enjoy himself while he still can.”

Caitlin nodded.

“Alright. I’ll talk to him.”

Nox gathered the latest samples and carried them to the cages lining the wall of his personal workshop. A large, six-by-six-foot room housed all of the cats. He had two half-as-large sections on either side of it with ferrets and another with mice. Pudge had helped him make the area comfortable and entertaining for the residents. They appeared reasonably content but fat from overeating. Nox felt terrible about using the animals the way he was, but he reminded himself that it was all for the greater good. 

None of the animals shied away from Nox or cowered when he approached. He had spent the past months earning their trust. It made feeding them and running tests easier. Nox lacked Pudge’s charm, but patience and a gentle touch made up for his shortcomings. Caitlin helped him with the task. 

Living under the same roof had resulted in the pair developing a mutual understanding. They weren’t as close as she used to be with Michelle. Caitlin and Nox didn’t see eye to eye in several matters, too. However, they had a decent platonic connection which only grew stronger as they spent more time together. Nox had no romantic interest in the woman. He wasn’t attracted to Caitlin physically, and they butted heads far too often.

However, she felt like a person Nox could trust and liked keeping her around. Though powerful, the Woodsons made no waves in the political landscape and had no ambitions in the field. They had nothing to prove or anyone to compete with and were loyal. The Woodsons only pursued academic growth and humanity’s victory, making them the perfect friends and companions for Nox’s prime ambitions.

            


New Staff, Bonuses, and Celebrations


                Aria Edelweiss was neither an academic nor a skilled mage. She had learned at a young age that she only had enough potential to be middling in either line. No matter how hard she tried, the talented and better resourced would always come out on top. However, lacking the talent for either didn’t make her stupid. 

“Neither of those are important, my love,” her father used to tell her when she was younger. “You only need enough magic and scholarly prowess to survive and do your job. You have something far rarer than arcane talents or an academic brain. You understand people and know how to make them understand you. Governance. Politics. Leadership. These are the qualities a ruler needs and where your future lies. Once you master breaking down people’s defenses, no one will get in the way of your ambitions.”

For five years since the age of sixteen, Aria had spent most of her time in the City of Ygg. She attended classes, did moderately well in them, and developed her mana system to complement her abilities. She would never delve or fight monsters but had enough magic to repel assassins or similar threats. However, all of that was secondary to her. The political connections and friendships were the most valuable of all her achievements. 

Aria considered herself lucky. Despite age-old customs, her father had named her his heir. There was only one stipulation to the role. She needed to find a worthy husband capable of taking the barony to greater heights. Best of all, her father didn’t force prospects on her. Instead, he only pointed out excellent candidates and let Aria judge their value as a person, potential partner, and co-ruler of the barony.

Nox wasn’t the best prospect Aria had encountered. Despite his high birth status, he had no political clout. He had no riches stored away to assist her or the barony if another disaster struck within six months. Gifted arcane artisans from decent families had offered her rings, too. The allure and looks she inherited from her mother and paternal grandmother attracted some of the land's most handsome noblemen and merchants, too. 

However, Aria liked none of them as much as she did Nox. It wasn’t just because his creation had saved her father’s land. His creativity, drive, and ambition attracted her. He certainly had the most unique mind she had ever encountered. Despite his misfortunes and hardships, Nox had achieved more with nothing but grit and hard work than her other prospects despite significant financial and political backing. The only handouts Nox received came after proving himself and were much deserved for everything he endured. 

Unlike her other prospects, Nox had earned Aria's respect. She had observed him all throughout the previous semester but stayed away because of Annabelle Oakheart. So, when she found him single, and her father highlighted him as a possible asset to the barony, Aria didn't hesitate and pursued her target.

Nox’s meteoric rise in the meager semester-and-a-half at Woodson University shocked everyone. Aria couldn't help but wonder where he'd be now if not for Sundarshahar and the Gedges.

Would he be another spoiled Prince doing just enough to keep his family happy? Or would he walk the same path?

The general attitude among her peers suggested the former. The likes of Louis Mercer and Harin Singh were only a handful. Aria believed that Nox would've picked an idyllic life as a mediocre war mage and dabbling alchemist if not for his trials and tribulations. They had molded him into a magnificent specimen of a man.

However, now it appeared to have changed him in unsavory ways too. There was a duality to Nox that she never expected. He seemed to save his darker side for his party, especially Lillin. Aria was concerned with the cold, calculated plans and the swiftness with which he developed them. It wasn’t particularly abhorrent. Nox wasn’t setting out to slaughter people or do anything undeserving. However, Aria couldn’t help but wonder what else Nox could do.

Nox claimed to hate social gatherings and have limited stamina for such situations. She believed he had lied as she watched him maneuver through the humble gathering.

“You put the Trade Empire’s staff to shame,” Nox told everyone while slurring his words. The shop had already closed for the day, and everyone—the staff, party, and, for some reason, Alex, the gang leader—had a cup in their hands. Nox sipped from a flask of Spirit Caller’s Tea. “Most businesses started by independent arcane artisans close in the first two months. On the other hand, we are beginning month four and swimming in contracts. All of your jobs are secure, and we will survive the off-season and the coming semester. I couldn’t have achieved this without all of you!”

The Tanners and Argus cheered while the rest raised their cups. Nox’s party had taken a backseat for his speech. They smiled, watching the staff celebrate.

“Let's also take this opportunity to welcome the newest addition to our family,” Nox continued. “I’m sure you know the lovely Lady Edelweiss’ work around the city.” Aria curtsied as all eyes momentarily shifted towards her. The act won her several amused smiles. “She finally got the council’s approval to also ferry abandoned or orphaned children to her father’s land. Once Alex’s gang has all left on next month’s caravan, she’ll officially join us as my first mage apprentice.”

“How’s that different from your other apprentices?” Allen asked.

“We’re only apprentices in name,” Aisha said. “Apprentice is a more accurate representation of our rank as alchemists. Even though I’ve learned a lot during my time here, Kishan and I are more brewing assistants than Sir Ratra’s students. Our relationship is more employer-employee.”

“That’s correct. Although, I’d happily accept the pair of you as my proper apprentices, too.” Nox looked at Jenny Tanner. “Could you please prepare one of the unoccupied rooms from Alex? The Taylors should reopen by the time she officially joins, so have her fitted for a uniform. Aisha, perhaps you can take her out to buy some new clothes, too? I’ll pay, of course.”
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Both staff members excitedly agreed to the request. 

“Finally, I have some excellent news for everyone. Since you’ve made my life so much easier, my Edelweiss-sponsored research has reached a critical point.” Nox held up a folder of bound research papers. “Myconid flesh won’t just be a potent fertilizer, but thanks to my latest creation, settlements can also now cultivate it as a safe and nutritious food source. Ratra’s Knightly Brews has much more in its future than fame and fortune. We will save the continent and become one of the most prominent alchemy companies while at it. This achievement isn’t mine alone but belongs to all of you.”

Alexander and Joey joined in on the following cheering. Nox also shared the credit with Caitlin, Pudge, and Michelle. Everyone drained their cups with the next toast and then refilled them. Despite his apparent intoxication, Nox placed the folder on the shop counter and took another long sip from his flask. 

“I still have a couple of kinks to iron out, but we'll get this patented by the end of the week. The city has also offered us a generous contract for the product. Baron Edelweiss will spread the word to his neighbors after we send him the first batch.” Following Nox’s signal, Allen handed everyone a pouch. “I know this first bonus isn't a lot, but if things continue the way they are, you'll receive larger stacks of coins.”

“Our biggest challenge right now is keeping up with production,” Aisha stated.

“I've looked at the business’s books,” Aria said. Nox stood beside her with an arm around her waist and swaying on his feet. She held him around the shoulder and used the shop counter for support. “You can afford to rent a decent-sized workshop and equip it with second-hand workstations right now or wait six months and buy a second property. Your competitors have a good reason to be afraid. I think the latter is better since you'll need time to find more reliable long-term suppliers.”

“And our bastard competitors will cry as we drive them out of the city.” Nox slurred, spraying spittle on the wood, separating him from the staff. Some laughed. The others didn't appear amused by their employer’s increasing inebriation levels. 

“You've had a long week, Nox,” Aria said. “Perhaps you should head to bed early.”

“I'm fine, my love,” Nox replied. “It's time my staff and I truly get to know each other. There is so much they need to—”

“Leanna made us a beautiful pheasant pot pie for our dinner tonight.” Aria took Nox’s flask as he tried to take another sip. “Why don't we go indulge ourselves while everyone finishes their drink and cleans up?”

Nox’s shoulders drooped as he scanned everyone’s faces. “Fine.” He sighed, stumbling to the stairs. Aria struggled to stabilize him.

“Would you like some help, Lady Edelweiss?” Argus Stone asked.

“No,” Aria replied. “Please enjoy yourself. We'll be fine.”

Several stumbles and a couple of slips made the ascent noisy. Nox’s laughter only added to the noise and chaos. Aria felt her cheeks redden when she had to repel assistance a second time. She rudely and loudly reprimanded Nox as she dragged him up the stairs.

“Aria, I have a question,” Alexander yelled up the stairs. His flushed face stuck, and he looked up at her through the gaps between the flights. The party’s youngest member slurred his words too. “Why do they call your father's land a barony? There is no king above him. Right?”

“You're drunk, Alexander,” Aria replied. “Go back to the party. We'll talk about this later.”

“But we need to settle an argument! We'll just come up.”

“Don't.” She sighed. “We need some time alone. The Edelweisses were a feudal barony until my great-grandfather's time. He served a king, and the land was his fief. Then, war with the Imperium and godfalls ended the kingdom, and baron has been a title of nobility since. Is that good enough?”

“Alright. Thank you.” Alexander addressed someone waiting out of sight, fumbling his words as he spoke. “You win. I don't have any gold on me. Can I pay you tomorrow?”

The ascent to the top floor was slow, and they paused a couple more times as Nox struggled, and more questions forced them to pause. Leanna Tanner raced by them several times, carrying trays of drinks or little pies. She appeared merry, too. The climb to the second floor might have been up the towers around Fort Edelweiss.

Aria helped Nox into his private corner of the apartment. Initially, Lillin walked in on them unannounced at all times of the day. Nox claimed his relationship with the woman was purely platonic and almost sibling-like, but it made Aria uncomfortable. Following her insistence, Nox had set some boundaries. Now, Lillin only freely accessed the kitchen, dining room, and the shared lounge. The study, smaller sitting area, and Nox's room were his and Aria's private space. Lillin needed to knock before entering it.

Once in the bedroom, Aria let him stumble to the armchair in the corner as she locked the door. He knocked side tables and broke a vase as she watched silently. They only spoke after the sounds of Leanna shuffling around the first-floor kitchen faded.

“You laid it on unnecessarily thick toward the end,” Aria commented. 

“What?” Nox feigned offence. “I think my performance was brilliant! I only channeled all the drunks I've encountered in my lifetime.”

“You were fine until we started climbing the stairs. The transition to slurring and stumbling, to imbalanced and incapable of standing alone happened too quickly.”

Nox laughed. “I'll remember that for the party. Was I really that bad?”

“No,” Aria replied. “I think you convinced everyone that needed to be convinced. You were just talkative, emotional, and repetitive enough to seem different from your usual self.” She sat down on the bed, and Nox hugged her from behind. A tingle ran down Aria’s back when he kissed her neck. “The negative turn in the end was almost too much. Do you have everything sorted for the night?”

“Almost. I still need to accept Swati’s invitation and talk to the final player.” Nox paused for a moment as his lips caressed her right ear. “If it works out, I won't need Joey.”

“I'm surprised he was invited at all. I think it would be smarter to use Greengrass.” Aria struggled to keep her voice steady and her thoughts straight when Nox’s hands started exploring her body. She helped him partially undo her dress as she spoke. “He's more practiced and experienced with this sort of thing.”

“True, but everyone knows his history. If we get caught, he'll face harsher trouble than me. Trust me, this is better.” Nox stopped undressing her for a moment. “We’re lucky Alexander is on our side. He's a devious little bugger.”

“I'm done talking about this for now,” Aria said. She stood up and let her evening gown fall. The look in Nox’s eyes when she undressed almost always made her heart flutter. “Remember. I'm not staying the night. When I leave, I need to look disappointed and angry.”

“I wish I could give you guarantees, Lady Edelweiss,” Nox said as he removed his shirt. Then he grabbed Aria’s hands and pulled her closer. “I really do. But I've exhausted my acting skills for the evening. You'll need to convince the staff of my drunkenness and shortcomings all on your own.”
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Dating The Enemy


                “What would you like to be called once you’re officially my apprentice?” Nox asked. 

“What’s wrong with Alex?” The gang leader asked, awkwardly tugging at her collar. Aisha had purchased blouses, skirts, neckwear, and boots for her to wear once she started her apprenticeship. A third of her gang—namely the youngest and disabled—had just departed with the latest Edelweiss vessel, and she wore her new clothes to see them off.

“It’ll get confusing once you move into your quarters full-time. Everyone has known Alexander since the shop opened, and they like calling him Alex. I’m not asking you to change your name. I just thought another identifier might be nice since you’re leaving your old life behind.”

“My birth name is Alexandrea Ingrid Eriksson. I’m not married to it and don’t have any documentation with it. The little ones couldn’t say it, so we settled on Alex. If you’d rather call me something else, there are quite a few names to pick from. The little ones have called me all sorts of things over the years. Alex, Alexa, Andrea, Andy. Take your pick.”

“Is that a northern name?” Hesitant to broach the topic. Most people in her situation had long, sad stories that they didn’t always like reliving. 

“Wildfolk. Wildlings. Free Folk. I don’t care what you call them. I was still a baby when the Imperium chased my mother south. I barely remember my mother’s face and the clan even less.”

“Do you remember what she called you?” Nox asked. “I shed my birth name long ago. I stuck with Nox because it's what my father called me. How about Ingrid? I hear Free-Folk women inherit their middle names from their mother or grandmother.”

“I think I’d like that,” Ingrid answered, smiling. “So when does this apprenticeship start?”

“Didn’t you want to wait until the gang has left the city?”

“It’s mostly the older kids left. They can take care of them, and I’m using the money you gave me to keep the remaining little ones sheltered and fed.”

“Well, your diction and speaking skills have improved a fair bit since we last met. How’s your reading and writing?”

“I sometimes—” Ingrid hesitated. “It’s impossible to stay on the right side of the law when you grow up on the streets. Conning merchants isn’t easy when you can’t read or write. They’re always happy to hire pretty little blonde girls and groom them. I used the opportunity to pick up skills beyond just basic literacy.”

“Very well. You’ll find books on runes and cantrips in your new room. We can start once you’ve learned enough to test your aptitudes.”

After watching the Edelweiss airship fly past the city’s outermost wall, Nox and Ingrid left the university air docks. They visited Kris before returning to the store. The professor appeared displeased with Nox for taking an apprentice without speaking to her first, but she didn’t vocalize her thoughts. Instead, Ingrid received a tepid welcome.

Nox was sure Kris would question Nox’s decision-making at a later date. A more tested individual would probably make for a better apprentice. Most mages checked potential students’ innate mana sensing and control abilities first. Meanwhile, Nox had gone ahead with an apprenticeship contract with neither. Ingrid had only just learned to detect arcane energies and mostly developed the cloud in her core by accident. 

After their adventures in the Edelweiss lands, Nox asked Kris why she picked him as her first apprentice. She claimed seeing something special and wasted potential. He had a hunger and desperation, which made him perfect for the war against the gods. The unique behavior of his Slow cantrip intrigued her the most. Nox was an experiment to some extent. 

Ingrid had a specialness to her, too. Surviving on the streets was hard enough. Young women, and especially pretty girls, faced threats at every corner. Ingrid didn’t just thrive but conquered a gang full of teenage boys, kept them in line, and kept the vulnerable protected and fed. Nox had no plans to take the child into dungeons. Instead, he wanted someone who could take care of his affairs and protect his staff when delves or distant projects took him away from the city. Ingrid was the perfect candidate for such a role.

Thanks to Dean Woodson’s involvement in the Edelweiss’ deal with the city council, the gate guards hadn’t stopped Nox or the urchins when he led them onto campus. Now, they nodded at him and Ingrid as they entered Market Ring. He had also visited the delving department’s administration, and Ingrid now had the necessary credentials to see him on campus. Nox planned on using the permissions to take Ingrid to the libraries and training rooms. They’d help accelerate her training.

Nox was greeted with a smiling face when he returned to Ratra’s Knightly Brews. It wasn’t Aria but Swati. Three days remained until the Singh’s party. He accepted her invitation once classes started, and they had plans to go shopping.

“I can’t put in words how much you surprised Harin,” she told him as they walked towards the nicer part of Market Ring. Swati held his arm around the bicep and spoke much too close to Nox’s ear for his liking. “He accepted the fact that you won’t join his party some time ago. Harin wrote you off as an acquaintance and perhaps a friendly artisan. The blighted fool didn’t think I’d ever win you over. I bet he’s seething right now.”
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“Did you tell him about our date?” Nox asked.

Swati shook her head. “My mother and his aunt meet for tea four times a week, though, and they tell each other everything. I had her do it for me.”

“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what’s your relationship, exactly?”

“The Singhs are distant cousins on my mother’s side,” Swati answered, shrugging. “I think one of his great-aunts a few times removed married an ancestor. Our parents tried to get us together, so any children I have would be Singhs. We pretty much grew up as siblings and weren’t interested in such a relationship. We’re distant enough, so it wouldn’t exactly be incest, and our kids won’t have any problems, but it just felt wrong, you know?”

“At least they didn’t force you,” Nox said. “I hear a lot of that happens in the Imperium.”

“They seem to like to keep it in the family. Sibling marriage has been illegal for a few decades, but first cousins are fair game.” Swati grimaced, making an amusing disgusted face. “The thought alone makes my stomach turn.”

“While we’re on the topic of Harin, I sensed all isn’t good between the two of you. Did something happen that led to you leaving his party?”

“Harin is a decent man, but he prioritizes his house’s glory over all else,” Swati answered. “A dear friend lost a leg and kidney because of him while we were away last semester. I’ve had many close calls because of Harin’s obsession, too. In several other instances, he’s put the Singhs before friendships and what I’d consider decency. So, I think it's best we part ways. My mother isn’t happy about it, but it's not up to her. Is it my turn to get some honest answers out of you?”

“Of course. I’m a mostly open book. What do you want to know? Gedge and Mercer secrets? My relationship with the Oakhearts?”

Swati shook her head. “What did Aria Edelweiss think of us attending the Singh ball together.”

“Does she really need to know?” Nox asked. “We’re neither engaged nor promised to each other. I told her that I needed to attend alone for the sake of the business, and she accepted. Is that a problem?”

“Not if there is no commitment or promises. You’re a desirable bachelor and should consider your options before making an important life decision. But you should know that I won't stand for such behavior if you leave Aria and we get together. I’ll expect some sort of promise and loyalty.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way. The Edelweisses are using me for my alchemical talents and growing fame.”

“And you’re using them for sponsorship and business connections.” Swati completed the thought for him.

“Precisely. If they think there is something more between us, that’s on them.”

“Shrewd businessman. Talented alchemist. Skilled delver and mage. Now you turn out to be a cold tactician and social climber, too?” Swati laughed. “We’re perfect for each other. If it weren’t for your business, I’d tell you to come with me to Daksinsthan once the semester ends. You need to know your ancestral land and understand why arcane artisanry is so precious to us.”

“Perhaps sometime in the future when the business doesn’t need me as much. The last time I left the shop for a few days, a competitor firebombed us.” Nox sighed. “I’ll admit, it's something I’ve always wanted to do. I want to visit the lands my aunt told me about. No one has heard from or seen the Ratras besides her or my father in decades, but I’d like to try to find some of them.”

“Well. The offer stands. If you find someone reliable to take care of your affairs, join me. I doubt you’ll want to come back.”

Relief washed over Nox when his date didn’t drag him to a barber or beauty salon. He had shaved and got his hair cut the day before the date to avoid such an eventuality. However, he worried about meeting the affluent woman’s standards and feared she would want him pruned and tweezered. The women in his life often commented on Nox’s wild, unkempt hair. Apparently, he never let it get obnoxiously long, but enough to bother them. Now that Nox was a businessman and needed to meet clients frequently, he resolved to get into the habit of staying well-groomed.

First, Swati took Nox to a seamstress. It was the same store he visited with Annabelle during the previous semester. The shop attendants and seamstress didn’t say whether they recognized him. Instead, they brought out fabric, design examples, and stitching samples. Nox didn’t understand half the words the two women said and left all the decisions to them. He only spoke up when they presented options before him and let the assistants take his measurements.

Shopping with Swati wasn’t as terrible as Nox expected. She spent far more time exploring options and made him try on unnecessary pieces before doing the same herself. However, the banter made the experience bearable. 

In the end, they settled on a humble but classy Imperium suit in dark blue with a bright pink shirt underneath. Swati picked an azure tie to go with it and ordered a gown that used a similar color palette. Afterward, she dragged Nox to a Daksinsthani tailor and had him purchase a few ethnic outfits as well. 

Swati and Nox ate lunch in a restaurant owned by her family. It served traditional food from Ruipur. The spice levels were higher than what Nox was used to, but he enjoyed the dishes nonetheless. They ranged from steamed cakes made with fermented rice and lentils to spicy goat curries and fish cooked in banana leaves with mustard and coconut. The preparations left Nox’s eyes watering. Sweat dampened his brow and back. However, he couldn’t stop eating. The food was almost addictive.

“I don’t know what your aunt cooked for you, but the Ratras are from a region just south of us. I imagine your ancestors ate similar food. The area is famous for its dairy. So, perhaps they dilute the heat with more milk than we do in Ruipur.”

“Mou uses a lot of cream and butter in her cooking,” Nox commented. “It certainly isn’t as spicy as this. Her children love heat, but her husband is of Imperian origins and can’t handle it.”

“Most of the ingredients the restaurant and perhaps your aunt use probably come from across the Sapphire Straits. No amount of magic and alchemy can preserve freshness during a journey that long. If you want a real taste of your ancestors’ food—”

“I’ll need to visit Daksinsthan. I get it.” Nox laughed. “Once my business has adequately grown and needs me less, I’ll certainly take you up on the offer. Just not yet.”

The pair also visited a cobbler after their meal and ordered matching footwear for the party. Swati also wanted to get Nox traditional shoes, but he successfully talked her down. It irked Nox when she got handsy and kissed him but played along for the sake of the ruse. He needed Swati to be happy and enamored for the plan to work.

            


Nox's Seven


                All the parties in Advanced Dungeon Combat helped the city during and following the titan attacks. Everyone with an adept-rank star had done the bare minimum to finish the course and, therefore, passed the minimum requirements. However, Professor Wolfhammer didn’t consider the course complete until the entire party received the same qualification.

Adept-ranked delvers had the right to enter dungeons and rifts of all ranks. Only one in a hundred thousand mages made it to expert—two-hundred-and-fifty-six maximum mana. Even fewer lived long enough to double it and achieve the advanced expert rank. Archmages were even fewer in number. Only Dean Woodson held the rank in the City of Ygg. She was several centuries old and had founded the mana system all mages currently used.

When experts challenged dungeons and rifts of the relevant rank, they filled their party with primarily adept delvers. So, Professor Wolfhammer held the students in the course to a higher standard than all other attendees. Since Joey and Alexander hadn’t reached the adept rank yet, the old professor refused to grant the party his seal of approval. He wanted all of them to ascend and then conquer a rift of the relevant rank. They needed to continue with Advanced Dungeon Combat until then.

Fortunately, Professor Wolfhammer made allowances for already adept-ranked mages and delvers. They could either fight Joanna or similar summons or duel one another. Most students, including Nox, opted to do the latter. It forced him to practice restraint and creativity since he'd end up killing or maiming his sparring partner. The wards Professor Wolfhammer’s assistants employed, registered, and prevented fatal injury, but they were meant for apprentice mages and journeymen. Nox didn’t trust them to do the same with Ratra’s Bow.

A pair of foot-long blades shot at Nox as soon as the duel started. He threw up a Slow field and ducked just in time to avoid the blades. They would've drilled into his shoulders if not for Haste's effects. Nox kicked off the ground, jumping backward just as a talwar slashed through where he’d stood seconds ago. Then, the knives floating around Harin’s shoulders thrust forward, attempting to skewer him.

Haste didn’t just increase Nox’s speed and reaction time. Since he had made the cantrip a part of his star, its effects scaled as he climbed the ranks. At adept rank, it also enhanced his mind—making information processing and decision-making faster.

Crystalize Essence activated much quicker than it had ever done before. The weapons dissolved into iron sand as soon as they passed through the dome-shaped barrier surrounding Nox. The fine particles still sprayed him, singeing skin and filling the air with the stink of burnt hair.

Nox studied Harin’s magic as they fought. The man moved more like an aether warrior than a mage. He had terrifying martial skills, and a burning aura surrounded him. Nox worried that if he got within arm’s length, it would burn him if the blades didn’t cut him first.

Harin’s star either conjured iron-sand or mana blades. If the former, he had a Shaping planet to mold the material into blades. Meanwhile, the latter would suggest he used a planet to give the mana blades solidity using iron-sand. Iron Sand, or Mana Blade Manipulation, served as his next planet. Since Harin only controlled the blades and never formless iron-sand, Nox guessed it was the latter. It was better for Nox to some extent. Sand Manipulation terrified Nox a lot more than the more likely explanation. A talented Manipulator could use it to assault the lungs, eyes, ears, or connected organs through other orifices.

The man’s third planet added heat and the aura to the equation, making him a terrifying close combatant. Sprays of formless sand could still cause significant damage once the spell got powerful enough—or Harin was holding back just like Nox. Either way, Nox lacked the appropriate strategy to triumph in such a duel. He could do little besides avoid the relentless onslaught and gradually retreat.

When firing Ratra’s Bow, Nox used his weakest arrows accompanied only by three essence glass spikes. It was enough to inflict moderate damage and trigger the protection wards, but nothing more. Unfortunately, the trio of blades floating behind Harin’s shoulders darted in front of him and blocked the projectiles. When it happened for the third time, using identical movements, Nox hypothesized Harin had an Animation planet and no Shaping. The pre-programmed movements provided an almost thoughtless defense.

Instead of conjuring arrows out of his stored essence glass, Nox created single-use spells. When Harin got too close, the ground under his feet turned into a mud pool. Gusts blew iron sand back at its conjurer. Sudden two-second-long showers cooled Nox when the heating aura got too much. He hoped to frustrate his opponent as he had in previous duels. Otis’ instincts proved invaluable while avoiding lunges and surprise attacks, helping Nox just about avoid attacks. Unfortunately, Harin proved more level-headed and patient than Louis or Ed.

The more experienced mage and combatant—Harin—won in the end. Nox didn't have enough practice with Haste to keep up his performance. He eventually stumbled, and Harin used the opportunity to close in. Nox caught the opposing mage's blade using the Artisan's Arm and channeled Galvanzing Touch through it. The man's superior tenacity and endurance let him withstand the spell until Nox crumbled under the effects of the burning aura.

Professor Wolfhammer critiqued both combatants while healers tended to their wounds. He chided Harin for not diversifying his attacks and rushing in headfirst. Meanwhile, Nox was reprimanded for not working toward a new cantrip or planet despite the week off following his delve.
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“If not for Ratra's Bow, you'd be an excellent barrier and shield mage,” the professor told him. “I'd suggest you lean into that. Dedicate one to mobility and the other to physical defence.”

“I've been brainstorming ideas, but nothing seems to fit,” Nox said. “I'm trying to commune with a tortoise spirit for a new summon, but that's proven challenging. If I don't succeed in the next month, I'll settle for something else.”

“Since Slow is integral to your star and mana system, consider the Stop spell. I know it's mana-intensive, but it would fit into your style reasonably well. Heavy could function reasonably well, too. A tortoise or another defensive spirit would be ideal, of course, but don't waste forever in pursuit of what you may never find. Besides, not all physical defences need to be hardened barriers or shields. There are other methods of diverting incoming threats.”

“Turning things around on Harin might have been possible with Stop or Heavy, I suppose. I'm not one to settle, though.”

“I'm afraid a newly learned spell would've not helped you beat Mr Singh,” Professor Wolfhammer said. “He has significantly more experience and training than you. You've only just become an adept. Harin achieved the rank two semesters ago.”

“You're far too generous, Professor,” Harin said. “I only won because Nox was holding back. One empowered arrow or a potent enough bomb, and that would be the end of me.”

“Restraint is more important than absolute destruction. Unless you're fighting alone, you'll need the former more than the latter.”

Harin moved on to duel Lillin. The mimic woman won without much trouble. Meanwhile, Nox fought Caitlin. He lost again, but it was a closer match than their previous bouts.

The elemental armor made her far too durable for unempowered arrows. If not for Haste, Nox wouldn't have a chance at all. Crystalize Essence was useless against her elemental-powered armor, and he barely inflicted any damage. The Woodson woman surprised Nox by trapping him with roots that sprouted from underfoot. She shed the bulk of her armor and moved surprisingly fast, covering the distance between them. Caitlin grappled Nox and pinned him to the ground, winning the fight.

Meanwhile, he defeated Lillin, Swati, and Joey. The last of them gave Nox the most trouble. His chaotic Djinn Fire made Ratra's Bow and Crystallize falter. His inferior mana stores and expensive spells cost him the win. Meanwhile, Lillin would have won the fight if she hadn't needed to suppress her mimic abilities.

The victory against Swati surprised Nox. She manipulated stone and despite her delicate form, had the strength and durability to match the material. Despite her reputation as a close-to-mid-rangefighter, she stayed far enough from Nox to fall victim to Ratra's Bow. It was by no means an easy fight. Crystalize Essence cut off Swati’s control over her projectiles, but he still needed to avoid the heavy stone. She left him with a handful of bruises and lacerations, but Nox successfully destroyed the dueling ward.

Finally, as the class came to a close, Nox approached Louis for a match.

“I'm not sure about us dueling again, brother,” Louis said. “The humiliation was far too much for me to stomach.”

“I promise it won't be the same as last time,” Nox told him. “Besides, your speed and illusions have grown by leaps and bounds since our last bout. I doubt my defenses will be enough to beat you.”

“Fine. Do you mind if I take a moment to regenerate my mana and reset my spells?”

“Sure. Why don't we sit and catch up? It's been a while since we last talked.”

The pair sat by Ygg's trunk, far from other combatants. A strong breeze blew through the canopy above. The rustling of leaves was so loud Nox could barely hear the ongoing duels or his peers talking. A telepathic prompt encouraged Otis to dance around them, looking for eavesdroppers or spies.

“What's the latest news from the Golden Isles?” Nox asked. “How's Queen Mercer and our sister doing?”

“You don't always have to refer to her as Queen Mercer, Nox. She's our mother. I know what you told her the last time you spoke, but she isn't here now.”

“Maybe I'm just a stubborn fool. She's taking steps in the right direction, but it doesn't feel enough. Too little too late.”

“I know you were hurt, Nox, but Mother isn't as bad as you think,” Louis said. “Everybody makes mistakes, and she is trying to redeem herself. Just give her a chance. She'll do whatever it takes to win you over.”

“How are you doing, Louis?” Nox asked. “Things can't be easy for you, given everything with Ed and your father.”

“I'm doing the best I can. Classes and delving keep my mind off things. Mother has been showering me with gifts, but it's not having the effect she wants.” Louis sighed. “I don't think she knows any better. You’ll understand if you spend any time with her parents or uncles. The Mercers are worse than the Gedges, and our grandmother is to blame. She is a cruel twisted woman. I would’ve turned out a lot worse if she were my parent.”

“Honestly, I don't remember her well. Mou kept me far from Grandmother. The few interactions we shared following my father's death were short and mostly consisted of her telling me about my and my bloodlines' worthlessness.”

“What a vile woman.” Louis sighed. “I'm sorry for what she put you through. I hope the witch dies before she can leave her mark on the next queen.” He hesitated. “I've heard about what you did for the city and the street kids, Nox. You're a good man. I hope we can be real siblings someday.”

“I wish you didn’t say that, Louis. Now I'm going to feel bad about what comes next.”

“Oh no. You're going to humiliate me out there, aren't you?”

“No. Given your recent performance, I'm pretty sure you'll kick my butt.” Nox moved closer to his brother and continued at a considerably lower volume. “The last time we spoke, you told me you wanted to make it up to me for everything Ed and Lord Gegde did. Does the offer still stand?”

“Of course!” Louis exclaimed. “Whatever you need, Nox. Just name it.”

“Are you sure? That's a silly offer to make, brother. Especially given how unsavory I am.”

Louis laughed. “I don't think you're unsavory. Just tell me what you need.”

“Should we skip out on the rest of class and talk elsewhere?” Nox asked. “I doubt ol’ Wolfhammer will mind.”

“Why? Is this about a girl?”

“Not quite. It's to do with my business, and I'd like to keep things discreet. There are too many individuals with enhanced hearing around here.”

“Sure. You carry the Trade Empire’s crest. It's my duty to help affiliated businesses in any and all possible ways.” Louis nudged Nox. “Within the law's limits, of course.”

Nox shot his half-brother a sheepish smile. “Just hear me out before you jump to conclusions. Getting up to mischief is something brothers do, right?”





            


Final Exams Approach


                All of Nox’s lecturers had either finished teaching their course material or were close to doing so. Most had moved on to revision classes or answering practice questions. Only Intermediate Dungeon Theory still continued to slip in new material.

“Only two of the three major roving dungeons reside in or on the body of titans,” the professor said. “This should be an easy question for anyone with good attendance. But please name the dungeons and summarize the most popular theories of why the titans attracted fallen gods and allowed domain creation.”

More than half the lecture hall raised their hands. Even though Nox wasn’t one of them, he was the one that got picked. The professors in his theory classes only recently started paying attention to him. Ratra’s Knightly Brews, the knighthood, and his contributions to the city were getting Nox attention, which he didn’t quite enjoy. Delving and the business had resulted in him falling behind in Intermediate Dungeon Theory and Introduction to Sumoning And Familiars. Artisan’s Library helped him with neither, and he used the classes to catch up.

“Terrastalia on land and Leviathan in the sea,” Nox answered, struggling to arrange the mess of information in a presentable fashion. “The fallen primarily gravitated toward leylines to settle their domains. Many weren’t so lucky and sought places of power. As ancient beings toeing the physical, spiritual, and arcane realms, the titans count as the latter. They also helped weaker gods avoid the first dungeon destroyers and cannibalistic competitors. It, of course, limited their available space. Even though Terrastalia is titanic, room for dungeon expansion is significantly less than Sundarshahar or the northern archon and expert dungeons’ territory.

“As for why the titans allowed gods to settle and war on their backs, that’s a more debated topic. My favorite theory would be the symbiotic relationship. The dungeon lords protected them from more predatory titans, forcing them into hiding in the deep deserts and oceanic trenches. More powerful dungeons and cults seeking to consume or manipulate a titan’s will also have to contend with the residing god. I believe Terrastalia and Leviathan have grown intelligent during their long lives; they have picked the best means of survival in a changing world.”

“I asked for summaries of the most popular theories, Sir Ratra,” the professor said. “Not your favorite. Your answer would only earn you about half the marks if the question were to appear on the final exam. I'm afraid your knighthood and contributions to the city won’t earn you any leeway.”

“Salty bastard,” Lillin mumbled. She was currently ahead of Nox as far as theory was concerned and had spent most of the class doodling gravity orbs and new arrangements for her spiral spell. “He’s just mad his two decades of research has gone nowhere. I hear he’s been spell-weaving for rich war mages to keep up with his wife’s lifestyle.”

Nox ignored her and took notes as the professor explained what else he needed to include for better results.

“Next question. Why are there so many aerial roving dungeons, and none of them are on the back of titans?” The professor scanned the front few rows. “Oriana Stone. You look like you’re struggling to stay awake.”

“There aren’t any aerial titans left,” Oriana stifled a yawn. “As far as we know, at least. Besides, the fossils we found all had hollow bones and were significantly smaller than their terrestrial and aquatic cousins. It’s unlikely they had the strength to support a dungeon.”

“That’s it?” The professor asked when she didn’t continue. “Someone complete the answer, please.”

“Settling on the back of an aerial titan is pointless when thousands of floating islands populate the skies,” Oriana added, rolling her eyes. “The magic granting them flight also makes them places of power. They travel along leylines, too, giving godly domains two sources of sustenance. There are significant benefits to settling a dungeon on a floating island over a titan, aerial or not.”

“Thank you, Miss Stone. That’s closer to an answer worth full marks.”

Nox felt significantly more confident about passing his remaining courses. Introduction to Summoning and Familiars had significantly easier subject matter, and Nox had built an excellent foundation before contracting Otis. His research as he tried to befriend Bi Xi built on his knowledge, and Nox only needed to study the reading material to cover a handful of gaps in his knowledge.

“Anyone who successfully contracted a partner this semester using rituals and spells taught in this class will receive bonus marks.” A wave of grumbling protests washed through the lecture hall. The summoning professor was a lot friendlier and almost appeared apologetic. “I know it’s not fair, but if the rest of you got your summon or familiar without outside help, you wouldn’t be taking this class, would you? I’ll also settle for a planet dedicated to either.
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“You still have a couple of weeks, so if you’re close, now’s the time to finish the ritual or complete planet formation. Don’t rush into anything for bonus marks, though. Patience is especially important when dealing with primordials, spirits, or whatever entity you’re trying to contract.”

A male student with a baby face and a high-pitched voice spoke without raising his hand. “Professor, what do you advise we do when a spirit keeps running away just before the ritual’s conclusion? It’s friendly and plays along—”

“Is it some sort of wind, shadow, or trickster spirit?”

“Yes, professor. A combination of two the three, at least.”

“In that case, your best bet is to add a trap element to the base ritual or utilize wards,” the professor said. “You always run the risk of angering the spirit and scaring it off for good, but it's your best bet when dealing with flighty or mischievous entities.”

“Professor, what would you do about a flighty injured spirit?” Nox asked, approaching her after class. “It’s unwell and hurt and probably scared of humans. I want to help it more than contract it at this stage.”

“If it's hurt and scared, then trapping wards and rituals should be avoided at all costs,” the professor answered. “It might lash out or withdraw for good, voiding all your efforts thus far.”

“What would you suggest then?”

“Is it a nature spirit or one of land or water?”

“I'm not sure exactly,” Nox replies. “It calls itself Bi Xi and presents itself as a tortoise.”

“That means it's a spirit of the land, probably ancient, and gained enough sapience to self-identify in the far east. Such a spirit is more than likely to have a physical presence in the material world. I'd suggest you find that and see if it has a problem you can solve. Be careful, though. It might not be as friendly as it is in dreamscapes or the spirit realm.”

Nox was sure he’d have no trouble with the Live Spell Weaving and Finesse Shaping final exams. Both involved a supervised practical and demonstration. Diya had employed students from the war mage department to create stressful situations. Nox would need to keep his composure during them to create and use spells relevant to the situation. Dean Woodson planned to manufacture a similar testing environment.

Since Nox used both skills during Advanced Dungeon Combat and delves, he was confident in his ability to demonstrate his skills with both techniques masterfully. There was a lot of room for improvement, of course. Nox needed to diversify and grow his pool of spells. His speed needed to improve, too, but he was among the top three in his class and believed it was enough to gain the teachers’ approval. 

Business boomed as the semester’s end rapidly approached. Invitations to social events piled in Nox’s office, and the city’s affluent flocked to purchase his skin and new haircare products. He reorganized the store to make his customers more comfortable. Hilda ran the cosmetics counter while Argus’ wife, Emily, took care of the other half. Meanwhile, Allen drifted between the two, depending on who needed more help. Nox believed men wouldn’t want to purchase cures for balding or male performance drugs from pretty, young women.

The business marketed the latter new product not just as a marital aid for men struggling with their virility but also to individuals pursuing a jolly good time. As a result, it was no surprise when eavesdropping women bought a vial for their husbands or lovers.

“Get a crate for Ateeq,” an older woman said, teasing her friend. “Your failing slumlord probably needs an ego boost.”

“I'd rather get some for the new stable boy.” Her friend giggled. “The lad is hung like his wards but has no stamina.”

Nox did his best to ignore the talk and remain professional. Opening the store had taught him that noblewomen were as crude as sailors, and they didn't care to hide it around their ‘lessers.’

The apprentices begged for the opportunity to get involved in Nox’s private research. It was an excellent growth opportunity for them, after all. If Nox’s flame slime research papers or the patent mentioned their names in the footnotes, it would significantly boost their careers. The brew was already famous in the City of Ygg, and word would eventually spread.

Nox rejected their offers of volunteering time outside of regular work hours. He liked Aisha and Kishan. They had proven themselves invaluable to the business. However, neither had his complete trust. Nox was almost sure the Singhs had planted a mole in his company. Their research had followed an alarmingly similar path to his after he submitted the patent, and Nox wasn’t one to give much weight to coincidence. Besides, he had done most of the legwork alone and refused to share credit with anyone besides the friend who assisted him with the testing.

When the day of the party came, Nox had no choice but to help in the store until lunchtime. There were far too many customers for the salespeople to keep up. The salesmen were struggling with the stacking work orders, too, forcing Nox to bounce between the basement and ground floors. By lunchtime, Aisha’s work no longer needed her input, so she assisted with sales, letting Nox get some studying in before he started preparing for the party.

Despite his distaste for such events, Nox struggled to contain his excitement and wished Aria was around so they could enjoy it together. Unfortunately, they all needed to attend the party as separate entities for his plan to work. She and the Woodsons would set off from the university. Joey would be in attendance, too, as Caitlin’s date—fortunately, the pair appeared to have resolved their relationship problems.

Unfortunately, Lillin didn’t have an invite, and Nox couldn’t take her along since the invitation prevented him from taking a date—she had a role in the plan, too, but it involved staying away from the Round Table. Instead, Swati arrived in a carriage to collect him precisely at the sixth bell. Before they set off, she applied some finishing touches to his outfit with a gold and sapphire lapel pin and matching cufflinks. Nox struggled to deny how phenomenal he looked or that they made for a charming couple.

            


The Singh Ball


                The Round Table was significantly grander and more immense than Nox initially assumed. It occupied most of the enormous Singh estate’s ground floor and half of the first. The entry hall alone was at least five times the size of his entire property’s ground floor—shopfront, storerooms, and passageways included. Side doors along the left wall led to two eateries and one large bar. The service hallway on the other side linked all of them. Nox had used it during his last visit to access Harin’s section of the building. The passageways to his right connected to casinos, music rooms, and other entertainment areas. 

Swati ignored them all and led Nox down the entry hall and through the ornate wooden archway on the far end. A grand ballroom with a band and several dancers awaited them. The party was already in full swing when she and Nox arrived. A servant in clothing almost as fine as the guests’ attire announced the pair as they entered, and several sets of eyes darted to them. 

Nox led his partner for the evening onto the dancefloor straight away. Two years of childhood etiquette classes and time with his recent partners taught him that it was customary. Swati appeared pleasantly surprised as he led her in the waltz, taking her around the dance floor's perimeter and then toward the room’s center as the song approached its end.

Aria had helped Nox brush the dust and cobwebs off mostly forgotten skills and refreshed his knowledge of song sequences. As a result, they were in the perfect spot for the slower song that followed. He twirled and dipped Swati, earning giggles and surprised smiles. By the time they stopped for a break, her face was flush, and heat radiated from her ears.

“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you, Nox Ratra?” She laughed as they retreated to a wall with drinks in hand. They stopped by a ceiling-tall window overlooking a courtyard and garden outside. Couples wandered and kanoodled among the hedges, rose bushes, and trees. The Singhs had accounted for guests with Sigils of Immunity and had people looking out for them. A servant found Nox carrying Spirit Caller’s Tea and followed him until he accepted a champagne flute. “I spotted you at a few gatherings around this time last semester. Why didn’t you put on such a show back then?”

“I wasn't as comfortable in this environment as I am now,” Nox replied. “Annabelle and Aria helped me—”

“On second thought, how about we not talk about your past lovers tonight?” Swati asked, nodding at the newest couple on the dance floor. Wilson displayed magnificent strength and fluidity as he lifted Annabelle high into the air, spun her around, and then smoothly transitioned into whatever the current dance was. Nox had already played his cards and didn't know much besides the waltz. The one-two-two pattern was easy to follow. He was glad to be far from the dance floor for the song. “It's bad enough that we risk bumping into them.”

“Is bumping into them a bad thing? I get the sense you’d enjoy our date in front of their noses.”

“Do you think so little of me?” Swati struggled to maintain a straight face as she feigned offense. “What makes you think I’m that kind of person?”

“Were the public displays of affection and open attempts at seduction for my benefit alone?”

“Oh? You noticed that?” Swati burst into a fit of laughter. “We’re open about such things in Ruipur. Seduction is a two-stage process, you see. I need you to know that I’m interested and how far I’ll go to win your hand. The publicness and openness of my approach tell competitors of my intentions. They’ll take my standing and strength into account before thinking about getting in my way.”

“Why me, though?” Nox asked. “There appear to be plenty of eligible Daksinthani bachelors on campus and in your… little community.”

“Not a lot of women want spoilt brats who’ve had everything in their lives handed to them. It’s boring. Only social climbers and the money-hungry willingly get into such relationships. I want someone strong and talented with fire. You’re not short on any of the above.” Swati downed her champagne and nudged Nox, nodding at his beverage. “That doesn’t mean you’re unique. There are others like you. However, I’ve grown up with the few that meet my criteria, and getting into a relationship with them would be borderline incestuous.”

“Well, that doesn’t make me feel particularly special. Thank you for the honesty, though. The last few months have been an odd experience.” Nox believed he owed the woman a hint of honesty. “I spent three-quarters of my life isolated and ignored. The Gedges and my maternal grandmother ordered their people to keep away from me or kick my butt. Everyone else kept me at arm’s length to avoid getting in trouble with the people in power. I only got attention from women when Lillin and I snuck away from the Golden Isles to visit passing towns and villages. It was still rare, you know?

“Then, things changed once I got here. First, there was Annabelle. Then, Aria—sorry I mentioned them again.” Nox pretended to drink as they spoke. Whenever Swati glanced at the dance floor or paused to greet a passing familiar face, Nox discreetly poured his beverage into a nearby potted plant. He almost laughed, wondering whether the fern would commune with Bi Xi later in the night. “I started getting attention after launching Noxian Brews, and the knighthood only added to it.”

“You came here with nothing and swiftly rose to the rank of extremely eligible bachelor.” Swati sighed. “My father told me an unfortunate truth when I was younger, and it didn’t make much sense back then. Only children and women get unconditional love. Men have to earn it by proving their worth and showing what they can bring to the table. I’d like to think Papa was wrong. Daily observations say otherwise. I’m sorry for everything you experienced, Nox. Politics is a nasty game, and you ended up in the midst of it because of your parents’ relationship. Love is great and all, but people in positions of power need to consider accompanying factors before they entangle their lives and families.”
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“Perhaps. I’m told my grandmother was staunchly against my parents getting together. She had no daughters besides my mother. If the current Queen Mercer publicly refused her inheritance, she would’ve thrown the Trade Empire into turmoil. Sometimes, I think things would’ve been better if she let that happen and fled with my father. Their last names would’ve made starting a new life difficult no matter where they went.”

“Children pay for the mistakes of their parents. If my mother made wiser decisions, I would be in line to join Ruipur’s ruling council right about now. Maybe this is a happier, more comfortable life. But we’ll never know what might’ve been, will we?”

The band started a song Swati enjoyed, and she dragged Nox onto the dance floor again. It was faster than what Nox preferred, and struggled to keep up with her. Initially, he let her take the lead but eventually took over as he grew used to the rhythm.

Annabelle caught Nox’s eye as she twirled around a new partner. It wasn’t strange to dance with individuals besides one’s date, especially with fast, non-romantic songs. Her questioning expression suggested the noblewoman had guessed that he and Swati were on a date. He only shot her a polite smile and diverted his gaze. 

Things didn’t get messy until the band transitioned to a slower song.

Nox pulled Swati closer by her slender waist, and she pressed her breasts against his chest. They held each other progressively tighter during the increasingly intimate melody, and her lips grazed his ear. Nox played along for the sake of the ruse, spinning her and pulling her close again. Then, the Daksinsthani woman kissed Nox, and he reciprocated. When their lips parted several racing heartbeats later, a delicate hand gripped Nox’s shoulder and spun him around. 

It was Aria. She threw the crimson contents of her goblet in Nox’s face. It splashed all over his and Swati’s necks and chests. An angry scream burst from Swati’s lips as she released Nox and jumped away from him, creating a much too large gap between them for a single bound.

“You cow!” She gasped. A maid immediately appeared at Swati’s side carrying a tray of towels.

“You told me not to come tonight because you had business to attend to,” Aria hissed, ignoring Swati. She glared at Nox, red-faced. “Sticking your tongue down her throat is business?”

“Aria, I can explain—”

“What’s there to explain, Nox? You told me there’s nothing for me to worry about when she manhandled you in public. Coming tonight as her date wasn’t a big deal either.” Aria adopted a cold, mocking tone. “It’s for the sale of the business!”

“I swear that's how it started, Aria, but things got out of hand,” Nox replied. “I’m really sorry, but it just happened.”

“So what?” The music continued in the background, but guests stopped dancing around them and stared at the scene. Nox saw Harin and another man who resembled him weaving through the crowd toward them. “Tell me it was a mistake. Tell Swati that this didn’t mean anything in front of everyone, and I might just believe you.”

Nox glanced between the two women. The ruse was getting alarmingly close to melodrama, yet Aria managed to keep her end of the act convincing. He hoped he was just doing just as good a job. After all, they didn’t just need to convince fellow guests and their hosts but Swati, too. 

“I’m sorry, Aria, but I can’t.”

“Consider your dealings with House Edelweiss over, Nox Ratra. My father will have your research and—”

“That’s enough, Miss Edelweiss.” A large armored man stood over Aria. The two Singh men hovered behind her. “We don’t accept such behavior at the Round Table. I’m afraid you’ll need to leave.”

“But—”

“Please save your issues with Mr Ratra for another day and venue. This is neither the time nor place for this conversation.”

“Blighted pig,” Aria grumbled before turning on her heel and stomping away.

“I’m so sorry about this,” Nox said, smiling sheepishly at Harin and Swati. “I wasn’t expecting her to come tonight or behave like this. It’s very much unlike her.”

“The Singh ball can’t exist without such incidents,” Swati stated. Her shoulders drooped as she studied the stains on her dress. “I never thought I’d be a part of one.”

“You don’t get to watch from the sidelines for once,” Harin joked. He turned his back on Nox and focused his attention on Swati. “I’ll have someone escort you to Ma’s suite. I’m sure you can find something that’ll fit you.” His volume dropped to a whisper as he continued. The tone sounded cold. “I told you inviting the Edelweisses was a mistake.”

Swati departed with a servant straight away, leaving Nox damp and dripping. The surrounding guests returned to their dancing while a couple complained about droplets on their outfits. A few claimed the drama had spoiled the mood and retreated to drink or imbibe in other pleasures. 

“Again, I’m so sorry about everything.”

“It’s quite alright. I’m afraid we don’t have any private rooms available tonight for you to get cleaned up, Nox. I can have someone fetch one of my shirts if you'd like.”

“I appreciate the offer, Harin, but your clothes would never fit me. I’m not gifted with shoulders as wide as yours.” Nox’s attempt at levity and flattery failed. He only got a sympathetic smile from his host. “I’ll find a washroom and do what I can.” He pulled a little vial of clear fluid from his coat. “I always go to parties prepared for spills. Thank you, though.” 

A servant politely waved him away from the dance floor, and two attacked the spill on the floor with mops. “I’ll take you to the closest washroom, Sir Ratra,” the man said. “If you’d like a new shirt, I’m sure I can find something in your size. A coat will be significantly harder, but—”

“Why don’t you lead me to the brasserie washrooms?” Nox asked, interrupting the man. “I’m sure the Lady of Ruipur will take a while, and the dancing has left me famished.”

“Don’t you want to take care of the stain first, sir?”

In response, he uncorked the thumb-sized vial and emptied its contents over himself. The crimson parted from his clothes and turned to vapors straight away. “I might’ve had enough for my date, but I needed a break after all the drama.”

“I understand, Sir Ratra. Please follow me.”

The brasserie was bustling with activity. Servers rushed around the main hall and the ballroom’s edges with trays of delicate finger food. Meanwhile, a grand banquet covered the eatery’s long tables. The scents tempted Nox, but he slipped into the indicated washroom. It was almost full when he entered and started washing the stickiness off his face and neck. By the time he finished, only one other person stood in the room, his eyes glowing pink.

“You ready, brother?” Louis asked. “The Woodsons are ready to start a commotion as soon as we exit the door.”

“I am,” Nox answered. “Let’s get to work.”
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Primal Wizardry


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.




                



2.57 Brotherly Bonding


                “I’ve never done anything like this,” Louis commented as he and Nox wandered down the Round Table’s service hallway. 

All oncoming and passing staff wove around them, never touching the pair. Nox felt like a moving pillar that everyone instinctively knew to avoid. No one acknowledged them or met their eye. Instead, everyone pretended as if the half-brothers didn’t exist.

“How does this work?” Nox asked. “Are we invisible?”

“Not quite. I can only turn myself invisible, not others. Instead, I surrounded us in an empathic barrier that tells everyone within my mana zone that we’re not here. The eyes still see us, but the brain doesn’t register our existence. The subconscious keeps them from walking into us.”

“That sounds like complicated spellwork. I imagine they’re mighty useful in dungeons and rifts.”

“Isolating the asura patrols is a breeze.” He grinned sheepishly. “I designed the spell to bypass the palace wards, too. I doubt whatever the Singhs have will detect us.”

“So you have done something like this before?” Nox chuckled, nudging his half-sibling. He felt glad for Louis’ presence and magic. His initial plan involved relying on Alexander’s squirrels, Otis, and Joey’s illusory Djinn Fire for invisibility. It was likely the Singh’s wards or employees would detect them.

“Sneaking around one’s own home and retrieving stolen work from our host aren’t the same. This is a lot more dangerous and thrilling.”

“You’re not the good little prince you like to portray, are you, Louis?” Nox chuckled.

“I feel bad complaining about this to you of all people, but princely life is boring. Tutors and combat drills take up most of the daytime hours. Servants track your every move, ensuring you don’t have to lift a finger. They do everything. Everything! You never get to do a thing for yourself, and it's blighted frustrating.” Louis paused. “It’s too weird discussing this with you.”

“It’s fine. We’re not here to discuss who had it worse. You can talk to me.”

“First, I used Fae Fire to trick the guards,” Louis continued. “When they caught on, I created illusory doubles and later invisibility. That didn’t fool the wards, though. So, I had to devise something that would. I’ve been studying them for three semesters now. The most advanced detection wards look out for empathic and telepathic presences. Otherwise, a breeze, a mouse, or some other critter might set them off. My spell let me sneak around the grounds and vaults without issue. But not around Mother, her personal quarters, or the secret treasury. I certainly hope they don’t use anything as powerful.”

“Mother is a mind mage,” Nox said. “When she says she knows everything that's happening on the Golden Isles, she isn’t lying. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has extra wards to protect against people like you and herself.”

“How do you know?” Louis asked, freezing mid-stride. “No one outside her blood guard should be privy to that information.”

A servant carrying a basket of tablecloths froze, making Nox and Louis freeze midstride. She stared at where they stood, but her eyes looked through them at an empty spot behind them. Louis raised his right hand, and a pink arcane circle materialized over it. He manipulated it with his other hand, fingertips glowing with the same light. He added and removed runes. The servant’s eyes flashed pink for a moment, and she moved on. The pair sighed in relief after turning a corner and continued their conversation.

“Someone warned Lillin and Mou about your father’s assassins for years using squirrels, birds, and other critters. When Mother came to talk to me at the end of last semester, she got emotional. She temporarily lost control of her magic and silenced my test animals. It was for just a brief moment that she let her veil fall, and I sensed it. Mother used mind magic.”

“Who else knows?”

“Lillin and Professor Kris. Mou might have guessed it too.” Nox skipped telling Louis that Annabelle Oakheart and the Beauforts probably knew, too. He couldn’t recall if he had explicitly told them. A lot happened during their voyage to the Edelweiss barony and the following stay.

Louis kept silent as they ventured deeper into the Singh estate. Eventually, it wasn’t just guards they passed but armored guards, too. Nox didn’t know if someone had detected his intrusion during the last visit, but they had people guarding the doors connecting to the ballroom, courtyard, and entertainment spaces. Patrols marched along the branching corridors, too.

Nox couldn’t help but feel impressed by his half-brother’s arcane prowess. He didn’t just have a large mana zone, excellent mana sense, and control. The mass deception and ward avoidance spell proved Louis’ ability as an extraordinary mage and spell weaver. The young man walking next to Nox was not a spoiled prince like Edward Gedge. He didn’t need to suffer brutal trials and tribulations to find his strengths and become an extraordinary mage. Louis was born with talent, and despite every opportunity to do the bare minimum and fall back on his princely laurels, he had embraced his gifts and become someone worth noting. 
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Despite all of their past exchanges, Nox saw someone worthy of respect and awe in Louis. He wasn’t ready to let his mother back into his life yet. However, he had room for his younger brother. In Nox’s opinion, the Mercer and Gedge houses didn’t have many decent people worth calling family. It was likely Louis lacked real connections or people who treated him well for any reason besides his status and future as head of the Golden Isles’ guard.

No one stood guard around the artificing workshop. Much to Nox’s relief, it was the same for the alchemy laboratory. The Singhs likely relied on their guards and wards to protect their assets. Given their political standing and financial strength, it wouldn’t surprise Nox if hubris made them think it was all they needed. 

“Or maybe I’m just that good?” Louis whispered.

“What? Can you read my mind?”

“No. But I guessed what you’re wondering. Mother’s vaults and the palace appear to use nothing but guards and wards. If I can avoid those, why would this be any different? It's not too easy, and there’s probably no one lying in wait to ambush us. I’m just that good.”

The pair waited until the next patrol passed before Nox used Mage Hand to unlock the door from the inside. Not much had changed since the last visit. He smelled different concoctions brewing and saw no one. However, Nox and Louis heard activity as they approached the door against the rear wall. There were two voices, and he didn’t care what they had to say. 

First, they tested the door. It was unlocked. Nox cracked it open and rolled two spheres through the crack. The essence glass dissolved when Nox willed it, and a gaseous sleeping draught burst free. He had Louis down a tincture so the concoction wouldn't knock him out. They waited five minutes before sneaking in. 

“Thank Yggdrasil, they didn't have your sigil,” Louis said.

“Rare and expensive,” Nox commented, poking one of the two unconscious bodies with his foot. “Ordinary alchemists can't afford them. I don't think I can get one without the Trade Empire's assistance.”

“Given how your business is going, I'm sure you can afford a hundred gold.”

“The issue isn't paying for a sigil, it's finding them. Living in the Golden Isles skews your perception of how much things cost and their rarity. The items in the tournament vault are far more valuable than we think. Or, Mother had the contents changed for our benefit.” Nox checked the second unconscious alchemist before studying his surroundings. He checked the shelves of flasks and vials and the recipe books. “Check the other doors, please. We need to be quick about this.”

“It would help if I knew what I'm looking for,” Louis said.

“Myconid corpses or flasks of luminous orange fluid.” 

“Hold on a moment.” Louis frowned. He almost growled his following words. “That's what the Singhs stole? The blighted flame slime concoction? That’s your creation! Everyone in the city knows that! We need to burn this place down.”

“Too suspicious, traceable, and dangerous,” Nox said. “Find the myconid samples, and I'll do something better.”

They found the fungus and corpses behind another door. Three workstations bubbled away. Diagrams, formulae, and spell scripts littered the research room. Artisan's Library helped Nox memorize all the information he encountered. They weren't far behind him. The alchemist running the project hadn't yet come upon his most recent breakthrough. Nox guessed they were too focused on one problem and ignoring the larger picture. Artisans often struggle to see the faults in their work. Nox only made the connection because he was an outsider and not stuck in their mental loop.

The Singhs’ researchers hadn't bothered chaining their myconid corpses. Nox guessed they didn't expect guards or panicked refugees to come poking around or find out about their work. As he finished analyzing the flasks of fire slime and the accompanying annotations, Nox smiled so hard and wide that his cheeks hurt.

“What is it?” Louis asked. “Did you find something good?”

“I know who I'm firing tomorrow,” Nox answered. 

Louis appeared confused but didn't offer further questions. Instead, he explored, poked, and prodded as Nox finished stealing and confirming all the necessary knowledge. Once done, he fished a rolled stack of papers out of his pocket. They all bore his shop’down crest. Nox added them to the folder the mole had stolen from Ratra’s Knightly Brews.

“Let's go,” he said.

“That's it?” Louis asked. “You only wanted to find out who's feeding them information? The Singhs aren't going to pay for what they’ve done?”

“Oh, they will.” Nox grinned, showing off three marble-sized pellets. He destabilized the outer casing with Essence Master before rolling them along the floor. Two ended up by the samples of treated fungal flesh, while the last stopped by the foot of a myconid corpse. Each sphere turned into a luminous silver and orange puddle. The liquid slowly began to evaporate despite the room’s cool temperature. “We have fifteen minutes to get back to the party before all hell breaks loose.”

“Give me a minute to cast my spell. It takes a moment to activate.”

“Alright. I might as well get a look at what else the Singhs are working on. It's probably stolen from another alchemist anyway.”

“So much for their warrior code of honor, right?”

Both men froze on hearing the question. Their eyes darted to the research laboratory's entrance, but they saw no one. Then, movement drew their eyes to the ceiling above it. Swati's torso hung through the ceiling, wearing a new outfit.

“I knew you were up to no good, Nox Ratra,” she continued, grinning. Swati appeared to merge with the stone around her waist, and ripples spread across the ceiling from where she had breached it. It looked like a spell that let one pass through stone like it was water. “I knew you changed your tune too swiftly to be genuine.”

“Where did I screw up?” Nox asked, his mind racing. He needed to find a swift, violence-free solution to the predicament.

“You're not the casanova type, Nox.” Swati fell free from the ceiling, rotated a hundred-and-eighty degrees, and landed noiselessly on her elegant high-heel slippers. “Let's save the conversation for later. Singh alchemists might not have Sigils of Immunity, but they regularly undergo resistance training. I'll bet the buffoons wake up before your fifteen minutes are up.”

            


2.58 Unexpected Friends


                Swati took the half-brothers by hand and led them through several walls. It reminded Nox of forcing his hand through a slime’s thick membrane and inside its gelatinous body. No debris stuck to his skin when they emerged on the other side. Fortunately, Swati appeared to know her way around the estate. She led Nox and Louis through a couple of storerooms and unoccupied staff quarters. They ended up in a room that smelled of manure. Gardening tools hung from the wall, and burlap sacks sat against the walls.

Nox’s body felt significantly heavier when Swati released his hand. He struggled to maintain his balance, but Louis caught him before he could fall. The pair straightened their clothes, and a rapier hilt appeared in the prince’s hand. 

Instead of acknowledging the weapon, Swati opened the door in front of them and walked into the garden beyond. She had guided the brothers through the maze of rooms and corridors into the estate’s courtyard. Muffled music leaked through the windows overhead. When Nox craned his neck, he could see the ballroom through its ceiling-high windows and the balcony they looked out upon. Guests leaned against the railing, chatting, drinking, and eating. He heard people talking about the incident with Aria among the gaggle of voices.

When Swati walked deeper into the garden, Nox and Louis followed. The latter’s eyes glowed pink, and runes danced around his fingers. Meanwhile, the hilt in his right hand emitted a similar light. Nox hoped the younger man wouldn’t do anything hasty. He sensed the situation was still salvageable. A single wrong move could throw everything into disarray. Nox nudged the prince and shook his head.

“Just erecting a perception barrier,” Louis said. “You don’t want anyone to hear our conversation, do you?”

“Good thinking, Prince Mercer,” Swati said, spinning around to face the pair. She scanned her surroundings. Hedges blocked their view of the balcony and windows. They saw a few isolated couples, but they all stood several dozen feet away and appeared to be too engaged in whispers or other activities to care about their conversation. Louis’ magic was an extra precaution. “So. Tell me what you plan to do to the Singhs.”

“Not much,” Nox replied. “Defamation. Trouble with the guilds. Get them to leave the city if I’m lucky.”

“And you think you can manage all of that?”

“They’ve not just stolen my research, Swati. They’re breaking a bunch of laws and guild rules. Things won’t turn out well for them when it all comes to light.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Swati asked. “The Singhs aren’t people you want as enemies. They might run with their tail between their legs if the city and their allies turn on them, but they’ll eventually look to get even.”

“I grew eyes in the back of my head when I was six years old, Swati. The Singhs will just have to get in line with the Gedges. Sorry, Louis.”

“Don’t worry about it. My father is a blighted fool.”

“Besides, it’s too late.” Nox glanced at the doorway they had left behind. “The die is cast. The question is whether you’re going to warn them of what I’ve been up to or not?”

“I don’t think I will.” Swati smiled. “I’m not happy you used me for your ruse, plot, scheme, or whatever this is. The last time someone played with my feelings, I pulled them halfway through a wall and left him there. Lucky for you, I suspected you were up to no good as soon as you agreed to the date.”

“Why?” Nox asked. “What gave me away? I was genuine for most of the evening.”

“That’s the issue, Nox. You were too genuine for a first date. I’ve been observing you for longer than you think, and you put in too much effort to convince me that you’re interested. It might sound silly to the two of you, but a woman can sense these things.” Swati moved closer until she and Nox were almost nose to nose. “You like to think you’re a cold, calculative man. That might be true in most cases, but not when relationships are concerned. You’re in love with Aria Edelweiss. I never had a chance with you, and I doubt I ever will.”

“Then why agree to all of this? Just for fun?”

Swati shrugged. “A little bit. It doesn’t hurt to try, and my mother stays off my back when I’m actively pursuing a prospect. To be honest, after two months of pursuit, I wasn’t expecting you to agree to the date. I thought you’d show up alone but find Aria Edelweiss and spend the evening with her.”

“You’re leaving the city once the semester ends,” Nox commented. “Once you’re gone, your mother can’t bother you with prospects anymore. It's a decent tactic, but I wish it didn’t come at the cost of my comfort.”

“Please.” She waved at him dismissively. “My interest only improved your social standing and helped you grow a Daksinsthani customer base. The Guptas are just as bad as the Singhs, and their monopoly annoys me.”

“It almost sounds like you don’t like anyone in your community,” Louis said.

“I like Daksinsthanis in Daksinsthan. The ones here are a confused mess. They constantly try to one-up the locals. They segregate themselves, but when the locals exclude them, they cry about—” She froze mid-sentence, glancing between Nox and Louis. “This discussion is pointless, and discussing my issues with my people won’t go anywhere. What matters here is the fact that none of us like the Singhs. I just want to ensure you get out of this situation with minimal complications.”
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“Did Harin get someone important to you killed?” Nox’s question only won him a long, hard stare. “It was someone dear to you. Perhaps a past lover?”

“Do you want my help or not?” Swati glared at the two men. “We don’t have a lot of time left. You need an alibi before whatever you stimulated back there triggers.”

“The Woodsons are creating a disturbance for us. We should be fine sneaking back in without issue.”

“They already did that when the two of you disappeared. It’ll be too obvious if it happens a second time.”

“In that case—”

“Punch me,” Louis said, interrupting Nox. He pointed at his jaw. “Right here. As hard as you can.”

“Alright.” Nox didn’t hesitate. He hit his half-brother in the indicated spot, putting his shoulder and hips into the strike. He was starting to like Louis, but Nox had thought about punching him without consequence for years and failed to give up the opportunity.

“By Yggdrasil!” Louis yelled. The pink shimmer in his eyes and the magic circle floating above his right hand disappeared. “Aren’t you going even to ask why?”

“What’s there to ask? If people see us fighting out here, it’s a good enough alibi.”

“But you didn’t have to hit me that hard!” 

Swati laughed at their exchange but quietened when nearby eyes darted to where they stood. “What are you doing?” She demanded, retreating from the pair. Her shrillness masterfully added panic and concern to the situation. “You don’t have to do this!"

“It’s your turn,” Nox whispered.

The prince hesitated, glancing between the two watching couples and Swati. Then, when Nox punched him again, he retaliated. Louis hit his half-brother square in the face. It would've broken his nose if Nox didn’t move with the blow. It felt as if Louis had pent-up rage and resentment, too. The following blow hit as intended. It folded Nox in two, forcing the air from his lungs and making him spray spittle. Then, the third punch hit him in the side and knocked him down. Nox found himself kissing the pebble pathway a moment later.

“You’re hurting him!” Swati screamed.

Nox rolled onto his back and kicked his opponent in the knee. The joined buckled, and Louis was at face level a moment later. He lunged at his brother, but a pebble wall sprung into action and blocked him. Nox cast Crystallize Essence almost on instinct, and it crumbled, giving him free access to his brother. A miniature shower of fingernail-sized essence glass followed. It had a muddy glow. Before Nox could identify it, Louis was on him again. 

The prince received a punch to the face to the lower jaw. His eyes lost focus, and he swayed for a moment. Then Nox pushed him, and Louis fell on his side. A more solid pebble wall rose between them between them before Nox could push his advantage.

“Don’t make me hurt you, Nox!” Swati begged. “I just had too much to drink, okay? It didn’t mean anything. Louis and I are just friends. Just friends.”

More sets of eyes watched the trio, and several couples had entered earshot. More people stood on the balconies, watching them and pointing. A trio of guards pushed past them and hastily descended the stairs. The half-brothers were on their feet and standing several feet away from one another when the guards arrived.

“What’s going on here?” One asked

“Just a brotherly squabble,” Nox answered, wiping his mouth. The back of his hand came away red. 

“It was nothing,” Louis answered, his words almost came out slurred. “We just—” He blinked slowly, rubbing his jaw as he glanced between Nox and Swati. A thick stream of blood trickled from his nose, and an angry red bruise sat to the left of it. “It was nothing. We just had a misunderstanding.”

“This all my fault,” Swati said. “I was just having fun and might have pushed things too far. Please let the Singhs know. There’s no reason this needs to escalate any further.”

Harin, his father, and his uncle stood on the balcony, watching the scene unfold. They appeared amused as they conversed. 

“I’ll ask a servant to fetch healing brews,” the guard said. “Please refrain from causing further disturbances. If not for the Lady of Ruipur, we’d be escorting you out right now.”

“Healing won’t be necessary,” Nox replied. He fished a handful of crimson pills from his pocket and popped one into his mouth. He held the rest out for Louis. The dazed prince missed as he tried to take one, stumbling. “Sorry, Louis. I lost my temper.” Nox pressed a pill into his brother’s hand. “Infuse it with mana if you can. The healing will activate quicker.”

“You don’t have to take it if you don’t want to, Prince Mercer,” the guard said. “We have our own brews in-house.”

“It’s fine,” Louis replied. He didn’t sound all together. Nox worried the last punch might have left his half-brother concussed. Louis’ eyes flashed pink before he consumed the pill. Nox couldn’t tell whether the visual signifiers were integral to his magic or a bad habit. 

“Please pass our apologies on to our hosts.” Nox nodded at the men on the balcony.

“I will, Sir Ratra—” A servant interrupted the guard. She stood on her tiptoes as she whispered into the guard’s ear. “I’m sorry, Sir Ratra. The Singhs would like for you to leave.”

“That’s fair enough. It’s the second time I’ve caused a scene today.” Nox waved at Harin and his family. They didn’t reciprocate the gesture. “I’ll see myself out.”

“No, Mr Ratra. We’ll need to escort you.” He waved at a staircase that didn’t lead to the ballroom or the rest of the Round Table. “Please. This wa—”

An explosion deep inside the research and service wing silenced the man and made him flinch. The windows above the garden shed shattered, glass bursting outward. Screams spread through the men on the balcony, and many ducked, throwing their hands over their heads. Smoke rose from the darkness. The explosion confused Nox. His sabotage shouldn’t have caused such a reaction. It wasn’t the chaos he wanted. Then, a mottled, grey fungi emerged from the darkness, rippling and squirming as it grew. 

“Myconids!” Someone yelled. 

A fireball burst from the crowd on the balcony, striking the fungus. It only accelerated the growth, and the room within caught on fire. Then all hell broke loose.

 

            


2.59 Fuelled By Fire


                The chaos was much greater and more magnificent than Nox anticipated. It wasn’t a small fraction of guests that reacted with magic to quell the supposed threat. Instead, it was closer to half. Fireballs, lightning bolts, icicles, chunks of stone, and miscellaneous arcane projectiles struck the still-growing mass of fungi. 

The mushrooms burned, froze, cracked, and turned to dust. Then, more of the same replaced it. Summons joined the fray, attacking the swelling flesh, but had little impact. The growth accelerated with every passing second. Before long, the mushrooms were spreading before the mages could destroy them. 

Meanwhile, panicked guests ran in every direction. Many spilled out of the ballroom and side doors, looking worse for wear. Their clothes and hair appeared disheveled. Many had food or some beverage spilled down their front. Nox guessed the fungus had grown along the corridors and side rooms before it found the windows. Despite the distance, Nox could see thick tendrils of myconid flesh growing along the ballroom’s ceiling.

Things got even more chaotic when Harin’s uncle tried to help. He conjured giant flasks of luminous orange sludge out of thin air and threw them at the fungus. The glass shattered, releasing swarms of slime infused with fire essence. Instead of assaulting the myconid flesh, they dissolved into it and further accelerated growth. Fungi covered the entire wall above the garden shed within seconds. Then, it consumed the shed, too.

The chaos made it easy for Nox to watch and relish the damage. He especially looked out for the Singhs. It was challenging to keep an eye on them among the rushing bodies and flying spells. 

All three of them appeared horrified. Harin and his father busied themselves more to keep mages from damaging their property than to contain myconid flesh. Only their uncle tried to fight it, but his alchemical bombs and the fireballs only made things worse. Nox was sure there were other Singhs in attendance, too. The younger members of the family likely fled with their mothers and nursemaids. Nox knew none of their faces, and he wouldn't recognize them if they were among the chaos. He almost felt bad for the innocent in their ranks. The fungus nearly made their homes unlivable. Then the mages trying to help completed the job Nox started.

Swati guided the half-brothers out of the Singh estate through a side exit. Guests and service staff crowded the streets around the Round Table. The quantity of city guardsmen among them grew as they distanced themselves from the property. Panicked citizens added to the chaos. The ever-growing myconid flesh hadn’t stopped at the Singh’s estate. The mages feeding it had made it grow onto the streets and toward neighboring buildings. It was like a monstrous fungal blob with meaty tendrils growing out of it. 

Aria had instructions to leave following her scene. The Woodsons knew to go once the screaming began, too. Nox hoped Annabelle hadn’t stuck around either. People were more likely to die because of the panicking mages than the myconid flesh. He hadn’t seen any major injuries on the balcony or the gardens and hoped it was the same inside the building. He expected nothing worse than people getting trapped. The altered myconid would grow toward water and soil. Only stupid people who tried blocking the fungus with their bodies would risk death through suffocation. 

Or so Nox hoped.

The trio headed further from the Round Table, away from Market Ring’s most affluent neighborhood. They passed jewelers and gem cutters Nox hadn’t seen before. Swati stopped outside a giant shop with spices, dried flowers, cured meats, and alien fabrics in the window. Swati took them down the side of the building and up a flight of stairs. 

The woman pressed a finger to her lips as soon as they entered her home. She checked every room and corner before relaxing.

“What in Nidhogg’s vile taint was that?” She demanded. “An explosion or fire would’ve been better. You revived the damn myconids.”

“I did no such thing,” Nox replied. “Everything that’s happening now is their fault. The Singh’s mole stole incorrect spellforms and formulae with hidden purposes. Our gracious hosts overlooked the faults and used them anyway. To be fair, only my magic could’ve caused what happened. I only provided the correct stimuli.”

“You changed the fungus to grow exponentially when exposed to fire,” Louis commented. “That’s genius.” He burst out laughing but stopped when Swati glared at him. “Or mad. I can’t really tell.”

“In all fairness, the guests and Harin’s uncle made everything immeasurably worse. If only they'd remained calm.”

“You intended to manufacture chaos,” Swati said. “That was the point of all of this, wasn’t it? Do you know how much of a disaster this is going to cause?”
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“Relax. The fungus has limited growth potential. It won’t infinitely expand. My math suggests it’ll expand to the estate’s border and stop.”

“The fungi had moved well past the Round Table, Nox. It didn’t look like it was going to slow down. What about the spores?”

“Perhaps my math was wrong.” Nox shrugged. “The damage to them shouldn’t be too bad, and the spore sacs were inert. This was just life essence rampaging when exposed to heat. Tell you what. Removal might be a challenge, but I’ll be benevolent and do it free of charge. More importantly, this exposes House Singh’s activities. Harin’s uncle showed everyone they had my flame slime concoction—or a version of it, at least. And they just caused enough damage to make their property unlivable and unwanted. The locals will fear and hate them now. I doubt the guard or city council will be happy with the panic and alarm that’ll follow.”

“Why?” Swati frowned. “Why do all of this? It's a step too far, is it not? Sure, they stole and sabotaged your work, trying to slow you down. Don’t you think you went a step too far with the scale of your destruction?”

“A step too far?” All hint of humor left Nox. Nothing but glacial cold remained. “The Singhs hired thugs to steal my work or, failing that, burn down my home with me, my staff, and my friends in it. The Singhs were ready to murder for a blighted patent. Tell me, Swati. Do I owe them mercy or restraint?”

The Daksinsthani woman’s eyes widened. She stared at him, appearing torn and heartbroken. “No. I’m leaving the party for similar reasons. But it’s hard to just turn your back on people, you know? I grew up with Harin and his family. Our mothers are like sisters. As much as I hate the Singhs, there are a few people in the family I don’t want to see hurt.”

“Does that mean you’re going to tell them about our involvement?” Nox asked. “I’d like to think that we covered all of our bases, and you’re our only loose end.”

“No.” Swati sighed. “Take them for all you can. If the city council forces them out, they’ll have no choice but to return to Daksinsthan or, more likely, try their luck in the Imperium. There are quite a few Singhs running businesses within their borders. However, they have more recording wards than alarm wards. They might still find evidence to confirm what they suspect.”

“The myconid flesh stabilizes itself with mycelium as it expands. They should sufficiently damage the wards to cover us.” Nox grinned. “Either way, the Singhs need to reach the laboratory to study them. They’ll struggle to remove the myconids without damaging or destroying the Round Table.”

“Let me guess.” Swati’s eyes narrowed. “Only you have the means to kill the fungus without collateral damage.”

Louis burst out laughing as he smacked his brother’s shoulder. “Remind me never to get on your bad side again, brother.”

“May this serve as a warning to you and your kin,” Nox joked before returning his attention to Swati. “I need to return home. Mind if Louis stays here?”

“I should get back to campus,” Louis said. “Staying here is probably not a good idea.”

“It’s not safe out there, brother,” Nox said. “I’d take you home, but that’s probably not a good idea after the show we put on.”

“He’s right.” Swati placed a hand on the prince’s shoulder. “We sold a story. Might as well make it convincing for my parents when they get back.” She grinned sheepishly. “It won’t be the first time they’ve chanced on an unfortunate encounter.”

By Nox’s estimates, Swati was perhaps a year or two older than Louis. It would probably be moderately scandalous, given the Daksinsthani community. Hopefully, it made their scene more interesting and the alibi even more convincing. The pair had just started discussing their ruse when Nox departed. They appeared to find deception and pretend especially thrilling.

The streets were abuzz with activity. People ran from or toward the Round Table. Nox maintained a low profile as he jogged with the escapees. Most fled toward campus or Nobles Quarter. Nox followed the main market road to Ratra's Knightly Brews. He found the Woodsons and his staff looking concerned and out on the street, watching the scared people as they ran by.

“Sir Ratra!” Hilda waved as he approached. She appeared tired and terrified. “Is it true? Are there really myconids in the city?”

“It sure looked like it,” Nox replied. “It looks like the Singhs were conducting myconid research. They had an incomplete and faulty version of our flame slime concoction, too. Something went wrong. It's a mess around there.”

“Should we help?” Kishan asked. “I'm sure we have enough in our stores to—”

“No. Everybody get inside. Let's lock all our doors and check all wards.” Nox scanned his staff's faces as he spoke. He had already determined the mole's identity. Nox wanted to ensure that they didn't report to their employers and were alone. “I suspect foul play, and it's for the best if we all keep safe tonight. Alexander, can your squirrels keep watch?”

“Of course,” the younger Woodson siblings replied. 

Nox was glad to see him and Caitlin safe. Her dress had ripped down the side, but they appeared unharmed.

“I hope you don't mind, but Joey is sleeping over,” she said. “He strained himself, trying to clear an exit.”

“Of course. I'm glad he got out, too. Things got far too wild and out of control.”

Lillin wasn't home, and she wouldn't be until morning. The mimic-woman had instructions to wait on the roofs across the street. Nox worried the Singhs would jump to conclusions and attack him or send people after him straight away. They probably wouldn't hold back or employ stealth. The contractor Queen Mercer hired for the shop was due to fix the window during the coming week. The plans and temporary wards wouldn't hold against a focused assault. Lillin would need to disable attackers and slow them until the guards arrived. Nox believed it was unlikely anything would happen. His foes had other concerns for the evening. However, it didn't hurt to be prepared.

            


2.60 The Mole


                Even though they executed the plan relatively smoothly and Nox presented a calm, collected front, he was a nervous wreck throughout the night. He woke up several times with his heart pounding in his chest. Nox worried that Louis might’ve been overconfident in his magic and someone detected their presence or activities. Despite Swati’s reassurances, he had concerns about her loyalty. She appeared to despise Harin and the men in the family but had a soft spot for the man’s mother. There was also a chance the Singh alchemists woke while Nox and Louis spoke to Swati and chanced upon their conversation.

Everything appeared to have gone his way, but there were one too many risk factors. However, Nox didn’t regret his actions. After decades of not getting retribution against those who wronged him, it felt good to be able to do something. Whatever consequences awaited Nox, he was ready for them. He only hoped his friends didn’t get into any trouble. Only Louis was at risk. However, as a prince of the Trade Empire, he enjoyed several political privileges and would probably receive minimal, if any, punishment.

Lillin came home around dawn and reported no suspicious individuals. Several pedestrians and guards had passed the shop during the night, but none paused outside Ratra’s Knightly Brews or spared it anything more than a cursory glance. Thanks to her mimic physiology, Lillin could go days without sleep if she desired—her body would need a brief period of hibernation afterward.

Instead of returning to bed, Nox and Lillin stayed up talking. He filled her in on the events and the Swati of Ruipur complication. 

“Want me to hunt and consume her?” Lillin asked. “Her magic sounds mighty interesting. I’ll hunt and consume her if you’d like.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” Nox laughed. “I’ll admit that I have no clue about how her mana system works and am desperate to find out, but I like her. She’s trustworthy. I think.”

“You sound doubtful. Let me eat her.”

“No. She helped us, Lillin. I deceived Swati and lied to her, yet she helped because of how much she despises Harin and most of the family. Let her be.”

“Fine.”

Leanna Taylor entered the apartment at the seventh bell to prepare breakfast. Once she confirmed that the staff were up and almost done dining, he headed down to the shop. Everyone started early on Seventhday to prepare for the rush. Jenny, Leanna, and Jess prepared snacks and drinks. The rest readied the shop for the busy day. Nox doubted the cosmetics side of the shop would make many sales because of the previous evening’s events. Preparing for more social events would be the last thing on the affluents’ minds.

“In here, please!” He called when the apprentices walked by the treatment room’s door.

“Everything okay, Sir Ratra?” Kishan asked, entering the room. Aisha followed close behind him.

“Sit down.” Nox waved at the seats. “Leave the door open, Aisha. Just take a seat.” Both apprentices appeared surprised and nervous. “I wanted to discuss your future with Ratra’s Knightly Brews. I want to know where the two of you expect to be five-to-ten years from now.”

“I’d like to return home, Sir Ratra,” Aisha replied. “It’ll probably be closer to ten years than five before I head back. I send most of my pay to the farmstead but can do more if I’m close.”

“Will you give up alchemy?” Nox asked. More staff members walked by the treatment room door. Nox couldn’t tell if they were eavesdropping or just preparing for the upcoming day.

The young alchemist shook her head. “I want to set up a workshop in my village. There are a few towns nearby without decent alchemists or apothecaries. I’ll either sell my creations on market days or set up small stores and hire someone to run there for me.”

“What about you, Kishan?” Nox turned to the young Daksinsthani man. “What do you want from your future?”

“I’d like to be working for you, Sir Ratra,” Kishan answered. “Given how quickly the business is growing, it's likely you’ll expand and have more workshops and stores in five years. I’d very much like to lead or take care of one of them.”

“Do you have no interest in breaking out as an independent alchemist or running your own business?” Nox asked.

Kishan shook his head. “It's too much stress, and there are far too many risks. I want stability and security in my life. I don’t foresee having a happy family life if I need to live with your daily concerns. Sure, I’ll never make as much as an independent alchemist, but I hope for decent pay raises or a share in the profits of whatever store I run.”

“That’s fair.” Nox sighed. “It’s just unfortunate that the business has a mole, and I’ll have to let someone go.”

“What?!” Both apprentices exclaimed almost simultaneously.

“Hilda!” Nox called as the saleswoman walked by the room’s entrance. “Could you come in here, please? I’d like an additional witness for this conversation.”

“A witness, Sir Ratra?” Hilda asked, sticking her head in.

“Yes. A witness. When disciplinary actions are necessary, having a witness or two is vital. Doubly so, if the city guard or council needs to interrogate anyone.”
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“I'm not sure if I follow.” She hesitantly looked at the apprentices. They both appeared confused and borderline anxious.

“Neither do I,” Kishan stated. He fidgeted, eyes shifting between everyone in the room. “I'd never do anything to hurt the business.”

“I'm pretty sure you've all heard about what happened at the Singh estate by now,” Nox said. “Myconid flesh exploded from somewhere deep in the building. I'm sure they were experimenting on it. Imagine my surprise when the alchemical researcher in the family tried to quell it with flasks of fire slime.”

“Couldn’t they have stolen samples from the city?” Kishan asked. “We sent all our batches to the Edelweiss barony or the guard as requested by the city.”

“I thought so too at first. But the Singhs had a version of their own.” Nox leaned back in his seat as he studied his employees. Before the meeting, he took a sip of Sniper's Eye to study the minutest of muscle or eye movements closely. “That's only possible if someone sold them my patented processes. Not even Akash Das, the inventor of synapse-targeting slimes and one of the best alchemists on the continent, knows the full process of bonding slimes to essences.”

“I swear it wasn't me, Sir Ratra,” Aisha said, jumping out of her seat. “As much as I'm interested in your private projects, I don't have the faintest idea of how they work. I have never stepped inside your private office or workshop without you present. Please. You have to believe me. I wouldn't jeopardize my best opportunity in the city.”

“Not even for a sizable bribe or promise of a better-paying position afterward?” Nox asked, keeping his tone and gaze cold.

“No!” Aisha's voice grew shrill as she protested.

“What about you, Kishan?”

“I know I'm a likely suspect since I'm Daksinsthani, too. But I swear it wasn't me.” Kishan remained seated and, though fidgety, appeared considerably calmer than Aisha.

Nox diverted his attention to Hilda. “It's clear one of these two is lying. How do you think I should punish the guilty party? Fire them? Report them to the city? Maybe I should go all the way and file a grievance with the guild so they never get a job with an affiliated alchemist again.”

“A firing should suffice, Sir Ratra,” Hilda stated. “They made a mistake, and the city is in dire straits. Ruining their futures would be hasty and needlessly cruel.”

Nox smiled. “Don't you think that would be letting them off easy?”

“I suppose.” She kept her eyes on Nox, not sparing either apprentice a glance. Aisha appeared on the verge of tears. “But we've lived with these people, and despite their crimes, they helped the shop flourish. Don't you think you owe them some leniency for that?”

“Leniency.” Nox couldn't help but laugh at the word. “I don't know if any of you are aware, but there is a practice in the Trade Empire that I never understood. Until right now, that is. When there is a crime, or someone makes a mistake, we always ask suspects what the criminal's punishment should be. The one who suggests the most lenient punishment gets investigated first and more closely than the others. In the majority of instances, it turns out that they're the guilty parties.”

“What?” Hilda appeared confused. Nox saw a hint of concern in her eyes, too. Her fellow employees looked similarly befuddled. “I don't understand what you're implying, Sir Ratra.”

“I left fake research notes, formulae, and spellscripts around the shop within reach of all of you,” Nox answered. “The correct process and information were patented two days before the staff party and removed from the premises. The versions I had left in the building were almost correct. They didn't give the same results and offered bizarre and different reactions to consistent stimuli.” The color drained from Hilda’s face. “One reacted by releasing choking and irritant spore clouds. Another caused the fungus to stink so bad it would've made half of Market Ring nauseous. A third version would've caused uncontrollable growth. Would you care to guess which I left somewhere only you would look?”

“It wasn't me,” Hilda said, her voice barely audible. Her professional body language and demeanor had disappeared. “That's not adequate evidence. When I find documents lying around, I always hand them over to Kishan or Aisha. It has to be one of them. No amount of money can make me betray the business.”

“Did I fail to mention that Alexander's squirrels have been watching and following all the staff members for a little over a week now? Your movements and meetings on your days off gave you away. I was still willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but last night confirmed my suspicions.”

“So you believe us?” Aisha asked, slumping in her seat. “Kishan and I are innocent.”

Nox nodded. “I apologize for the charade. I wanted the two of you to witness and study Hilda's reactions and behavior. Alex informed me that our competitor's agents approached both of you but you turned them away. You're both exemplary employees. Thank you for your loyalty, and I apologize for concerning you. I merely wanted to see how our mole would react. Turns out she was ready to throw you under a cart to save her hide.”

“What do you plan to do to me?” Hilda sounded small and terrified as she spoke. 

“Your contract with Ratra's Knightly Brews is terminated effectively immediately,” Nox replied. “Lillin is off fetching the guards, and I'll be pressing for the maximum punishment. I plan to report you to the guilds, too. You'll still receive the month's pay, though. So—”

“Please,” Hilda begged. “Not the guild. I'll serve whatever sentence the city gives me.” Nox estimated she'd serve a handful of years at most. Thieves and moles never received more. Her employers would get a harsher sentence. “Just don't get the guilds involved. Otherwise, I'll find work nowhere but the brothels once I'm out.”

“I'll show leniency if you testify against the Singhs,” Nox said. “Tell the guards and me everything they asked you to steal, how much they paid you, your contacts, meeting location, drop-offs, and everything else. I won't report you to the guilds if you comply.”

“They'll have me killed if I do that,” Hilda answered. “I'd rather end up in the brothels than dead.”

“What if I don't press any charges? I'll give you a half year's pay and arrange for you to leave with the Edelweiss vessel. You can take the money and disappear after the trial. We'll protect you until then.” 

Hilda sat frozen and silent.

“Will you help ensure the Singhs get what's coming to them?” Nox pressed her. “If no imprisonment followed by a cruel life awaits you.”

“Sir Ratra—”

“Silence, Aisha,” Nox snapped at the apprentice. “I've set my terms, and the decision is Hilda’s alone.” He kept his eyes on the criminal. “The guards will be here any second now. Make your decision now or face the full consequences of your actions. Will you testify?”

The tears gathering in Hilda's eyes broke free as she nodded.

            


2.61 Protecting Evidence


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from J Pal
                        

                    

                    


	





Downtown Druid





Betrayed by his former gang and thrown into the Rendhold Underprison, Dantes has spent the last five years scraping by. A whoreson of orcish, human, and elvish blood, he's lived on the periphery of the periphery, lying, cheating, and stealing to survive. After a run of bad luck, he's made a powerful enemy. Luckily, he's also gotten all the tools he needs to turn things around.

 

A slow burn progression fantasy focused on rising through the criminal underworld of a city-state using newfound powers and quick wits.

MC's powers will develop slowly, but he will use them in creative ways to get ahead, and in the meantime he's not above just braining someone with a club.

Anti-hero MC with a code.

1500+ words per chapter

Daily updates for now, eventually switching to Tues-Thurs-Sat

This is my first third-person novel length work, may be some accidental perspective switching, feel free to point it out.















                

                A confession in front of a guard captain alone felt insufficient. The damage and panic caused by the giant mound of myconid flesh in Market Ring was a city-wide issue. So, with Alexander and Caitlin’s help, Nox managed to get a few minutes of a city council woman's time. Hilda confessed to her crimes, her orders, the pay, and everything the Singhs had her do in front of Dean Woodson. Dean Oleg and Dean Elgin Thorpe of the war mage department were present for the meeting, too. 

Hilda provided documents she had copied and all written communication. Her former employer had instructions to burn everything. However, worried that the Singhs might not hold up their end of the bargain if she got caught, Hilda saved everything. The messages included times and days of possible firebombing of Ratra's Knightly Brews. Hilda was loaned a relic meant to protect her from flames, explosions, and suffocation for a handful of minutes. It would give her time to steal all research during a fire or similar disaster. Apparently, she made an attempt during the attack in Nox's absence, but the apprentices’ presence made her mission fail.

The saleswoman also provided details of a bank account under a fake name. The Singhs had created it for her, using one of their trusted household employees as a signatory. Only her fingerprint and a scan of her arcane signature would grant one access to the connected locker box. Payment for every document she stole and deposited was stored in it. There was no means of proving the gold's source, but the values she listed were enough to raise questions.

The conditions of Nox's lenient punishment also included Hilda playing along with all the lies he told during the confession, report, and subsequent hearing.

“All documents I use for patent submissions and public research documents are on my business' letterhead,” Nox told the deans and senior guard captain. “It’s a flask and knight’s helm with the letter R on it. I’m sure most of you are familiar with the emblem by now. Perhaps the city can look out for it while investigating the Singh’s laboratory.”

“Easier said than done,” the captain replied. “It's currently impossible to access the estate. Myconid flesh is crowding the hallways, and we’re looking for access methods that won’t damage the structure or the neighbors.”

“I can help you access the building and assist with the investigation if you'd like. It was my errant research they used which led to the disaster. I had a similar, minor incident in my workshop but had a brew ready to counter the issue. It can help you find the necessary evidence and figure out precisely what happened.”

“We'll keep that in mind, Sir Ratra,” Dean Woodson said. Her tone was cold and curt.

“Don't you think time is of the essence?” Nox asked. “The Singhs might try erasing their crimes—”

“The family, top employees, and head servants are all in our custody,” the guard captain interjected. “We also have city guards and student volunteers watching and patrolling the prison and the Round Table around the clock. No one will be meddling with our crime scene.”

“We also have Professor Kris assisting with the investigation,” Dean Woodson added. “She is intimately familiar with the myconids and combating them. She also happens to be the best arcane detective and wardsmith at my disposal. If she needs your alchemical creations for the job, I'm sure she'll ask for them. Please tell me again why you left valuable research lying around while suspecting you had a mole in the building.”

“I only left errant copies out in the open.” Nox flashed the deans and captains an embarrassed smile. “You need to understand that I didn't expect things to go this far. With no evidence to point at a thief or the person behind them, I had to rely on my wits and friends to solve the mole problem.” He addressed the guard captain. “I asked your subordinate for help a few months ago and mistakenly pointed a finger at Gupta Alchemists, but she ignored my concerns.”

“I've noted the grievance already, Sir Ratra,” the guard captain said. “I'll investigate this failing personally. Please carry on.”

“We thought Hilda’s employer would see the intentional errors and functions in the formulae and runescripts, realize we were on to them, and quit. I didn't think they were stupid enough to miss it—”

“I studied the original document you provided, Nox Ratra, and it was barely obvious to me,” Dean Oleg said. “I'm still not sure how that resulted in one of the greatest ecological disasters the city has ever seen.”

Nox shrugged. “The Singh alchemists must've made a mistake or tried to improve on it. The energy or some stimuli gave the fungi the conditions it needed to grow, and everything got out of control.”
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“Let's not go off-topic.” Dean Woodson’s tone turned more forceful. The air in the room suddenly thickened, and breathing almost felt like a conscious effort. “Please tell us your thought process.”

“I apologize, Dean.” Nox bowed his head. “Well, I thought the saboteurs would stop. Alexander Woodson also used his squirrels to track all my staff for me. Since the guards ignored my concerns, I also employed a local gang to watch my business and tail suspicious agents. We figured out it was Hilda and the Singhs just four days ago.”

“And why did it take you so long to report it?” The guard captain frowned, leaning forward in his chair. The man’s heavy jowls reddened, and he appeared on the verge of overheating or exploding.

“We were still gathering evidence. Alexander wanted to be sure Hilda wasn't acting alone, and I wanted more concrete information so the Singhs couldn’t bribe or lie their way out of trouble.”

“Are you accusing me and my guard of corruption?” The captain demanded, turning even more crimson.

“Of course not!” Nox exclaimed. “I sincerely apologize if that's how it sounded. I was more concerned about your lowest-ranking officers and the city’s record keepers. A powerful family like the Singhs is likely to have friends and connections everywhere. Meanwhile, I'm a disinherited nobody—”

“That's nonsense, Sir Ratra,” Dean Elgin Thorpe interrupted. “Your actions in the Edelweiss barony and contributions during the recent disaster have elevated you to the status of hero and celebrity. Your word and reputation have weight.”

“Don't start with the flattery, Elgin.” Dean Woodson rolled her eyes. “It's not going to make him transfer to your department. Sir Ratra is too clever and target-driven to fall for that.” She focused her eyes on Nox. “So you were hoping the Singhs would mark you as a failure, ignore you, and waste time on trying to complete the project. They’d find out their stolen research and sabotage attempts were for naught when they try to patent it?”

Nox nodded.

“And you involved my grandson in this mess to investigate your staff and gather evidence but only decided to speak to us following last night’s disaster?”

Nox nodded again.

“This is all too much happenstance to swallow.” Dean Woodson sighed. She sat back in her chair and massaged the bridge of her nose. “I understand what you were doing and why you did it, but this trap you set for your employees and saboteurs has caused a major disaster.”

“I'm sorry, Deans, guard captain, but my formulae and spellscript alone couldn't have caused this problem,” Nox said. “They must've used some stimuli I didn't think of to make the life essence multiply and act so violently. As I said earlier, I may have a concoction that will destroy the myconid flesh and make it safe to remove without further damage to the city. However, producing it won't be easy and will get in the way of my business's already strained resources—”

“So you'll charge us a premium for it instead of just selling us the recipe,” Dean Oleg said, completing the thought for Nox.

“Unfortunately, so. I have bills, staff, and suppliers to pay. I'm happy to sell to the city at just over ingredient and labor costs during a crisis, but that's where my charity ends. I hope you understand. I owe the City of Ygg, its council, and citizens no ill will.”

“No. We believe you.” Dean Elgin Thorpe smiled. “Your mentor, contributions during the city’s defense, and Lady Edelweiss’ work with the urchin gangs speaks for itself. I'll recommend the council add your grievances to the Singh family’s crimes against the city.”

“What's going to happen to them?” Nox asked.

“That will be decided at the trial and doesn't concern you,” Dean Woodson told him.

“I fear for the safety of my life, home, business, staff, and friends, Dean. Given their attempts at firebombing my property with everyone inside, I think they're not beyond seeking retribution.”

“We currently have guards and student constables to spare,” the senior guard captain said. “I'll provide your store with protection until the trial and increase patrols in the neighborhood.” He looked at Hilda, sitting silently in the corner. “Are you sure you don't want to press charges against the young lady?”

“Yes,” Nox replied. “Despite what she did, I made her a promise and intend to keep my word. Hilda will be risking her life by speaking at the trial, after all.”

“Given her testimony and my presence, we no longer need Hilda for the trial,” Dean Woodson said.

“I’m a man of my word, Dean.”

“Very well. Let's keep her in protective custody for now.” Elgin Thorpe’s influence in the meeting surprised Nox. The man appeared far younger than the other deans and wasn't on the city council. However, the expert war mage clearly had significant influence over the city’s governance. “I'll personally see to her protection. The Singhs and their agents are unlikely to get to her if she's on campus.”

Despite the implied lack of confidence in the city guards’ competence or honesty, the senior captain didn't protest. He only nodded. Nox was glad about how everything had played out, even though Dean Woodson's tone and expression suggested she doubted his innocence in the matter. Since a part of the city council, influential deans, and the senior guard captain had heard the confession and all the evidence, no amount of bribes and foul play would make everything disappear.

Nox had achieved victory—for the time being, at least.

            


2.62 Victory Celebrations


                Even though everyone had classes the following day, they gathered in Pudge's apartment for dinner. Because of his recent successes, he was bringing in a lot of capital for the university, and they had upgraded him to a new apartment above the stables. Since he needed a lot of room for his critters, he had more space than the affluent Lady Oakheart’s suite or Kris’s apartment.

The Beauforts, Aria, Joey, Kris, and Pudge were in attendance. Everyone brought food from their favorite restaurants, bakeries, and stalls. The dining room table had a diverse selection of dishes, ranging from street food and home-style dishes to beautiful centerpiece preparations that belonged on the Singhs’ banquet tables. 

A large assortment of beverages also decorated the kitchen counters. They had lemonade and a sinus-assaulting ginger beverage for people not interested in drinking. Pudge brought mead, and Michelle had enough red and fortified wine to drown a baby. Meanwhile, Kris supplied her students and apprentices with brandy in heavy crystal bottles.

No one planned the event or what to bring. They didn’t discuss what to celebrate either. Instead, one person suggested the idea to gather, and then the invitation spread through word of mouth. Everyone involved in the recent events turned up.

Kris erected privacy wards by covering the walls with chalk spell circles. Then, they were free to discuss the previous evening, the Singhs, and all related news circulated around the city.

“It feels like a conflict of interest,” Aria told Kris as they discussed her investigation of the event. “As far as the city is concerned, the Singhs caused a major disaster using research stolen from your apprentice. They don’t know for sure whether Nox was involved. Shouldn’t they assign someone else to the case?”

“After Nox and House Singh’s alchemists, I’m the city’s expert on all things myconid. I also happen to be one of the major authorities on wards.” The professor had a sly smile as she spoke. “There is no one better suited to this investigation. Sure, my apprentice is the supposedly wronged party, but that’s not too big a concern to the City Council. It means I’ll be extra critical of the Singhs, their crimes, and negligence.”

“Supposed negligence,” Aria corrected.

“That hardly matters here. There have been plenty of grievances filed against the Singhs over the years. Bribes, witness intimidation, and other underhanded tactics helped them avoid justice for far too long. It’s time they have their comeuppance.”

“What kind of punishment do you think they’re facing?” Michelle asked. She appeared reasonably nonchalant about the matter. As a research alchemist, she knew several parties wronged by predatory houses and organizations.

“A hefty fine and forfeiture of property at the minimum. There is also a small chance of exile. Apparently, Harin, his father, and his uncle have been switching between bribes, threats, reasoning, and begging.”

“Have they connected the incident to Nox at all?” Aria asked

The professor shook her head. “They think he might’ve caused this, but far too many witnesses saw him in the brasserie, ballroom, and gardens. There were no major windows where no one had eyes on him. So, they want Nox questioned but can’t say for what. They’ve failed to explain why they think he might be at fault or how he may have caused a disaster of this magnitude.” Kris pushed Spirit Caller’s Brew on Nox and Lillin. “Drink up.”

“Why me?” Lillin asked. “I’d rather have the mead.”

“We’ll have Pudge guide your spirit walk tonight instead of directly participating,” she answered. “It’s time Nox solved this Bi Xi issue so he can settle on a planet. Wasting time on a decision for this long will lead to stagnation, and we can’t have that, can we?”

Aria hinted at her disappointment about not spending the night with Nox. They had made appearances together around campus but put on a show of coldness and nonchalance. They had not slept over or visited each other's quarters since the staff party either. Nox hoped the act had convinced at least some people. The facts and public opinion were currently on his side, but that could change in the blink of an eye.

Everybody ate, drank, and talked, creating an atmosphere Nox was sure would be short-lived. He hoped it wasn't the last time his friends would be together. The Beauforts had just over a week left in the city. Michelle was a researcher in the university’s employ. Meanwhile, Ernest mainly existed as one of her many projects and only audited a handful of courses. They had no exams and were only staying in the city until they resolved their affairs. Nox believed the pair were sticking around for a proper gathering to mend bridges and say final goodbyes before departing. Worried that it was the last time he would get adequate time with the pair, Nox spent most of the evening with them.

As the drinks made everyone merry, Caitlin and Michelle buried the hatchet. It started with an awkward conversation before Aria lured them away for a few private minutes. When they returned, the women were holding each other and sobbing.
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“Promise me you’ll visit.” The crying and pitch made Michelle’s words almost impossible to understand.

“I promise to visit between delves.” Caitlin was in a similar state. “There are lots of adept dungeons along the Imperium’s border, right?”

“Maybe not this semester break, but during the next for sure,” Nox told the pair. “If you get the old family reagent farms going again, perhaps you’ll end up my supplier, and we’ll have another excuse to visit you.”

Joey appeared amused by the exchange. Nox was doubtful about the thief-turned-mage when they first met. His past and inexperience didn’t make for the most reliable of party members. However, a life on the streets had sharpened Joey’s instincts and taught him creativity. It was his performance that encouraged him to give Ingrid a chance. She didn’t have a pact partner to accelerate her growth, but she was starting young enough to grow into a powerful mage.

The junior apprentice, Kris, and Alexander spent most of the evening in a corner talking magic. Joey had taken a particular liking to illusion magic and put on a display of blending Fae and Djinn Fire to create a dancing aura and a myconid in belly dancer garb. 

To everyone’s surprise, Ernest joined a conversation between Pudge and Lillin. They mainly discussed the different birds and rodents living in the apartment. The animals appeared to treat the Beaufort man like furniture. He found it amusing and didn’t mind when a parrot left droppings on his shoulder.

“How's your investigation into the pattern murders going?” Nox asked Kris when there was a lull in the conversation. “I've heard nothing about it since we returned from the delve.”

“That's because they all but stopped afterward,” Kris answered. “Only a handful happened since, and they’ve been pretty spread out. Aria will probably paint a better picture of this than me. But the outer sections of the city, especially New Outer Ring, are below their usual population numbers.”

“Two-thirds of the refugees and almost half of the regular residents fled after Terrastalia appeared,” Aria contributed. “It's decent for the city as it somewhat solved the overcrowding problem. My father is happy, too, since the barony’s population numbers have grown by about six hundred. We’ll return to pre-Terrastalia numbers if I can double that. It's a start, though.”

 “Myconid-fed soil and farm animals will make them rich,” Nox commented before redirecting the conversation to his original question. “Why do you think the murders dropped?”

“The killers can't operate as freely without the overcrowding and increased guard presence.” The professor encouraged him to drink more Spirit Caller’s Tea as she spoke.

“You're sure there are multiple killers? Did you find any signs that can point to cult activity?”

“The difference in style and technique in the cases since tells me that the murderers are different. The symbols are inconsistent and often don't make sense either. I suspect the original killer left the city or ceased activity. Gangs or other criminals are emulating the style to cover the motives of their crimes and mislead the guard.” She paused. “There was one that very much looked like a ritual. Unfortunately, I failed to determine its purpose. It looks like a dead end, to be honest. And I feel like a lousy detective.”

“Maybe you were right about the rituals acting like an anchor for Terrastalia's teleportation,” Nox said. “Whatever the cults or criminals were trying with the last appearance didn't work out."

"They may be trying again. That's my concern. That's why I'm staying in the city this semester break. You'll probably need to stay for your store, too.”

“I might use the time to expand. We're struggling to keep up with the city's demands and university contracts. Other artisans and businesses are starting to request our product, too.”

“Real estate is hard to come by, and the cost is criminal. I hope your pockets are deep enough or the Banking Guild likes you enough for a loan.”

“Mou told me to avoid debt to the guilds at all costs. It's tempting, though. I'd very much like a workshop for large-scale, mass brewing. Perhaps an exclusive research laboratory, too. I think we can use my bonding process to make different kinds of essence-infused slime. It could revolutionize how we approach expert and higher dungeons.”

“You might just develop a new breed of delver.” Kris laughed. “Who needs mages, summoners, or aether warriors when you have battle alchemists?”

“I'd like one copy of Adventures of the Battle Alchemist, please!” Michelle drunkenly exclaimed from across the table, and they moved on to the subject of delver and war mage fiction.

It was a pleasant gathering. The saboteurs were temporarily no longer a problem. Business was booming. Best of all, Nox had made a major alchemical breakthrough. His creation was yet to be made public. The Edelweiss Barony would try it, and their success would spread the word. It would start with neighbors questioning the secret of his land and people's fertility and end with everyone cultivating myconids for mushrooms or animal feed. Nox planned to send samples to House Oakheart and the Imperium, hoping for similar results.

Either way, Nox expected to make a significant profit from the product. It would make the business and him famous, granting him access to markets, audiences, and dungeons not available to most. Money and power were essential for his vendetta. They were as vital as magic and friends for the destruction of Sundarshahar. As a result, Nox didn't feel wrong about the innocents in the Singh family. However, he felt some sympathy for the hundreds in their employ. Most would soon end up jobless.

Food and fatigue eventually got the better of Nox. When Kris found him drifting, she ushered him, Lillin, and Pudge into the bedroom. They found Aria already tuckered out with her flask of tea almost empty. The woman was tirelessly recruiting the displaced and urchins for her barony. Her upcoming exams had her stressed, too. 

“I suppose she'll have to join you for your spirit walk,” Kris said. “Be careful, and good luck!”

 

            


2.63 The Lady And The Tortoise


                For the first time since he started spirit walking, Nox found himself in the dreamscape with more than one person. Pudge had yet to join them, but his practiced guidance resulted in Lillin and Aria joining him at Ygg's base.

The seasons had changed in the dreamscape. In the material world, Ygg's leaves never changed color. However, in the spiritual realm, yellow, orange, and brown rained from her branches. The wind carried a biting chill. It left Aria rubbing her hands over Nox's. Lillin appeared unaffected. More importantly, she looked different in the dreamscape. 

Nox struggled to put his finger on the change at first. The Lillin he knew had pale, milky skin whose shade never changed despite the weather or situation. It was one constant about her despite the endless changes following each feeding. She never blushed or flushed. Her skin didn't break out in hives or freckles. They had spent the semester break mainly in the sun, and everyone had tanned except Lillin. However, in the dreamscape, there was a rosiness about her. The mimic-woman appeared more human than her usual self.

All colors were more vivid. Nox could smell Aria's natural aroma and the scents of the flora around him. He also felt the breeze on his skin. Goosebumps pickled his arms as a shiver pulsed through his body. 

“This is different,” Nox stated, struggling to find the correct descriptors for the situation. “It feels real.”

“I've never had this lucid a spirit walk before,” Lillin commented.

“Is it you or Pudge?” He asked Aria. The noblewoman appeared too stunned to answer. She raised her hand, catching a falling leaf. It crunched and crumbled when Aria closed her fingers.

“It must be Pudge,” Lillin said. “They both have charm-derived magic, but Pudge has done this a fair bit before. His and Kris’ guidance must be strengthening our connection to the spirit realm.” She paused, studying Aria’s expression and body language. “You need to tell her.”

“Tell me what?” Aria snapped out of her daze. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the old friends.

“Lillin isn’t human,” Nox said. He had planned on sharing the truth with her after the semester ended, but the timeline now felt arbitrary. Given the stage of their relationship, it was about time she found out. “The real Lillin Grey died the same day as my father.” 

The noblewoman’s eyes narrowed. She had claimed to get a weird feeling from Lillin when they first met, but the feeling had faded with time—probably because of the two feasts since. Aria still disliked spending time alone with Lillin and always kept Nox between them as a buffer. She thought it had more to do with personality or something more arcane. Aria had neither correctly guessed nor asked Nox about Lillin’s secret, so he didn’t enlighten her either.

“I think it would be more accurate to say that I’m not completely human,” Lillin added. “I’ve grown pretty attached to my shell. I doubt I could move on to something new even if I wanted.” She ran her fingers along her left forearm as she spoke. The act almost appeared subconscious. “We’re intertwined. Bonded even.”

“I suppose that’s true.” He thought back to the many spirit walks they had shared over the past handful of months. “Your dreamscape and spirit world body is supposed to be a representation of who you are and how you see yourself. “You haven’t once presented as anything but your current form.”

“Shell?” Aria raised an eyebrow. She looked Lillin up and down. “Are you a ghost? Or a demon? I’ve read about instances of them possessing bodies on the verge of death and getting stuck in them.”

“No. I’m not anything as broken or vile.” Lillin almost sounded offended. 

“Lillin started her life as a mimic,” Nox said. “She was an amorphous blob of flesh occupying a chest when he first met. I helped her transition into the old Lillin Grey.”

“You let a mimic consume your friend?” Aria appeared horrified and sounded disgusted.

“Airborne toxins had already fried her nervous system and caused brain death. I wasn’t going to make it through the godfall alone. A mutant mimic offered me a contract, and I took it. I helped her flee the dungeon, kept her hidden, and feed her periodically. In exchange, she keeps me alive and shares a fraction of her strength gain with me. Every feeding makes her more human.”

“And what do you feed her?”

“Criminal mages and rift lords,” Nox answered.

“My meals don’t have to be criminals,” Lillin added. “That’s just how Nox likes it. I ate all the assassins the Gedges sent after him. Now, he sets me on criminals who do just enough to avoid the authorities or are out of their reach.”

Aria frowned, putting the pieces together. “You ate the first Oakheart heir.”

Neither Nox nor Lillin confirmed the accusation. 

“Since our relationship is progressing and you’re aware of what you call my darker side, you might as well know this, too.”

“How many people?” Aria asked.

“It’s somewhere in the high thirties.”

“Is there anything else I need to know?” 

Nox glanced at Lillin, wondering if there was anything else he needed to come clean about. “Nothing comes to mind. I think that’s all the skeletons in my closet.”
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“They’d count as skeletons if they were old and mostly forgotten.” Aria sighed. “This is more akin to a fresh and festering corpse.”

“Will this mark the end of our relationship?”

She shook her head. “It would’ve been if you told me this a few months ago. I’m in too deep now. You’re giving me a lot to think about and consider, though. This relationship…” Aria looked Lillin up and down. “I was uncomfortable with your relationship. The apparent lack of boundaries concerned me. It makes sense now. Although, this is a different kind of discomfort.”

Otis interrupted the conversation. The gremlin bounced and glided through the clearing and to them. He flicked Aria’s dress and lightly pulled Lillin’s hair before landing on Nox’s chest. The distant sound of children laughing filled the air. It toed the line between mirthful and chilling.

“Looks like your familiar is graduating from coward to trickster,” Aria commented.

“He feels incomplete,” Lillin said. 

She held her hands out and beckoned Otis. He hopped through the air toward her, then changed direction and rubbed his fuzzy head against Lillin’s face—Nox wasn’t sure whether the gremlin’s head ended and torso began. 

“Incomplete?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“I’ve felt Otis grow with each of your ascensions.” Nox often forgot that Lillin’s mimic powers extended well beyond her physiology. She didn’t just have excellent mana detection. Her senses extended into realms he couldn’t quite comprehend. Mimics naturally lacked all the human sensory organs except a tongue. Yet they were among the most fierce ambush predators known to delvers. “The books say he should’ve grown much more, but I assumed he was weak. Now, I see that’s not true. He’s just brimming with potential and mana but lacks direction and guidance.”

“I’m guessing I’ll need to dedicate a planet to him and seed it with his spiritual fragment to take him the rest of the way.” Nox sighed. “This is my last attempt. If we can’t befriend Bi Xi tonight, I might do just that.” Otis chirped and leaped off Nox’s shoulder again. He bounced along the floor around Ygg’s base. Then, Nox spotted a familiar figure through the falling leaves. “Speak of the tortoise, and he shall appear.”

Bi Xi appeared in better shape than when Nox last Saw him. Not as much sludge stained his legs. The centipedes seemed to be asleep. Only maggots and beetles squirmed on the shell or scuttled between the holes in them. He almost looked restored to the same state as when Nox first encountered him. 

The tortoise watched passively as the trio approached. His ancient eyes looked calmer, sharper. The discomfort Nox felt, usually radiating from Bi Xi, felt less than usual. No old powerful jaws snapped when Otis approached. However, Bi Xi stiffened when Nox and Aria were within six feet of him. 

“Hey there, buddy.” Nox kept his voice calm as he smiled at the tortoise. He didn't need to kneel to get at eye level. The spirit stood taller than he had during their previous encounters. He was several times bigger. “You look a lot healthier. Are you—”

The dreamscape shook, and the tortoise hissed. New cracks spread across his shell, and the angry red lines parting his scaly skin brightened. The centipedes emerged from his shell again, and they were almost as thick as Nox's wrist.

“What's going on?” Aria demanded, clinging to Nox. “What is wrong with that thing?”

Lillin silently walked past the pair, unfazed by the trembling. Bi Xi snapped his jaws but she still didn't stop. The tortoise retreated a couple of steps but stopped when Lillin held out her hand. A portal no bigger than her palm manifested, floating above it. Bi Xi’s pained eyes focused. He tilted his head almost like a confused pup, studying Lillin and her phenomenon.

“That's right,” she said. “I'm not human.” Lillin frowned as Bi Xi opened his mouth and sharply inhaled. Instead of retreating, he took a step toward her. “Hold on a moment.” She glanced back at Nox. “He recognizes this magic. Are you familiar with this spell, Bi Xi?”

“He recognizes spatial magic?” Nox's heart rate increased as his mind pondered the possibilities. The mystery of Bi Xi felt obvious suddenly, and he silently berated himself for noticing the similarities earlier. He studied the red-brown sludge trickling down the tortoise's legs.

The ancient spirit allowed Lillin to touch him. She ran her free hand along the shell while Bi Xi sniffed the portal and then licked it with his long, discolored tongue. Another tremor shook the dreamscape, and everyone but Lillin stiffened. She caressed Bi Xi's head. 

“Tell me how to make it better, and we will,” Lillin said. Her icy voice reminded Nox of frostfire. The mimic woman was furious. “Nox and I will ensure the bastards torturing you pay for their crimes. If it comes to it, I will devour them all for your sake.”

“I'm sorry it took us this long to figure things out, Bi Xi,” Nox said, feeling ashamed of his stupidity. He took pride in his intelligence and sharp wit but had missed all the signs and hints right in front of his face. “I've brought you someone who understands you better than any human ever will. Just tell us what to do.”

Multicolored streams of light flowed from the tortoise’s mouth and coiled around the tiny portal Lillin had conjured. The dreamscape vibrated as the two arcane existences combined and the portal grew. Nox felt the magic reverberate and reach beyond the current realm's boundaries. Something grand and magnificent was at work. Lillin didn't know how to use her newest magic, but Bi Xi appeared intimately familiar with it. Most curious of all was the pink glow radiating from Aria’s chest.

“Will you tell me what in Yggdrasil’s name is going on?” Aria demanded. She complied when Lillin beckoned her over. Then Aria’s eyes widened when the mimic-woman grabbed her wrists and pressed her hands on the tortoise's shells.

“Bi Xi didn't come here because of me or Nox. It was you that attracted him.” 

Aria's mouth fell open, and she appeared at a loss for words for the longest time. Meanwhile, the portal continued to grow. “I remember now,” she whispered. “I've been seeing him for almost a year now. He's been appearing to me whenever I indulge in the tea.”

“But you don't often consciously spirit walk,” Lillin said. “So you don't remember what you experienced.”

“Who is he? Why does he want me?”

“Your charisma makes Bi Xi feel safe. Nox and I terrified him, but your presence made him feel reassured. So he trusts you to get him the help he needs.”

“I—I don't understand.”

“Bi Xi is the world turtle. He’s the titan who once carried the world on his back and paddled through the cosmic seas.” Lillin’s calm tone appeared to soothe the spirit. It rubbed its head against her palm, continuing to feed the growing portal. “Or so the stories say, at least.”

“That's Terrastalia, Aria,” Nox finally said. “Terrastalia reached out to you for help. Because of our increasing closeness, he's been appearing to me, too. I thought he was just a spirit of the land and was hoping to contract him.”

“But why me?” Aria sounded dumbstruck. “I'm not a delver or even a decent mage.”

“Because he trusts in the person you are,” Lillin said. “ I suppose you're a better person than the rest of us.”

“Not a lot of decent people get drunk on Spirit Caller’s Tea, I bet,” Nox said as an external force pulled them out of the dreamscape.

            


2.64 Near Disaster


                A powerful slap across the face ripped Nox from his slumber. It was Kris. She shook Nox violently before hitting him again. 

“What in Yggdrasil’s name did you do?” She demanded. When Nox didn’t sit up straight away, the professor struck him a third time. “Get up! By Yggdrasil, Nox, you need to stop whatever Lillin is doing!”

A mess of different stimuli assaulted Nox’s senses. Unlike the spirit realm’s deep chill, uncomfortable humidity filled his lungs. A strange suction tugged at his hair and clothes, too. As Nox left the dreamscape behind and settled in the material plane, he realized Pudge’s apartment had drastically changed. 

The wall dividing the bedroom and lounge had disappeared. A maelstrom of energy levitated in its place. At its heart was a glowing portal. It was the same sphere Lillin had conjured and shared with Bi Xi. The spirit fed the spell, pushing it from the dreamscape into the material realm. 

Giant centipedes and ugly white worms attempted to break free of the three-foot-wide portal. Ernest hacked at them with a halberd while Joey pelted the beasts with frostfire, icicles, and lightning-draped, metallic copies of his spearhead. Since Nox had awakened, Kris assisted them. Her palms lit up with her magic’s signature orange-yellow glow. A charging wild-boar-sized beetle skidded to a halt, shook violently, screeching, and then flipped onto its back—the stink of boiling ichor filled Nox’s nostrils a moment later.

Things appeared just as chaotic outside. The windows had shattered. Powerful gales blew in through the openings, but then the wind’s direction reversed abruptly, sucking air out of the apartment with even greater force. The process repeated continously, causing a twister of paper, food, and cloth. Screams and panicked shouts filled the pathways and streets outside the ground-floor apartment. 

A tendril of black-purple energy connected Lillin to the portal. She wrestled with her magic as she sat up. Nox sensed her trying to sever her connection to the spell, but he got the sense that she was no longer in control. 

“I want to stop!” She exclaimed. “Your woman and Bi Xi won’t let me!”

Aria lay unconscious on the bed next to Nox. He shook her, but the noblewoman didn’t stir. Veins bulged on her forehead and temples. Meanwhile, her breathing had turned erratic, and her eyeballs moved rapidly under their lids. Nox wondered why Terrastalia refused to release the woman and kept her trapped in the dreamscape as he attempted to wake her. He used smelling salts and even held her nostrils closed but got no results.

“I need answers, Nox!” Kris yelled between repelling creatures spilling from the still-growing portal.

“Bi Xi is Terrastalia,” he answered, manifesting Ratra’s Bow. He fired an empowered arrow at the portal. It destroyed a giant centipede’s head and cut another into two before disappearing into the sphere. “He’s taken control of Lillin’s magic.”

“That explains what’s going on outside,” Alexander shouted. He stood behind Caitlin along with Michelle. The Woodson woman had encased herself in her elemental armor. Several giant maggots surrounded her. They spread sprayed the wood with rancid green slime. It had no effect on the wood but left the floor and walls bubbling and smoking. 

Squirrels ran around the apartment. Unfortunately, they could do nothing besides slow the maggots. They lacked the power to damage the beetles or centipedes. It wasn’t just that they were too weak to deal with much besides regular dungeon and rift dwellers—which they were. The squirrels’ summoner was still a journeyman and nowhere near the rank of adept. Meanwhile, the dungeon on Terrastalia’s back was reportedly around the weaker end of high-expert—two whole stages above Alexander.

When the stream of giant critters paused for a moment, Nox peeked his head outside the window. A translucent mountain flickered less than a dozen miles outside the city’s limits. A giant head grew out of it, roaring soundlessly as it directly faced Ygg and all below her canopy. It appeared as if Terrastalia was stuck in an unstable teleportation spell. Nox guessed it was the titan phasing in and out of the material plain that caused the odd phenomena behind the strange wind pattern. He appeared far above the ground and dropped before flickering out of existence again. The process repeated, damaging the land under Terrastalia even though he never made landfall.

Stray beasts fell from Terrastalia’s back. Their density was at most a quarter as during his last appearance near the City of Ygg. He wondered whether their interaction with Bi Xi caused the appearance or it was inevitable, and they only caused the incident to occur sooner. 

The city's defenses suffered no damage during the previous incident. However, they had more than a day to prepare. The Titan was much closer this time and hadn't yet touched down. The beasts would reach the walls much sooner this time. Worst of all, Nox failed to rip Aria from her slumber just as more monsters emerged from the portal.

“This is all my fault,” Nox murmured before turning to Lillin. Her clenched jaw and intense eyes betrayed the strain on her mind, body, and mana system. “Tell me how to stop this.”
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“We need to go inside and stop whatever is torturing him,” she answered. “Bi Xi won't let me release the spell until we're on the other side. I think.”

“That's what we'll do then.” Nox turned to the professor. “Can you hold—”

“I'm coming with you.” Kris cut him off mid-sentence. “The dungeon is almost too powerful for me. You won't stand a chance alone. It's also probably better if we guard the portal from the other side.”

“Fine. The rest of you—”

“I'll help, too,” Alexander added. His sister tried to stop him when he stepped forward, but the younger Woodson shrugged her hand off his shoulder. The summoner’s bond with the squirrels had made him much too nimble for her. “I know I'm not particularly strong, but you'll need someone to scout and look for traps. My muscle squirrels have enough strength to carry you out of dangerous situations, too.”

“I suppose that means I have to go.” Caitlin sighed. She appeared tired. Nox guessed she would’ve preferred staying home. However, there was no stopping Alexander when he made a serious declaration. Her duties to the possible druid heir meant she had no choice but to go along with the decision. “You'll need a vanguard.”

“And me,” Joey said. “For whatever else you need. I don't know what role I can fill, but I'm pretty powerful, too.”

“We're not coming,” Michelle said before her brother could volunteer. “I'm sorry, but we're done with delving. It's much too dangerous. You shouldn't be going either.”

“But—”

“NO!” Her shrill scream interrupted Ernest's protest. “You can't use two-thirds of your magic, and your body is mostly made of journeyman parts and barely any adept bits. Your phylactery might not survive. It would make a lot more sense to wait for the deans or other professors to arrive. We're too weak for this. You're just throwing your life away.”

"Terrastalia hasn't made groundfall yet and we don't know how long he'll remain in his current state," Kris said. "The longer we delay putting an end to whatever is going on, the worse it gets. You lot can get word to the administration and have them send backup. Probably better if the reconnaisance squad is small anyway."

"But—"

“It's alright,” Nox said, cutting Michelle's further protests short. “We need someone to cull whatever gets past us.” He glanced at Aria’s still slumbering form. “I don't think we should move her. Can the two of you protect Pudge and her, please?”

The life mage had stayed active during the brief respite. He moved between the critters in the apartment, casting silent spells. They multiplied in size, and their fur and hide thickened. Natural weapons gained durability and might, too. Nox knew he was researching increasing wool, milk, and meat yields. Turning ordinary animals into war beasts was a secondary pursuit. Pudge appeared to have made advances not yet disclosed to the group or university.

“I'll help in any way I can from here,” he told them. "I've already sent a messenger beast to the deans. Hopefully, it won't take them long to send reinforcements."

“Ernest will do the same,” Michelle stated. “And I'll heal whatever injuries they suffer. She almost appeared guilty as she spoke. “I promise to keep Aria safe, Nox, but I'm not letting my brother through the portal.”

“I didn't think you'd be this selfish in an emergency, Michelle,” Kris said.

“Thank you,” Nox told the Beauforts, ignoring his mentor.

Everybody took a few minutes to prepare, pausing to cull beasts whenever they broke free. The flow had slowed considerably.

Nox and Lillin topped up everyone's supply of brews and pills. After Terrastalia’s last appearance, the pair had kept the spatial storage well-stocked with everything one might need in a dungeon. Worried about facing myconids, he also gave everyone—including Ernest and Pudge—two flasks of the latest flame slime concoction. 

Meanwhile, Alexander sent squirrels to his grandmother and other professors with messages regarding the incident. Pudge’s neighbors likely had already heard the commotion and alerted someone, but it didn't hurt to spread the word.

Aria's state concerned Nox the most. His carelessness had thrust her into a dangerous situation. She was neither a delver nor a war mage. “She must have undiscovered spirit sensitivity and communion talents,” Pudge told him. “I bet they, combined with her natural allure, attracted Terrastalia.”

“That doesn’t explain why Terrastalia trapped her in the dreamscape or won’t let her go,” Nox replied. “I must be missing something.”

While Caitlin finished empowering her elementals and Joey communed with Nar, Nox made as many essence glass arrows as possible. Live Spell Weaving and Finesse Shaping proved invaluable as he imprinted them with memorized spells. None of them knew what to expect on the other side beyond the beasts they had encountered thus far. Nox needed to prepare for every eventuality, and holding back would no longer be an option. Aria and his friends’ lives were at genuine risk. Thousands of innocent students and university staff were in danger, too. More were as weak as Aria than as powerful as the party.

“I regret not settling on a planet and cantrip already,” he told Kris as Lillin helped him strap in his Artisan’s Arm. “I'm sorry. Getting so focused on Bi Xi was a mistake.”

“No. This isn't all on you.” She already appeared in the midst of preparing her more powerful spells. Invisible tattoos glowed on the professor’s arms, and wisps slowly gathered behind her shoulders. “None of us made the connection. Contracting a tortoise presenting land or water spirit could've been amazing for you.” She sighed. “I'm sorry for my panic earlier. We'll solve this together. You did things wrong, and we might just end up doing something amazing for the world. I'm proud of you and the mage you've become, Sir Nox Ratra.”

“Thanks, Prof—Kris.”

Despite the dire situation, all his friends shot him warm, reassuring smiles—the Beauforts included. It wasn't his mistake they were fixing. The party was now on a quest to fix whatever was wrong with Terrastalia. The power behind his odd behavior—an individual, a nation, or a cult—was at fault. Nox and his friends would save the city and perhaps the continent by exterminating the blight. He hoped to free his new lover from Terrastalia’s grasp along the way, too.

            


2.65 The Mountain Beckons


                Chaos ensued as soon as Nox emerged from the portal. Caitlin and Joey were already engaged in combat, repelling a swarm of centipedes trying to force their way toward the portal. Meanwhile, a wave of maggots wriggled through the gaps between their legs, ignoring the delvers and trying to break free of the dungeon.

Instead of walking on hard rock or whatever constituted the dungeon’s floor, Nox and his companions walked on a sea of corpses. Most beasts that threw themselves against the portal died on contact. Dungeon lords preferred keeping their subjects within their domain by whatever means necessary. Lillin had to entangle her life force with Nox’s using a contract and wear a dying girl’s body to escape Sundarshahar. The fact that monsters regularly rained from Terrastalia and so many had the power to make it through the portal meant something was seriously wrong with the dungeon and its ruler. 

The beetles inside the dungeon were not just the size of boars but closer to bulls from the highlands just north of Aria’s home. Caitlin resorted to redirecting their charge instead of directly blocking them. She turned them into the wall to their right or over the narrow path’s edge into the deep caverns below.

The dungeon lord’s domain unsurprisingly involved a monstrous network of caverns. Bioluminescent moss and floating Lumen Blossoms illuminated them, lighting above and below and casting long, moving shadows. He ruled over the mountain on Terrastalia’s back, after all. The structure appeared primarily natural, but Nox saw rough stairs and enlarged openings. He also spotted wall paintings in the distance. They seemed rugged and ancient, like something humanity’s cave-dwelling ancestors would paint.

Nox didn’t get long to analyze his surroundings. The party needed his arcane expertise. Lillin joined Caitlin on the front lines, allowing Joey to retreat. He combined Djinn Fire’s construct-creating powers with frost to create icicle barriers around the portal. The maggots impaled themselves on the spikes. Their corrosive spit and ichor did not damage the ice but slowly melted the stone underneath. Joey covered the openings to the best of his ability. His inexperience and low mana capacity proved he wasn't ready for such a mission.

Fortunately, Alexander had enough experience to make up for the newest party member’s shortcomings. His most oversized squirrels’ muscles bulged against their hide. Veins showed despite the short, smooth fur covering their bodies. They blocked the openings with rubble and dragged maggots away from the portal. They picked up the giant critters and threw them off the path into the ravine below.

None of the beasts appeared particularly strong, and ordinary arrows with only three revolving essence shards proved sufficient to destroy the centipedes. They were the only creatures that posed a threat to the party. 

“Something is driving them this way,” Caitlin yelled over the chaos. “Alexander, send your scouts out. We need to find the source of these things.”

The summons complied. 

Meanwhile, Lillin’s magic made her the star of the show. She conjured a gravity sphere almost as tall as her and made it float just off the path. The maggots failed to resist the gravitational pull and plummeted into the ravine below. Several beetles also veered off course and charged into the darkness. Only the centipedes successfully clung to the ground and walls as they ignored all else and scuttled toward the portal. 

Both sides were evenly matched until a centipede, as thick as Nox’s shoulders were broad, flanked the party. It burst through the stone wall to their right, spraying Nox and Joey with sharp rock shards. Only Otis’ warnings of coming danger helped Nox survive the surprise attack. He let the monster push him off the ledge and then latched on to the edge with the Artisan’s Arm.

Even though Lillin called the gremlin incomplete, he proved invaluable. Otis used his new arms to grab Nox and swing him out of the way as dripping mandibles snapped at him. He conjured an invisible wind platform, giving Nox a footrest to stabilize or push himself up. Nox did the former. He used a pre-prepared fire-essence-glass arrow and created shards to accompany it. 

The centipedes continued attacking Nox, forcing him to dodge and reposition instead of fire. Otis created new invisible footholds and telepathically guided Nox to them, ensuring he didn’t fall even when the Artisan’s Arm lost its grip. 

Then Joey gave Nox some respite. He used invisibility to sneak up on the giant centipede and then showered it with a torrent of golden Djinn Fire. His spearhead crackled with energy and slashed the chitin, leaving shallow cuts. Despite warlock magic’s potency, he failed to inflict enough damage to the monster. However, Joey distracted the beast long enough for Nox to recover. 

The Artisan’s Arm pulled Nox over the edge. He breathed in deeply and lined up his shot. The essence glass shards revolving around his arrow accelerated, forming three fiery rings. The heat radiating off the projectile left his skin feeling dry and raw. The arms of Ratra’s Bow grew, consuming a thick chunk of Nox’s mana. He drew the arrow as far as his strength would allow before unleashing it. Thanks to the close-range, Nox didn’t need to bother with aiming.

The arrow drilled through the centipede’s exoskeleton, and the rings sliced it into neat crescents. He successfully separated the beast’s head from its body, and thick, congealed ichor sprayed the stone floor and wall. Joey retreated just in time, avoiding the miniature explosion that followed. 
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It took Kris only three minutes to complete her spell, but it felt like an eternity. Three miniature suns no bigger than Nox’s head manifested, rotating around the portal. They melted the ice, but it no longer mattered. Any centipede that approached from above boiled in their exoskeletons before making it all the way through the spatial anomaly. Any critters that came over the path’s edge met the same fate. 

Eventually, the flow of beasts ebbed. Occasional centipedes and beetles still charged down the slope but didn’t stand a charge against the party and the expert mage leading them. 

“The dungeon dwellers can’t be weak, can they?” Joey asked, popping a mana pill. He appeared pale and exhausted.

“Because they aren’t of this dungeon,” Kris answered.

“They don’t taste the same as the mana in here,” Lillin added. “They’re either summons or born of elsewhere.”

“It’s the former.” Kris’ eyes glowed with the same golden white light of her conjured spears. “This dungeon should be home to myconids, serpents, and similar creatures. I’m afraid we’re dealing with a powerful mage.”

“You can’t mean these things are born of a Mother of Pestilence spell?” Caitlin asked. “That would mean a high-expert, if not an archmage, is behind this mess.”

“The last person to use this spell was older than Dean Woodson.” Kris frowned, adding another sphere to the portal’s protection. “She should be long dead.”

“So, should my grandmother.” Caitlin likely meant to whisper the comment but failed or didn’t bother to keep her volume low.

“This is no joking matter, Caitlin,” Kris added. “The Well of Pestilence corrupts and sickens all in its vicinity. It grows more powerful by draining the life force of all in the area. We’re in trouble even if the spell’s creator is dead—I certainly hope she is. The witch would’ve ascended well past Archmage by now. The well persists until someone destroys the spell or it runs out of life force to drain. It lasts past the caster’s death, growing only more powerful with time.”

“That means it can sustain itself permanently by feeding off Terrastalia,” Alexander mumbled. His furrowed brows and twitching right eye betrayed his current mental strain. The summoner had several squads of squirrels simultaneously executing multiple jobs.

“The size of the critters suggests we’re dealing with at least a high-expert, or the well has been feeding for a long time.” Kris kneeled, digging through a dead centipede's innards. 

“How long are we talking?” Caitlin asked. She appeared more knowledgeable about such magic than anyone in the party. Nox guessed she gathered such information for her brother's sake. 

“More than a year,” Kris answered.

“Let’s hope it's an old spell and not an archmage, then,” Nox stated. “Aria said she’s been seeing a tortoise in her dreams for a year or longer. Perhaps Terrastalia started reaching out for help because the well was feeding on his vitality.”

“My spell will persist for a couple of hours, but we need a group defending the portal.” Kris added a fifth sphere to the defensive spell before stepping away from it. “Caitlin, Alexander, Joey. You’re to guard this path.”

“Let me come with you,” Alexander said. “I can—”

“You and Joey are journeymen and could barely damage the Wellspawn,” the professor said. “You’ll do little more than tickle the dungeon dwellers when we find them. If there are other mages in here, you’re likely to die almost instantly, as well. Your duty is to minimize what can get through the portal.” She turned to Caitlin. “If things get too dangerous, drag them through if you have to.”

“That was the plan, professor.” Caitlin finished casting her spell as she spoke. Roots sprouted from the ground and cliff wall to their right. Nox hadn’t faced the adept-ranked version of the magic and could vouch for its strength and grasping power. “Bring the other two home, alright? They’re idiots.”

Kris nodded before turning her attention to Lillin. “How are you doing?”

“I severed my connection to the spell,” she answered. “I can’t end it, but the portal is done growing.”

“Anything to add before we move on, Alexander?” Nox asked. “Directions, strategic locations, safe hiding spots, any and all information will help.”

The squirrels had successfully scouted their surroundings while they fought. The path connected to diverging tunnels ahead. One continued upward toward the mountain’s peak while the other headed toward its heart. The Wellspawn roamed both passageways, but Alexander’s summons had found human tracks down the latter. They appeared fresh. Lillin’s senses also detected powerful and delectable presences deeper in the mountain.

“Humans and a possible dungeon lord in close proximity to one another,” Kris said once they left Joey and the Woodsons and started their ascent. “Sounds like cult activity to me. It’s a good thing it's just us in that case. I doubt Caitlin and Alexander have ever faced humans in mortal combat or taken lives.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about Caitlin,” Nox told her. “Alexander might not have the stomach to kill a human, but she will do whatever it takes to protect her brother and family.”

“Probably true. However, we’re going to be outnumbered and facing multiple people of your rank or stronger.” Magic circles appeared, levitating over Kris’ forearms as they walked. She had already started casting another spell. “Stealth will be our key to victory, and despite her strength and competency, Caitlin can’t match us in that department.”

“Why don’t you turn invisible and go on ahead?” Lillin asked. “Otis will keep us out of trouble, and I’ll watch Nox’s back. If we’re employing stealth, it's best if you play assassin professor.”

“What a mimic thing to say.” Kris rolled her eyes as her spell activated. Her body shimmered before turning invisible. Nox felt a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder before the sound of three footsteps turned into two. 

“Don’t hold anything back when push comes to shove,” Nox told his oldest and dearest friend. “Use all your mimic powers and biomass. Eat whoever you want. Chomp first. Ask questions later.”

“Are you sure?” Lillin raised an eyebrow. “What if there are innocents? Sacrifices or prisoners?”

“I trust you and your judgment, Lillin. We need to save Terrastalia and Aria. Everything else is secondary.”

“By Niddhogg’s taint, Nox. Are you in love with the beautiful Lady Edelweiss?”

“I think so,” Nox replied. “I’m more concerned about the city, though. Imagine the destruction if Terrastalia touches down and marches on Ygg. It won’t be just her life that’s in danger. Tens of thousands will die.”

            


2.66 Blade Wrapped In Shadows


                 Despite the dire and terrifying circumstances, Nox struggled to suppress a smile as he ventured deeper into the dungeon. It felt like he was finally living his ambition. Best of all, he was alone with Lillin. The pair hadn’t received any isolated delving time since the first rift with the Beauforts. It was precisely the kind of future they had dreamt of before leaving the Golden Isles. Nox wanted to conquer dungeons, gathering resources, power, and weapons to destroy Sundarshahar eventually. Meanwhile, Lillin desired an assorted feast of dungeon lords, bosses, and criminal mages.

The pair weren’t truly alone. Not even Lillin’s inhuman senses had the power to detect Kris in her invisible form. Even though her magic focused only on visible and invisible light, her spell made her entirely undetectable to all human and mimic senses. As an expert ward crafter and breaker, she also had the means to ignore other forms of detection. Kris lingered just close enough to see and hear them for all they knew.

It didn’t matter. She knew all there was to know about Nox and Lillin, and they trusted the professor. Neither cared if she heard their conversation. The professor had also marked him and Joey with her tracking spell, ensuring she could locate both groups without trouble.

“You’re far too chipper,” Lillin commented. “You’re a new adept in a high-expert dungeon. Stop behaving so relaxed.”

“Why?” Nox asked. When he continued, he pretended their Intermediate Dungeon Theory professor had picked him for another question. “Mana burn is the primary killer and injury of low-ranking mages in high-tier dungeons. The ambient density burns and damages their circuits.”

“And your sigil prevents that.” Lillin rolled her eyes when he continued.

“Exactly. It's part of the reason why Kris insisted the others stay by the portal. The spatial anomaly is affecting the mana density. It will also increase the closer we get to the dungeon lord. Most adept delvers stay near the periphery of higher-tier dungeons or rush between warded safe spots created by their superiors. There aren’t many trinkets or artificed devices to survive mana burn.”

“Just don’t get careless, alright?” Lillin sighed. “This is the kind of place overconfident fools die. Mana burn is the least of our worries.”

“I’m not overconfident,” Nox replied. “I might look relaxed, but that’s mostly because of Otis.” The gremlin directed them down side tunnels, helping the pair avoid Wellspawn. “I would be more concerned if we detected any dungeon beasts.”

“The few I sensed are moving away from the mountain’s heart,” Lillin replied, frowning. “In fact, I feel multiple beasts powerful enough to count as bosses moving away from us.”

“Maybe the dungeon lord or whoever is commanding this mess wants them to assault the city,” Nox said. “It’s possible they don’t know about the portal yet.”

“Shouldn’t the dungeon lord be aware of everything going on in their domain?”

Nox shrugged. “Not if they’re no longer the one in control or they’re lending most of their strength to the cult leader. Think beyond what we’ve learned in Intermediate Dungeon Theory. Only healthy and powerful dungeon lords are omniscient. Otherwise, they will only discover our presence if we kill a boss-class beast, trigger a powerful trap, or a detection ward.”

“Do you really think this place would have wards?” Lillin asked. “I know it's a high-expert dungeon, but the structure and state of things tell me the lord didn’t care about the interior. They’ve done no construction or modifications.”

“That might be true, but we’re not just dealing with a fallen god and their minions, are we?”

“No.” She sighed. “There’s a blighted cult in here, too.”

“I reckon we'll be fine,” Nox told her. “Mages are easy to kill as long as we get the jump on them.” He held out a handful of pink and white rune-covered marbles. “Thanks to Joey's Fae Fire, I have more than enough tools to ensure our advantage.”

The pair didn’t have to go much further before they encountered the first humans. None resembled Nox’s mental image. He expected hooded and cloaked individuals like the cultists from the meeting at the Smythe mansion. Instead, they dressed like noblemen out for a casual Seventhday brunch.

The first group consisted of four individuals. One wore a half-plate and carried a broad axe. Another carried himself like a fencer, and a saber hung from his waist. The remaining two looked like ordinary mages. Three of them fell victim to a sleeping draught.

It took the fencer far too long to react. He had his back to his companions and was busy sharpening his blade. Nox guessed he had a sigil or some other form of resistance to the concoction. He only realized something was wrong when the armored aether practitioner collapsed. It was too late. Lillin was already behind him, shirt unbuttoned and mimic mouth wide open. His final moments consisted of surprise, confusion, and horror. She took a chomp out of his head and torso. Then, her giant tentacle-like tongue fished his heart out of what used to be his chest.

The unconscious delvers met similar fates. One of the mages started to stir before Lillin could get to her. Nox put her down with a dagger Shaped out of venom and lightning essence glass. It was a nasty weapon Nox thought up while dueling in Advanced Dungeon Combat. Beasts would only suffer a little immediate damage from it. But the blade and essences were ideal for assassinating soft and unaware human targets. After all, a mage's power and rank meant nothing if someone caught them unaware with no prepared spells. A marginal destabilization of the edge stunned and poisoned her. Then, Lillin finished the job before blood loss could.

The next group only had three members and stood in an open area overlooking the deep caverns inside Terrastalia. Powerful winds swept the narrow paths, making chemical attacks difficult to use effectively. So, Nox and Lillin employed coordinated sneak attacks.
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“Seriously? You can’t wait for me to walk away?” The trio’s only female member’s complaints carried through the tunnels. She sounded disgusted by the two men accompanying her.

“Lighten up,” one told her as he and the other man urinated off the path into the darkness below. “It's not like you don’t have anywhere else to look.”

“At least hurry up, will you?” She whined. “Master looks manic. It’s best if we get her mana stones soon and return to surface duties. The further we’re from herself, the better.”

“When isn’t Master manic?” The second man laughed. “I swear she’s all dust and worms inside. Her joints creak every time she moves.”

“Are you mad?” The woman hissed. “She’ll hear you!”

The men’s laughter got louder. “She won’t hear anything unless you tell her. You seriously don’t think Master knows and hears everything that happens in the mountain, do you?”

“That means one of you tattled on Brian and got him killed.”

Both men died within a couple of heartbeats of each other. Nox and Lillin snuck behind them and attacked simultaneously. He sliced one’s throat while Lillin ate the other. The woman released a panicked scream and launched a barrage of arcane bolts at the pair. There were so many the assassins had no choice but to duck for cover. Rocks trembled and cracked. Nox estimated she was at least a high journeyman, if not adept. The spell and her accent suggested Imperium origins, too. One’s spellwork said a lot about one's background.

An essence marble containing a gravity spell knocked her off-balance and interrupted her casting. Nox jumped out of cover, empowered mana arrow ready. The projectile struck the mage head-on and instantly demolished her mana barrier. Then, a second ripped into her sternum and exited through her back. The woman's mouth moved silently, and shocked eyes took the attackers in before she toppled over the path’s edge and disappeared into the darkness.

“Do you think anyone heard us?” Nox whispered.

Lillin shook her head. “The wind is too loud, and their conversation didn’t echo. I think the scream didn’t carry.”

Her hypothesis proved correct five minutes later when they encountered a couple locked in what sounded like urgent and secret love-making. The pair didn’t see Lillin coming and lost their heads to a single chomp. 

“Did their Master not tell them what’s going on with Terrastalia?” Lillin asked. “How can they be so casual when the Titan is locked in a teleportation spell?”

“What if the news hasn’t spread yet?” Nox tried to think of better answers. His current hypothesis felt the simplest and most plausible. “This is a big mountain, and it's been at most thirty minutes since we arrived. We take swift communication for granted. Unless they have messenger summons or a long-ranged telepath, it will take ages for information to travel.”

“But—”

“Terrastalia has been gaining altitude and dropping repeatedly with every failed teleportation spell, but we’ve felt nothing. External stimuli don’t reach the dungeon’s interior. The lackeys don’t yet know.”

Winding paths and narrow bridges led the pair deeper into the mountain. Eventually, Lillin’s senses guided them along the horizontal instead of vertical. The internal gales weakened, allowing sound to travel. Nox heard several distant but muffled conversations and saw arcane lamps moving in the distance. 

Nox and Lillin avoided targeting unaware cultists if they were too far off their path. Lillin didn’t mind since her senses didn’t highlight any of them as particularly delicious. However, her gluttonous nature and the forever desire to store body mass made close but easily avoidable targets hard to resist. It was the first time Lillin had access to such a feast, and Nox believed adult cultists terrorizing the continent knew what they were doing and were all equally guilty. So he let her have her fun.

Things got hairy at one point when they attacked a duo in a windy tunnel too carelessly. They had no trouble killing them, and Otis, surprisingly, sensed no danger. Then, a party of three walked in on the pair just as Lillin was liberating them of all mana gems and expensive-looking weapons. The two groups stood in surprised silence, staring at one another. Then Nox successfully cast Crystalize Essence just as the trio unleashed a barrage of bright and loud spells.

The chaos drew a group of three. This time, Otis warned them of the approach. Nox guessed the first party had a spell capable of countering the gremlin's detection powers. Then he and Lillin had attacks coming from two sides. Trap Foam erected a temporary barrier, giving them enough time to deal with the first party. Nox forced them to pause and dive for cover using an empowered arrow. Then Lillin used the interruption to charge in, wearing a full suit of gravity armor. 

Mimic physiology and the spell didn't just make her defenses almost as sturdy as Caitlin's. It let Lillin move faster and with agility far greater than that of an ordinary human. Haste only made her speedier and more deadly. She also had the senses and reaction time to put most sensory-magic-focused mages to shame. Facing an unrestrained Lillin was not a fair deal for most rift lords or bosses of a similar rank. Ordinary journeymen and adept mages had even less of a chance.

The second party broke through the hardened foam barrier as Lillin mangled and ripped the first's limbs. Nox had to deal with them alone. Fortunately, they'd taken just long enough to destroy the barrier for Nox to weave lightning and frost essence into an extra powerful arrow. It ripped through the vanguard before unleashing a Journeyman storm spell on the rest. Temperatures plummeted as lightning danced between the floor and ceiling. One fell to electrocution while Nox sniped the others during the miniature maelstrom chaos. 

Only a single party member survived long enough to get within melee range of Nox. He had suffered enough damage to make him careless. When his sword swing missed, he failed to maintain his balance. The effects of Haste only made things worse for him. Artisan’s Arm successfully caught the mage’s weapon while an aura stung Nox’s skin. The aether warrior proved competent when Nox stabbed his essence crystal dagger up at the man’s lower jaw. He caught the arm with his free hand and followed with a headbutt.

Nox suffered a bloody nose but also successfully cast Galvanizing Touch. The cantrip demanded minimal mana and concentration to activate. It stunned the man long enough for the dagger to switch hands. Nox’s aim wasn't as accurate with his left arm. He missed the upswing but got the opponent’s neck on the way down. He destabilized the blade's edge, shocking the aether warrior from the inside and filling his body with venom. Nox needed healing and mana pills to fix a broken nose, a fractured radial bone in his left arm, and several strained muscles, but they successfully slew both groups without attracting anymore.

The duo crossed several bridges and found themselves in a monstrous cavern housing a little town of geometrical buildings. They had reached the mountain's heart. A lone pyramid stood at its center, and an invisible force attracted Lillin toward it.

“That's where our dungeon lord and Well of Pestilence is,” she said, appearing an odd combination of excited and disgusted.

A narrow flight of stairs crisscrossed down the wall to the settlement below. Azure and lilac mana lamps illuminated the streets. Nox’s stomach dropped as he studied them. He saw Alexander struggling against restraints as a giant man dragged him to the pyramid. His sister lay unconscious on an identical cultist's shoulders. Nox failed to spot Joey or Kris. The Woodsons were in trouble, and there were far too many aether practitioners ahead for a stealth attack. Fortunately, the pair's captors marched in the same direction as Nox and Lillin’s destination: the pyramid.

            


2.67 Raining Chaos


                “Where the blight is Kris?” Lillin demanded as she and Nox snuck toward the town.

“Probably stalking them while invisible. Knowing her, she wants to find the person behind this before casting her big spells and giving herself away. The best way to end things is to cut off the snake's head instantly. The rest will fall during the confusion afterward.”

“It better not happen at the cost of Alexander.”

“Are you attracted to him?” Nox asked.

“No, but he's cute. In the same way you find puppies and baby raccoons cute,” Lillin answered. “I just want to protect him, pet him, and ensure nothing bad happens.”

“Humans aren't pets, Lillin.”

“C'mon. Admit it. You're a little bit like my pet.” Lillin chuckled and followed up with the oddly human gesture of pecking Nox on the cheek. 

He punched her upper arm. Even though the blow was light, unnatural enhancement and armor left Nox's knuckles stinging. “Stay on task. We need to get to the pyramid unnoticed. There are too many of them.”

“That’s not happening unless your marbles contain spells as powerful as Joey or Kris’.”

“They’re still beyond my capabilities.” Nox sighed. “I’ll need more surface area to etch runescripts as complex, and it's a major mana sink.”

“Well, you need to think of something, or we’ll lose two more party members. It won’t look good if you have new companions every six months.”

“That’s not the only reason I want to save the Woodsons, Lillin.”

“Do you not care that Alexander might be the last druid and the key to humanity’s future?”

“Not in the slightest,” Nox said. “He’s our friend. That’s all the reason I need.”

Myconids walked the cavern’s edge. They resembled larger versions of the elite royal guards Nox had chained in his basement. Unlike specimens Nox had encountered before, they had bright, bioluminescent veins coursing just under their outermost layer. The creatures used tools and carried weapons as they dug into the cavern’s walls, proving themselves smarter than any myconid they had faced before.

Cultists walked past the hulking mushroom beasts without drawing any hostility. Nox spotted humans commanding them in several instances. The almost-boss-rank monsters and mages were cooperating. Nox had never witnessed anything of the kind before. 

“What’s the dilemma?” Lillin asked.

“What do you mean?” Nox continued to study the myconids and streets running through the town. He struggled to find a clear path through them to their destination.

“I’ve known you for far too long, Nox. You don't have a plan yet, which means you’re hesitating. What’s the dilemma?”

“If the Woodsons are here, it means there is nothing but Kris’ spell defending the portal. Ernest might be powerful, but he lacks the means to deal with an overwhelming swarm.”

“You’re worried about Aria.”

“It doesn’t matter. There is no going back now. We go forward and solve this problem, or far more people than she, the Beauforts, and Pudge will be in trouble.” Nox smiled as he finally thought of the best route. “Forget keeping silent. We need chaos. How many flame slime flasks do we have?”

“About two dozen, but only five are from the newest batch.”

“That’s fine,” Nox said. “We don’t care about reducing the flesh’s toxicity or redistributing the life essence. Give me half.” Lillin removed thirteen bell-bottom flasks from her storage and carefully placed them in a slotted case for Nox. “We’re going to split up—”

“Are you mad?”

“My spell marbles will suffice. We’re not attacking or fighting.” Nox paused, taking a long swig of his empowering cocktail. Sniper’s Eye, Feline Grace, and Sprinter’s High almost activated simultaneously. “Uncork and empty each flask along the town’s edge until parallel to the pyramid. Then sneak through the city and meet behind it.”

“I think you’re rushing it—”

“That’s because we don’t have a lot of time. Kris’ spell will end in just over an hour. Cause chaos and destruction. Destroy the well. Rescue the Woodsons. Flee. We'll take the opportunity if we can cause more damage along the way.”

“Fine.” Lillin sighed. “Just don’t get yourself killed. Alright?”

Nox gave her two light essence spheres and one of illusory magic. Given Lillin’s climbing ability and speed, he was sure she didn’t need more. The mimic physiology combined with gravity magic made her closer to an expert than an adept threat.

The pair broke into runs, heading in opposite directions. Nox kept low and stuck close to the stone structures. He used a light essence marble to mask his presence when he saw cultist groups ahead. Kris’ basic invisibility spell didn’t muffle sounds or mask any other presence, but Nox didn’t care. He emptied a container of fire slime by the two giant myconids near them and moved on. His footsteps drew confused looks, and then terror followed as the alchemically made organisms feasted and multiplied. They only had life spans of ten to fifteen minutes after activation, but it was enough time to wreak havoc.

The next group he encountered was busy trying to get a look at the chaos and discern their companions’ source of panic when Nox reached them. He employed a smoke bomb to confuse them before emptying another flask.

The narrative has been illicitly obtained; should you discover it on Amazon, report the violation.

Nox didn’t have a third round of luck. The next cluster of cultists he encountered were alert and racing toward their companions. One among their rank paused and alerted the rest when she heard Nox coming. This time, he employed Trap Foam and frost essence glass inscribed with an explosion spell. The Aritsan’s Arm tripped one for good measure. Then he used Mage Hand to throw another marble into a nearby alley, causing a second explosion. It harmed no one, but Nox hoped the act redirected their attention from his footsteps and arcane presence.

Sounds of similar turmoil rang in the distance. Lillin had planted similar seeds of chaos on the other side of town. By Nox’s estimate, he was ahead of her, which was a surprise. The mimic-woman’s physiology and years of experience with Haste made her significantly faster than him. Mimic instincts made her excellent at stealth, too.

Nox had no choice but to slow down as the throngs of people grew thicker. The more intelligent cultists had already guessed someone was targeting the myconids and gathered around them, forcing Nox to use riskier tactics. He used more essence bombs, smoke screens, and Trap Foam than he had hoped. Blind retaliatory attacks forced him to take cover and slip between the buildings to find alternate routes forward.

Nox was almost at the point where he was to switch from sneaking along the town's perimeter and heading toward its heart when Otis stopped him. The gremlin pulled him into a narrow, dark alley, filling his head with the image of giant, clawed bats. A swarm of the creatures flew past them a moment later. The enemy had summoners among them and weren't just trying to stop the chaos but also find its sources. 

Instead of waiting for the danger to pass, Nox fished a tool out of his satchel and handed it to the gremlin. The spirit horn had served no purpose thus far besides being a source of sound essence. He sent Otis an image of zipping around the settlement and blowing it at random points to seed chaos. The once cowardly spirit didn't cower or hesitate. He projected excitement, so Nox gave him a couple of vials of alchemical explosives, too. The idea of mischief appealed to the gremlin. He hopped around Nox for a moment before shooting off in the opposite direction. Nox waited until Otis blew the horn for the first time, and the bats followed it before taking off again.

The dungeon trembled. Nox didn't know whether it meant Terrastalia had made landfall or the chaos had drawn the dungeon lord's ire. There was also the possibility of Otis activating the horn's innate magic and drawing spirits to the area. He didn't wait to find out. A pink marble etched with a minor illusion spell masked Nox's presence again, and he broke into a run. 

As predicted, the road to the pyramid was deserted. Most cultists had rushed to the town's border to stop the fire slimes while the rest looked for the hornblower. While sprinting to his destination, Nox instructed Otis to ditch his new toy if things got too dangerous. The explosives would cover his escape, buying the spirit enough time to dispel himself.

By the time he reached the buildings bordering the pyramid and reunited with Lillin, only forty-five minutes remained until Kris's protection spell ended. Aria and his friends wouldn't have much of a chance at survival once that happened. Much to their relief, the bulk of the cultists around the pyramid were now busy elsewhere. However, the few that remained guarding the structure were at least at the peak adept, if not low-expert.

The pair circled the pyramid until they found the side with the weakest and dumbest-looking guards. Lillin spoke before Nox could present his plan. “Let's just try walking past them,” she said, presenting two marsh-green coats from her spatial storage. Their crest featured a wasp on a round shield. Two golden badges also sat pinned to the lapel. The pyramid's guards wore similar outfits, but their pins were grander and had more intricate designs. “We can tell them that we have information for the Master.”

“That's probably a good idea,” Nox accepted the better fitting of the two coats. “Experts on guard duty probably have powerful detection spells.”

“Sound more surprised, why don't you?”

The pair adjusted their clothing and smeared dirt on each other's faces. Lillin went as far as manipulating flesh and skin to cover herself in lacerations and better sell the lie. Since forehead cuts tended to bleed a lot, Nox also sliced himself just above the right eyebrow. It stung, and he had to deal with blood dripping over the eye, but it looked convincing to Lillin. They discussed their ruse once more before approaching the pyramid. Lillin dislocated her left arm at the elbow and let it bend the wrong way while supporting a limping Nox with the right.

“We have word for the master,” Nox said in his best Imperian accent when the guards stopped. Nervousness regarding the ploy added uncertainty to his voice, and his heart sounded in his chest as he spoke.

“I don't care,” the guardsman said. He looked concerned and tired. Nox suspected he wanted to help solve the chaos, but duty kept him glued to his position. “Find the blighted horn first. Master's orders.”

“This is more important!” Lillin protested, slurring her words. She almost sounded like she had come from the Edelweiss barony.

“Don't you dare contradict me, country bitch!” The man spat. “Do as you're told before I break your other arm, too.”

“You don't understand. We—” Nox added a wince to sell the act. “We were fetching mana crystals for Master. Someone opened a portal on the eastern face. The druid brought an army into the mountain.”

The guards exchanged wide-eyed looks. “Dean Woodson is here?”

“We heard them talking about the well,” Nox added. He spoke fast but tried to keep the words coherent. “The crone sensed the spell. She said something about eliminating it from the world for good.”

“By Niddhogg’s taint, how are you alive?” The second guard asked. She appeared more convinced and terrified than the first. Nox had heard her discussing leaving their post to investigate the commotion in the town. The woman had a brother somewhere in Terrastalia and was terrified for his life.

“We played dead, collapsed a bridge, and then fled,” Lillin answered. “You'll find them if you follow the Wellspawn. The dumb bugs are throwing themselves against the portal and dying.” Her lip trembled, and her eyes filled with tears. “The Wolfhammer is here. His summon killed my brother. Please. Let us talk to Master.”

“If the Woodsons and Wolfhammer are here, this is just the beginning,” the first guard said, gulping audibly.

As luck would have it, Otis picked the exact moment to trigger an explosive. The clever gremlin did it at the mouth of a tunnel heading away from the mountain's heart. Then, a powerful tremor followed. It felt as if a distant section of the mountain was coming down. Nox believed it was probably Kris that triggered the latter. She prioritized destroying the well and the flow of critters toward the portal.

“Go tell, Master,” the guard said. “Get healed and guard this spot with your lives. Only the badged enter the pyramid. Do you understand?”

Nox nodded. 

The man thrust a rectangular glass and metal device into Nox's hands. It resembled a manameter. “Transmit Master's instructions to everyone, brother. Nargle be with you.”

“And you,” Nox said just as the two expert mages darted toward the explosion. He waited until they were out of sight before scaling the pyramid's steps. “Follow the Voidspawn? Really? That was a stupid thing to tell them. You ate nearly twenty blighted brains and cores and couldn’t come up with something more useful?”

“No,” Lillin replied. “They needed the detail for it to be convincing. I know Aria, and everyone, is in trouble. We’ll just need to act quickly.”

“This Master of theirs is at least a high expert, Lillin. What makes you think we stand a chance?”

“We don’t. However, Bi Xi will release the spell if we somehow damage or destroy the Well of Pestilence.”

The pyramid shook as the pair reached the entrance halfway up its side. The sweet smell of dried rose petals and cinnamon flowed from the dimly lit passage ahead. Despite his Sigil of Resistance, Nox felt nauseous.

            


2.68 The Well Of Pestilence


                It felt odd walking into a dungeon’s heart without facing any beasts or bosses. Instead, the passageways were mostly deserted. Almost naked servants passed Nox and Lillin without making eye contact. Blue-black markings covered their skin. They looked like veins but followed more geometric patterns. Nox was familiar with such marks. He had two sets of them high on his forearms. The people working in the pyramid had mana burn far more severe than his.

It didn’t take long to reach the giant domed room that occupied the top half of the pyramid. Nox’s eyes darted to its center. He saw a myconid three times as large as any he had seen before occupying the space. The prettiest face Nox had ever seen grew out of the beast. It was two feet tall, and the blue eyes appeared near-lifeless. As Nox got a better look, he realized the fungus mostly encased a giant human body. Joints and extremities stuck out of the mass, appearing pallidd and atrophied.

Nox didn’t need Lillin to tell him that the entity he saw was the dungeon lord. However, she looked like a husk of the god she once was. As Nox took the scene in, he noticed the magic circle surrounding her. Lines connecting the outermost rings made it look like a well’s border. The runes pulsated, and she breathed with it. Nox realized the Well of Pestilence wasn’t just corrupting and draining Terrastalia but also the dungeon lord. 

A woman as ancient as Diya sat on a floating throne in front of the myconid-encased goddess. She wore the same marsh-green coat as the other cultists, but a broach sat over her left breast instead of a lapel pin. It bore the same wasp and well emblem as the coats.

“Hurry up!” She snapped at the servants binding the Woodson siblings to posts under her. “Wake them up.”

Smelling salts did the job. Both siblings awoke, but Alexander looked dazed. Blood streamed down the side of his face. It looked like someone had struck the side of his head to end his protests and struggling. Caitlin appeared more alert than her brother.

“I hear you’re the smartest Woodson of your generation,” the old mage said. “Is that true?”

“Hard to tell,” Caitlin replied. Her cold tone betrayed no sense of fear. Nox shivered, sensing the powerful, noxious mana radiating from the old woman. However, despite the closer range, the Woodson woman didn’t quiver. “I don’t have many cousins, thanks to you. The few remaining keep their distance.”

“Don’t thank me, lovely.” The woman laughed. “It was my mother who culled your grandaunts and uncles. I’m just a humble daughter trying to carry on her mother’s grandest work.”

“Ah. Clementine Schneider. Grandmother said she killed you.”

“Good. That’s what I wanted the old bag of bones to think.” The laughter got louder. “It's been Clementine Wagner for just over a century now. The esteemed Dean Woodson met me a handful of times, but she never made the connection.”

“And here you are now, torturing this poor Titan. Haven’t you lived a wonderful life?” Caitlin’s tone couldn’t have been any drier. “Go on then. Continue your mother’s work. Kill two more Woodsons.”

“No.” The ancient mage waved her hand, and the domed ceiling lit up with moving images of the world outside Terrastalia. “Not yet, at least. I think it’ll be a lot more fun if I let you watch the grand City of Ygg fall before I kill you.” The old woman’s attention shifted to where Nox and Lillin stood. “You, there. Where in Niddhogg’s name is Mathias?”

“He’s dealing with a portal on the eastern cliff face,” Nox answered, forgetting about the fake accent. “Apparently, the intruders are making it challenging. We came for your help, Master.”

“Portal?” Her face contorted into a snarl, and she banged her fist against the throne’s armrest. “Why in the world did I pay a fortune for a damned portal mage if he isn’t here when I need him?”

“Apparently, it’s the druid,” Lillin added. “Mathias thinks she and Terrastalia made the portal together. He can’t close it.”

“He asked us to request your help.”

“Hold on a moment.” The woman’s angry expression turned frigid. She thrust one hand to her left, and a cloud of flies manifested. They shot in the indicated direction. Some swarmed in the shape of a man before orange fire set them ablaze. Then Joey fell to his knees, coughing violently. “An intruder? Really?” Clementine spat a wad of mucus. It flew off her throne and landed on the mound of myconid flesh. “Someone remind me to execute a guard. I don’t think flayings are doing the job anymore. Have I done wasp lung yet?”

“No, mistress,” a servant answered. 

“Let me show you how it's done.”

“No!” Caitlin screamed.

The protest fell on deaf ears. Clementine Wagner conjured another cloud of insects. They shot at Joey’s incapacitated form, but much to Nox’s relief, the attack failed to reach its destination. A pair of fist-sized golden orbs manifested, and Kris appeared between them, conjuring a third. The spell incinerated the wasps long before they reached her or the junior apprentice. 

“Another little mageling?” The old woman spat. Her floating throne retreated from the room’s center as the spheres fired concentrated beams at her. “How many examples do I have to make?”

“I don’t know, Plaguebringer.” Kris almost sounded amused as she spoke. “Maybe you’d have more competent subordinates if you treated them better. I hear the rest of the Cabal are doing much better than you.”

The ancient mage’s eyes widened. “Where did you hear those names?” Her expression betrayed her surprise and confusion. “Which Herald do you serve?”

“Only the Keeper of Knowledge. I doubt you’ve heard of him.”

Then, a violent exchange began. Kris’ spells had the obvious advantage against the summoned insects. However, Clementine cast her spells several times faster. The swarms came at her so quickly the professor could do little more than defend. By Nox’s estimate, his mentor was at the higher end of low-expert. Meanwhile, their foe was most likely a rank higher. Given Clementine’s age and her expert-ranked subordinates’ fear of her, it wouldn’t surprise Nox if she was closer to archmage with a mana count almost in the four digits. 

Swarms of wasps assaulted Kris from every direction, and an assortment of other creepy crawlies approached her along the ground. Defending herself was not her only concern. The woman titled Plaguebringer also sent her summons after Joey and the Woodsons. Kris used her beams to defend all of them simultaneously. The look on the professor’s face suggested it was a reasonably strenuous exercise.

Stolen story; please report.

“Rescue Joey,” Nox instructed Lillin. “Once she’s safe, defend Kris. We need her on the offense to survive.”

The pair set off simultaneously. Nox sprinted toward the Woodsons while surrounding himself in a dome of Crystalized Essence and two Slow fields. He could’ve just as easily targeted the restraints using Ratra’s Bow, but it was too early to draw Clementine’s attention. She still considered him and Lillin her subordinates—although she didn’t appear to care if her mana-burnt servants got swarmed by her insects. In fact, several leech-like creatures crawled toward the women as they tried to flee.

The essence glass knife once again proved valuable. The servants likely lacked magic. They had used rope to bind the Woodson to their poles. They appeared ordinary. Nox guessed Clementine had the power to kill either before they did any harm. Fortunately, she sent no insects after him while he sawed the rope. Instead, sparks flew from them, assaulting his fingers. Nox ignored the stinging and kept at it. The sensation reminded him of mana-burn. He realized the ropes disrupted mana flow just like the collars used by the All-Father’s cult.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Clementine shrieked. Dead insects pelted Nox’s face harmlessly a moment later. A handful survived and stung Nox. It hurt and felt like several fiery pinpricks, but he felt no other ill effects thanks to his sigil.

“Help your brother,” he told Caitlin before unleashing Ratra’s Bow and firing at Clementine. His empowered fire arrow cut through two wards and made it halfway to his target before exploding. The following projectiles got similar results. The swarms and the magic they carried forced his projectiles to destabilize far too early.

Meanwhile, Caitlin successfully freed her brother and force-fed him two healing pills. “I can’t cast any spells,” Alexander said, sounding exhausted. “My mana circuits feel like they’re on fire.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’ll be fine.” Nox turned to Caitlin. “Run. I’ll cover you.”

“But what about you?” She asked, slowly encasing herself in a lighter version of her elemental armor. It took far longer to manifest than usual. It was more than likely she was starting to feel the effects of mana burn, too. 

“We need to cover Kris and destroy the well,” Nox answered, firing more arrows at Clementine. A swarm somehow got through his barrier, and he felt at least a dozen stings on his face and neck. The pain brought tears to Nox’s eyes and forced him to his knees. He swallowed mana and healing pills before continuing the onslaught. The insects caused a lot more pain with their attacks than their ordinary variants. However, they failed to cause significant damage without mana or essence empowering them.

The slim wood armor moved with greater agility than the bulkier version. However, screams escaped Caitlin as she retreated. Clementine’s bugs found holes in the defense and peppered her with stings. Since she excelled at self-healing magic, Nox didn’t worry about her. Kris and Joey’s fate concerned him more. 

The junior apprentice now lay between Lillin and Kris. A portal shield blocked frontal attacks, while gravity armor and skin reinforced with a subdermal armor made the former almost immune to damage. Kris only had to worry about flanking swarms as she focused her attacks. 

Vile curses and insults only found in century-old journals burst from Clementine's mouth whenever Kris' light beams penetrated her defenses. Unfortunately, none did much besides jostle her throne. It had the markings and lights of a relic. Nox didn't doubt it had shielding powers on top of the levitation.

After firing another empowered arrow and depleting his mana stores to below a third, Nox used a pink essence marble to make himself invisible. Thanks to Kris's persistent attacks, Clementine struggled to track him and directed swarms in the general area. Haste helped Nox retreat to a wall and move along the room's perimeter with reasonable safety.

“You're not getting away!” Clementine screeched, and centipedes as wide as Ernest and at least ten times as long emerged from magic circles around her. Two raced toward Kris, while the last targeted the Woodsons. Concentrated light beams gave the monsters pause but failed to kill them.

A scream burst from Caitlin as giant mandibles caught her around the midriff. Her armor grew to its sturdier form, but the wood buckled, groaned, and cracked under the pressure. They dropped her brother, and he landed awkwardly on his left arm. His pained yell failed to mask the sickening crunch of bone breaking.

A gravity spiral burst from behind Lillin's shield. It was the largest one she had ever conjured, consisting of seven fist-sized orbs of spatial magic. It didn't fly toward Clementine but toward the dungeon lord.

“You bitch!” The ancient mage yelled, blocking it with a centipede. The attack mangled chitin armor and cracked it but failed to do more besides draw ichor from within. The creature moved slower but resumed its onslaught.

Meanwhile, Nox successfully got behind Clementine. He used all the fire essence in his satchel to Shape the most perfect arrow he had ever made. He etched it with his best incendiary spell before pouring mana into Ratra’s Bow, growing the weapon into its long-limbed empowered form. Five rings of varying diameters spun around the arrow when Nox fired it. The projectile roared during its flight, and Nox saw Clementine’s eyes widen in fear just before his attack made contact.

Another giant centipede and a horse-sized beetle burst from the inferno. The first came for Nox, while the latter barrelled into Lillin and Kris. Crystallize Essence and panic-fired mana arrows did nothing to the giant insect. Its mandibles closed around Nox, and he just about protected himself with the bow and Artisan’s Arm. 

Both tools cracked under the pressure.

The damage to the third arm wasn't too bad. A handful of replaced segments and a couple of new claw digits would do the job. Ratra’s Bow didn't have such luck. Nox was forced to release the weapon as he threw a Trap Foam bottle into the centipede’s maw. The creature recoiled but sliced the metallic rod half of Ratra’s Bow into two and shredded the accompanying glove. Nox’s breath caught in his chest as he lost his one offensive tool and a part of his late father.

“You're all fools!” Clementine Wagner cackled. Alexander and Joey were as good as unconscious while Caitlin wrestled with a centipede. The giant beetle had flattened Kris while Lillin lay on the ground with two limbs bent in the wrong direction. Only Nox stood upright. A couple of ribs, and his left forearm felt broken. The numerous stings also had him gritting his teeth, but he stood upright. “I'll feed you all to the well and use the spawn to destroy your city. The age of—”

“You've lost, you know,” Nox said, interrupting the woman. He limped toward her on a twisted ankle. “Dean Woodson is coming. She's going to kill you, destroy the well, and save Terrastalia.”

“What good will that do?” Clementine continued to laugh despite the orange flames still sticking to her throne. The fire had burned off most of her clothes and covered her body in burns, but the woman appeared unfazed. “There is no stopping the old tortoise now, deceitful child. But I'll tell you what. Your magic intrigues me. Bend the knee and swear an oath, and I'll let you live.”

“And what if I refuse?” Nox asked, trying to buy more time for his companions. His heart raced as he held Clementine’s attention.

A wasp as big as a human materialized, hovering next to the floating throne. It didn’t just have size, but segments of the creature emitted noxious green and purple aetheric lights, too. “That's a silly question. I'll kill you, of course. If you join me, I might just give you the means to save a loved one from inside the city.” 

Nox snorted. “You just want a hostage to control me, don't you?”

“My. My. Aren't you an intelligent specimen?”

Kris appeared, standing on nothing but the air just behind the throne. An immobile copy of her lay next to a now stirring Joey. She slapped her white glowing palms down on Clementine’s neck. The relic’s defenses didn't activate, letting the spell through. The smell of burning skin and flesh filled the air as life fluttered from the old woman’s eyes. Unfortunately, her insects refused to stay idle and attacked while fading from existence. The centipedes and beetles rushed to their master’s aid, and the wasp planted its stinger in the professor’s face, destroying the top left quadrant of her head.

Kris, agent of the Keeper of Knowledge, and Clementine Wagner, Plaguebringer of the Cabal, perished within seconds of each other. 

            


2.69 Sacrifices Great And Small


                The chaos and servants not attracting the pyramid guards felt like an unusual stroke of luck. Nox hoped it meant they had all given up on their duties and pursued Otis. The chaos outside suggested a lot more was going on than flame slimes attacking myconids. He wondered whether the horn had summoned spirits to the material realm. It was probable that they’d react poorly to the individuals torturing one of their own.

Given some of the explosions that followed Otis’ attack, there was also a chance Kris had laid traps before she snuck into the pyramid. She had shown Nox the brilliance of wards combined with delayed spells. Her magic had excellent potential for sudden heat bursts and explosions, making them brilliant for traps.

Nox held the device the guards had given him to his mouth. The runes told him what the different switches did. “Master senses alien arcane signatures to the west of the heart. It might be a portal. Mathias and all available experts need to check on it and quell the problem as soon as possible.”

Several acknowledgments and a handful of questions came through the device. When Nox failed to think of believable answers, he smashed the device and blocked all entrances with trap foam.

“Where the blight is Caitlin?” Lillin demanded once the insects crumbled into aetheric dust. The monsters failed to live on after their conjurer perished. “Did she really abandon us?”

“I told her to flee with Alexander,” Nox answered, kneeling next to his dead mentor. He winced as his cracked bones ached. Recovery pills would likely make them heal incorrectly, so he put up with the pain for the time being.“It’s not her fault. I doubt she saw what happened to Kris.” He rolled the professor onto her back. Even though the wasp destroyed an eye and a quarter of her skull, she had a crazed, wide smile on her face. She died happy and proud. “It’s not her fault," he reiterated. "She probably thinks we’re wrapping things up right about now.”

“I did as she said,” Joey said. He looked and sounded shocked. “I did as Kris said. She wasn’t supposed to die.” He limped to the corpse and kneeled using Nox’s shoulder for support. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” Nox placed a hand on the junior apprentice’s shoulder. Hints of rectangular blue-black lines marked his right temple, neck, and the back of his hand. Nox expected more and guessed the djinn granted his pacted-warlock minor resistances. “You did all you could despite the risk of mana burn. Good job, Joey. I’m sure Kris was proud of all you managed. That final illusion was inspired.”

“It was nobody’s fault. There’s no way Kris could’ve known the insects would persist after their summoner died.” Lillin joined the men. She closed Kris’ eyes before pouring two flasks of stasis fluid on the body and sucking it into a pocket dimension. The concoction would help it survive a few hours inside Lillin’s storage without rotting. “I’ll keep her safe.”

The trio studied Clementine Wagner’s remains. It was a surprise she survived Nox’s final arrow. Third-degree burns covered her abdomen, legs, and lower arms. A normal human being would’ve choked on the smoke, succumbed to shock, or died of cardiac arrest. The ancient mage had the means to stave off death and survive the impossible. Unlike Kris, she received no respect. Nox parted her head from the rest of her body. Then, they stored it in a pocket dimension along with the levitating chair.

“The Woodsons fled, and I should’ve died,” Joey said. “That thing is yours.”

“Are you sure?” Nox asked. “It will probably fetch a ridiculous quantity of gold.”

“I want none of it, alright? I don’t deserve it.” He fell silent, studying the dead servants, equipment, and odd bits littering the room. The pyramid's interior almost looked like a research laboratory. “What do we do now?”

“We finish what we came here to do, of course,” Nox replied.

“Do you know how?” Lillin asked.

Nox had no answer for her.

The dome above the group’s heads drew their attention. Terrastalia was on the move. The titan had made groundfall and was ambling toward the city. Worst of all, killing Clementine Wagner hadn’t ended her spell. The Well of Pestilence continued to pulse in the center of the room. 

Crystalize Essence and attempts to damage the spell circles did nothing. No matter how destructive an essence arrow, gravity orbs, or djinn fire conjuration they used, the trio failed to damage, let alone stop, the dead woman's magic. The myconid flesh burned, froze, cracked, reacting appropriately to all arcane stimuli, but more grew to replace it. The sweet smell of cinnamon, cut grass, and fresh berries filled the room for a moment, but putrid scents replaced them as soon as fungus grew to replace the damaged sections.

Nox and Lillin still had a few flasks of flame slime remaining. They emptied all of them. The Well of Pestilence remained undamaged. However, the slime burned the myconid flesh and disappeared into the mass through openings. When the trio damaged it again, the fungus peeled away and didn't regrow. Afterward, only a bald naked goddess remained. She looked malnourished and sickly. The skin hung off her bones, and little muscle or fat remained. It looked like someone had draped bleached hide over a skeleton. Only the face had any life to it.

“Nar says this is Sif,” Joey said as his floating spearhead zipped around the giant woman. “She was once a goddess of fertility and family.” He winced, clutching his head. “She once had hair as gold as wheat. Death, destruction, and disease aren't a part of their domain.”

Stolen story; please report.

“That sort of explains why Terrastalia and the dungeon were docile for so long,” Nox stated. “The record says they spent the last few decades walking the Endless Dunes and Arctic Wastes’ borders. The locals feared them and stayed clear, but new oases appeared after his passing, and the old grew and flourished.

“Blights and Nargle's pox popped up in his trail only a year or so ago. I'll bet that was dear old Clementine’s doing.”

“The Well of Pestilence is tied to Sif,” Lillin commented after laying her hands on the goddess. “As long as she lives, the spell will torture Terrastalia.” The dome showed the city and Ygg slowly approaching. “I think Bi Xi wants to use Ygg's life force to try to heal himself.”

“The city and the tree won't survive this,” Joey whispered.

“What's the problem?” Nox asked. “The solution is simple, isn't it? Consume Sif. Take her place. Free Bi Xi from his torture and convince him to leave. This is your chance to achieve your life's goal, Lillin. Why are you hesitating?”

The mimic-woman looked heartbroken as she met Nox's eyes. “It is, but we aren't ready,” she told him. “Sif was halfway to Archon. I'll probably survive the process, but you won't. The overload of mana through our contract will kill you at best or, at worst, damage your circuits to the point of no magic usage ever again. It's likely you'll also spend the rest of your life in unbearable pain and crippled.”

Nox's heart fell. Until recently, he believed magic was everything to him. It was his answer to all of life's problems, including finances, and the ultimate goal of destroying Sundarshahar. He couldn't imagine a future where he had no magic. Then Nox looked up at the dome again and saw the approaching tree and all that existed under it.

The City of Ygg was where Nox's life changed for the better. He met his first love within its walls and then his seconds. He made friends in the city and finally escaped a lifetime of loneliness. Life in the city showed Nox that there was more to live for besides revenge. He had his business and all the people who worked under him. 

A life without magic was possible in the City of Ygg. Alchemy was mostly creativity, research, formulae, and spell weaving. Nox had decent enough finances to afford rechargeable mana gems and more apprentices to do the hard work. It wouldn't be easy, but he could foresee a future without ever casting a spell again.

Terrastalia was not Sundarshahar. He would also have to give up on Kris’ war. However, Nox believed she'd be proud of him for putting everything on the line to eradicate one of humanity's greatest threats. She’d be proud of him for saving the City of Ygg.

“Whatever happens, we'll deal with the consequences, Lillin,” he said, taking his dearest friends’ hands. “Do it. Devour Sif.”

“No.” She frowned, ripping free of her hold. “I'm not going to toy with your life Nox. Sure, it's within the contracts’ parameters, but I don't want to achieve my goals at the cost of you.”

“This is for something greater than me.” Nox took Lillin's hands again. “This is for Aria, our friends, and all that need Ygg to survive. Think of what will happen if the world tree falls. Niddhogg will rise again. All the fallen gods will expand their domains, and humanity won't have a source of power or shield. We don't have a choice. This needs to be done. 

“Devour Sif and take her place. Turn Terrastalia into something more than a roaming dungeon. I'm sure the mountain has renewable metals and nests that rapidly produce myconids. This dungeon can become a source of food if we combine it with my fire slime essence. You can provide resources to help fight other dungeons, too. Perhaps I’ll end up incapable of delving ever again, but I can act as your liaison and bring about a new age in dungeon-state relationships. This is too good an opportunity to squander.”

“None of that matters if you're dead, Nox.” Lillin’s voice sounded smaller than it ever had before. For the first time in nineteen years of cohabitation, he saw real tears in his dearest and oldest friend’s eyes. They weren't just bound by the contract. Their connection ran a lot deeper than that. Nox met Lillin when he was six years old, but she met him as a newborn. The mimic-woman had endured all her transformations and developments with him. This was a step she would need to take alone. “If there was a way for you to survive this, I'd jump at the opportunity. But—”

“What if Nar and I share the load?” Joey asked. “Nar claims he can't take all or even half the mana and essence Sif carries, but a third should be possible. Would you be willing if we share the load?”

“I might end up further damaging existing mana circuits, but it should be possible.” Lillin appeared to be speaking to herself more than Nox. “How attached are you to your left arm?”

Nox shrugged. “If I had to give up a limb, I suppose it's the one I’d be most willing to sacrifice.” He glanced at what remained of Ratra’s Bow. “I don’t know if this is fixable. Mage Hand will take care of all my needs if archery is no longer an option.”

“Fine. I’ll try to contain all the damage in one arm if you're sure about this.”

“I am.” Nox pulled Lillin into a hug. “This is also goodbye, isn’t it?”

“You can always visit,” she replied. “Maybe once you’re closer to low-expert, but we’ll still talk. Somehow.”

“Perhaps Terrastalia will show you how to visit me during spirit walks—”

“Don’t let that turn into a habit, alright? I understand it leads to great sex with Aria, but you’ve been overindulging, especially when you’re with her.”

“I know. I know. Communing with Bi Xi is no longer an excuse.” Nox sighed. “I probably need a break from spirit walking anyway.”

“I’m really going to miss you, you know?” Lillin whispered into his ear.

“I know. I’ll miss you, too.”

“Curb that destructive streak, alright? You won’t have me to watch your back anymore.”

“I know this is emotional, but we don’t have a lot of time left.” Joey interrupted the goodbyes, reminding the pair of the urgent situation. “Nar is getting antsy, too.”

Lillin and Nox hugged one last time before stepping away from one another. She unleashed her mimic mouth and devoured Sif’s catatonic top half in three big bites. A rush of power assaulted Nox seconds later. The cloud of mana around his star covered his planets and reached well beyond them. His arms and chest burned so hard the discomfort forced him to his knees.

“You were a good pet, Nox Ratra,” Lillin said, flashing him the saddest smile he had ever seen on her. Then consciousness left Nox, and he was glad for the respite from the pain.

            


2.70 Contract Complete


                Lillin Grey was no longer a mimic.

In fact, she became far more than just a mutated mimic several years ago. The change had occurred when Nox and Lillin snuck away from the Golden Isles for one of her regular feedings.

The floating islands often slowed their journey when passing large towns and small cities. The Trade Empire used the opportunity to find new clients and iron out contracts or update old deals. They were periods of hustle and social gatherings on the Golden Isles. The guards and House Gedge's employees had higher priority duties than keeping an eye on Nox and Lillin.

So, they used the opportunity to sneak away from the borderless nation’s traveling capital. The pair usually collected ingredients for Nox’s special projects or would take on bounty contracts. They earned Nox much-needed capital and also gave Lillin the perfect cover to feast without rousing too much suspicion.

One such journey took the pair to Sen’s Watch—a mid-sized city a half a week’s ride south of Ygg. During the time of their visit, serial murders of an arcane nature haunted villages and towns surrounding it. Now, when Lillin looked back at the cases, it was clear they were part of the start of a grand ritual. The local constabulary had pinpointed a missing surgeon but hadn’t discovered much else. Nox’s investigations suggested they were almost right.

There were three murderers. One of them was a Journeyman mage, a lesser nobleman, and a healer. The other two were her former employees. She acted as consultant and investigator, assisting the constabulary with the mystery, and threw her subordinates under the proverbial cart. 

Instead of targeting the suspect, Nox and Lillin hunted the other two. The first was easy, but his death alerted the noblewoman. Her journeyman rank made confronting her directly challenging for the then-apprentice-ranked practitioners. 

The Golden Isles had just resumed its journey along the leyline, and the pair were getting desperate. So, Nox brewed the gaseous version of his sleeping draught for the first time. They deployed it one evening while the target was pursuing a victim and knocked them both unconscious. Then, Lillin devoured the woman in two bites, leaving no traces behind. The meal pushed her past the threshold and made Lillin something more than a mimic.

The magic and knowledge from it sharpened Lillin’s control over her physiology. Most mimics naturally had the ability to change everything about themselves except their shell. They could change the skin and body they wore but not affect them in any way besides conducting repairs. When she gained the ability to do something none of her kind could achieve, she became something more.

Since then, no meal had affected Lillin as significantly. She had gained new magic, knowledge, and memories, but nothing had changed her to such a degree until the feast on Terrastalia’s back. Her gluttony thus far had done nothing more than increase her arcane control and teach her a couple of new modifiers for her magic. 

Everything changed when Lillin consumed Sif. First, her star expanded so fast that it almost devoured the planets and moon. Then, she felt an instant expansion of awareness as she and the dungeon became one. There wasn’t a lot of literature covering the matter, but Nox had deduced long ago that consuming a god wouldn’t end the same way as doing the same to a rift lord.

Unlike the latter’s worlds, a god’s domain existed in the physical realm and was, therefore, far more stable. It wouldn’t collapse when the ruler died if a sufficiently powerful replacement lived within its walls. Hundreds of delving parties had perished when they risked everything to eliminate the final boss and its lord, but then a lesser boss-ranked creature inherited the role and descended upon them.

Devouring Sif propelled Lillin to the same power level as the god. As a result, the mountain instantly picked her as its new ruler. She was now forever trapped in the mountain on Terrastalia’s back. On the bright side, she had inherited a roving dungeon. Which meant her life wouldn’t be as static as that of most dungeon lords. Lillin would still get to explore the world, and she’d someday have enough strength to perhaps visit Sundarshahar and assist Nox with his quest.

As Lillin’s consciousness expanded, she also sensed the location of all the traps, monster nests, and the layout of the dungeon. She registered new powers that let her alter the architecture, affect beast reproduction rates, and empower or modify her new subjects. 

Much to Lillin’s disappointment, she lost her gravity magic. Only the powers to conjure pocket dimensions and portals remained. However, she sensed the ability to grant her new subjects gravity spells a moment later. Gravity orbs, spirals, and armor could now enhance their arsenal. However, each bestowal would drain a portion of her divinity. Only feeding on the mana and life forces of entities alien to her domain would restore it. It was an unfortunate trade-off, but Lillin reminded herself that she, her domain, and its inhabitants were now one. Anything that benefitted it and its residents also helped her.

A deep link to Terrastalia came next. Lillin could feel the titan. She sensed a forgotten sense of alertness, control, freedom, and the joy accompanying them. Terrastalia—no, Bi Xi was happy and finally released the portal spell. When she asked him nicely, he ceased marching toward Ygg, too. Then, the ancient dragon tortoise presented her with an assortment of images. They consisted of forgotten cities, snowy wastes, endless dunes, and forests full of mangrove trees.

A case of content theft: this narrative is not rightfully on Amazon; if you spot it, report the violation.

“Are these all the places your portals can take us?” Lillin asked as her and Bi Xi’s spatial magic combined and intertwined. She understood how to open portals with reasonable accuracy. Lillin, of course, needed Terrastalia’s reserves and presence in the outside world to navigate, but they could go anywhere together. Her personal portals would only let her travel within the mountain or teleport individuals out of it. The latter demanded far more energy and focus and would require the titan's cooperation. She laughed as Bi Xi projected thoughts into her head. “You’re nowhere near as entertaining as my last pet, but I’m sure we’ll be good friends. Would you mind doing me a couple of favors before we go?”

Terrastalia’s curiosity piqued. 

“Release the girl that has you enamored. Help me fix my friend. And, finally, help me show the humans that you don’t mean him any harm.”

The titan didn’t use words to communicate. He didn’t need to. They were psychically linked, after all. He wordlessly made his thoughts on the matter clear.

“Not all humans are bad. I can show you everything I learned in the last twenty years. There are a lot of amazing specimens among them.” She paused as a rough idea came together. “Nox is an idealist. He wants humans and dungeon lords to live in harmony, and eliminate all uncooperative fallen gods, but that’s easier said than done. Both parties need to get something out of it. Instead of luring in starry-eyed delvers, perhaps we should attract and house the worst of humanity.” Lillin sighed, rolling her eyes. “Fine. I see you’ll need a little convincing after what Sif let happen to you. How about we focus on Nox first? Your guidance could help save the idiot’s life.”

The mana revolving around Nox’s star threatened to overload and collapse it. Overflowing excess energy twisted and burned his mana circuits. If Lillin didn’t act quickly, the damage would soon turn permanent. Fortunately, the contract still connected them. Its terms dictated she needed to reward him for completing his quest, and she hadn’t done so yet. Nox had only received the promised infusion of mana that came with every consumed rift or dungeon lord. The final minutes of the connection came with the ability to control mana flow in his body and impact his core.

First, Lillin contained the rampaging wild mana in Nox’s left forearm and brought a third of it to the surface, letting Joey absorb it through his djinn container. Her friend's mana circuits twisted and burned. Unfortunately, the nerves suffered moderate damage, too. She hoped Michelle or an equally competent life mage would know how to fix it. Otherwise, Nox would lose feeling and perhaps control of the limb. On the bright side, the rest of his arcane channels grew by twenty percent, gaining width, flexibility, and durability. Lillin suspected the change would improve mana flow, grant more resistance to further mana burn and perhaps expand his pathetic mana zone. Next, she turned to the matter of the excess mana in his system.

“We can do that?” Lillin asked, eyes widening as Bi Xi gave her three excellent ideas. After some thought, he melded them into a single complete image. “He’s going to love this!”

Lillin grabbed all but a minuscule mote of the excess mana and condensed them in an accelerating spiral. Nox’s star fought her, and the energy struggled to break free of her hold. Terrastalia’s will helped her keep everything together. Increasing the rotational energy significantly reduced the involved effort. Then Lillin gave the mana purpose, turning into a star.

Spell Weaving didn’t come as easily to her as it did Nox. She struggled to see all the patterns and commands in her head, and chaining them together to produce something extraordinary took her far more time than it did him. So, Lillin used the framework of Nox’s existing star and replaced the original Crystallize Essence spell at its heart with basic spatial magic. She didn’t know whether everything would work as she hoped but had enough confidence in Nox to figure it out. Lillin didn’t have a lot of time before the contract’s effects ended, and she needed to act swiftly.

“What?! This won’t give him dimensional storage?” Lillin sighed. “I certainly hope I didn’t mess everything up for him.” She paused, pondering a handful of options. “I’ll figure something out. Nox won’t be able to function without a pocket for all his tools, essences, and brews.”

Lillin used the leftover mana to construct a planet, which was a significantly easier process than making the star. Meanwhile, Nox's pain and discomfort had attracted the spirits currently in the dungeon. Otis was among them. She ripped a spirit fragment out of him and then did the same to herself. They fused, twisted, and melded together when she placed them in the planet's core, solidifying Nox's newest heavenly body.

“That should do it.” Lillin felt proud of her accomplishments. The gremlin would evolve into something more now that it had a fragment of a dungeon lord and spatial magic. She was sure Nox would get access to dimensional storage through Otis. When she transferred everything she had stored for him into the new space, the gremlin didn’t resist and accepted the pocket dimensions with excitement and amazement. “Nox just needs to make the trickster obey.” Lillin laughed when Bi Xi poked fun at her friend. “He’s a little naive and idealistic, but he’s a good man. Nox might’ve approached you hoping for a new spirit companion at first. But he abandoned the project a while ago in hopes of helping you. I’m sure he’ll take good care of Otis.”

After a final look at her oldest friend's soul, core, and face, Lillin disconnected herself from him. It was easy, and if not for Terrastalia’s presence, she believed an overwhelming sense of terror and loneliness would've taken over.

“Be a little patient, big guy,” she told the titan. “Cutting ties with all I’ve known since birth won’t be easy. Give me a few days to resolve my affairs and talk to a few friends. Then I promise we’ll move on. First, can you help me send my friends home?”

Portals opened under Nox and Joey. They fell through the spatial anomalies, returning to Pudge’s apartment. Then, she did the same to the fleeing Woodson siblings. Lillin ensured Caitlin appeared outside the window and fell a considerable distance. It wasn’t enough to kill the Woodson woman, just enough to leave her bottom and hips sore.

“No. We’re keeping the cultists here. Don’t worry. I won’t let any of them in the pyramid or anywhere near you. In fact, why don’t we dump them in the tunnels and ravines near the exterior and close all the exits?” Lillin felt excitement bubbling up inside as she explored means of extracting mana and life force from all the cultists stuck in her domain. “Ascension has left me famished, love. How about we rest a while and feed?” She grinned. “Perhaps we can play with our food first. Nox never lets me have fun during mealtime. You don’t mind, do you?”

Bi Xi sent her an answer. 

“Good.”

            


2.71 Binary Star System


                “How do you feel?” Dean Woodson asked Nox. He and Alexander shared a recovery room in the university infirmary. Since she had claimed the job of healing her grand-nephew and heir, the druid also extended her care to him.

“It feels like I’ve been struck by a lightning spell, and someone trapped the essence in my left arm,” Nox answered, feeling disoriented. The last thing he remembered was Lillin devouring Sif in Terrastalia’s heart and the mind-numbing pain that followed.

“I need more than that, Nox Ratra.” The old druid looked tired. Her puffy red eyes and the streaks under them suggested she had not long finished crying. Given her status as dean and savior of humanity during the past war, Myrina Woodson rarely displayed weakness, and it was the first time he had seen her in such a vulnerable state. “Give me symptoms.”

“None of my bones feel broken anymore.” He flexed his back and tested all joints. “There is no discomfort except the pain in my left forearm.” Nox’s chest tightened as he studied his left arm. The mana burn scars now extended from his elbow to the back of his fingers. Only his palms were free of the dark lines and their angular branches. Dean Woodson fished a needle out of her coat and tested his fingertips with them. “Nothing. I feel nothing but electric pain from the elbow down.”

“You’ve sustained deep and probably irreparable nerve damage.” Dean Woodson sighed. “The Imperium or Daksinsthan might have healers to grow you new nerves or perhaps replace the arm. I can’t think of much else to help you. I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with numbness and moderate loss of control for the rest of your life.” Nox winced when she injected him with a mote of mana. A freezing burn replaced the lightning-like pain. It reminded him of frost fire and was several times worse than what Sundarshahar’s ruler did to him. “The pain would be mana burn. The rest of your mana circuits have gained width, but I’m afraid you’ll need to relearn how to use magic from scratch. Your delving days are behind you.”

When Nox looked inward, he found his mana system starved. His Shaping and Animation planets still revolved around the old star. Meanwhile, the entirety of the old mana system now orbited an entity almost double the size of Crystallize Essence. The spell within felt strange. He recognized most of it but not the peculiar hollowness at its core. The magic appeared wild and had minimal runes. It felt intimately linked to his will and heart. 

The star had a much more powerful, attractive force than its smaller counterpart. Nox sensed it wasn’t just the mass and increased gravity that came with it. The star was hungry. And no stray mana clouds lingered in his core. It had devoured everything.

Most curious of all was the newest planet. It had a unique orbit with a gourd-like shape. The half around the new star was almost half that of the old. The strange path suggested that the planet would benefit from both of his core spells. He didn’t just sense Otis in its core, but a far more powerful and familiar presence. Nox smiled. Lillin had left him with a piece of herself. 

Dean Woodson handed him a manameter. It was a far more advanced device than the one granted to him by the university.

Nox Ratra

Adept

Crystalize Essence | Essence Animation

1/132 | 1/29

Essence Shaping | Arrow

1/56 | 1/13

Temporal Sphere | Spatial Familiar

213/203 | 30/30

Nox didn’t know whether to feel excited or disappointed. He attempted drawing in ambient mana to help his old star recover. Unfortunately, the newest heavenly body aggressively attracted the energy and held on to it even though the star was beyond its maximum capacity. It failed to assimilate the mana, but no cloud formed.

“This happens occasionally with binary star systems,” Dean Woodson commented. “I doubt they covered this side of things in Intermediate Mana Theory. It looks like your dear friend made things considerably harder by using the framework of your original star. The Haste vortices are sucking in all ambient mana and trapping it in your storage scripts.”

“And there’s nothing better at storing things than spatial magic.” Nox sighed. “Lillin warned me this would happen. She said I’ll end up scarred and arcanically disabled. No more delving for me, I suppose.”

“I didn’t take you for the kind to give up so easily,” Diya commented. Nox hadn’t sensed or heard the ancient Spell Weaving professor's approach. She emerged from behind the curtain, dividing the room. Alexander lay on the other side, fast asleep. Mana burn hadn’t left him with any permanent damage, but he needed a few more days to recover. “If anyone can solve this problem, it’s you. I’ve not met many mages with your talent in Spell Weaving. That Sigil of Artisan you have might as well count as a cheating tool.”

“Does Spell Weaving count as artisanry?” Dean Woodson asked, eyebrows raised. She frowned, returning her attention to Nox. “Hold on a moment. Can Artisan’s Library store spell scripts on top of formulae and recipes?”

Nox nodded. “That surprised me, too.”

“I know it's your discovery, but do you mind if I use this knowledge, Sir Nox Ratra?” The druid’s expression softened. “The university and delving department can benefit immensely from this knowledge.”

“Of course,” Nox said. “Just vet people and ensure they’re not linked to the Cabal or Plaguebringer before granting them a sigil or information.”

Both senior mages stiffened. They exchanged concerned glances with one another. “We don’t speak those names without silencing wards. Caitlin and Joey Greengrasse told us everything that happened. We’d like you to debrief us before the city council once you feel a little better. Perhaps we’ll deal with this after your exams—if you’re willing and able to do them, of course. We should finish our talks with Lillin Grey until then.”

“Talks with Lillin Grey?” Nox perked up. He craned his neck, looking out the window. Terrastalia still stood outside of the city. The titan appeared closer than when Nox last saw it. “Is the City of Ygg going to ally with a dungeon?”

“Probably.” Dean Woodson sighed. “We still need to discuss terms, and it will take a few days, but she approached us with a unique idea. She plans to turn her dungeon into a prison. Allied states will give her criminals—especially the violent and irredeemable. She’ll keep them trapped in her walls, restricting their growth movement and slowly feeding on their mana. In exchange, she’ll share her resources with us. I’m hesitant, but Dean Oleg loves the idea. The mountain has materials, especially metals, that are not easily available outside. The titan also causes unique mana crystals and essence deposits to grow in the dungeon’s depths.”
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“It’s a barbaric trade, but if the Cabal is involved, we don’t have much of a choice,” Diya added. 

“Who are they?” Nox asked. “Kris never mentioned any such—”

“For good reason. They’ve been inactive for almost thirty years, and we thought them gone. I didn’t know our favorite detective was investigating them.” The dean wiped her eyes. “Kris kept all information close to her chest until she found substantial evidence. I forced this job on the fool so she’d stop being reckless. I hoped responsibility would ensure she gave up her almost suicidal drive.”

“I don’t know what the others told you, but she didn’t do anything reckless or stupid in the fight.” Nox refused to let anyone believe that carelessness had killed his mentor. “Kris knew the consequences of what she was doing from the start.” 

Nox summoned Otis. The manameter gave him a rough idea of what Lillin had done with the spirit and his newest planet. When Nox requested Otis extract the last few objects placed in the dimensional pockets, he obeyed. The gremlin opened his mouth, expanding to several times his size, and spat out Kris’ corpse, Clementine Wagner’s head, and her throne.

“Clementine was too strong for us. I burned most of her body to a crisp, yet she continued summoning her insects, which were getting progressively stronger. Kris knew we would all die if the woman didn’t fall. The city and Ygg would follow. So, she did what was necessary to save us.”

“How can you be so sure?” Diya enquired, her words barely audible.

“The smile,” Dean Woodson replied. She Shaped the floor, raising Kris’ corpse to the same level as Nox’s bed. The old druid tenderly ran her fingers down the dead woman’s cheek. “I’m sorry I doubted you, child.” She leaned over the body and kissed Kris’ forehead. “I don’t know if she ever told you, but this beautiful woman was once my apprentice. She knew precisely what she was doing.” Then Dean Woodson stood upright, wiping the sorrow and heartbreak from her face as she looked at Clementine’s remains and the soot-covered throne. “Store the relic. I doubt you or your friends have the necessary power to use it, but it can prove a valuable bargaining chip when you meet with the council.”

“I was hoping to study the runes and then sell it.”

“There aren't many entities in the city who can or will pay you a fair price for the throne. In fact, given its past owners, the council might deem it more appropriate to confiscate it. Keep it hidden until the time is right.”

“The magic in the relic is old and twisted,” Diya added. “You're better off not practicing and spreading such spells.”

“Yes, Dean.” Nox did as instructed, and Otis cooperated. When the gremlin hopped into Nox’s lap, he realized the spirit’s material body was just as big as his torso. A hint of Lillin’s presence radiated from the gremlin, too. “How’s everybody else? Is Aria okay?”

“The event only resulted in two casualties,” Dean Woodson told him. “Kris and Ernest Beaufort. He held the Wellspawn back just fine, but three aether warriors came through the portal before it closed. Ernest held them off long enough for Wolfhammer to reach the scene, but his phylactery suffered irreparable damage. He’s no more.”

“By Yggdrasil, no.” A pit formed in Nox’s stomach. “Where’s Michelle? I need to speak to her. I need to apologize—”

“Michelle Beaufort accepted the Imperium’s offer and departed a few days ago. She asked me to tell you and Caitlin never to contact her again. I’m sorry, Nox.”

“We should’ve told you earlier, but you’ve been in and out of fever dreams for a week now,” Diya added. “Given your state, we had to minimize the use of healing magic and only do what was necessary.”

“How’s Caitlin taking it?” Nox asked.

“Not well.” Dean Myrina Woodson pressed a key in Nox's intact right hand. “Since Kris had no living family or will, all her possessions and independent research now belong to you and Joey. As the senior apprentice, you have first pick and can legally claim the majority of her assets.”

“I don't want her money,” Nox said. “Joey needs it more.”

“I'd advise you to check your inheritance closely before making decisions.” 

The city council's meeting with Lillin was about to resume. So, Dean Woodson took Kris’ body and Clementine’s head and departed. The council members had already seen Nox's stolen coat with the Plaguebringer's emblem. The additional evidence would, hopefully, help solve whatever matters they were currently debating. 

Diya, being the lovely grandmotherly woman that she was, stayed with Nox and comforted him. At first, he only had to process the loss of Kris and the new barrier separating him from his oldest and dearest friend. Now, he had to deal with the guilt of Ernest's passing. The Beauforts had declared their displeasure and stance on delving months ago. The struggles that came with Ernest losing his identity due to the changing roster of monster parts in his body only further encouraged Michelle to keep him away from combat. She didn't want to lose her last blood relative, after all.

Even though Kris and Lillin told him otherwise, Nox still blamed himself for the portal. Ernest stayed by it on his request to protect Aria. Literature warned against moving bodies of Spirit Walkers and Astral Projectors. There was always a chance of damage to the connection between soul and body and the slim chance of the individual failing to find their way home. If they had taken the risk and fled somewhere safer, she would've most probably survived, and Ernest wouldn't have had to pay for his bravery with his life.

Diya didn't tell Nox that it wasn't his fault. She let him rant, vent, and cry. Nox was around seven years old when his mother ejected him from the palace and decided never to let anyone see his tears. However, the ancient professor's warm embrace and comforting words broke his resolve and the dam holding everything back. Nothing held back the grief that came with losing the woman who believed in him, gave him extraordinary opportunities, and changed his life. The Beauforts had also played an almost equally giant role. It was Michelle’s assistance and guidance that helped him achieve several alchemical breakthroughs and launch his business. Now, she hated him and never wanted to see his face again. Nox cared about Ernest, of course, but he was significantly closer to Michelle than him. His death had cost Nox two dear friendships.

The professor stayed with Nox until Lady Edelweiss arrived. She sensed his mental state, climbed into bed, and held him before Diya could leave. He felt embarrassed exposing his broken side to Aria, but she reassured Nox that it only shone a warmer light on who he was as a person. She called it a pleasant reveal after the recent darker discoveries. Even though she disliked Lillin and Nox's relationship with her, Aria also comforted him with his grief about the new distance between them. After all, they were as good as siblings and had grown up together.

Eventually, Alexander stirred. He looked weak and worn but successfully got a laugh out of Nox with his usual boyish jokes. Then Caitlin and Joey visited the bedridden men, and the group reminisced about the good times together. No one brought up the adventures inside Terrastalia or the deaths. Instead, they only talked about the pleasant memories and joked about the fallen's antics or idiosyncrasies. They reminded Nox that he wasn't alone. He and his friends were just fools in a career with astronomical casualty rates.

            


2.72 Semester's End


                “Everybody wants to pursue alternate mana systems, enchanted by their bells and whistles. New star? Pacted companion? Grove and warden?

Most don’t think of all the costs and drawbacks that accompany them. Standard mana systems are simple and direct. They don’t demand maintaining a delicate balance between conflicting stars. Rules and contractual duties don’t limit them. Best of all, standard system users don’t have to nurture gardens in their inner realm, regularly update spells, or deal with a chatty spirit beast. Solitary star systems have consistent growth and rules. Users might ascend slower than a warlock and lack the versatility of a binary system, but at the end of the day, it gives one the most power for the least restrictions.”

—David Tobias Mercer, Imperial Court Mage

Even though Terrastalia loomed over the City of Ygg for several days after his appearance, the council kept the city in the dark. They only told the population what they needed to know to keep them calm. Shipments of valuable materials from the dungeon reassured the masses enough regarding purposely leaked news of a new friendly dungeon lord. 

Several city-states along the Bleached Wastes and the Imperium openly cooperated with dungeons.  The former did it for survival and the latter for profit. Delvers entering the divine domains never challenged the deep bosses or approached the dungeon lords and only visited the surface levels to mine resources. Their presence and combat with dungeon dwellers released enough mana to sustain the dungeon. Several parties, including the city, believed cults were involved in the sustained cooperation, but there was little most could do to investigate or confirm such suspicions. 

Since the university and city wanted to project the idea of all being normal and business as usual, the party received no time to rest. The end-of-semester exams were upon them. Given the state of his arm and mana system, Nox had to give up on Finesse Shaping and Live Spell Weaving. Letting him pass based on past performance wouldn't be fair to other candidates, and Nox respected the professors’ decision to fail him. He had already achieved everything he desired from the courses. He didn't want special accommodations and didn't believe anyone owed him for all he had done and sacrificed.

Meanwhile, Nox passed Intermediate Dungeon Theory with an above-average score. Since he had little to do besides guide his employees and new apprentice, he dedicated all of his time to his studies. It helped Nox keep his mind off the recent losses. Nox was still deciding whether to give up on delving or academia, and the course also served as a prerequisite for several research department courses. Best of all, the pass helped Nox further legitimize his adept delving license. Completing the course along with Intermediate Mana Theory and Advanced Dungeon Combat were standard requirements to earn the qualification through Woodson University. 

The new planet and his written exam helped Nox achieve almost the maximum score in Introduction to Familiars and Summoning. He hadn't thought about a future in the school of magic. The concept of commanding minions during the heat of battle didn’t appeal to him. However, the current state of his mana system forced Nox to reconsider. Thanks to whatever Lillin did to him, his mana zone extended up to four feet from his maximum reach. However, it wasn't a perfect dome. Instead, it wobbled like jelly, occasionally warping. Nox didn't quite understand what it meant, but he planned on exploring the abnormality.

When it came time to pick courses for the next semester, Nox focused primarily on the research department. He doubted two months was enough time to fix whatever was wrong with his new star and its effects on his Mana System. Nox hoped to continue delving but needed to reassess his approach to combat. Despite the administration's advice, Nox reapplied to Advanced Dungeon Combat but planned only to get involved in a support role.

Advanced Mana Theory and Understanding Binary Star Systems were both long-term courses. The professors teaching them demanded a three-semester commitment or two semesters and a research assistant role. Nox opted for the former. He foresaw staying in the city for the foreseeable future because of his business. He had to meet with the department's dean and the related professors to complete the enrollment process.

Nox’s involvement in the Terrastalia event wasn't common knowledge. However, the news had spread amongst the senior staff. The research department’s dean had already met him because of the Singh incident, too. As a result, getting their approval wasn't too challenging. In fact, because of the rarity of binary star systems and the current issues plaguing Nox, the department was keen to have him as a research subject as much as a student.

Initial research into binary mana systems had intrigued and excited Nox. They didn’t provide versatility just through two arcane sources but also with more planets. His system currently housed three planets, as expected of all mages of his rank. However, his new star only had one planet. Meanwhile, Crystalize Essence had Essence Shaping and Animation and shared Spatial Familiar with its neighbor, which meant that the Temporal-Sphere star had room for two more planets.

Binary systems suffered a significant drawback. If one didn’t maintain a balance between both stars, the more powerful body risked causing an imbalance. It could potentially steal planets from its neighbor, ruining years of hard work. There was also the risk of one star getting too big and devouring the other. Therefore, Nox would need to keep Temporal Sphere from ascending to Expert and redistribute excess mana to new planets until he found a way to fix his current predicament and grow Crystalize Essence to a reasonable size.

The need to maintain a balance also slowed the mage’s long-term growth. A binary star system user with two adept stars had enough mana to match a mage one rank above them. However, each core spell was only half as potent as that of a low-expert. In the short term, they traded versatility for strength. 

Nox felt tempted to enroll in Beginner Manipulation. Adding more planets would help him function as a mage and possibly a delver despite his current predicament. However, Nox convinced himself not to rush into a decision. Understanding the new spell and binary systems took priority. 
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Alexander needed time to heal, and Joey was nowhere near understanding Djinn Fire. A six-month break from delving would benefit the party, and he believed they would welcome it after recent events. So, Nox only enrolled in one practical course: Beginner Familiar Command And Combat.

Even though Nox didn’t need to enroll in another class and his time would be better spent on the business, he did so anyway. It wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision but a path he had spent several months pondering. Then Kris’ passing and inheriting her research, journals, and notes pushed him to make the decision. He signed up for Beginner Ward Crafting. Artisan’s Library would make memorizing the course material easy. Once Nox fixed his current issues, Finesse Shaping would help turn the craft into a weapon. His friends already jokingly called him a Battle Alchemist. Battle Ward Wright felt like the next logical step.

More importantly, learning the craft would help Nox better understand Kris and her work. Joey had no interest in the art of warding. He preferred the more practical side of magic and happily accepted their late mentor’s journals and notes on light, fire, and illusion magic. He had enrolled in Beginner Spell Weaving and hoped to modify her work to work with Djinn Fire, leaving Nox with her research and belongings related to ward craft.

Kris lacked liquid wealth. She had collected several relics over the years, and after testing them, he let Joey take most. The younger mage needed capital to stay at Woodson University. Nox suspected he also wanted to support friends from his old life and probably had debts, but didn’t question him.

The relics Nox picked were primarily new essence sources. He couldn’t cast Crystalize Essence as he normally would, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t construct hand-drawn spell circles for it. He had already done so for the base runescript so his apprentices could make healing and mana recovery pills. Essence Glass made alchemy easier, quicker, and more economical and had become an integral part of the business. Nox already had reliable sources of fire, frost, and sound essence. His new tools gave him access to illusory, mind, light, and shadow.



“Are you sure you want to be alone in the city?” Aria asked him the night after they finished enrolment. “Lillin and Terrastalia will portal away any day now. Kris is gone. The Woodsons are off doing their own thing. How’re you going to spend your time when not working?”

“What makes you think I’ll ever stop working?” Nox asked. His left arm felt numb under her pillow. However, the weight made the annoying tingling go away. “With half my mana system not working, I’ll have to do everything the long way. When not brewing, I’ll be in the library or training rooms trying to figure out Temporal Sphere and why it's abusing the rest of my mana system.”

“I just wish you’d come with me.” Aria sighed, twiddling his chest hair. 

“I wish I could, Aria. I really do. The business needs me.”

“Really? I think Allen and the apprentices can do just fine without you.”

“I know they can, but I’m going to use the slower season to expand and solidify infrastructure. I’d very much like a new shop and perhaps a production workshop. Finding space, equipment, and staff will keep me busy.”

“That sounds expensive,” Aria commented. “Rent and real estate will skyrocket in the coming months, you know? If the City of Ygg becomes the first state to ally with Terrastalia, the rich and powerful will flood here from the settlements struggling after the last couple of seasons. Do you have the funds for this?”

“Not quite. But I have a handful of ideas to get what I need.” He kissed Aria’s forehead. “You won’t get the time to miss me. All the new residents and changes in the barony will keep you swamped. Besides, we only have five weeks of semester break. It’ll pass in no time. I promise.”

“I suppose.” Aria sighed. “It’ll be closer to four weeks if I stick around for Kris’ funeral.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. Between my meeting with the council and dealing with everything else, we won't get a lot of time together. I don't want you to waste your days here while your father needs you. I’d also prefer you be as far from Bi Xi as possible while practicing your Spirit Walking.”

Aria laughed. “Are you worried about the tortoise’s intentions with the fabulous Lady Edelweiss?”

“Honestly? Yes! I don't trust that tortoise at all. First, the bastard held you hostage. Then, he took my friend from me. The further you are from him, the better I'll feel.” He grinned, pulling Aria in closer. “How's a half-mage supposed to compete with a titan that probably saw the dawn of time.”

“You're not a half-mage!” Aria scolded, smacking his chest. “I just don't want you to be alone at Kris’ funeral, alright? It will be a crowded public event, and I know how you feel about that. Maybe my company can make it better and tolerable.”

Nox kissed Aria deeply, tracing her curves with his right hand. He wished Artisan's Library would save her form to memory just as it did schematics and blueprints. 

“Is it okay if I don't want you there?” He asked, pulling away. “I don't mean any offense by that,” Nox quickly added before Aria could protest. “You've been amazing this past week. I'm not sure if I could've survived it without you. I appreciate your presence. Your support. All the affection. Everything. I think I've grown to feel for you in a way I never did for Annabelle or anyone else.

“However, I'm no stranger to funerals. Balls. Soiree. Formals. These are all alien to me, but funerals aren't. You’ve already seen my most vulnerable side, and I'm afraid everyone else will, too, if you're there to comfort me. No one but you, and I suppose Diya, can see that side of me. Let me deal with this alone as the fallen's stoic apprentice.”

“Letting people see your vulnerable side isn't the worst thing, you know? It humanizes you. It tells everyone you're more than a mage, delver, and businessman. Your competitors and clients won't think less of you for showing them that you're a human being mourning someone dear to you. This caring side of you makes me want you even more, Nox Ratra.” Aria climbed on top of Nox, straddling him. He loved how she looked in the soft glow of his bedside aether lamp. They had left the windows cracked to cool the room, and Aria's hair fluttered with the gentle breeze. He almost lost himself In the gorgeous sight as she continued to speak. “However, I'll respect your request. I'll leave tomorrow and try to be back a week or two before the new semester begins. That'll give us a few days to enjoy ourselves before peak season and classes begin.”

“Thank you,” Nox said. “Perhaps we can also use the pre-semester gatherings to announce our official courtship? Just so Swati and the like know not to intrude in your territory.”

“I'd like that very much,” Aria told him before they continued with the more speechless part of the night.

            


2.73 The Council Of Ygg


                “So, are we in agreement?” Utpal Banerjee asked. The Daksinsthani sat on the five-person city council to speak for the interests and protection of all merchants. “You're happy to keep your involvement in recent events quiet?”

Nox nodded. “It's better for everyone if my party and I minimize what we did. If asked, we won't deny visiting the dungeon but will not speak of the Cabal or Plaguebringer. We're in no shape to deal with a shadow organization of high experts and archmages.”

“Good. It's best if we pin the change of leadership in the dungeon and peace with Terrastalia on the late Kristen Greengrasse—”

“She only used the name Kris in all professional and social circles,” Dean Woodson interrupted. “I'd prefer if we keep that consistent in our records.”

“Very well.” Utpal Banerjee sighed. “So, Sir Ratra, you're fine with us naming Kris as the sole hero in this regard? I'm afraid a living hero might draw too much attention from unwanted parties to the city.”

“I am.” Nox shot Dean Woodson a small smile. “To be fair, none of this would've happened if she didn't sacrifice her life for the party.” He clasped his scarred and ungloved left wrist. “Sure, I made a few personal sacrifices, too, but I've benefited enough from it already.”

“What did you get out of it?” Dean Oleg asked. He dwarfed his fellow council members. The five sat around a sizeable crescent-shaped table, looking down at Nox. “Besides worse mana burn and an inheritance.”

“A few relics, advancements to my mana system—only time will tell whether they're good or bad—and your favor, of course. The latter is vital to any new business.”

“You had our favor following your contributions to the city's defense,” Lord Highwater said. He and Dean Elgin Thorpe were dear friends and oversaw the city’s defense together. He spoke for the Nobles Quarter’s interests, too. “Mushroom farms are popping up in the countryside, thanks to you. The land will soon see a new fertile and prosperous age.”

The meeting with the full council in their official chambers wasn't as daunting as Nox expected. He had already spent an hour with them, providing his testimony regarding Terrastalia, his appearance, Lillin, their relationship, and everything he had learned about Plaguebringer and her followers. They had a truth-sayer present who read Nox’s psychic waves and vitals to ensure he didn't lie. He suspected the council mostly wished to know if they could trust Lillin. Cooperating with a dungeon lord was a first, after all, and the City of Ygg had spent most of its century-long existence arming people against such threats.

Joey and the Woodsons had already provided their testimony prior to the exams, and Nox was granted the privilege of hearing them. Caitlin felt ashamed of her performance but apparently only regretted getting captured in the first place. She believed fleeing with her brother, and a future druid was vital to Ygg and to the future of humanity. Caitlin felt sad for Kris, of course, but she prioritized Alexander over everything else. Meanwhile, Joey still hadn't recovered from the guilt around the circumstances of Kris’ passing. If not for her, he'd still be a thief and struggling to survive amongst the gangs, fences, and crime lords in the outer rings.

“Now, let's discuss a more delicate matter,” Utpal Banerjee said.

“The Singhs?” Nox asked.

The Daksinsthani councilman nodded. “Even though they’re still in our custody, they tried to send someone after Hilda Dahl. The family suspects you were behind their fall and probably want to use Miss Dahl for confirmation.”

“Are you at liberty to share their sentence?” Nox asked. “I need to know what kind of security I need.”

“Exile and forfeiture of all property,” Lord Highwater said. “If they or their ten top-paid employees return to the City of Ygg or the settlements under our protection, they’ll suffer a long prison sentence.” The man leaned forward in his chair, eyes narrowing. “I’ll have you know, Sir Ratra, we take threats and attacks on the city seriously. Even though your hand in the disaster was indirect—”

“As far as we know,” Lady Elenor Schmidt added. She was the youngest and most silent of all council members. Her ice-cold glare told Nox she cared little for him and disliked the current attention and privileges he enjoyed.

“Even though your hand in the disaster was indirect, we’re keeping our eye on you,” Lord Highwater continued, ignoring the interruption. “Dean Oleg and Mr Banerjee might disagree with our stance, but the rest agree that you’re too young and reckless. You might not have ill will toward the city, but you forget restraint in the name of ambition and drive.”

Nox remained silent. It was tempting to smile, but he maintained a neutral expression. It wasn’t the first time people in power had reprimanded him and accused him of probable crimes. He was used to such treatment because of the Gedges and Mercers. Given how Nox operated, he doubted it would be the last time he received such warnings.

“I think what Lord Highwater means to say is we need your help,” Dean Oleg said. “We want the fungal mountain in Market Ring removed and can’t do so without significantly damaging the structure, neighboring properties, or city infrastructure. As the city’s only living and non-criminal expert on the fungus, we were hoping you’d provide your expertise on the matter.”

“For adequate compensation, of course,” Mr Banerjee added.

“I’m afraid that’s not going to be an easy task,” Nox said. “I can do it, of course, but—”

“And this is where he takes us for all we have.” Lady Schmidt sighed, rolling her eyes.

Nox ignored the jibe. “The ingredients for safe removal with minimal collateral damage don’t come cheap. The process is long and labor-intensive, too. Production will get in the way of my contracts with the city, university, and other clients. I know the peak season for social events and delving has passed, but the rifts and new monster colonies are bringing a lot of business to the city. Helping you means losing out on a lot of profit. Let's not forget—”

“Why don’t you just skip all the nonsense and say what the blight you want?” the councilwoman demanded. 

“I want the Round Table and the attached estate.”

“Are you mad?” 

“You’re overestimating your worth,” Lord Highwater said, echoing Lady Schmidt’s sentiment. “Despite its current state, the former Singh estate is in a prime location and one of the most valuable properties in the city. We can’t just give it to you for cleaning up Market Ring. You need to provide us with an itemized list and quote, and we can debate your compensation afterward.”
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“I could just as equally argue that I’ve done all in my power and means for the city,” Nox replied. “No one would blame me if I rejected your request for my business’ sake. I’m sure there are others who can remove the fungus, but the section of Market Ring will suffer significant damage and drop in property value.”

“Why do you even need that much real estate, Nox Ratra?” Dean Woodson asked. She had maintained a mostly apathetic stance during the meeting. The druid neither attacked nor defended Nox. He expected such a position. His friendship with the Woodsons was public knowledge, and any favors would be called nepotism. In fact, Nox believed Dean Woodson disliked how he went about business and suspected the Singh incident was an intentional act. Her not punishing Nox was already enough to highlight her bias. “I imagine you need a large workshop or two for large-scale production and perhaps a research laboratory. Don’t you think the Round Table is far too large for your intended purpose?”

“I’d like to diversify my investment portfolio.” Nox shrugged. “The bars, eateries, and entertainment rooms are excellent rental spaces. I’d like to lease them out to other businesses. The ballroom and hallway are excellent for meetings, events, and other gatherings. Meanwhile, the workshops and living space above would be for my personal use.”

“Do you really think you have enough loyal manpower to operate such a large space?” Mr Banerjee raised an eyebrow. “I admire your ambition, Mr Ratra, but I worry you’re underestimating what it takes to own, operate, and maintain a property of such magnitude.”

“I have a close relationship with Houses Oakheart, Edelweiss, and the Trade Empire.” Nox said. “I’m sure I can count on them for assistance on such an endeavor.”

“We seriously can’t be considering this, can we?” Lady Schmidt asked. “It's ridiculous the Round Table needs to go to someone we’ve known longer and can trust.”

“The city needs relics and capital to recover from the recent disasters,” Lord Highwater declared. “We can neither afford nor tolerate such behavior. The council is grateful for all you’ve done, but you’re currently trying to take advantage of us.”

“Isn’t that what business and politics is?” Nox smiled at the council. “Parties manipulating supply and demand and then exploiting them for financial or social gain?” He continued before the offended council members could reply. “But since it’s a relic you want, perhaps there’s something I can offer to balance the scales.”

Nox saw a flicker of a smile on Dean Woodson’s face when he summoned Otis. The gremlin had changed over the course of the past week. He wasn’t any bigger, but the bristly fur had smoothed and turned glossy. His arms were longer and more wiry. He had a third eye, and the teeth lining his giant mouth reminded Nox of Lillin’s mimic maw. Otis expanded, and black replaced his fleshy interior. A huge tentacle-like tongue pushed Clementine’s throne out of the dimensional storage within.

“How’s this for a fair trade?” Nox asked, sitting down on the still-floating seat. He felt an uncomfortable presence probe him. It attempted to penetrate his mind and extract a mote of mana. Nox repelled the relic’s touch. It made him sickly and uncomfortable. The discomfort in his left arm had faded, but it returned with new life. “I’ll trade the Plaguebringer’s relic for the Round Table and no property taxes.”

“I’d rather we, the city council, confiscate the dangerous relic,” Lady Schmidt said. “It's our duty as the state’s leaders to—”

“You’d have every right to take it if I were trying to use or sell the throne.” Nox smiled politely. “I studied the bylaws on the matter, Councilwoman Schmidt. As long as I only keep it for study, you have no claim on the relic, no matter how dangerous it is.”

“What could you possibly get out of that? You’re a delver. A stationary relic is of no use to you.” Lord Highwater’s cold expression slipped. His eyes betrayed his desire to study the ancient tool of power. “The throne’s magic looks and feels perverse and ancient.”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m a decent Spell Weaver, Lord Highwater. Kris’ inheritance encouraged me to break into ward crafting, too. Since I can’t delve currently, perhaps the throne will help me fill my time. The runes and scripts might be ancient, but the throne has a lot to teach my apprentice and me.”

“Why don’t we arrest him for insolence and endangering the city?” Lady Schmidt asked. “Then we can confiscate the chair, his properties, and recipes, too?”

“Because that’s not how we do things here,” Dean Oleg said. “What kind of message does it send if we imprison and punish an individual that’s saved the city? Is that what we want to tell the world? Serve us. Obey us? Or we take everything from you?”

“Correct. Confiscating belongings outside the purview of the law will discourage investors and businesses from coming to the city.” Mr Banerjee frowned as he spoke. The suggestion appeared to have enraged him. His jaw clenched and eyes narrowed, yet his tone remained calm and polite. “Sir Ratra has presented a reasonable offer, and I think it's in our best interests to consider it.”

“Seconded.” Dean Oleg voted.

“I’m for it, too.” Lord High Water said. “However, a full tax holiday on one of the Market Ring’s most desired and valuable properties feels like a bit much.”

“Don’t you think desirability and value have dropped after the Singh debacle?” Nox asked. “Sure, I can clean it up, but significant structural and cosmetic damage will still occur. Recovering its reputation will take a lot of work, too.”

“How about a tax delay of two years?” Lady Schmidt suggested.

“I think you know well that it will take a year to make the property useable enough to make an adequate profit, Elanor,” Dean Woodson said, finally contributing to the discussion. She sounded tired and annoyed. “Everyone knows you want the Round Table. When he fails to pay backlog taxes in two years, you plan to forfeit it and purchase it through the banks.”

“I knew it!” Lady Schmidt exclaimed. “You favor this man because of your niece and nephew.”

“I’ve taken a back seat on this matter to avoid displaying any favor or nepotism. But believe me, any bias I have is against Sir Nox Ratra. I only want fairness because he was my late apprentice’s student. Otherwise, my stances on his business and fate wouldn’t be as favorable. I’d argue you’re biased against Nox because the Smythe raid caused your people to be investigated.”

“Watch it, you geriatric witch—”

Dean Oleg smashed his giant fist on the stone table, making everyone but the old druid groan. “I will not tolerate disrespect towards our savior and the founder of this city. Don’t forget, Elanor Schmidt, your position in this council is probationary. We only allowed the inheritance of the role because of the lack of worthy candidates. I’ll bet that if I were to start a vote, at least three council members would petition to have you removed.”

“How about we display civility in front of our citizen?” Mr Banerjee asked, still maintaining his professional tone. “Such behavior and talk is unbecoming of the city’s rulers. Although, I’d recommend you take Oleg’s threat seriously, Miss Schmidt.”

“It’s Lady Schmidt,” the woman said, rolling her eyes.

“I have a suggestion that will please all parties,” Nox said. “It will take me some time to get the Round Table up and running. Finding tenants might take even longer. Instead of standard taxes, how about I pay you a percentage of all my profits? As the business grows and I get more tenants, my earnings will increase. Two percent sounds reasonable. Right?”

“Don’t make me laugh.” Lord Highwater’s eyes hadn’t left the throne since the moment Nox revealed it. “The standard tax is twenty percent and fifteen for allies of the city.”

“But this is anything but standard, Lord Highwater. I’m offering you something priceless that deserves greater consideration. How about we start at two and escalate by a percent every year until we reach ten?” Nox sat back on the throne and crossed his legs. “The city gets its due, my services, and contracts at a reasonable rate. In exchange, I make enough profit to stay in business and continue contributing to making the continent safer for humanity. My mana system might be in a dire state, but I’m not done with my ambition of destroying Sundarshahar.”

“I believe that sounds reasonable,” Mr Banerjee said. “Should we have a vote?”

Everyone but Elanor Schmidt voted in Nox’s favor.

            


2.74 A Hero's Funeral


                Kris’ funeral was a somber but public affair. The university and council named her the City of Ygg’s savior and hero. They officially published a report of how she had fought and killed an evil archmage corrupting and manipulating Terrrastalia through the dungeon. It told a tale of how she replaced the old god with a friendly mutant dungeon-borne she raised and rescued. It felt like a tall tale with a lot of room for doubt, but the public didn’t seem to think so. 

The council also named Ernest Beaufort as a hero. They claimed he held back an army of adept and expert aether warriors while Kris dealt with the archmage. He survived long enough to retrieve her corpse and evidence of her actions before perishing. It painted the Beauforts in a positive light. Since the Imperium had recently made a big deal about absolving them of all crimes, making an apology, and Michelle had accepted their gift, the Beauforts counted as Imperian citizens. The City of Ygg won favor with the Imperium for the act.

The politics sickened Nox. He believed Ernest deserved to be honored just for his actions and not to please a political ally. Pudge told the party about the Beaufort man’s final moments of valor. He successfully kept the Wellspawn away with minimal assistance from empowered farm animals. Then, he unleashed his monster parts when more powerful aether warriors and mages emerged from the portal. Using all of his nonhuman organs had left his phylactery exposed, and he kept going despite Michelle begging him to retreat.

Anyone who knew Kris likely guessed Nox and Joey were involved in the mission. Several prominent figures tracked down the pair before the funeral, thanked them for their contribution to the city, and shared condolences.

All who mattered in the city were invited to the event. The rest of Nobles Quarter showed up anyway to honor the fallen heroes. After the event, a carriage took the coffin to the crypt at Ygg’s base. It sat between the delving department and the dungeon below. Dean Woodson read a handful of tear-punctuated sentences for her dead apprentice before the burial.

“Kris was the brightest little thief I ever met,” Myrina Woodson said. “My soul companion, Raven, caught her trying to cut my purse straps. The constabulary wanted to arrest her, but she put up a fight. Kris was eight but full of rage and fire.

“She had already awakened her core when we met. Her mana control and absorption rates were low, and I didn’t think she’d make a great mage. My nest was empty, and I just wanted someone to fill the emptiness. Kris proved me wrong. As she grew, she compensated for her shortcomings with her Spell Weaver and Ward Wright talents. I thought she’d stop at Brilliant Investigator and spy. Kris surprised me again and became one of the city's best siege mages ever seen.”

Dean Woodson pressed her index and middle fingers against her lips before running them over the coffin. “You kept surprising everyone until the end, little girl. I hoped you wouldn’t be another apprentice I outlived. At least, you’ll be the last.”

Only the deans, a handful of mages, assistants, and a few background figures attended the more intimate funeral. Everyone looked to Nox expectantly, and he felt pressured to say something.

“Kris found me during a desperate time. I wanted to escape the Trade Empire and the classic evil step-parent from every fairy tale ever written. Everyone besides my aunt told me I was broken. They said I’d never be anything more than a lowly assistant alchemist. Anyone who disagreed kept silent to avoid the Gedge’s ire.

“Kris didn’t. Even though her personal projects, classes, and investigations kept her busy, she found the time to give me a chance. We only knew each other for ten months and had several ups and downs, but there are few people who have had such a big impact on my life. I’ll always be thankful for what she did for me. Perhaps I’ll find the strength and knowledge to complete her quest and ward research. It's the least I can do for the woman who gave me a chance at a better future.”

Joey’s final words to the fallen professor weren’t too different. It wasn’t a competition, but she had a greater impact on his life than she did on Nox’s. The junior apprentice almost broke down crying and retreated into Caitlin’s arms afterward. Nox believed if he had Aria to fall back on, he’d end up in a similar state. Professor Wolfhammer and a couple of others honored Kris before they entombed her. Dean Woodson personally sculpted the grave, a statue, and a message by Shaping stone. 

The mourners were slow to leave the crypt. The morose atmosphere changed as people shared tales of Kris’ investigations and antiques. Dean Woodson had the most entertaining stories from when she was a child and teenager. After graduating from university, she spent a short while as a dungeon cult hunter, but none from her past had shown up for the more intimate ceremony. As a result, they knew nothing from the period of her life.

A pair of familiar faces surprised Nox when he exited the university’s central building. Mou ran to him straight away and threw her arms around Nox, pulling him into a tight hug.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, baba,” she said. “Kris was a good woman.”

“She was,” Queen Lydia Mercer said, drying her swollen, blood-shot eyes. Kris never discussed her relationship with his mother, and Nox didn’t ask. He knew they were university friends and had known each other for a long time but not much else. “Kris and I always joked that she’d suffer the misfortune of living to old age and die surrounded by grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Your father called us morbid and hated it.”

“I didn’t expect to see you,” Nox said. 

“We, of course, came when we heard the news.” Mou looped an arm around Nox’s. “Your mother thought you might need us.”
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“I already know the answer, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.” Queen Mercer fidgeted, looking away from her son’s face. “But would you like to have a meal with us? I’d love to hear how the last few months have been for you.”

“Why don’t we take a carriage to the store?” Nox asked. A funeral felt like as good a time as any to mend bridges. After losing so many important people so suddenly, Nox wanted Mou close. Unfortunately, that meant spending time with his mother, too. He also needed a good relationship with the Trade Empire for his new venture to succeed.  “I want to show the two of you around. I hired an amazing cook. She can whip up something special for us?”

“Really?” Queen Mercer looked and sounded shocked. When he didn’t rescind the offer, she nodded enthusiastically, and the trio departed campus in her personal carriage. The retinue of mounted guards following them annoyed Nox, but he kept his thoughts to himself. He was nowhere near ready to forgive his mother, but she had taken several steps for the better over the last handful of months. Queen Mercer was trying, and he thought it would be nice to do the same for her. More importantly, he wanted to show Mou everything he had achieved since their last meeting. The funeral and the brief speech had left Nox feeling a touch emotional. He didn’t want to make things more sour by rejecting his mother’s olive branch. Aria would say it was a nice thing to do. She’d encourage him to spend time with the woman and at least acknowledge her steps towards fixing past mistakes.

The staff was shocked when royalty walked through the doors. They had met several lords, ladies, barons, and a few princes and princesses, but none as powerful as one the ruler of one of the continents’ three major powers. They were even more surprised when Nox introduced them to Queen Mercer, and she shook hands with all of them. 

Afterward, Leana prepared a special lunch while Nox, his aunt, and his mother sat together in the lounge. Awkwardness hung heavy over the room at first, but then they started asking Nox about the past few months and the business’ performance, and things got easier. He told them about the rough start, the vandalism, the Singhs, and also Terrastalia. 

Mou hugged Nox when he showed them the worsened mana burn and shared his current predicament. He sensed his mother wanted to do the same but restrained herself. She looked at him, teary-eyed, and squeezed his hand. Then, Queen Mercer broke down in tears when she discovered what had happened to Ratra’s Bow. It was Nox’s turn to reassure his mother. He settled for a quick sideways hug.

Afterward, Mou successfully extracted information regarding his past and new relationships. They provided unsolicited advice, and Nox humored them. Then, both women's mouths fell agape when he revealed the results of his meeting with the city council.

“How in Yggdrasil’s name did you start with this tiny building and end up owning the Round Table?” His mother demanded. “It's been one of the most prestigious venues in the city since before I was born.”

“I traded my services and Clementine Wagner’s cursed throne for the estate and a significant tax discount. It’s possible they’ll get more out of the relic than I can from the Round Table, but its magic felt wrong, and I bet there were multiple curses attached. I didn’t want to use it or deal with the people who would want to. Sure, it would be nice to study the runework, but it's the council’s problem now, and I can expand my business.”

“I’d say that’s a sound decision,” Mou said. “Most ancient relics are best left alone. Runes and arcane scripts have changed, and the old languages are beyond accurate comprehension. In my opinion, it's better not to use what we don’t understand. They almost always appear to have hidden costs and penalties. Real estate is a safer and more valuable asset.”

“Especially real estate in the City of Ygg’s Market Ring. There is no better place outside of the Imperium capital’s commercial district.” Queen Mercer swiveled in her seat to face Nox and crossed her legs. As she leaned forward, Nox struggled to recall the last time he’d seen her adopt such a casual position. “How do you intend to run this place? It won’t be easy, you know.”

“I was planning on asking you, the Oakhearts, and the Edelweisses for help,” Nox replied. “I want to lease sections to other parties and collect rent. My friends and allies get first priority, of course. I plan to use all the workshops and one of the front sections for a shop. The rest is up for grabs.”

“You’re thinking too small, son,” Queen Mercer said. “Have you heard of the alchemical bath houses in the Imperium?”

Nox nodded. “I don’t know whether there is any demand for that—”

“There is! Trust me. I know these things. Build the baths, and they will come. They’re not easy to construct or operate, but you’ll have the rich flying in from far and wide to patronize the business. If you’re willing, the Trade Empire will partner with you in the endeavor.”

“It’s not the kind of partnership I was hoping for, but if you’re willing to subsidize the reconstruction costs, I don’t see why not. There is one other thing I’d like.”

“Anything, Nox. Just name it—”

“No. This a request for Mou.” He faced his aunt. “I know this is a big ask, but I need someone to help me run things. Would you be willing to move the family out of the Golden Isles and move them to the city? I’ll give you one of the suites and name you as the overseer of the workshops. If I have someone like you in charge, I can focus my expertise on research and other fields.”

“I don’t know,” Mou replied, hesitantly glancing at her queen. “Your mother would need to release me from my service first. Then, I need to ensure Edmund and the kids are okay with this. I’d love to, baba. It sounds like an amazing opportunity. However, the decision isn’t mine alone.”

Queen Mercer’s shoulders drooped when Nox looked at her expectantly. “I can’t answer your request right now either. Mou runs one of our top trade houses, Nox. I need to find a replacement before presenting the issue to the court.” She smiled. “I promise to try my best, though.”

“Fine. Let's start with the alchemical bathhouses. It’ll be a big hit with the city’s ladies if we provide skin and hair treatments. The men’s will be a harder sell.”

“I’ll talk to contractors and arrange supplies,” Queen Mercer said excitedly. “In the meantime, why don’t you talk to Aria Edelweiss and her father? They’re famous for their cattle and produce. An eatery specializing in ingredients sourced from their lands is bound to rake in the profits.”

“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that,” Nox stated. “Thank you. Perhaps the Oakhearts will—”

“How serious are you about this girl?” His mother asked, interrupting him.

“I think I love her.” Nox surprised himself with his lack of hesitance. “Why?”

“I think your mother wants to say that it's best if you minimize your former lover’s family in this endeavor,” Mou answered. “Keep them as suppliers unless they approach you with an undeniably excellent deal. It’ll be better for your future and relationship.”

“Thank you,” Nox told the pair. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

            


2.75 Goodbyes Aren't Forever


                Even though Nox hadn’t consumed any Spirit Caller’s Tea since the night before Kris died, he found himself in the dreamscape again. It felt as vivid as the spirit walking under Pudge's guidance. An early winter breeze left Nox shivering. His arm hair stood on its end, and he needed a conscious effort to suppress teeth chattering. Yellow, orange, and brown leaves covered the ground, and the range of colors in Ygg’s canopy made the world tree's spirit realm counterpart appear ablaze.

A light mist hampered Nox's vision, limiting his range and adding a usual blurriness to the world. Bright shades of pink, blue, and yellow danced in the periphery. They moved with Nox, ensuring he never saw them directly and only out of the corner of his eyes. Nox heard whispers and distant babbles, too. Most of the voices had the pitch of children and young women. Some carried tones of joy and excitement. The others sounded amused. A familiar giggle rose from among them.

After over eight months of companionship, Nox still knew nothing about how Otis moved the way he did. Spirits, beasts, and humans all had different kinds of magic. Ancient mages studied organisms born with innate magic to fashion the first spells. Nox wondered whether gremlins were among such creatures.

At first, Nox hypothesized that Otis Shaped and Manipulated air subconsciously, creating platforms for jumping off or creating currents and riding them. But now, as he watched the spirit emerge from the fog, he wondered whether the gremlin instinctively used spatial magic just as Lillin did when they first met.

Nox had run minor tests with Temporal Sphere. The new manameter naming the spell meant someone else had created it before him, or it was an incredibly advanced device capable of reading elements of a spell and guessing its purpose. He lacked the means to determine which it was, but the title left him curious.

The base spell created an almost tangible barrier along the border of his mana zone and gave Nox the power to accelerate or decelerate time significantly within its bounds. If Otis had innate spatial magic, he probably also had the ability to push the tangibility of space within his arcane range. Nox imagined the gremlin conjuring invisible surfaces for bouncing, sliding, and zipping around. As Nox thought about it, his hypothesis felt more plausible. Otis’ Danger Sense was more likely an acute spatial awareness entangled with minor empathic abilities. After all, he didn’t just detect possible threats but also excelled at finding escape routes, obstacles, and cover.

Gaining a planet and fusing with a fragment of Lillin further changed Otis’s spirit form. He barely resembled the fuzzball Nox first contracted. His body now resembled a fleshy, deformed egg with spindly arms, spidery fingers, and a smooth, glossy coat of black fur. At first glance, he appeared to have no orifices besides the trio containing bright grey-blue eyes. Then, whenever Otis laughed or smiled, he showed off his new rows of ugly, pointed teeth. The spirit realm body also had two smaller arms growing out of the front of his body a few inches below the primary set. He also had two columns of three obsidian spikes growing out of his back. Nox guessed his physical body would eventually change to match the new form.

“Lillin finally completed you, didn’t she, buddy? You’re far more than the gremlin I first befriended.”

“You’re not wrong,” Lillin said, making Nox jump. He hadn’t heard her approach. “His soul had no room for mimic abilities after the spatial magic, but he can be your new living dimensional storage.”

She hugged Nox. The act caught him off guard, but he welcomed the embrace. “Did you bring me here?” He asked.

Lillin nodded. “Don’t get used to it. Bi Xi wouldn’t have found you if not for your current vulnerability and mental state. I wanted to say goodbye and thought you might want to, as well.”

“Of course I did,” Nox said. “Nineteen years is a long time. A rushed farewell next to a catatonic fallen god felt insufficient after everything we’ve been through together.” He pulled away from Lillin and smiled. “You did good, though. I never thought the city council would go for your idea.”

“The Cabal manipulating a titan put the fear of a thousand gods in them,” she replied. “Even Dean Woodson appeared terrified.”

The author's narrative has been misappropriated; report any instances of this story on Amazon.

“Probably for good reason if the former Plaguebringer wiped out half her family. By the way, I own the Round Table now. It's in bad shape, but I’ve got a good feeling about this.”

“Did you have to give up the throne?”

Nox nodded. “I think Dean Woodson predicted my plan. She told me to hold on to it until it was a bargaining chip. Then she set me up the perfect situation for me to whip it out during the meeting. Half the council members were drooling over it, and I’d like to think I got a favorable trade.”

“You did. Sif's memories gave me a general idea of the throne’s abilities. You get a levitating chair, minor shielding, and a prolonged life, but it’s tainted with the Void. The user’s sanity won’t last long, and they’ll slowly poison the world and all life around them. I think the person on the throne loses the ability to feel things.”

“That would explain how Clementine kept going after I burnt most of her body, and the summons lasted for so many seconds after Kris did her thing.” Nox sighed. “Let’s just be honest. I wouldn’t have any interest in the relic even if it were any good.”

“Really?” Lillin asked, leaning against Ygg’s stem. Bi Xi appeared from among the giant roots, looking significantly healthier. “Even with Ratra’s Bow destroyed?”

“I don’t know if it's completely destroyed.” Nox sighed. “I, at least, hope not. But, yes. The property holds a lot more value in my eyes. Relics and tools only have a handful of uses.”

“While money solves most problems.” Lillin completed the Trade Empire’s favorite saying for him.  “I’m glad you’re hopeful. Did I do an okay job with your new star?”

“I don’t know yet. It's stealing mana from the old star and all attached planets. I can’t use any spells except it, the new Summon Familiar, and my cantrips.” Nox sat down next to Lillin. “It's not a big deal, though. You tried your best, and we expected something of the sort would happen. It’ll take work and perhaps a couple of planets, but I’ll figure it out.”

“You always loved your puzzles.” Lillin sighed. “Let this be my gift to you, then. Another puzzle to solve.” She chuckled. “Maybe it's the break you need. Spend some time with Aria and grow your business. Perhaps Sundarshahar will be the last thing on your mind by the time you find a solution. Maybe you’ll be so smitten, and so weighed down by gold that revenge will be the last thing on your mind.”

“Unlikely,” Nox said. 

“Well, you’re still a long way from being strong enough to challenge an archon. Your growth will only slow further without the contract. I estimate it’ll be several years before you figure out your new magic and gather enough strength for your quest. Perhaps I’ll be used to my role of dungeon lord by then and strong enough to ascend. I can’t make any promises, but maybe Terrastalia and I will have the power to help.”

“One last hurrah?” Nox laughed. “No. That’s not what you want. You’ve fulfilled the end of your contract. Don’t risk your dream and a titan for me.”

“Forget the contract,” Lillin said. “I want to help you because you’re my friend.”

“I don’t want you to help me because you’re my friend. My chances of success are abysmally low. I won’t have you rusk yourself and an entity as ancient and pure as BiXi for my sake. You’ve achieved your dream, Lillin. Now I want you to live it.”

“Then promise me you’ll think of a life that doesn’t involve suicidal revenge. Promise me that you’ll at least look for a route with greater chances of survival.”

“I promise,” Nox said. Even though he didn’t mean it, the words didn’t feel like a complete lie.

“Thank you.” Lillin took Nox’s hand and squeezed it. “For the record, your delving days aren’t over. I’ve given you an exceptionally potent tool. I didn’t see it until Bi Xi came along. There is a lot more to spatial magic than creating pocket dimensions and gravity manipulation.”

“Any advice or direction will help. I was considering dedicating a planet to Shaping and another to Manipulation—”

“Don’t bother with Shaping. It takes too much mana to do anything useful, and is a dead end. Focus on Manipulation, instead. It’ll pair well with the Haste and Slow spell.” Her eyes drifted to the gremlin bouncing around Bi Xi. “Learn from watching him. Otis does what he does mostly on instinct and with no conscious thought.”

“Go back to basics? Is that all you have for me? Give me more than that. Or tell me how a massive dragon turtle doesn’t crumble under his own weight or travel vast distances without forever changing the topography behind him.”

“You mean when he’s not portaling wherever he wants to go?” Lillin asked, flashing him a teasing smile. “He folds space, of course. Why take a thousand steps to cross a field when you can ignore the middle and cover it in a single bound?”

Nox grinned. “Now that sounds fun to figure out.”
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                Three weeks remained until Nox’s third semester at Woodson University.

Getting the Round Table to a usable state would take much longer than the time on hand. So, Nox made a list of the spaces they would utilize first. Workshops, research laboratories, and a storefront sat at the top of his priority list. It took him one week to clear the outside of the building and neighborhood—the city provided labor to cart away the fungus and debris outside the estate. Eliminating the fungus in the required interior spaces and service corridor took another week. Nox needed to hire laborers to help with the affair. Fortunately, cheap labor was still plentiful in the city. He also had successfully built a positive reputation around the city. As a result, it didn’t take him long or significant effort to assemble a small army for the task.

Despite recent events, Nox expected patrons to flock to the new shop only for the chance to set foot in the once-iconic venue. In fact, he suspected the myconid debacle had made the Round Table even more infamous. A morbid fraction of the population would want to study the internal damage caused by the monstrous fungus.

Fortunately, the living quarters had suffered minimal damage. The myconid flesh coated the external walls and damaged the upper floors’ windows but didn’t grow far into the interior. So, he didn’t place them high on the priority list, giving more importance to commercial spaces.

The apprentices in Ratra’s Knightly Brews volunteered extra hours when he revealed his plans to them. Once Nox got the Round Table’s workshops to a usable stage and had a shop ready, he planned to stop selling and producing cosmetics at Ratra’s Knightly Brews. Instead, it would exclusively focus on all of his other products. Meanwhile, the new shop at the Round Table would sell everything. He planned on putting Kishan in charge of production and Emily Stone in store management at the old venue. Aisha and the Tanners would move to the Round Table with Nox. They would hire new staff to meet the business’s needs, and senior employees would train them.

Queen Mercer sent him contractors for the baths during the third week of work. The building's interior was still not maneuverable, so Nox had them start on the outside. They needed new inlets and outlets for water, of course. The blueprints had already helped him decide where he wanted the baths. So the contractors could start work straight away.

Meanwhile, Nox already had plans for the brasserie. He assembled a business plan and sent it to Baron Edelweiss with a flame slime shipment. The man replied straight away with a counter proposal and funds to get started on refurbishment and construction. Workmen and staff would arrive in a week. Nox thought the man’s plans ambitious. Chances of him opening a restaurant in time for the new semester felt impossible, but Nox didn’t deter the man.

 Baron Edelweiss didn’t just offer to pay rent but made him a partner in the business, just as Queen Mercer did for the bathhouse. Nox thought the move premature. He hadn’t made any public or official commitment to Aria yet, and she’d be overseeing the eatery’s running. This business deal would keep them tied together even if their relationship failed.

“Do you plan on keeping the name Round Table?” Ingrid asked, emptying a flask of fungus killer with Mage Hand.

The young mageling had not long started trying out different cantrips. Casting them would help improve her mana sense and control while also exercising her body's arcane channels. Of all the cantrips Nox favored, she had only gravitated toward Mage Hand and Haste. They felt fitting for a former thief.

The master and apprentice left the hired help to remove myconid flesh from the staff quarters and left Leana and Jenny Tanner on staff. Nox had generously hired the Round Table's former cleaning and maintenance staff but only trusted people who had worked with them before to manage them. The housekeeping team would need to remove the remains of the fungus from their quarters, kitchens, and bathrooms themselves before everyone worked together to refurbish and refurnish the areas.

“No,” Nox replied. “I was considering Ratra’s Galleria. Sure, the old name carries a fair bit of weight, but I want to erase the Singh’s history in the city and grow the Ratra brand.”

“New might be better. Whispers on the street have people praising your flame slime brew. The same voices curse the Singhs for causing panic.”

“I bet letting old stuff come back with fair pay is a popular move, too. However, I'll need to talk to Professor Das about new apprentices for all workshops.” Nox sighed. “Staffing costs will be the death of me.”

Nox practiced Temporal Sphere as they walked past heaps of slowly drying myconid flesh. Instead of letting the new spell encompass his entire mana zone, Nox conjured one no larger than his head. It resembled a thick bubble as light refracted through the outer layer. Any fungus within withered almost instantly as time passed, and therefore, the effects of his concoction accelerated. Nox expanded and shrunk the sphere as they moved, changing the range and size based on the volume of fungus around him. Toying with the new spell helped him gauge its limitations and, more importantly, the mana drain. 

Temporal Sphere didn’t feel like an overtly complicated spell. Its functions were simple, and Nox foresaw a lot of room for creativity in and out of combat. Anyone who entered his mana zone’s maximum reach—approximately five feet—would face dire consequences. They wouldn’t just need to deal with time slowing or accelerating around them, but once Nox improved his control and activity, he could potentially target individual parts of their body, including organs. Meddling with time around someone’s heart could have dire consequences. Nox planned to experiment in Advanced Dungeon Combat’s supervised delving sessions once the semester began.

However, Nox was nowhere near understanding the mysterious existence in his star’s heart. It had minimal runes or spell shapes and felt more like a fragment of living magic. Lillin barely understood it beyond the creation and maintenance of pocket dimensions. It took years of study and exploring journals before she developed her first gravity orb. Feeling and instinct played a significant role in the magic’s inception, and the same wouldn’t work for Nox. It was bestial and dungeon-borne, after all. He struggled to think beyond runescripts and doubted his ability to unlock the secrets. In fact, he believed most humans besides warlocks—they often received intent-driven spells from their patrons—would face the same challenges as him. 

If and when Nox solved the mystery surrounding the strange magic, he expected it would also fix the rest of his mana system. For the time being, he needed to use external spell scripts and mana from his functional star or internal spells paired with an external mana source to use the rest of his magic. He had invested in a few rechargeable mana gems, but they weren’t enough for delving. Besides, he currently had almost no combat prowess with Ratra’s Bow broken.
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Lillin’s idea of folding space like Terrastalia intrigued Nox and appeared simple on the surface. However, he didn’t know where to begin. The idea undoubtedly needed a Manipulation or Shaping planet, but building such a spell demanded more than his current abilities. Function scripts required a subject, and Nox didn’t know how to represent his star’s living core of spatial magic in runes. 

“Lord Ratra—”

“It’s Sir,” Nox told the estate’s former head of housekeeping. She stopped the pair in the service corridor just as they were passing the stairs connecting to the upper floors. “I’m not a lord yet. I think.”

“Apologies, Sir Ratra.” The older woman bowed her head. She technically ranked below the Tanners in the business’ current heirarchy, but the former staff primarily turned to her for instructions. “Since you’re now a landholder, I assumed it was lord.”

“It’s quite alright. To be honest, I don’t quite understand how the title nonsense works. How can I help you?”

“There’s a Daksinsthani woman here to see you,” the woman replied. “I told her to wait in the main hall, but she ignored me, claimed she was family, and let herself into the residential floors. The guards tried to stop her, but she threatened them with a mysterious device.”

Nox frowned. Neither Mou nor Queen Mercer had responded to his request yet. There was a chance his aunt would surprise him, but moving in without her family or threatening staff sounded uncharacteristic of the woman. Lillin and the party’s absence concerned Nox. If a relative or friend of the Singhs had appeared seeking revenge, he nor any of the staff had the means to repel them.

“Is everything okay?” Ingrid asked. “Should we alert the guards?”

“Not yet,” Nox instructed. “Follow close behind me. If I signal you, use Haste and sprint to the closest constabulary.”

Ingrid lingered a flight behind Nox as they ascended. The apprentices sneaking skills weren't, of course, as potent as Lillin's mimic-born abilities. Yet she was amongst the most sneaky humans Nox had encountered. If her preferred cantrip allowed it, Nox believed she'd do great as a stealth mage and would probably benefit from Kris’ old spells.

The young woman presented qualities much greater than that of a petty thief, too. She was a survivor and leader. Nox believed she'd excel as a summoner, charm mage, or whatever path she chose. Ingrid didn't know her exact age. The years blurred on the streets but by their estimates she was no older than fourteen. The apprentice had plenty of time to pick her star's core and Nox didn't want to limit her. Instead, he dug up information regarding rare or protected cantrips so she'd have a wide range of options while exploring her aptitudes.

The estate’s third floor was a collection of grand suites. They shared a giant common lounge and hall. He found the intruder studying tapestries in the latter. It wasn't Mou as Nox predicted. He signalled for Ingris ro half back before approaching.

The Dakhinsthani woman was significantly older than his aunt. By Nox's estimate, the woman didn't appear as aged as Diya or Dean Woodston but well-past her fifties. After meeting the city's darker skinned population, Nox knew better than to jump to conclusions. Most appeared significantly younger than their age. Nox guessed it had something to do with their fish-heavy diets.

“Excuse me, my lady.” Nox offered a curt bow once he got the woman's attention. “How may I help you?”

“You can show me to my quarters for a start.” Her tone was short and sharp. “I'd like a hot bath, too.” She walked away from Nox, deeper into the floor, and left her luggage by the tapestry. “It doesn't look like the plumbing is functional, though. I guess I'll have to go elsewhere to wash the stink of the voyage off me.”

“I'm sorry, miss, I think you're mistaken,” Nox said, briskly following her. The powerful mana surrounding the woman kept him from using a harsher tone. By Nox's estimate, she was at least at the peak of the low-expert rank. “Despite what the sign outside says, the Singhs no longer own this property. I'm the new owner and I don't believe—”

“I know you kicked the Singhs from their palace.” The woman cackled. Her accent carried an odd amalgamation of Imperium sharpness, Daksinsthani sing-song speech patterns, and the far north's drawl. “Good job. Honestly. I don't know what the local branch of the clan was like but they're self-righteous and pompous arseholes. The blighted fools do whatever they please and claim it's all for the sake of humanity. If I were related to them, your guts would probably be strewn across this fine Yellowrock marble flooring right now.” 

“Who are you then?” Nox asked, struggling to place the woman. She almost felt familiar, but he struggled to place her.

“Sapna Maria Ratra,” the old woman replied, smiling. “You were a newborn the last time we met. I'm your great aunt.”

“I have a great aunt?” Nox's eyes widened. “Why did Mou never mention you?”

“She hasn't seen me since her pre-teen days. The idiot didn't recognize me when he saw me last week and thought me dead.” Sapna laughed. She spun on Nox and grabbed his left arm. The woman removed his glove before he could react and studied the scars closely. “Your mother tracked me down half a year ago. We've been corresponding since. Queen Mercer says your arm is in bad shape and you might need my help.”

“Mother did that?” Nox's surprise faded when Sapna injected mana into the arm. It felt like someone had set the limb ablaze. He tried wrenching his arm out of her grip but failed. “Are you a healer?” He asked. “Can you help with this blighted nerve damage? I can't channel magic through the left half of my chest without intense discomfort.”

“I almost didn't want to waste my time here or in this city, but your mother said you might have ample space for me to do my work here.” Sapna moved swiftly, almost like a snake as she unclipped the chain from his belt and removed the remnants of Ratra's Bow from his belt. She sighed shaking her head. “How in Indra's name could you let this happen to an heirloom?” She sighed. “You're as big a fool as your father?”

“Can you answer my blighted questions?” Nox demanded, wriggling free of the woman. His words came out louder than expected and he saw Ingrid flinch our of the corner of his eye.

“I'm an artificer you Void-brained fool.” Sapna Maria Ratra laughed. “Tell you what? You grant me use of the estate’s artificing workshop and build me a little shop next to yours. I'll pay rent and do something about your gimp arm. Maybe. Just maybe I'll fix that bow of yours too. I suppose it's the nice thing to do since you're my kin and what not?”

“Really?” A lumped formed in Nox's throat at the thought of getting a piece of his father back. “You can fix Ratra's Bow?”

“I don't know.” She shrugged. “I'm good but not as good as Grandfather was. But I might be able to turn it into something better. Something designed and suited to you.” Sapna offered him her right hand. “Does that sound like a decent trade, grand nephew?”

“It does,” Nox said, hesitantly shaking the woman's hand. “I'll have a suite cleared for you, grand aunty.”

“Euch.” She grimaced. “Don't call me that. Tham-ma or Boro Kaki will do.”

“How about just Kaki?” The word ment aunt and he liked the sound of it.

“I suppose that'll do.”

Despite the odd introduction and the first meeting, Nox touched the woman's feet as per Daksinsthani custom. She responded in kind as an elder wood by placing her hands on top of his head, giving him her blessings. Then she pulled him into a hug. The surprisingly tender embrace reminded Nox of how Mou held him. Sapna came across as crotchety but appeared nice below the sharp-tongued and spiky surface. It was nice to have family around that didn't wish him dead or hate his guts..
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                    End Of Book 2

Book 3 will commence on 4th March(following a 1 year in-story time skip). I have my parents visiting and can't dedicate all my time to writing. So, I'll build a little backlog and I'd also like to write something else so I don't burn out on my current projects. Meanwhile, Patreon is 20 chapters in!

If you're enjoying the story, please leave a rating and review. It might get me some visibility and therefore more followers.
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                    I'll start posting a new project on Royal Road from 1st April. Here is a teaser for anyone interested.

Apocalypse Arena takes inspiration from the likes of Super Supportive, Iron Prince, and Solo Levelling. I've wanted to do a modern day fantasy LitRPG for a while and this is it.

The story takes place approximately 15 years following a cataclysm(caused by the Large Hadron Collider's first activation in 2007) that left the world in shambles. An interdimensional organization, the Nexus, showed up and offered humanity magic and resources to keep human civilization from collapsing. In exchange, they claimed the right to draft humans and occassionally portal them away to complete quests in distant dimensions/realms. These can take a few hours, several weeks, or a couple of months. The Summoned have access to a system, the Schema, and get an ability somewhat unique to them.

Summoned living next to civilians has obviously caused political tensions, financial problems, and job disparities on Earth. Magitech and super sports are slowly starting to dominate. Apocalypse Arena is at the center of it. The super combat arena doesn't just include Earth's best Summoneds but many from other Nexus linked worlds. Power, riches, and fame await those who climb the rankings. High rankers are expected to combat the Void and Cursed Ones when and if incursions occur. Their homeworld also win several perks and resources from the Nexus, making it a desirable endeavor.

Our story follows Sunil Roy—Nil for short. He is in his late twenties and gave up on becoming a Summoned long ago. His only focus is keeping his job and to make something for himself so he can support his aging father and siblings. Then shit happens and he is thrust into the world of Summoned, politics, multiversal crimes, and a lot more.



                

                Chapter 1: Fatal Shortcuts

Learn to differentiate between what’s real and what’s not. Trust the first. Not the latter.

Doctor Mendez’s words echoed in Nil’s ears. Usually, he used the mantra to ignore the visage haunting him. Whenever the woman in the bloody white parka and ripped jeans waved, gestured, or mimed something at Nil, he ignored her. Then another fireball exploded in the street behind him, and lightning flashed out of the windows in the building ahead. So, when she pointed at an alleyway to his left, Nil took the suggestion and ran.

Backtracking occurred to him as the wall stretching to his right trembled and dust rained on him. A hundred-meter sprint would take him back to Picadilly Circus. Mana-tech screens advertising Arthurtech’s latest defense wards or the next Apocalypse Arena event bathed the famous junction in permanent ethereal illumination. Given Soho’s chaos and its desirability as a target for terrorist attacks, security forces always patrolled it. If he retreated to its safety, he would survive the night unscathed.

Unfortunately, the sounds of Schema-enhanced muscles shattering concrete and arcane spells sounded behind Nil. Retreating would probably put him in the warring gangs’ crossfire.

A fireball roared across the junction ahead, and Nil skidded to a halt. He threw himself against the neighboring building’s entrance and ducked for cover. The door behind him creaked open.

“Ladki chahiye?” A man wearing an old corduroy coat asked. He leaned against the frame, picking at his teeth with a long and ugly pinky nail.

“I don’t speak Hindi, mate,” Nil lied, eyes darting from side to side as he looked for the best escape route.

“Why you lie, friend? Tell me what you want. I got everything. Local. Foreign. Summoned. I see you every day. I give you discount. Yes?”

“Can’t you see I’m trying not to die?” Nil asked.

The pimp laughed. “Arre, bhai. Who’ll pay the bills if I stop doing business because of those bloody bastards? This is everyday thing, no? If you don’t want girl, I’ll give you shelter for sixty pound.”

“No, thank you.”

A loud buzz and flash made the pair jump. The sound repeated, and a bright light pulse accompanied it. A heartbeat later, the stink of ozone assaulted his nostrils, and a car alarm went off. The pimp slammed the door closed.

It was lightning magic. Nil had seen it up close once before and didn’t want to again. So, despite Dr Mendez’s advice and against his best judgment, he followed the hallucinated woman’s directions and took off running once again. He kept his head low, hoping to survive the five hundred meters of dimly lit road unscathed. Oxford Street always had police or Corpo squads patrols. They ensured Soho’s chaos never leaked beyond its borders.

Walking down the much-better-lit and policed Regent Street would’ve taken Nil home to his shoebox apartment without risking a shank or fireball to the face. However, the route would add at least forty minutes to his journey. The actual walk wasn’t much longer, but he’d have to deal with checkpoints and suffer interrogations regarding his bag’s contents. Nil had less than nine hours until his next shift, and every second spent not in bed was a second lost. He still needed to do the laundry and at least hang up his chef whites to ensure he had work clothes for the day after the next.

There weren’t many avenues for the non-Summoned to achieve greatness. They needed to be born rich, have charisma coming out of the wazoo, or have genius-level intellect. Unfortunately, Nil had none of the above. He did well in school and college but failed to get a loan for the oh-so-necessary post-graduate degree. The cheffing bug bit him while part-timing, and he had finally clawed his way into a Michelin-level kitchen. Nil enjoyed the work, but the hours were grueling, and his time off involved polishing techniques to stay relevant. Worst of all, the only quick commute was life-threatening.

As Nil left the dangers of Soho and fled onto Oxford Street, he wondered whether a master's in mechanical engineering would’ve done him any good. Given the popularity of manatech, it was probably Summoned with artisanal abilities and qualifications in artificing or some other otherworldly trade leading the show.

“Oi! Stop right there!” A gruff voice yelled just as Nil slowed to a jog. A high-pitched whine followed, and Nil recognized it as an Arthurtech stun gun charging up. During his late-night power walks through Soho, Nil had heard the standard-issue Metropolitan Police weapon several times. He complied and pre-emptively followed the expected order. “Hands where I can see them!”

A pair of inhumanely strong hands grabbed Sam’s wrists and twisted his arms behind his back. “You carrying any weapons?”

“I’m a chef,” Nil quickly replied. He nodded at the zippered case slung across his shoulders. “That’s my knife bag.”

A familiar policewoman stepped in front of Nil and removed his knife bag. He had seen her patrolling Regent Street several times before. They had never spoken. Nil always acknowledged the police, nodding or smiling so they’d keep him in mind and not suspect him of the neighborhood’s crimes or violence. He hoped the invested effort would pay dividends now. She didn’t manhandle him like her partner. After retreating a couple of meters, she peeked inside the case. She nodded before speaking into her radio. Nil heard the phrases ‘possible suspect’ and ‘matching description’ over the pounding in his ears.

“Where are you coming from?” asked the policeman, still holding his arms.

“Work,” Nil replied. “I’m a sous chef at Misdirection.”

“That the place with the mage chef?” The question came from the officer holding his knife bag.

“He’s just a rogue.” Nil felt the hands holding his wrists loosen as he spoke.

“You mean to tell me all the shit he puts online is just a damned Sleight of Hand power?” 

“He’s got a tinker-style artisan on staff, too. The chef should still be in the office. Would you like the number? My name is Sunil Roy. He can—”

“How about you tell us why you were running?” The policeman asked, guiding Nil by the elbows.

“Lightning bolts and fireballs,” Nil answered. “It's terrifying back there, officer. The bastards are going to bring all of King’s Square down. I didn’t want to get involved or caught in their fight. So, I ran.”

“Clever.” 

“Take it easy, Jones,” the female police officer said. “I’ve seen this one around. He should be clear.”

“Just run his bios, will you?” Her partner grunted.

Nil found himself in front of a police van. It was the Arthurtech kind with an electrified cage in the back. “Is this necessary?” Sam’s heartbeat calmed somewhat. Anxiety still bubbled in his stomach, but at least he didn’t need to worry about a stun gun to the side. The weapons had settings to deal with defensive Summoneds with brute or knight classification powers. He feared a misfire or incorrect setting could cause permanent damage if not kill him. “Please. Just call my boss. My ID is in my wallet. You can look me up—”

“Do yourself a favor and shut up, alright?” The policeman liberated Sam's wallet. The previous interactions and the female officer’s confidence did not affect his handling or treatment. “I’m just going to secure you in here while we make a few calls.”

Nil sighed. He would need to slog through the coming fifteen-hour shift sore and sleep-deprived. Nil knew well that what he was experiencing wasn’t proper police procedure. Protesting or resisting would only earn him more discomfort and trouble, so he kept his thoughts to himself. The policeman commenced cuffing Nil while interfacing with the police vehicle.

The visage shook her head and hands. Her wide eyes betrayed her concern. After the evening’s guidance thus far, Nil wanted to trust her. Instincts demanded he run, but all he could do was prepare himself for whatever was to come.

The van demanded two forms of biometric scans before unlocking. The officer barely gripped the handle before a concussive force blew the door open. Fortunately, the shockwave only grazed Nil, throwing him off balance. He staggered to the side and almost tripped over the curb. The past seven years of regular self-defense classes had made footwork almost reflex. His apparently imagined apparition had also left him wary. The officer didn’t have such luck. The van’s rear door swung into him hard enough to knock him off his feet. The blow flung him into a neighboring lamppost, denting it.

A topless man leaped from the vehicle. His bloodshot eyes shot between the stunned police officer and his shocked partner. She had a hand on her holster but hadn’t drawn her weapon yet. The criminal leaped at Nil, moving too fast for an ordinary human. He felt a much too-powerful forearm and handcuff chain on his neck a moment later.

“Keep your hands off that bloody gun!” The criminal screeched. His pitch and the slurred words suggested off-market stimulants in his system. He vibrated every handful of seconds. It felt like someone had chained Nil to an off-balance washing machine. “I’ll break the kid’s neck. I don’t even have to try. He’s a twig.”

“Alright! Alright.” The policewoman held her hands out in front of her. “Nobody else needs to get hurt tonight. Okay? Just let him go, and we can talk.”

“Nah.” The man laughed. “Give me your keys. We’re going for a ride.”

“This isn’t necessary, is it?” Nil asked. He tried to sound calm, but his voice quivered. His heart wanted to pound out of his chest, and he felt his bowels begging to release, too. “We’re in the same boat. Aren’t we? Just—”

Nil shut up as soon as the hold around his throat tightened. “Why the fuck are you talking?”

The policewoman foolishly attempted to take advantage of the momentary distraction. The criminal roared as soon as she unholstered her weapon. He threw Nil aside like a rag doll and pounced at her. “Fuck it. I’ll just kill all of ya!”

Nil landed on the still-dazed police officer. As luck would have it, the handcuffs hadn’t closed completely around his right wrist. His hands were still free. Nil found himself with two options. He could flee or help. His eyes drifted between the policewoman now pinned under the screaming criminal and her partner’s weaponry. Drawing the stun gun was out of the question. He had read they scanned every officer’s unique arcane signature before activating. It would do him no good. On the other hand, the electric baton didn’t have such limitations.

Every instinct told Nil to run, but the officer’s bloody face concerned him. Her attacker was obviously strung out. The thrashing wouldn’t stop until she died or he passed out. He would probably take her keys and flee afterward. Given his enraged, drugged-out state, there was also a chance he would chase Nil afterward. The criminal had the physiology of a Summoned. His Might had likely ascended from the Mortal to the Iron Realm. The criminal’s Finesse probably wasn’t far behind. Nil would, without a doubt, lose a foot chase.

“Stupid idiot.” He cursed himself while wiggling the baton free of the officer’s belt. Blood leaked from the man’s forehead and red stained his white collar. As Nil hesitated again, he glanced at the visage. The supposedly imaginary woman in the bloody white park and blue jeans shook her head and hands violently. Her deep blue eyes pleaded he avoid the decision.

No. Not again.

A swing sufficiently extended the baton, and its tip hummed to life, emitting a silver glow. Nil raced at the criminal, stifling a war cry. The policewoman’s resistance had less life to it. Gashes covered her arms, and her head had a few abrasions from where it had bounced off the pavement. On the bright side, the frequency and intensity of the man’s vibrations had dropped significantly. Nil heard sirens in the distance, but he doubted she would last long enough to benefit from the support. 

Nil had no weapons training. However, he knew to poke with the pointy end. He emulated a fencing move from ‘Princess Bride,’ driving the baton’s tip into the man’s exposed spine. “You bastard!” He screamed, spasming. The thug fell on his side, scrambling away from Nil and the policewoman. His hands frantically clawed at the touch point. 

Even though his instincts told Nil to retreat, he pushed forward, jabbing with his borrowed weapon again. This time, he hit the soft flesh around the navel, forcing another bout of spasms. Unfortunately, instead of retreating, the man lunged forward. After seven years of spending every day off in self-defense classes and daily gym visits, Nil had little trouble avoiding the wild attack and used the following opening for another strike. It gave him hope regarding his chances. He didn’t need to win. Just delay until help came.

The following swings missed, too, as Nil bobbed and weaved. His training involved punches, kicks, knee and elbow strikes. However, physical strikes from an ordinary human had little chance of doing much to someone with Might already in the Iron Realm. In fact, Nil was sure he’d already be dead if not for the intoxicants in his opponent’s system. The exchange thus far gave him hope in regard to his success.

Nil never thought he’d end up in a situation that involved facing off a violent Summoned again. He went to classes to feel secure and confident and deal with survivor’s guilt. Now, as he used the regularly drilled footwork to parry a wide hook and poke his opponent again, he saw the fruits of his labor and felt good about himself for the first time in a very long time. Then, he got overconfident and went for a follow-up attack instead of returning to defensive and avoidance tactics.

The Summoned criminal vibrated and blurred forward, abruptly gaining a burst of speed. He punched Nil’s torso, forcing all the air out of his lungs and causing several stomach-churning cracks.

The next thing Nil knew, he was flying through the air. He struck the police van head-first, and everything went dark for a moment. When his eyes refocused, Nil felt an instant physiological change. Nothing hurt. He wasn’t on his face or back but upright. Words in a thick, blocky font drifted in front of him.

The Schema recognizes your bravery and grit. When given the choice of fight or flight, you picked fight! A highly valued Summoned escaped probable death because of you. Sunil Roy, you have the necessary traits to serve as one of the Summoned. You may pursue a future of adventure, growth, and power or return to your old life of mediocrity.

Would you like to shed your injuries and sicknesses and ascend?

Nil’s stomach fluttered. He wasn’t on Earth any longer. The danger had passed—for the time being, at least. If he accepted the offer, it wasn’t just power that awaited him, but also otherworldly threats and more near-death experiences.



Chapter 2: Unfortunate Attributes

“What happens if I reject the Schema’s offer?” Nil asked. If he were closer to twenty than he was to thirty, he would’ve accepted the gift without question. Now, Nil had a career he had built over five years of grueling effort and sacrifice. Ascending to the status of Summoned would cost him his job. 

The newly Summoned received frequent tasks and quests, taking them away from Earth several times a year—once every six to eight weeks for most early in the service of the Nexus. The duration of the summonings varied, and some didn’t make it home. The government had spent the last decade and a half debating bills on Summoned rights and employment protections and trialed several programs. Unfortunately, nothing had yet become permanent. Employers, more often than not, terminated Summoned workers, and Nil was sure the same would happen to him. 

There were dozens of cooks clawing for Nil’s position, and he hadn’t held it long enough to win the chef’s favor. If he no-called-no-showed the following morning, his boss would call someone to fill in and reprimand him when he returned. If he were away for any longer, the chef would start looking for a replacement. Either way, he’d be out of a job by the end of the month, and the restaurant would have a full-time cold-kitchen sous chef replacement.

You’ll be returned to the moment following your moment of bravery in the same condition as before your summoning.

“So, broken ribs and a concussion at best. Dying at the worst.” If the Metropolitan police recognized his efforts to save one of their own, they could reward him with a Summoned healer’s touch. It was rare, but the city was known to do so, especially to avoid liability cases when they were at fault. The officers hadn’t followed procedure, and Nil believed he was owed.

We sense your hesitation. Your potential has been deemed above average. The Nexus moderators are surprised you weren’t contacted before. A destiny more extraordinary than that of an ordinary Summoned might lay ahead of you. 

The Schema picks individuals with grit and mettle, individuals with talent, or those who exhibit bravery in the face of grave danger. You ticked multiple boxes.

If you accept, you will be assigned a priority caseworker, and a signing bonus might also be on the table. The latter is subject to the results of your attribute assessments.

Greed reared his ugly head. Nil doubted he’d ever make it to the status of Michelin-ranked chef. Nil was good, but he knew for a fact that he wasn’t that good. He had the necessary skills but not the mad genius or gimmicks essential for the media attention and sociopolitical favor such accolades demanded. Living as a Summoned had its dangers, but he could not think of any other way to make his family proud. It could potentially earn him enough to pay off his student loans and help his father with his debts. Rising costs forced him to continue working grueling hours despite being of retirement age. The man had two minors to support and rejected Nil's help. He had no choice but to send aid through his sister. She had a part-time job and pretended it was enough to pay for groceries and a couple of bills.

“I accept.”

A wave of warmth washed over Nil, and the surrounding white gained luminosity until it was nearly blinding. When it finally faded, he found himself on an old gym floor with nothing but a mannequin and a sled with nothing on it. The visage walked around them, studying both closely but not touching them. 

“Hit me, you wide-eyed, dozy-looking bastard,” the wooden humanoid statue said. 

“What?” Nil asked, eyebrows raised. 

“Did I stutter? This is the Might assessment. Hit me and move on. I got better things to do than stare at your stupid mug.”

This tale has been unlawfully obtained from Royal Road. If you discover it on Amazon, kindly report it.

“You’re a blood mannequin. What—”

“Just get over with it, will you? Hit me. Push the sled. Move on.”

“Fine.” Nil sighed. 

“You get three strikes. Use everything you got.”

Nil obeyed. His first right hook did nothing to the mannequin but left his knuckles stinging. The second came with the same discomfort, but he successfully got the head to turn a couple of degrees. Nil’s last blow involved a spinning roundhouse kick and sent jolts of pain from the impact point—his lower shin—up to the knee. The pain disappeared almost as quickly as his injuries when the Nexus summoned him.

“Now, grip the sled tight and push it for as long as you can,” the mannequin said, sounding amused. Nil was tempted to ask what the featureless, mouthless, wooden man found so funny, but it felt pointless.

The sled moved with ease at first. He didn’t see the point of the test. Then, a couple of steps later, it appeared to get heavier, and the handle rolled. Nil gripped tighter and continued pushing. Every subsequent inch got harder. The sled’s weight increased, and holding on to it proved more challenging. Much to his embarrassment, he made it only eleven steps before it wouldn’t budge.

“Might assessment complete! Next!”

The lights went out, and the environment changed when they lit up again. He now stood in an auditorium. Several benches and stations stood around him. He saw no humanoid figures in his vicinity besides the familiar woman. She waved him toward a collection of workstations. Nil found a large section that resembled Misdirection’s kitchen and automatically gravitated toward it.

A blue screen materialized when he stopped in front of a butchery station with a whole, skinned, and gutted deer carcass.

Finesse Assessment. 

The Schema has already observed how well you move during the previous trial and during your summoning event. Please demonstrate how good you are with your hands.

Butchering and taking apart the young doe felt like the most natural thing to do. Fine dining and especially Michelin-starred kitchens often used game animals and liked to have the staff take apart protein and dry age it in-house. Nil had grown familiar with such tasks early in his career. He took his pick from the selection of knives and got to work straight away. A comfortable rhythm took over; before he knew it, the limbs and torsos sat separated before him. He was in the middle of separating the saddle from the shoulders when darkness took over again.

When the lights returned, Nil stood in a grand temple-like structure made of marble and crystals. Ethereal lights floated overhead. Individuals in robes, armor, and general medieval armor surrounded him.

Arrows blinked in front of Nil, directing him to the opposite side of the dome-ceilinged room. When he hesitated, a luminous line appeared on the floor, too. The people walking around him frequently glanced at blank spaces on the floor, walls, or empty air. The Schema probably had similar indicators for them. A handful of individuals materialized after him. Instead of walking toward the offices, they headed toward an auditorium full of people to the right.

“This way, Sunil Roy,” a pink-skinned woman in luminous pink attire said when Nil reached his destination, waving him through a doorway. Once he passed, she closed the door and pointed him toward a desk.

“Thank you.” When Nil glanced over his shoulder, the pink woman had disappeared. Instead, an identical individual with normal human coloration sat behind the desk. Her clothes were neither luminous nor had a pink hue.

“Please sit down, Sunil Roy. I’m Layla, your personal case worker. I’ll talk you through induction, attributes, discipline, and skill options. We can discuss your possible bonus as well. Does that sound okay to you, Sunil—”

“I prefer Nil.”

The woman raised an eyebrow. Her eyes flashed a salmon shade as she scrutinized him. “Very well. Sit down, Nil.” She continued after he complied. “The Schema doesn’t frequently offer bonuses.” Even though she was looking at him, her eyes appeared focused on something closer. Perhaps the Schema interface. “Looks like you got hurt saving someone we favor—an inductee with a promising powerset and great potential. People don’t regularly hesitate or second guess the Schema’s offer either.”

“I thought twenty-nine was a bit late to start a life as a Summoned,” Nil replied. “I spent the past eight years building a career. Working for the Nexus marks the end of that life.”

“Yes. You’re a cook.” She paused, frowning. Her eyes darted across a screen that appeared before her. “Apologies. You’re a culinary artist serving royalty and the rich and powerful. Your work schedule and dedication suggest you have grit and mettle. The Schema values such qualities just as much as talent. It's true that people younger than you are called on more frequently, but there is no limit on when one can display such qualities.”

“So? What’s next?”

“We test your final attributes. Then, we’ll discuss your available disciplines and the best distribution of your extra Schema tokens.” Layla glanced at the wall to her left. A luminous pink hand manifested by the attached shelf. It grabbed a clear crystal disk as big as Sam’s face and carried it to the desk. “Touch it.”

“I don’t get elaborate tests for the other two?” Nil asked, studying the device before him.

“Mind and Spark are harder to measure than the physical attributes. Estimating your potential for either is even harder. We usually test them in the auditorium near the Nexus Market entrance so other Summoned can see if you’re worthy of their attention, guilds, and a lot more that many find grating.” Layla smiled, waving at herself. “However, a Schema-assigned priority case worker comes with privacy, in-depth guidance, and a better transition to Summoned Life.” She redirected his attention to the disk. “This will provide us with a reasonable measurement of your remaining attributes. Please touch the disk.”

Nil did as instructed. He felt a soft tingle before a Schema interface manifested, floating above the desk.

Might— Mortal 4 | Potential: Bronze

Finesse— Mortal 5 | Potential Silver

Mind— Moral 3 | Potential: Iron

Spark— Mortal 9 | Potential Platinum

“That’s an unfortunate spread and assortment of potentials.” Layla sighed. “At least you have an unnaturally high Spark. I suppose we can work with that.”

“What does that mean?” Nil enquired, scrutinizing the screen with narrow eyes. He had read and heard some of the jargon before, but outside of super sports and especially the Apocalypse Arena—he didn’t have the time to watch their broadcasts—the Summoned didn’t discuss their attributes, how they worked, or potential. In fact, many hoarded information regarding the Schema, a closely guarded secret, and the government did little to educate the public on the details. He had read up on them when he still had hopes of ascending, but the accuracy of the data always felt questionable. “Why the hell is my Mind attribute low? Am I supposed to be stupid?”

“Mind doesn’t have anything to do with intelligence. I can understand why your people often make the connection. It's an unfortunate translation issue. You appear to lack a word or concept that combines memory and the ability to handle mental strain. Do you know much about the rest of the attributes?”

“I know that Might covers strength, durability, and natural recovery,” Nil answered. “Meanwhile, Finesse is a measurement of my motor skills and perception. I used to think Mind involved analytical power. Mages use it as their primary attribute. Right?”

“Correct. We don’t use such strict classifications here, but arcane powers demand memorization, image-holding, and psychic control, which can strain the brain. So, mages—as you humans like to say—need a high Mind and a decent score in the final non-physical attribute.”

“Spark. The arcane attribute.” 

“Spark affects the potency of your personal power. It might not be overtly important for, say, a Sleight of Hand, Cat’s Grace, or similar passive ability. They can benefit by just investing in the relevant attribute. However, Spark can greatly benefit individuals with active abilities and magic.”

“I thought it affects arcane recovery, too,” Nil said, frowning.

“It can in some cases. For example, if someone’s Schema-gifted ability involves fire magic, Spark would determine the potency of his spells. Typically, they’d recover their arcane resource pool by absorbing the essence of wild or naturally occurring fires from their environment. Spark would affect the efficiency and speed of this recovery. 

“Someone of your people’s knight classification with a shield power would also benefit from Spark. The attribute would determine his defense’s potency and how often he can conjure said shield. However, if his ability passively boosts his durability, relying on Might and simply nurturing said gift would do him better than spending Schema tokens and artificial boosters on Spark.”

“Alright. I understand. So, what does this mean for me? Why is my spread unfortunate, as you said? High Spark should help me become a mage. Correct?”

Layla sighed. “If only it were that easy.”



Chapter 3: Caseworkers And Curses

Layla brought up a chart.

“I must reiterate. The Schema and Nexus don’t use terms like mage, knight, brute, or rogue. These are classifications created by your people and media for the sake of Apocalypse Arena groupings and sensalization. We only drew this up so your kind will better understand the abilities available to them. Your attribute spread, and in-born potentials determine them.”

It did a decent job of summarizing how things worked, relating Earth's classification of powers to the rarely discussed attributes.
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The list went on. Much to Nil’s disappointment, he saw no discipline or classification that had Spark as a primary attribute and Finesse as the secondary.

“What abilities you’re offered is in the Schema’s hands. Unfortunately, all your attributes besides Spark are low to middling. I almost understand why you weren’t summoned before. Platinum potential is certainly impressive, but you don’t have anything to supplement it.”

“The Schema says I have Silver Realm potential in Finesse. Is that no good?”

Layla’s eyes betrayed a hint of pity. “It's very ordinary, to be honest. Spark is a great attribute since it deems your ability's potency, but you need more to accompany it.”

“Well, that sucks balls.” Nil sighed.

“All hope is not lost. The Schema is never wrong. If it says you have incredible potential, there must be something about you we haven’t discussed or noticed yet. A high natural Spark and potential isn’t enough for summoning.”

Layla’s eyes turned pink. Several devices floated off her shelves and took up orbit around Nil. Some flashed lights at him. One drew his blood. Another zapped him with a light electric shock, almost making him jump out of his chair. Another cast a line of light across his body that slowly traveled from his feet upwards. It froze halfway across his forearms.

“Why do you have an unformed soul weapon?” Layla asked, jumping up from her chair. “And why in Yggdrasil’s name is it brimming with cursed energy?”

“Soul weapon?” Nil’s eyes widened at the mention of the phrase. He had only heard them in reference to Apocalypse Arena. They involved magical devices and weapons the combatants flashed during their bouts. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“My scanner says you have had an unformed soul weapon for just over seven years.” Layla straightened her dress and returned to her seat. “The Schema assures me there are no Cursed Ones on your earth yet. I apologize for the reaction.”

“You’re throwing jargon at me that doesn’t mean anything, Layla.”

“The Nexus and Schema exist to fight the Void’s influence on mortal plains and eliminate the Cursed Ones. They’re beings born of twisted, arcane forces, negative emotion, and corruption. You’ll occasionally come across quests that involve defeating or avoiding these entities. Neither threat exists in your world. It’s why 2007’s cataclysm wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been.”

“I mean, we only lost a billion people. Middle East, Northern Africa, and Central South America are hellscapes full of monsters and inhospitable to humans.” Nil’s words dripped with sarcasm. In hindsight, treating Layla well was in his best interests, but minimizing the global horror from his early teen years felt moronic. “Sure. You can say the cataclysm wasn’t so bad.”

Layla ignored the jibe and carried on with her explanation. “The Schema theorizes an individual smuggled cursed energy into your world, and you somehow absorbed it and contained it in that soul weapon.” She leaned over the table, studying Nil’s eyes and face. Layla waved in the air, and a screen appeared. “Did something happen seven years ago? It seems like both came to you at the same time. Soul weapons can often gain sentience. They develop a mind and personality of their own. The Schema says a part of the cursed energy has merged with this weapon’s mind. It doesn’t seem to be physically harming you, though.”

Haunting Visage.

Nil glanced at the woman exploring Layla’s office. The caseworker appeared not to have noticed her. At least now Nil knew it wasn’t hallucinations or some sort of mental illness. Dr Mendez had spent hours talking to him. Nil had undergone brain scans and spent months on sickening medication that left him numb and robbed him of any and all motivation and creativity. Nothing made the visage go away. Nil felt somewhat relieved to know the woman in the blood-soaked parka and ripped jeans wasn’t just a figment of imagination. He wasn’t schizophrenic or suffering from any similar ailment.

“I’m cursed.” Nil chuckled.

“It's not a laughing matter, Mr Roy,” Layla said.

“I know. It's just a relief to know that this Haunting Visage is a product of cursed energy and a soul weapon. Not just my imagination.” He slowly exhaled and refocused on the matter at hand. Nil thought it best to ignore Layla’s question regarding the event seven-and-a-half years prior. “So, what does this mean for me? Does this weapon even the odds? Does it mean I can get decent abilities and have a good life as a Summoned?”

“Not quite. It explains why the Schema and Nexus haven’t noticed you all of this time. A man of your qualities is certainly desirable. You can’t use your soul weapon unless we repurpose or purge this cursed energy. It's generally not advisable, but I could use your bonus to turn a portion of it into an attribute boost.

“Cursed and negative energy is a semi-regular part of Summoned life. When treated right and contained, it's not the worst of things. You can repurpose it into something helpful, but—”

“You also need to take a negative trait to go with it,” Nil said, completing the thought for her. “There was a time long, long ago when I had the time for video games. I understand the concept. Before taking such a step, can I see what powers I have available to me now?”

“Unfortunately, not. Generation of power seeds is a one-time event for each individual Summoned. Typically, cursed energy, negative traits, and bonuses come afterward. The Schema is offering you a bonus for the service that takes capital and several reagents. We can’t do more than that at this time. I'll be honest with you. The attribute spread doesn't give me much hope. You'll end up with mage or summoner discipline powers with not enough Mind to make the most of them. The same goes for rogue or artisan abilities.” Layla leaned over the table again. Even though none but the visage invisible to her walked the room, she continues in a hushed tone. “I abhor cursed energy and the negative trait system. However, as your case worker and after observing your actions during the pre-summoning event, I want nothing but your survival and success. A curse might also positively affect the pool of your available abilities.”

“Fine.” Nil sighed. “What kind of curses can I take on?”

“You need something that will positively affect your lagging attributes and their potential. Ideally, it needs to be something that can be overcome with your power selection. I can tabulate the best available.”

“Before we continue, how does potential work?”

“It's your growth rate in the attribute. Also Silver potential in Finesse means you'll get maximum returns until the Silver Realm. Afterward, the attribute will give you diminishing returns. Since your Mind’s potential is only Iron Realm, I’d suggest we focus on Might and Finesse.”

“Very well.”

Fear The Iron Maiden: Wearing any form of armor, conjured or manufactured, will induce mind-numbing pain. Ignoring the curse’s warnings will cause spikes to dig outwards from your bones and through your skin slowly. 

Bonus: Might ranks increased by two. Potential increased by one stage.

Armsmaster’s Disappointment: Wielding any weapons besides one’s body or fist weapons with the intent of use will haunt you with memories of failure and slowly drain your motor skills. 

Bonus: Finesse increased by one. Potential increased by one stage.

Fae-Touched: The fae know your true name and may use it to demand favors from you. Rejection will result in the loss of treasured memories and intense psychic trauma. They have stolen a fragment of your potential but sharpened your Mind in exchange. 

Bonus: Mind increased by three. Potential increased by two stages, but Spark potential reduced by one.

“I'll get in trouble if I try to influence your decision, but be advised that tangling with the fae and owing them favors is never a good idea,” Layla said. “Mind is your weakest attribute. Letting it remain that way is not the worst of options. The trait might give you a chance at magedom or summoning, but the cost isn’t worth it.”

“I don't want to start my Summoned career tied to anyone in such a way,” Nil said. “Besides, it feels foolish to negatively affect my best attribute to empower another.”

“Good.” Layla appeared relieved. “People have made worse decisions for the chance of wielding magic. Do either of the other two appeal to you?”

“Armsmaster’s Disappointment feels like an automatic winner. Sure, a weapon would grant reach. I'm just below average height. My punches and kicks only go so far. However, I'd like to think that seven years of training during the prime of my life has made me better at hand-to-hand combat than I could ever get with weapons. Meanwhile, armor feels essential if I want to fight at melee range and stay alive.”

“Not necessarily,” Layla said. “Because of your high Spark, a decent power can compensate for your lacking Might or Finesse, making up for whatever shortcoming you have. Talking about my other cases is typically bad form, but I know a Summoned with the Arcane-Warrior discipline with high Finesse and Spark with a fondness for melee combat. The Schema deemed him appropriate for a close-range barrier power. It gives him enough protection to never get weighed down by armor. The barriers and exploding them gives him sufficient offensive power, too.”

“So, he can invest in his Finesse and Spark and not worry about falling behind in durability or raw offensive power.”

“Precisely. Again. I never gave you this example.” Nil mimed zipping his lips shut and a soft giggle out of Layla. Meanwhile, the visage rolled her eyes from across the room. “The real question is whether you want to lean into your current strength or increase your Might and its potential for a more balanced power and start.”

“What determines speed and agility?”

“They're a combination of Might and Finesse. The first leans towards Might and the latter toward Finesse.”

“I'll focus on my strengths then.”

Might— Mortal 4 | Potential: Bronze

Finesse— Mortal 6 | Potential Gold

Mind— Mortal 3 | Potential: Iron

Spark— Mortal 9 | Potential Platinum

Schema Tokens: 2

Curses:

Haunting Visage— The visage of a dead loved one possesses your soul weapon. They will linger around you, and the seed in your arm may attempt to communicate with you through it. Manifesting the weapon will absorb the visage into it.

Armsmaster’s Disappointment: An ancestor's poor weapon skills have drawn the Armsmaster’s ire. Wielding with intent of use any weapon other than your body or fist weapons will haunt you and slowly drain motor skills.

“I'd suggest investing the Schema Tokens in Might. Starting numbers have almost equal weighting in the available pool of powers as your potential. Six is just above average for your people's starting physical attributes.”

“Can't I use it to ascend Spark to the Iron Realm?” Nil asked.

Layla shook her head. “That would require an Iron Ascension Token. Only quests and trading in the Nexus Market will get you those.”

“And unless my prior knowledge is incorrect, I can't access the market until power and two attributes ascend.”

“Correct. That's a mark of you as an individual ascending to a higher realm of existence.”

“Fine.” Nil sighed, increasing his Might score. “Let's pick a power and start my first quest.”

“Great! This is my favorite bit. Are you excited?”

Nil nodded. “I would’ve been more seven years ago.” Nil smiled, eyes drifting past his caseworker to the visage behind her. “I never expected to become a Summoned after entering my late twenties. You could say I developed a degree of resentment and hatred, too.”

“I won’t advise you on the folly of hate. That’s not my job, and I doubt you’d appreciate it coming from me. So, how about we just see what the Schema births for you.”

Sonic Armament: Grow more sensitive to sonic stimuli, hearing sounds most humans wouldn’t notice. Consume calories to enhance your strikes with sonic pulses, disturbing your opponent’s inner ear and organs. Supercharging sonic armament will significantly increase its destructive power, allowing damage to bones and inorganic material. However, supercharging only lasts five minutes and will disable Sonic Armament's offensive component for an hour afterward.

Primary Finesse, Secondary Spark

Brutal Battery: Your body will become a battery and gain the paired abilities of Absorb and Expend. Channeling the first will let you absorb all physical attacks and trauma you might suffer. Expend will let you empower your movements and release stored energy through touch. Absorb and Expend may not activate simultaneously, and neither will hamper movement.

Primary Spark, Secondary Finesse, Tertiary Might

Serpent Tactics: Gain serpent-like flexibility, speed, and stealth. You may secrete venom from your palms, soles, and nails. Your blood and flesh are also poisonous.

Finesse further improves the altered physiology.

Spark increases the potency and volume of produced toxins.
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                Spiders are misunderstood creatures. Besides the giants in the tropical southern edge of Daksinsthan, most don't pose any threat to humans or livestock. They're content living their solitary lives, ambushing prey, mating, reproducing, and doing general spider things. If not for spiders, harmful insects, pests, and vermin would plague most settlements. All they ask in return is to be left alone. The few clever or arcane enough for awareness beyond their basic needs also enjoy the freedom of doing Maka Dee, the Cosmic Spider's bidding.

Maka Dee has lived under many names and worn several more faces. Unlike most deities and cosmic entities, she doesn't demand worship or human sacrifice. They could sustain her, of course, but she hates the taste of most intelligent species that worship her. Instead, she collects stories and uses their eternal magic as her lifeblood and the fuel for her spells.

The agents of the Maka Dee linger in the shadows of every courtroom, office of influential people, and dungeon where something foul is afoot. They are brilliant sources of information, and the corners are ideal for spiders to weave their webs and tales. After all, a sentient spider that doesn't settle somewhere of importance is no different from an ordinary arachnid. The ancient broodmothers always preach the importance of real estate.

Location. Location. Location.

Silksworth couldn't be prouder of her newest assignment. She wasn't the only spider at her current posting, but she was certainly the youngest. The pentagonal room with the black table had the greatest mortality rate in the brood’s domain. Many a sentient spider perished within its vicinity. It was bad for her dwindling tribe but an incredible opportunity for one hoping to get noticed by the local broodmother. She served Maka Dee’s herald and every spider who wanted to be someone needed to win her favor.

A bite ceased her prey's struggle. The blighted lizard had ripped a third of her pristine new web. Silksworth resolved to take extra time when draining and devouring its fluids, keeping it alive for as long as possible. Her instincts told her it was an innocent wild critter, but her post also involved looking out for other spies, and she intended to treat it as such. Information gathering was a competitive field, and the brood couldn't allow others to beat Maka Dee's herald to the juiciest morsels.

A third presence flickered into existence at the table below. He had a physical presence, unlike the meeting’s other attendees. Now, three of five seats were occupied, and Silksworth could hear the beginnings of a conversation. So she left her prey wrapped in a silk cocoon before rappelling down from her beautiful corner. She stuck to the shadows and moved slowly. Overconfident and hasty spiders were almost always the first to die.

A unique emblem adorned each chair. The brood mother had taught all her little minions what each meant. Most spiders struggled to differentiate between human faces. As a result, emblems were the best signifiers of a person's identity and allegiance.

No one sat under Silkworth’s favorite emblem. The well and hornet signified the Plaguebringer. Hornets, wasps, and bees were among her favorite meals, and the insignia almost always spurred a happy dance. Silksworth was a working spider now and resisted her urges. Instead, she committed the scene to memory for reporting and settled to wiggling her pedipalps.

The rumor mill claimed the Plaguebringer's seat had remained empty for just over what the humans called a year. The Cabal had dedicated several resources to finding an inheritor for the responsibilities and the spells necessary to use the title. Much to their annoyance, the former Plaguebringer had experimented on all her apprentices and killed them. The few candidates that remained alive lay trapped on a titan's back or refused to affiliate with anything related to their former master.

A broken, blood-soaked blade marked the second empty chair.

“Would it kill Warmonger to attend a blighted meeting?” Grumbled the almost skeletal man sitting under the hood and scythe emblem. His voice always made the hair on Silksworth's legs quiver. “This is the third missed meeting. We all have busy schedules. Why does one member not need to take time out of their days—”

“Warmonger is busy whispering in an Imperium vassal’s ears,” said Calamity, sitting under a bronze plaque displaying a cracked world. Storms and giant mushrooms covered it. “With Plaguebringer's seat still empty, war is our most reliable source of bloodletting to keep the ritual fueled. You were present when we approved Warmonger’s absence. Is your senility interfering with your responsibilities? Instead of complaining, Deathwalker, I'd suggest you report for meetings on time. Your tardiness is grating on me.”

“What are you going to do about it?” Deathwalker snorted. “Relieve me of my position? Kill me?”

“You, of all people, should know there are fates worse than death. Unlike Plaguebringer, you are easily replaced. Don't forget that.”

“Is that a threat?!” Deathwalker’s arm rattled when he slammed the table with his fist. His speech had a grating sound to it. The sound reminded Silksworth of her previous posting in the castle guard captain’s quarters. The old, fat man often ground his teeth in his sleep. “I’ll show you—”

“Can we not fight?” The third person at the table stifled a yawn. His insignia displayed a parched field with a shriveled, malnourished man lying on it. He was Famine and looked the opposite of the man on the emblem. He’d been the first to arrive at the table, and Silkworth studied him closely until his presence left her craving a second dinner. “Every moment spent fighting is a moment wasted. I have things to do and places to be.”

“Fine.” Deathwalker sighed. “How are things on your end?”

The narrative has been taken without permission. Report any sightings.

“Droughts to the south and floods to the north,” Famine answered. He stifled another yawn as he spoke. The man appeared to be struggling to stay awake. “I’ve been redirecting all rain away from Alkebulan to the Han and Nihon. I think they’re just about desperate enough.” He grinned, rubbing his belly. “Perhaps it is time we send envoys with food. They’ll pay whatever price we quote, and the treasuries should be ripe for the picking.”

“Good,” Calamity said, taking notes. “Do you have your list, or should I—”

“No. No. I know what we need from the royal vaults. I wish Warmonger were here. She’d get a kick out of my latest updates. The Hans and Nihons are ready to war over the remaining fertile patches. There are already minor skirmishes and raids going on over magicked food stores. They just need a little push.”

“I know it's tempting, but you should resist. We might find valuable allies among them.”

“I’m aware,” Famine replied. “I might just drop a sandstorm here and a hurricane there for shits and giggles. A terrified and desperate population will be easier to subjugate.”

“Any luck finding new agents in the Trade Empire?” Deathwalker asked Calamity. It sounded like he had already calmed down following the arguments.

“No. The Gedges did too much damage. We’ll need to find someone new and innocuous.” Calamity sighed. “Do you have anyone?”

Deathwalker shook his head. “I have no new contacts in the Imperium, and there aren’t many suitable candidates where I am now. Daksinsthani ghouls will be too inconspicuous to get the job done.”

“So? What are we doing about the Gedges? Should I send a Reaper after them?”

“Not Edward Gedge,” Calamity answered. “We might still find a use for him. He did well in Smythe’s cell. I blame the failure on poor leadership.” The oldest Cabalist paused, studying the Titanic map before them. “His father, on the other hand, deserves death. Should we make an example of him?”

“What’s the point?” Famine asked. “Only your subordinates and Warmonger’s personal agents know of their involvement. They’re elites and loyalists.”

“Even more the reason to remind them of the cost of failure,” Deathwalker rumbled. “What about Ygg? Neither the tree has fallen nor does Niddhogg serve us. Something needs to change in the city for the ritual to succeed. Otherwise, all will be for naught, and Woodson’s blighted delvers will be at our doorsteps.”

“Kris Greengrass has fallen,” Famine said. “Woodson lacks the right agents to foil our plans, and unless our agents in the Imperium Inquisition have turned—”

“Warmonger keeps them in line,” Calamity added.

“Then, we don’t have much to worry about.”

“I disagree.” Calamity took a couple of more notes. The other spiders claimed she trusted none but herself for accurate logs of their meetings and plans. “Her apprentices live, and Nox Ratra especially concerns me. My agents claim he had a personal hand in the failure of the mana-battery operation and the well’s demise. I don’t know how minor—”

“He’s just a Journeyman.” Deathwalker interrupted. “How big a threat could a child be?”

“He achieved Adept not long before Plaguebringer fell,” Calamity clarified. “I initially assumed he’s just another warlock that’ll eventually fall to his master’s whims. Then my latest reports claim he has a binary star system, and this happened following his Terrastalia visit. It would be short-sighted of us to ignore the kid. He’s climbing the social ladder, building a profitable business empire, and developing alchemical creations designed to target expert dungeons. We need to deal with him.”

“Fine.” Famine yawned. “So, Deathwalker can send a Reaper after him. Why are we wasting time talking about a nobody? So what if he has a binary system? My spies report Nox Ratra’s mana burn has worsened. He’s half a climber and focused more on his relationship and business. He’s no major concern.”

“I agree. Let's kill him and be done with the matter.”

“Whatever damage the boy’s mana system suffered is fixable,” Calamity said. “He’s got a binary mana system and is a talented alchemist. Considering his familial ties and political connections, I think Nox Ratra is too valuable a person to just slaughter.”

“What are you suggesting then?” Deathwalker asked.

“If and when he fixes his mana system, he has excellent potential as an antimage,” Famine stated. “Perhaps Calamity or war can turn him to their service.”

“Or, we could guide and help him meld his gifts. Then, the boy could succeed where Plaguebringer failed. He’s somehow connected to Terrastalia’s new lord. We shouldn’t just stop using the boy. I say we turn him into one of us.”

“He might as well be a babe!” Deathwalker exclaimed. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

“We don’t have enough inheritors for the Well of Pestilence to be choosy,” Calamity continued. “The lad, apparently, has a dark side to him. I say we manipulate him into becoming one of us. The ritual needs all five seats filled. We won’t have enough time to prepare unless the next candidate is selected, trained, and ready in the next couple of years.”

“Fine.” The ancient Cabalist sighed. “Please tell me you don’t expect me to go after him. I’m in the middle of raising a new lich.”

“Don’t look at me,” Famine said. “My magic won’t work around the city until Ygg falls. I need to stay away unless you want to give up our control—”

“No. You focus on your projects. The rest of us will figure something out.”

Calamity wrote in her giant tome as she spoke. One too many spiders wandered too far from their webs, hoping to get a better look at her notes. Silkworth’s ambition drove her forward, too. Reporting a glimpse of the journal’s contents or information regarding the Cabal’s newest target would certainly earn her the broodmother’s favor. Perhaps it would lead to a promotion and a meeting with the great sky spider’s herald. 

“Spies?” 

Famine shrugged. “The keep needs better pest control. Lizards. Spiders. Maggots. I know we are rallying against mortal life and its freedom, but can’t we maintain a better meeting space?”

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bring your magic into my domain,” Deathbringer rattled.

“He’s just showing off.” Calamity waved dismissively. “Let him have his fun. The longer he stays awake, the more of the agenda we get done.”

All moisture left the air just as she was to enter the light. Then, spiders started falling from their strings one after another. Famine’s eyes moved to the ceiling while Deathwalker and Calamity continued their discussion. The rotund man grinned sleepily. Silkworth didn’t know whether he had sensed the sentient spiders or chose to kill the arachnids for the fun of it. She tapped into her recently solidified core and channeled mana into her eyes and thread. Silkworth studied the tome and transmitted all she had learned through the weave, hoping the tale would reach brood mother before all her spies died.
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3.2 Alchemist At Work


                Fun.

Everybody has their own take on what’s fun. Many enjoy drinking and dancing. Some find joy in the arts. A handful don’t truly feel like themselves outside of live combat. For Nox Ratra, there was no better source than alchemy. 

Mass production, of course, had little joy in it. It was a means to an end and still a significant part of his profits. It was alchemical research that helped him truly feel like himself. It wasn’t his only source of joy. Spending time with Aria and his friends and watching his little empire grow also made him happy. However, unlike alchemy, none of them were necessarily permanent. 

Given the Cabal’s existence and the enemies he had made during his meteoric rise, everything could disappear in an instant. Nox believed no matter what, he would always find solace in his artisanal talents. It would survive the end of his relationship, his friends leaving or dying, his business failing, and the complete destruction of his magic system. As long as Nox had his mind, he’d have alchemy. 

Thanks to Mou, her assistants, and a small army of new apprentices and helpers, Nox no longer needed to worry about his business’ day-to-day brewing. The city and university contracts paid their salaries, suppliers, and almost half of Ratra Galleria’s running costs. His aunt also kept the shop stocked, and the sales team kept her updated on demands and stock. Nox primarily assisted when the demand for specialist potions or custom orders got too high for one adept alchemist to deal with alone. He spent the rest of his time on research, product development, ward creation, and spell weaving.

“The Gedges are inbred,” Nox said as he reentered the laboratory. He had spent far too long in the storeroom, and the ceiling runes were glowing again. 

After getting the property functional, Nox dedicated a significant amount of time to securing the property, fixing and updating the wards. The Singhs, obviously, had too much confidence in their security systems, and he refused to make the same mistake. Far too many talented mages had the means to overcome security, which relied on detecting psychic presences. 

Louis, his half-brother, and Joey, the party’s newest member, both had the means to overcome such defenses. Spells like Swati of Ruipur’s Terra Traversal also enabled moving through stone and earth without triggering wards. So, Nox constructed special security systems for parts of the facility dedicated to research and development. He improved them as he completed beginner and intermediate warding courses, using Kris’ notes and his allies' spells to design the best counters. 

The ‘smart’ defenses had the ability to memorize telepathic presences, arcane signatures, and key phrases. They activated on detecting any unfamiliar entity or motion and triggered traps if the appropriate deactivation procedures weren’t followed. Alexander Woodson assisted with the testing. His squirrel summons suffered a terrible fate.

The rest of the formerly-called Round Table’s production wing had lighter defenses designed to repel saboteurs and counter the most obvious attacks. Far too many people frequented the area to use anything more complex or focused. Nox refused to make the same mistake as the Singhs, so he regularly updated the wards as his mastery of the craft improved. His Sigil of the Artisan made his growth in the field enough to gain his professors’ notice and favor. Despite the handful of seats available, its competitive nature, and several unmet prerequisites, the research department had eagerly let him enroll in the advanced course. If he completed it, he’d qualify as an adept wardwright. 

Nox owed his progress in the field and magehood to alchemy. His dedication to the craft had built an excellent grasp of mana flow and the runic language necessary for all arcane fields. It was his keen understanding of runes that helped him continue as an alchemist and mage despite his scarred mana circuits, small mana zone, and dysfunctional primary star. 

Before using the ingredients he had just retrieved, Nox checked on the bubbling cauldrons. He had four stations in his new workshop, and two contained potential new inventions. One furthered his study and development of weaponized slimes. The other, a hair rejuvenation serum, had the potential to make Ratra’s Knightly Brews hundreds of thousands of gold. Mou suggested its creation following the success of the male enhancement drug. Pink Sellis abuse often resulted in impotence, making the concoction high in demand amongst the nobility and with pockets deep enough to smoke the intoxicant.

Unlawfully taken from Royal Road, this story should be reported if seen on Amazon.

Ratra’s Knightly Brews had already started selling frost slime concoctions. As far as Nox could tell, no one else had popularized any essence-bonded slime products. It wasn’t tailor-made for myconids or any other beasts but had a wider variety of uses. The slimes didn’t reproduce as fast but lived significantly longer, making them useful for delvers, war mages and a more economical option for merchants. Frost enchantments demanded expensive mana gems to keep functional.

The new product took slimes in more of a defensive direction. Nox hoped to combine elements of his Trap Foam with stone or earth essence to create something new but was still exploring ideas and possibilities. He didn’t yet have a concrete vision of his idea or the direction of his product, but it felt like a decent direction for the side of the business.

Meanwhile, the hair growth serum was coming along brilliantly. Unfortunately, it stimulated all follicles. Testers now resembled wolf-men, forcing Nox and Mou to pause work on the project to manufacture a remedy. He now needed to find the means only to target the hair on one’s head or adjust the delivery method. 

After ensuring both iterations were coming along well, Nox finally turned his attention to the third-readied workstation. A familiar spell script and wards decorated the surfaces around it. Mana gems fuelled them. He crushed the roots he had retrieved before throwing them in the boiling water. Once it softened, he used a Galvanizing Touch to stimulate the naturally bonded essences before triggering the scribed spell. 

Gold, green, and purple essence glass fragments separated from the mixture. Nox strained them out and continued boiling the liquid. He desired to extract the plant’s medicinal qualities and then reintroduce essences for a more controlled effect. Increasing the burner’s intensity made the cauldron boil with greater intensity. Nox watched and stirred the mixture carefully, looking for any leftover essences and trying to get the concentration just right.

“Are you busy?” Ingrid asked, poking her head through the laboratory door. The runes around the frame stirred to life, emitting a violent crimson light. “The Gedges are inbred.” Her words calmed the lights. “Sapna says she’s ready for you.”

“Already?” Nox raised an eyebrow. “I thought she needed a couple of more weeks.”

Ingrid shrugged. “I think she wants it done before the party and new semester.”

“I suppose it's for the best if we get it out of the way before things get too busy. Can’t afford to waste time on recovery once classes begin.”

“Do you need time to wrap things up in here?”

Nox shook his head. “I just need to filter the brew and put it out to cool. It won’t take me long. Why don’t you put on a cantrip demonstration for me until then?”

A quartet of ethereal hands flickered into existence around Ingrid. They flew around her, moving independently and executing unique manuvuers. She used Haste simultaneously, skipping around the laboratory. The teenager displayed excellent competence with the two cantrips. Her competence with Mage Hand and average-sized mana zone was almost enough to suggest she make it the focus of her Protostar. Then, Ingrid displayed her newest and favorite cantrip.

Blur did what the name said. Ingrid’s form and the hands following her turned hazy. As she pranced around with Haste, she almost adopted the appearance of the trickster spirits from Nox’s spirit walks. Ingrid had an amazing future as a mage, no matter which of the three cantrips she settled on. She displayed incredible arcane talent and, despite her background, grasped concepts faster than most. Unfortunately, Ingrid was more practical than Joey and lacked the patience for academia, forcing Nox to figure out new teaching methods. The master-apprentice relationship proved a learning experience for both of them. 

It was a major financial investment, but Nox had discussed with Aria the possibility of sponsoring Ingrid’s education in a more official respect. She could still gain qualifications as a mage without attending Woodson University. However, certificates and letters of recommendation from the institution could improve her life and open several doors for her. Thanks to Ratra’s Knightly Brews and the flourishing Ratra Galleria, Nox had more gold than he ever thought he would. He didn’t know what to do with all the money. Funding a better future for Ingrid felt like a good use of it. 

Nox had a few more months before he needed to make a decision. Woodson University didn’t allow admission to anyone until the age of sixteen, which meant Ingrid couldn’t enroll for another semester. He kept his thoughts to himself for the time being. Nox didn’t see the point in making false promises and raising her hopes. 

“Alright. I’m ready to go.” Nox placed flasks of the root extract in his cooling cupboard. 

Ingrid hesitantly checked her pocketwatch. “I may have exaggerated how soon Sapna wanted to see you. She was expecting you to take your own sweet time.”

“Great Aunt Ratra doesn’t think much of me, does she?” Nox chuckled. He washed his hands and donned his coat. He kept his boots and outerwear in a sealed closet to protect them from brewing fumes. Now that he was one of the most powerful businessmen in the city, he had a far too expensive wardrobe to wear during alchemical research. “It’s fine. I’d like to ensure everything is running fine before Sapna puts me under.”

            


3.3 Ratra's Galleria


                An army of servers, assistants, apprentices, and housekeepers walked the service corridors running through the galleria. Nox didn’t recognize half the faces. There were too many of them. However, all staff had temporary tattoos, and hired guards regularly checked their credentials. He had hired primarily northern refugees from the Terrastalia disaster. Several locals from the New Outer Ring and former child gang members also worked with them. Nox ensured only the most charismatic and presentable individuals worked in customer-facing roles. Ratra Galleria’s performance thus far hadn’t disappointed. However, he regularly checked staff reports from departmental heads and managers. Staff dissatisfaction played a significant role in Singh’s downfall, and he refused to let the same happen to him.

Mou saw promise in Aisha. She had taken the apprentice under her wing, and Nox saw the young alchemist preparing for her journeyman certification in a corner of the workshop. Almost every station had an automation script, and Mou’s recruits moved among them, monitoring the brews. Queen Mercer had released the alchemist, her family, and two assistants—of Mou’s choice—from their service. A replacement alchemist had absorbed Mou’s old operation and the rest of her staff.

Scanning the workshop or side laboratories for his aunt proved fruitless. He guessed she was in the store or alchemist baths. She was also due to visit the old store. Nox had made Mou part owner of the building. The newest paperwork said that if anything happened to him, she and her husband—or their children if the pair passed before Nox—would inherit the building, store, and workshops. He hoped it was enough to compensate them for leaving their comfortable lives on the Golden Isles. The Galleria would also go to her since she was Nox’s only living kin. However, he intended to have papers drawn up in the near future.

Nox and Ingrid passed the artificer’s workshop first. Neither were surprised to find Sapna absent. She spent most of her time in the Galleria’s new magical device shop or her personal laboratory. Her assistants primarily worked in the workshop, keeping the store stocked, keeping all of the property’s devices functioning, and completing commissioned works.

A variety of devices lined the walls. Nox saw weapons and delving devices, tools for other artisans, and luxury goods only the affluent could afford. Currently, Sapna had the workshop working on her newest invention: a music box and recorder. She made the prototype on a whim and showed it off in the Edelweiss Brasserie when the musicians went on a break. Now, several eateries, noble houses, popular musicians, and the local bard’s college wanted the device. 

Each workstation worked on individual parts of the device. No team knew of the details of the other’s part, delaying the inevitable leak of the manufacturing process. Sapna intended to supervise the final assembly personally, with her most trusted journeymen assisting. 

“I doubt the musicians in the Outer Ring will be pleased when the music box becomes popular,” Ingrid said as they moved on. “It's going to steal a good deal of their business.”

“Given the price, only the most premium establishments and the rich can use it,” Nox told her. “It’s not a replacement for musicians but a substitute for when they’re not available. Nothing can replace the sound and ambiance created by live music. If anything, it will help spread the word of talent more, letting unknown or lesser talents get more jobs.”

“Do you really expect rich folk to go around cheap taverns and pubs looking for musicians to record?” 

“Don’t underestimate the eccentricities of the rich. Far too many people have deep pockets and nothing productive or useful to keep them busy. The last year has taught me that a good deal of these people are Pink Sellis addicts, fans of the arts, or both. If they’re not smoking, they’re wasting their time and money on something equally stupid or crazy. Sapna hopes to capitalize on the crowd.”

“It feels like a lot of the products the Ratras create are designed to capitalize on the—”

“That’s a slippery slope,” Nox interrupted. “Yes. You could say half my empire is built around preying on the vanity of the rich and powerful. Our job as artisans is to identify a demand and then supply.”

“Pink Sellis and smiths who sell the gangs their weapons probably say the same,” Ingrid stated. “But I suppose we need to make distinctions.”

The pair moved on from the subject and workshop, walking down the corridor toward the galleria’s more public sections. The number of guards and identity checkpoints increased. Nox had gates installed, so invisibility spells wouldn’t let stealth mages bypass them. He still needed wards to protect against individuals like Swati. Unfortunately, his knowledge of the craft felt insufficient. Sigil of the Artisan only helped him memorize all the building blocks accurately. It did nothing for his understanding of the concepts or their applications. 

The Galleria had teamed with the Trade Empire for its next endeavor. Nox never expected a day to come when he would work with his mother and, initially, only agreed to the deal so she’d release Mou. However, the alchemical bath houses had proved more profitable than expected. He peeked in the old gambling halls and lounges as he passed. Giant marble pools now dominated most of the floor.

Sweet aromas wafted out of the spaces as servers carrying trays of beverages, towels, and robes moved between the baths and staff-only spaces. The men’s pools were packed despite the time of day. Only male attendants worked in them, and Nox ignored all requests by regular customers to hire women and put them in scanty uniforms. He didn’t peak in the female baths, but the swarm of servers entering and exiting the space told him it probably had far more clients.

Mou dedicated an entire workshop to producing brews for the baths. The pools needed regular treatment. Every client received a vial of the standard cleansing concoction and could purchase several additional brews to enhance their experience and rejuvenation. The options ranged from scar and wrinkle removal to healing enhancement, mana, and stamina restoration. The alchemical baths enabled clients to indulge in the benefits without worrying about toxicity. They didn’t carry the same risks as life-essence-fuelled magic either. Most importantly, soaking in the baths was a luxurious, calming, and almost addictive experience. He and Aria had gotten in the habit of spending time in their private alchemical bath once a week, too.
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Sapna’s workshop provided and maintained the heating enchantments that kept them functional. Crystallize Essence made getting the relevant essences a breeze as well. Queen Mercer helped procure high-quality rechargeable mana gems to fuel the baths. Set up was an expensive affair, but it proved worthwhile. It regularly drew influential figures from around the city and beyond, and Nox had made several valuable trade deals thanks to it. 

Instead of continuing down the service corridors, he attempted cutting through the Edelweiss Brasserie. It was after lunchtime. Primarily, afternoon tea indulgers populated the eatery. Servers and cooks stood in the far corner, talking to their team leaders and managers. A woman broke away from the gaggle and grasped Nox’s hand as he passed.

“Are you on your way to see Sapna?” Aria asked after planting a soft peck on his lips. 

Nox had technically leased the brasserie to House Edelweiss. He had no say in its running and received rent and a twentieth of its profits as his compensation. In exchange, he also allowed Edelweiss Brasserie to sell a portion of their menu in the bathhouses, resulting in a busy but profitable venture. As the barony’s representative in the city, Aria oversaw its running, and the pair, more or less, succeeded at keeping business and their relationship separate.

“I am,” Nox replied. “I was hoping to bump into you before seeing her. Yggdrasil knows how long she’ll keep me.”

“We both knew this was going to happen sooner or later. I just hope everything turns out well. The brasserie is safe. If I don’t wake up—”

“Don’t even go there!” Aria smacked his chest. “Everything will be fine. I’m sure you’ll be in perfect shape for next Sixthday.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him deeply. “I know this is a risk you need to take, and I’m just worried. Alright? Or is that not allowed?”

“My wards don’t allow it. I’m sorry, love.”

Ingrid pretended to gag next to the couple and went ignored.

“How are the preparations coming along?” Nox asked, taking a step back from his paramour and straightening his wrinkled shirt. Their exchange had drawn the staff’s attention, and the ongoing meeting had stalled.

“I received more correspondence from Lord Oakheart,” Aria answered. “He offered to provide wine for the event for no charge at all. Isn’t that generous?”

“Almost too generous.” Nox chuckled. “It's almost like he has an ulterior motive.”

“I wonder what that could be. Curious, isn’t it?”

“Curious indeed. The Edelweiss Brasserie is already stocking their vintages. What more could he want? Do you need any help—”

“I’m fine.” Aria shot him a cheeky smile. “This is an Edelweiss event, Sir Ratra. Your involvement isn’t needed. I’ll take care of everything. In the meantime, get yourself sorted.”

“Fine.”

Nox kissed her one last time before exiting the brasserie. The Galleria’s main hall was a buzz of activity. He had filled it with guards and opened it to anyone with enough gold to visit the eatery, Knightly Brews, or the artificing store. 

During the day, he also opened the great ballroom to the public for a small fee and allowed them to bring in drinks from the brasserie. It let them enjoy the splendor of the grand room and watch the manicured gardens below. The Galleria had become a popular loitering space among the city’s young and rich. 

Only brasserie guests enjoyed entry to the building in the evenings after the stores closed. He also rented the ballroom out for events. It was occupied almost every Fifth and Sixthday during term time. Nox insisted the parties end by midnight unless they paid an extra charge. Mou and her family slept on the top floor on such evenings. Putting an extra floor between themselves and the festivities.

Most of the doors lining the main halls remained locked. He had several powerful businessmen regularly contacting him for an opportunity to set up shop in the Galleria. Nox kept most on the hook while continuing to refurbish the property. After a year of ownership, he still hadn’t repaired all the damage inflicted by the explosion of myconid flesh. The structure was still sound, but the walls, floors, and woodwork demanded repairs. He had a small team of contractors refurbish a section at a time and hoped to have a space available in a handful of months.

Allen Tanner, one of Nox’s first employees, approached him as he walked down the hallway. His newest role involved managing the bathhouses and the ballroom. “Sir Ratra!” He sounded out of breath as he approached Nox. “We have a bit of a delicate matter, and I’d love your advice on how to deal with it.”

“You have the authority to deal with whatever it is on your own, Alex. I need to meet Sapna.”

“It’s Lord Highwater. He’s demanding the premium private bath, but it's already booked.”

“So, give it to him,” Nox said. “I know I said no exceptions, but he’s on the city council and isn’t my biggest fan. He might as well do it if it will help win his favor. Downgrade the other to the next best available space. They shouldn’t know the difference.”

“If it were only that easy.” Allen sighed. “He’s here with his mistress while his wife and daughter have the premium baths booked. They’ve used it before. They’ll know.”

Nox paused. He turned to his employee, grinning from ear to ear. “In that case, tell him who has it booked and why we can’t give it to him.”

“What?” Ingrid raised an eyebrow. “This is your chance to get him in your pocket.”

“That’s not how we do things, dear apprentice,” Nox said. “Besides. All that matters is that Lord Highwater knows what we know. What he thinks we’ll do with the information is up to him.”

“And if he demands the bath anyway?” Allen asked.

“Then there might as well be a chance encounter between the happy couple and his wife and daughter. He can’t blame us for that.”

“I can never tell whether you’re a genius or plain evil,” Ingrid whispered, chuckling as they moved on. 

The humbly named Artifice was half as busy as its neighbor, Knightly Brews. It was humbly furnished, and the shop had her best pieces and sellers on display. Nox spotted his great aunt, Sapna Ratra, by the counter, laughing and conversing with a familiar, towering figure.

“It’s a pleasure seeing you again, Dean Oleg,” Nox said, greeting one of Woodson University’s four leaders. “What brings you to our humble establishment?”

The larger man patted a torso-sized box wrapped in brown paper. It sat between him and Sapna on the counter. “The lovely Ratra lady requested I procure a rare piece of artificing for her. It took me a while to fulfill the request, but here we are.”

“What is it?” Nox asked, reaching for the container. Unfortunately, Sapna slapped his hand.

“None of your business, boy,” she said. Sapna waved Dean Oleg away. “Go home. I’ll talk to you later. Young Sir Ratra and I have a few delicate matters to attend to.”

            


3.4 Artisans Of The Ratra Clan


                “When was your last meal?” Sapna asked. The wrapped box appeared heavy and unwieldy, but the Daksinsthani artificer carried it with no problem.

“Last night,” Nox answered. “I got out of bed late this morning and ended up missing breakfast.”

“I know you and young Lady Edelweiss share a bed. We don’t have to pretend that she’s not the reason you skip breakfast.”

Nox shrugged. “I need to get everything ready for the semester’s start. She’s got a lot on her plate, too. The mornings are the only time we get any alone time together.”

“You don’t have to justify anything to me, Nox. I’m not your mother. You two are young, and if her father doesn’t care that she’s cohabitating with you outside of marriage or a betrothal, my opinion shouldn’t matter.” She paused, glancing at Nox. “I don’t mean to come across as a crabby old hag. These things weren’t accepted or appreciated when I was your age. Perhaps I’m just jealous that I didn’t get to experience cohabitation before marriage. You have the opportunity to learn about your partner and test your compatibility. Maybe I would’ve made wiser decisions if I had the same opportunities.”

“Were things a lot stricter in Daksinsthan?” Nox asked.

Sapna nodded. “I envied the women of Ruipur, Baruipur, and Mohirat. The tri-cities enjoyed a lot more freedom than my more conservative birth city. Many think the Ratras are forward-thinking people because of our artisanal innovations, but my parents, aunts, and uncles weren’t as liberal. On the bright side, it encouraged my generation to be a lot more liberal, enjoy several freedoms, and travel. You wouldn’t have been born otherwise.”

“Thank you, I suppose.”

The Ratra woman rolled her eyes.

“That wasn’t sarcastic or disingenuous,” Nox told her. “I respect you being here and all you and your generation did for me and the other living Ratras. Thank you for also being here and helping me. The Galleria owes a good deal of success to your store and overall contributions.”

“That’s what family does, grand nephew,” Sapna said, smiling. “We help each other out in the Ratra clan. You inherited our bloodline’s creativity and talent for innovation. Perhaps it skips a generation.”

“That’s not nice. Mou has invented several empowering brews. I hear my father was a great alchemist, too.”

“They were above average. Their creations are modifications and improvements on the already existing. None are as unique as your Trap Foam. It's a shame the Trade Empire claimed the invention's patent. Who would’ve thought to amplify and modify a common beginner’s mistake into a potent trapping and construction brew?”

“Construction brew?” Nox asked.

“Boy, you need to market the concoction better. It is not just a hunting and delving tool. With the correct marketing and a handful of modifications, your foam could be turned into emergency construction material in war and disaster zones. Not everyone can afford earth or stone Shapers.”

“I’ve used Trap Foam to block pathways while delving but never thought of how to use it outside of combat and dungeons. It turns brittle after a few hours, but I suppose that’s easily tweaked.”

“Use some of your slime knowledge and turn it into something that solidifies in preset shapes. Then, patent the creation and watch the gold roll in.” Sapna chuckled. “You might soon end up the richest Ratra that’s existed since your great grandfather’s time.”

The pair descended a set of stairs at the back of the store into the Galleria’s basement. Nightly Brews also had similar entrances to the level. Nox didn’t know about it when he acquired the property. They proved excellent at ferrying stock between workshops, storerooms, and displays. Mou and Sapna had turned it into a lot more. It contained treatment rooms for the alchemy store, and the Artifice had a repair and modifications room with a journeyman and apprentice on staff.

“So, what classes are you taking this semester?” Sapna asked as they paused at her office. She secured the box in a warded cupboard and then locked the door behind her.

“Beginner Manipulation and Advanced Wardcrafting on top of the usual three,” Nox answered. It was his third and final semester taking Understanding Binary Systems and Advanced Mana Theory.

“Finally, taking a practical class? What changed?”

“The research department helped me make a few breakthroughs last semester. I think I finally understand to start work on my first planet.”

“Do you have a spell in mind?”

Nox nodded. “I’d rather not discuss it until I’ve put quill to paper and have a concrete idea or runescript to present.”

“Do show me when you’re ready,” Sapna said. “I’ve been trying to isolate the runes for spatial magic forever. I’ve never encountered a star without a spellform in the center. It's a unique bit of magic your old friend left you. I’m looking forward to whatever you do with it. Spatial mages are rare, and individuals willing to share its secrets are even rarer.”
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“Of course. I’ll give you whatever you want after what you’re going to do for me.”

“Careful with such promises. Not all family will be nice enough not to take you for all you’re worth.”

Nox laughed. “You probably never met the Gedges or Grandmother Mercer. Despite how you’ve treated me this past year, you’re already far better than most of the family I’ve had.”

“I’ve been nothing but nice to you,” Sapna replied, eyes narrowing. “I might be harsh, but it all comes from a good place. You’re a talented Ratra man, and I don’t want to see you wasting your talents. This business and the delving nonsense is beneath a man of your abilities. You should dedicate yourself to alchemy and spell weaving.”

“Yes. Yes. Thank you for telling me the same again. And I’ll remind you once again that I can do more than one thing at a time. A man needs a goal. If my ambitions to destroy Sundarshahar help me achieve magnificent things, what’s wrong with it? I might never get strong enough to get there, but I might as well dream.”

Sapna didn't speak anymore on the topic. Instead, she led him through a maze of corridors and into an operating room full of rune-covered tools, artificed devices, and a trio of healers. Much to Nox's surprise, he found Mou among them. His aunt and the senior Adept alchemist wore sterilized clothes and a heavy leather apron.

The two women spoke while Nox studied the artificer's latest bit of work. Four six-inch long pieces of rune-covered metal sat on a trolley. Nox recognized the material and runework. Sapna had created it from the salvage of Ratra’s Bow. Each piece looked like a narrow spearhead cut down the middle. Nox closely studied Sapna's modifications. Several additional pieces of metal and wire sat around the four segments. He struggled to recognize a good deal of the scripts. 

Nox liked having Sapna around. He had a lot to learn from her. Once he got a handle on wardcrafting, Nox hoped to learn the basics of artificing from her. 

“I didn't know you were helping with the surgery,” Nox told his aunt when she approached. The pair hugged. Even though they lived and worked in the same estate, often days passed without them crossing paths. He liked to give Mou room outside of working hours so she could spend time with her husband and children. Nox got the feeling that some of them were struggling to settle after the move and weren't particularly pleased about it.

“I wasn't going to let that crazy old bat slice you up without supervision,” Mou said. “I swear she sees you more as a grand experiment instead of a family member. It's all an excuse so she can play with her father's—or was it grandfather's creation—and advance her craft.”

“She claims to have done such surgeries before, and we have some of the city's best healers on staff. I'll be fine. Just so you know, if anything goes wrong and I don't wake up, the banking guild has all the paperwork. Everything will go to you—”

“You're going to be fine, Nox,” Mou interrupted, breaking eye contact as she helped him remove his coat and shirt. “I don't want any more of this talk.”

“No. This is important. House Edelweiss has four years left on their brasserie contract, so let that continue as is.”

“Stop—”

“Please let Joey live here until he finishes at the university, and I'd appreciate it if you watch over Ingrid. She is beyond talented and deserves a decent chance at life. And—”

Mou clasped a hand over her nephew's mouth. “You can trust me to follow your wishes if something untoward were to happen to you. Please don't remind me again. I'm here to ensure you come out of this alive.”

“Enough melodrama,” Sapna said, joining the pair. She took Nox's left hand and jabbed the middle finger with a needle. It drew blood, but he didn't flinch. “Nothing has changed since the last check-up then. How’re your motor skills and mana flow?”

“I'm pretty clumsy with the arm unless I'm paying attention,” Nox replied. “The little improvement is more due to repetition than the nerve treatments. As for mana flow, using any circuits past the elbow feels like I've been struck by lightning.” 

Instead of taking his word for it, Sapna and Mou donned a pair of rune-etched goggles. The senior alchemist cast a weak Galvanizing Touch and touched Nox’s left forearm. He yowled like a cat and reflexively pulled the limb back. 

Sapna sighed. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to be too invasive. I see now that we don’t have much of a choice.”

“Will I be fine for—”

“Yes. Yes. Your nosy aunt is here to ensure you’ll be fine by next Sixthday and the semester’s start.” Mou winked at Nox from over Sapna’s shoulder. He resisted smiling. “I can’t let the one useful Ratra end up dead or scarred. A good-looking artisan gets more sales and popularity.”

Mou had Nox lie flat and raise his arm to an elevated section. She painted a line around his forearm, just above the elbow, marking the first incision point. Meanwhile, a healer rolled out a trolley carrying a glass vat. At first glance, pale brown rubber appeared to float in it, but Nox knew it was artificially grown skin. 

Over the past year, he had grown used to the mana-burn pattern. It started with the original injury he suffered in Sundarshahar. Then, the lines extended toward his left hand. Occasionally, they bent at right angles, carried on for an inch or half of one before correcting themselves and continuing toward the wrist. It wasn’t the prettiest sight, but Nox appreciated their geometric nature. Despite the ugliness, he was proud of the scars. They were a sign of all he had endured and accomplished. People with injuries like him rarely made it to where he was now.

“How long will the surgery take?” Nox asked as his aunt drew more lines on his skin.

“Given all the brews and healers we have at our disposal, it shouldn’t be more than half a day,” Mou replied. She leaned closer and lowered her volume. “How are you feeling? I could mix a bit of Spirit Caller’s Tea into the anesthesia if you’d like.”

“I thought I’d be terrified,” Nox said. “But now that the time is here, I could be surer of it. Even if a tenth of my mana circuits are fixed, and I can use Crystallize Essence without any pain, it will be enough.” He smiled, giving his aunt a reassuring forehead kiss. “I’ll be fine. I’m looking forward to gaining some feeling more than anything. If this lets me get back to delving, that’ll be a bonus.”

“If Sapna’s creation works, you’ll be a delver again in no time.”

“Or, you’ll end up with a potent self-protection device,” Sapna added. “I hear like a hawk, you know.”

“Do hawks hear well?” Nox asked. “I thought eyesight was where they excelled.”

“Shut up and go to sleep already. I don’t want to slice into you while you’re still awake.”

            


3.5 Investigator And Assistant
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Schrodinger's Cat? No. Schrodinger's World.




The world as we know it, is Objective. But what if it wasn't? What if one could collapse the state of the world to whatever they wished. Make their own rules—a world made up not of atoms but anything one's imagination could justify—rhythm, lines, heat, colors, patterns, karma, entropy—anything.




So when Objectivity shattered, Vern, the sole witness to the macabre secrets behind the planetwide genocide, must teach himself to see the world Subjectively as he maneuvers the politically unstable city of Elmhurst. He must grow strong enough to fight back when the time runs out—his own, and the world's.




However, secrets are secrets for a reason. And some do not wish to see them discovered.
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                “Don’t you think his hair looks better combed?” April asked as she clung to Joey, both hands holding his left bicep tightly. 

“I don’t know,” the stall owner replied. She looked between the mirror and Joey. Even though he was the one paying, the two women spoke like he wasn’t present or incapable of making his own decisions. “I’m rather fond of how he wears it now. It would be a shame not to show off these gorgeous wavy black locks.”

“I suppose you’re right.” April twirled Joey’s hair. He tried pulling away, but she proved persistent.

“We stopped to buy a scarf for you, April,” he said. “How did I end up the one trying on a hundred and one blighted things?”

“Oh, hush!” April chuckled as she wrapped a baby-blue length of cloth around his neck and then encouraged the shopkeeper to tie it like a cravat. “He looks like a proper nobleman, doesn’t he?”

“Indeed. He’s like a proper Daksinsthani dandy. Altogether, that’ll be sixty silver.”

Both women looked at Joey expectantly, and he rolled his eyes as he paid. The stall owner procured brown paper and twine from under the counter and wrapped everything but two scarves. Joey and April walked away from the stall, wearing one each. Her bright pink went well with his blue. She pecked him on the cheek as they turned the corner.

“Don’t you think you’re laying it on a bit thick?” Joey grumbled as they walked down a more quiet patch.

“You’re a spoilt merchant’s son, and I’m your bimbo,” April replied. “You want us to be convincing, don’t you?”

“I do, but this is too much, April.” He tried loosening the cravat, and she helped him before ruffling his hair and messing up his collar. 

“Are you worried Miss Caitlin Woodson will get jealous?” April chuckled. “Perhaps next time you should bring her along.” Her words dripped with sarcasm. “I’m sure she’ll put on a better show.”

Joey ignored the jibe even though she was right. Caitlin had proven herself to be a horrible actress. She stood out like a sore thumb and struggled to blend in. Her performance during the Singh Ball a year ago had been abhorrent. If it hadn’t turned genuine after Alexander intentionally spilled custard on her, the hosts would’ve seen through the act. Joey loved the Woodson woman, but her social awkwardness made her horrid in such situations. Fortunately, she wasn’t the jealous kind and didn’t mind April pretending to be his lover for such jobs. 

“Did you see which way they went?” Joey asked.

April nodded at the crossroads ahead and led him around the corner, pretending to fawn over his hair and the new scarf. She played the role of a lovestruck young woman brilliantly, leaning into the stereotypes that accompanied her blonde hair. She pulled him toward shop windows with dresses, bakeries, and pastry stalls, never lingering or focusing on something for more than a minute. All the while, she never lost track of the duo they followed.

After another fifteen moments of walking New Outer Ring’s dingy streets, Joey detected a pair following them. A floating glass spearhead followed him and April, staying ten feet above his head. His patron, Nar the Djinn, used it as his container. The distance wasn’t ideal, but it ensured nobody noticed the odd artifact. If anyone snuck up on Joey, Nar would drop on them from above, foiling the ambush and winning Joey valuable seconds to cast a spell.
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The past year came with a lot of growth and study for Joey Greengrasse. Since his party needed time to recover and figure out several new challenges, he took the opportunity to understand Djinn Fire better and create new planets to make working as a mage easier. He hadn’t fed Nar in almost a year. Fortunately, the meal on Terrastalia’s back had more than satiated the djinn. He hadn’t yet completely assimilated and dispersed the mana they shared with Lillin Grey, so he wasn’t in a rush for another meal.

Since Caitlin didn’t mind and Nox was more generous than Joey first expected, he had taken April in. He owed the young woman for his current success, and she had proven a faithful companion when they still lived on the streets. April worked under Nox’s apprentice, Ingrid, as a part of their spy network. They often posed as servers and attendants, listening in on conversations or keeping their eyes on potentially dangerous or suspicious patrons. 

In exchange, April got housing, food, an education, and training to blend into the upper echelons of society. Nox also paid her for any time spent working as a server. It was an excellent deal for April, and, best of all, Joey found a perfect partner to assist him in his outer city investigations.

Kris’ death initially sunk Joey into a deep depression. The late professor saved him from a bleak life and gave him opportunities he thought he’d never had. Then, she sacrificed her life to save him and his friends. He spent several months feeling useless and pathetic for failing her and not doing more to prevent her death. It was his fault the Woodsons got captured by the Plaguebringer’s agents and dragged away from their post. If he detected the enemy mages like he was supposed to or had hidden better, Caitlin and Alexander would never have been in danger. Joey was sure Kris would’ve used her stealth and assassination spells to destroy the ancient witch, and they would’ve left the titan’s back reasonably unscathed.

Instead, his mentor was now dead, and Alexander spent four of the past twelve months recovering from mana burn. They took the first semester after the event of Advanced Dungeon Combat and resumed it during the second. Since Nox no longer had Ratra’s Bow and his mana system had suffered damage, the party lacked raw destructive power. He had fulfilled the opening, but it didn’t feel like he was doing enough.

So, Joey Greengrasse picked up where Kris left off. He had enough street smarts to work as an investigator, and April had the best eyes and lockpicking hands in the city. Together, he hoped to foil any and all cultist activities the same way his late mentor did. Unfortunately, after six months of work, he hadn’t made any progress or found any reliable leads.
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“I think this is it,” Joey commented. Nar had spotted the target, signaling the pair following them. “We just need to get them alone.”

“I have an idea,” April said. She pulled Joey into an alley, leaned against the wall, and pulled Joey close. 

The young woman kissed him, much to his surprise. When he tried to pull away, she wrapped her dainty arms around his neck and pulled him closer until their bodies were pressed against each other. A soft moan rose from April and despite his commitment to Caitlin, a burning desire stirred inside Joey. 

April claimed she was thirteen, dressed and acted as such while still living on the streets. Then, after Nox gave her a job, she cleaned up and behaved more appropriately for her age. Even though Joey knew she was eighteen—just a couple of years younger than him—he still struggled to see her as an adult. While survival was their only goal, he considered her as nothing more than a sister that he needed to protect. April’s following behavior and, now, the kiss told him that she thought of him as more. 

Joey regretted starting her magic training. She had proven a high aptitude for the Reinforce cantrip. It let her harness uncharacteristic strength and made peeling himself off her challenging. He didn’t want to struggle too much and give up the ruse. 

Fortunately, a rough hand clasped his shoulder and pulled him off her. The owner, too, had enhanced strength. The man threw him six feet and into a pile of empty crates. The wood cracked and shattered. Joey instinctively used the spell housed in his newest planet to Reinforce his body with djinn fire. Sharp fragments still ripped his clothes and cut his skin, but he didn’t suffer any further damage. 

“That’s enough, lover boy,” the burly man said. He grabbed April around the waist with his left arm while his right hand clamped over her mouth. “How about you empty your pockets, and I don’t break the lady’s pretty neck?”

April bit his hand and kicked his shin in one smooth motion. The man yelped and released her. She dashed to Joey’s side just as he rose to his feet. She ducked behind him while he drew his forearm-sized weapon. It fit comfortably in his coat.

“How about you back the hell off before I take out your eye?” Joey retorted, eyes darting around them. The two people stalking them now blocked the alley’s exit. Meanwhile, the duo they were following had circled around the building and stood at the lane’s other end. They were surrounded. He conjured a mote of Djinn Fire and coiled it around his blade. Much to his surprise, none of the gang members retreated.

“You little bitch,” the man spat. “I was just going to break a couple of bones, but now both of yous are dead!”

“I’d like to see you try, you ugly twat,” April taunted, pulling a foldable crossbow out of her dress. She had bolts and daggers strapped to her pale ankles and thighs.

The attacker’s eyes widened as he took in her arsenal. Then, his face contorted into an angry snarl. “I don’t know who sent yous, but you done messed up. Nobody comes after the Shrike and gets out alive.”

“I’m so scared!”

April’s mocking tone did the job. The thugs attacked while curious eyes peeked at them from windows and behind the men, blocking their escape routes. The pair now had witnesses confirming that the Shrike’s Feathers gang were the aggressors.

The burly man lunged at Joey. His arms doubled in mass and grew feathers. Meanwhile, his fingers extended and grew ugly black claws. Instead of stabbing him, Joey extended his retractable spear to half-length and parried the first swipe. Then, he hooked his opponent’s ankle and tripped him. The fall and surprise gave him enough time to mold Djinn Fire with an ice cantrip and produce frost fire. He used his Coiling moon’s spell to wrap it around the screaming man and encased his lower half and most of his torso in thick ice.

Meanwhile, April peppered the rest of the men with bolts, slowing them. Nox’s miser of a great-aunt sold it to him at the standard employee discount rate. The weapon’s arcane enhancements made loading bolts as easy as nocking arrows. It had no string and relied on enchantments and a mana gem to propel the projectiles.

Joey didn’t care about anyone besides the man he had already captured. So, he created barricades using frostfire and used his Shaping planet to solidify Djinn Fire into daggers. The flames turned into solid metal, and then frost covered them. It felt good to get a decent handle on Nar’s magic. Joey was still far from mastering it, but he, more or less, had an understanding of the emotions and feelings around using Djinn Fire’s creation aspect.

Icicle clusters created spiky barriers, forcing the attackers to slow or stop. Then, the daggers sliced skin and flesh. He set off, not planning to take any lives, and only ended up cutting one throat. Joey considered it a victory as the rest fled. The city guard had wanted posters out for the Shrike’s Feathers, citing murder, illegal Pink Sellis trade, trafficking, and a lot more. He didn’t care if a couple of them died.

“What in Ygg’s name do you want?” The trapped man demanded when he realized his semi-transformation magic wasn’t enough to break free of the ice. Joey estimated the Shrike had somehow clawed himself into the journeyman ranks. He lacked the strength to overcome an adept’s magic. “You don’t know who you’re messing with! I’ll rip ya to shreds. Ye blighted—”

“Shut up, Clarence,” Joey said, kicking the downed man. “I’ll ask questions, and you’ll answer. If we're happy, April won’t put a dagger in your eye.”

“I’m not telling ya a blighted thing!” Joey conjured a cloud of Djinn fire and Shaped it into a dozen blades. A couple of them shot at the man and planted themselves in the ground around his face. One sliced skin but didn’t cut any deeper. “Alright! Alright! I’ll talk! Just stop it.”

“Tell us who you’re snatching girls for,” April said. “And where they’re going.”

“Any information regarding the recent serial murders will help a lot, too,” Joey added.

“I don’t know a blighted thing about that,” Clarence, also known as the Shrike, replied. His skin had started to lose color, and his teeth chattered as he spoke.

“Are you sure?” Joey asked, leaning next to the man. Several daggers broke away from the cluster and slowly revolved around Clarence’s face. “We’ve been watching you and your feathers a while. You’ve been snatching girls, too.”

“I mean about the killing. We only kill when we have to.” His voice grew in pitch as the blades moved closer. One grazed his cheek, cutting vertically across the already existing cut. “The murders have nothing to do with my gang, alright? We don’t want anything to do with it, and the bigger gangs are blighted terrified. It's not the traffickers. It's someone else.”

“Good. So he does know.” April hesitantly glanced at the alley’s mouth. The rest of Clarence’s gang had fled. They took the man with a sliced throat with them. “Hurry it up. Please. They’re going to come back with more.”

Half the floating daggers sunk into the ground around Clarence’s head. One nicked the ear, and another grazed his neck. “You heard the lady. Get talking. If we’re still around when your friends get back, we’ll have no choice but to put you down.”

Joey failed to match Kris’ finesse and investigative skills. Caitlin and his friends reassured him that it would take practice to develop them. He already had the necessary wit and powers of observation. Joey liked to believe that he also had plenty of street smarts. Hopefully, the rest would come with time. 

Joey had no qualms against using brute force and walking a path most of his friends would consider untoward. It was the reason he only conducted his investigations with April. She didn’t just know the streets and understood how the outer city’s dwellers worked. Unlike Caitlin, April had a stomach for his methods. Whenever he felt bad about what he was doing, Joey reminded himself that it was all for the good of the city and his people. He needed to fill the hole Kris left behind, and he didn’t care how many criminals he needed to slice and quarter along the way.

            


3.6 Druid And Family
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Cyrus was ready to party, only to be suddenly killed in a flash of light. Next thing he knows, he's being offered a deal by a suspicious god. With a new body and some magic skills, he is to be reborn in a new world. The land is filled with dangerous monsters, mysterious rifts, and flashy magic.

With no clear directions on where to go, he can only hope he survives long enough to figure out what to do. And maybe, just maybe, achieve immortality in the process.
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                “The modern mana system has roots in ancient druid magic.

All druid groves come with cores dedicated to Life Essence, Shaping, and Manipulation. They develop their grove to access elements and develop spells devoted to them. Many build complex, arcane machines. Others focus on construction and fortification.

Unfortunately, humans lack the capacity to contain magic of such magnitude. So, Myrina Woodson and her companions derived the modern mana system using groves as a template. Instead of multiple cores, mages often focus their magic on a solitary star. It limits their versatility but reduces the strain on their minds and bodies. Instead of flexible structures and trees dedicated to spells and functions, they have focused planets and stars for ease of use. It's an ingenious system that has changed mankind’s path, but it still pales when compared to its origins.”

—Alexander Utpal Sen, Ink Mage, Runeseeker

“You are not your brother’s keeper, Caitlin,” Myrina Woodson told her grand niece. Stirring honey into her tea. As a healer and life mage well above the rank of archmage, she knew better than to consume sugar in such quantities. Her liver had grown weak with age, and repairing it was a pain and caused immense pain. But she couldn’t help herself. The ancient woman justified her actions with how little time she had remaining. By her estimates, Myrina had a decade left, at most. She wished to enjoy her final few years. “I know you’re worried about him, but you need to start prioritizing yourself. I don’t want to see you throwing your life away while taking care of Alexander.”

“How am I supposed to do that while you force him into a future he doesn’t want?” Caitlin demanded, glaring at the older woman. “Alexander isn’t even twenty yet. He’s never been in a relationship and is just learning to enjoy his youth. But you want to burden him with more training and responsibilities that will leave him isolated.”

“I’m doing no such thing, love. His bond with Ratataskr has already started the process. I only want to guide him.” Myrina sighed. “The mana burns and his injuries inside Terrastalia triggered something. My last scans told me he has already started developing an inner grove. I had nothing to do with initiating the process. His contracted pattern is the one behind the change. It's better that I guide him through the process instead of leaving him to his devices. 

“A bad grove is a greater detriment than a poorly throughout mana system. Unlike stars and planets, his inner garden is likely to develop without intervention. He might plant unintentional spell structures and other permanent installations that interfere with his current magic.”

“At what cost? I know you didn’t have much of a youth because of your warmongering mothers. Why do you want to do the same to him? Let him enjoy the few good years he has with his friends.”

“If Alexander ascends to druidhood, these lost years will be but a blink in a life so long he’ll live to see his children’s grandchildren and their grandchildren. He’ll have plenty of time to enjoy himself and be young if he dedicates a couple of years to building the inner grove’s foundations first.

“The Cabal has resurfaced. Their last plot targeted Ygg. If not for sheer luck and the sacrifice of the brightest mage of the age, we would’ve discovered their plan too late, if at all. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were slowly whittling away at our defenses and preparing for the day I die or am too weak to defend the city.” Myrina sighed. “Alexander needs to be ready for the day I’m gone. If news of another druid gets out—it inevitably will, the Cabal will target him. He needs the strength to protect himself because you won’t always be present.”

“I get it.” Caitlin refilled her tea. Unlike her great aunt, she didn’t fill half the cup with honey or the other sweeteners on the table. She drank the beverage as intended. “I just dislike how it's completely consuming his life. Not all Woodsons are as nice or responsible as you think. Lorraine Woodson cared more about her travels, books, and partners than she did us. I was more a mother to Alexander than she. I can’t just—”

“Yes, you can,” Myrina said, interrupting the younger Woodson. “I’m sorry you didn’t get much of a childhood, and I appreciate everything you did to take care of your brother. You might not talk about it, but I can tell you dedicated your mana system to defense and protection for his sake. But he’s now at a point where he doesn’t need you. In fact, once his grove’s foundation is set, he’ll be a good enough Shaper to match you. It’s time you start living your life and enjoy your youth.”

“I am,” Caitlin said. “I had an excellent time at the Singh Ball last year and have been attending more functions since. It's difficult avoiding them while being friends with Nox Ratra.”
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“Ah. Yes. Young Mister Ratra has been a topic of conversation among the city council. He’s certainly an ambitious and driven young man.” Myrina flashed her grand-niece a mischievous smile. “I hear you and Kris’ second apprentice are involved. A Woodson with a thief—”

“Don’t start, grandmother. He had a rough life and did what he needed to survive.”

Myrina laughed. “Don’t get me wrong. I meant to say how history repeats itself. I married a thief, and my last apprentice started as one, too. In fact, after parting ways with my mother, Flint Woodson ended up with a woman who was a thief before meeting him and then ended up a spy. We Woodsons appear to have a type.” When Caitlin’s eyes betrayed her surprise, the older Woodson laughed even harder. “Joey Greengrasse sounds like a driven and ambitious young man. I hear he’s following Kris’ footsteps. Have his investigations provided any fruit yet?”

Caitlin shook her head. “I haven’t seen him for a few days now. Joey dons new identities and disappears for a week or two whenever he’s off on an investigation. I hope it's going well.”

“How about we move on from the men in our lives, and you tell me how everything’s going with you,” Myrina Woodson said. “I hear you’ve signed up for advanced healing and mobility magic courses. I hope you’re not spreading yourself too thin.”

“I’m not,” Caitlin replied. “As you said, I’m not my brother’s keeper. I’ve dedicated far too many resources to protecting him. Since you plan to take him from me, I want to explore means for me to stand by myself. I don’t know whether that’s as a healer, skirmisher, or defender. Besides, with the Beauforts gone, the party is now more stealth and infiltration-focused, and I need to fit in better.”

“You’re two centuries too young to fool me, grand niece, but I’ll leave you to your tales.”

“Why did you summon me?” Caitlin sighed. “This conversation has been blighted exhausting.”

“Oh, did you have better things to do? My birdies tell me Joey Greengrasse is off with a younger girl as his investigation partner, and you’ve been spending your time alone in the library or training rooms.”

“Is it wrong to like my alone time? Seriously, Grandmother, what do you want? I have a couple of spells I’d like to complete before the semester begins.”

Dean Myrina Woodson retrieved two seedlings out of her robes. “It took me fifty years to coax this out of Ygg and another fifty to replicate it. One is for your brother’s grove. The other is to evolve your wood elemental. Alexander can plant either in his grove and mold it to fit his needs. I’ll give you first pick.”

Powerful Life and Reinforcement essences radiated from both seedlings. The wood elemental residing in Caitlin’s star hummed with excitement. It was born of Ygg, too, and she felt a deep connection to them. She had bonded it to the Barkskin cantrip to develop her wood armor. 

Life essence gave the elemental to grow and recover the armor after it suffered damage. It also shared its recovery abilities with Caitlin, giving her the power to heal herself. She and Myrina theorized that it would slow her aging, too, but it was obviously too early to tell. Meanwhile, the Reinforcement essence strengthened the wood and her body, giving it the sturdiness to mount a useable defense. The magic also enhanced her strength and durability, letting her shrug off the impacts and force that made it through the armor.

Caitlin planned to diversify her magic and add other essences to her arsenal to do more. However, she didn’t know where to start. Now, thanks to Dean Myrina Woodson, she had paths and directions to consider.

One seed radiated sunlight, the perfect weapon against the Voidborne. Caitlin predicted it would give her more methods of disrupting the battlefield, creating windows and advantages for her companions. She doubted she’d ever use it as a potent weapon like her grandmother, or Kris did—it would demand dedicating several planets to the essence to achieve similar results. Light essence also had its uses in healing, giving her a path to a possible path she desired. However, adding another healer to the party felt redundant.

Nox’s alchemical creations gave the party a plethora of healing and curative options. Once Alexander started on the path of druidhood, he’d have plenty of healing, too. She suspected Joey would eventually achieve the same with Djinn Fire. It appeared to adopt the qualities of whatever cantrip she combined with the conjuration. She guessed he’d gain life-essence fire if he picked up the Healing Touch cantrip. 

The second seed intrigued her more.

Druidhood came with a plethora of gifts. Dean Myrina Woodson had an inner grove full of arcanically enhanced beast companions—primarily canines and ravens. She also had the power to Shape and Manipulate sunlight, water, wood, and stone. Together, combined with her life magic, they had made her the most powerful human in existence. Both seeds radiated a hint of her power.

The druid had imbued the first with sunlight. Meanwhile, a perfect sphere of water surrounded the second seed. It almost resembled one of Nox’s slimes. Water mages were amongst the most versatile aether practitioners. One of Caitlin’s aunts used it as a weapon, shield, for mobility, and healing. She doubted a planet or two would help her achieve the same. Thanks to the wood elemental, she needed no defense. However, offensive power and mobility felt essential. Best of all, water essence would grant Caitlin the power to resist and combat her greatest weakness: fire.

“Thank you,” Caitlin said, making her decision and immediately absorbing the water seed. Her bonded wood elemental assimilated it without hesitation. “I appreciate the gift, but I’m still not happy about the burden you’re placing on Alexander. He deserves better.”

“You don’t have to be happy about it, Caitlin,” Myrina replied. “You only need to live and have a good life.”

 

            


3.7 Ratra's Bow Reborn


                “Not all relics are ancient. 

It’s true. Many originate from an age prior to the godfall. In fact, some outdate the gods, turning tyrannical and attempting to enslave humankind. Many are born from the divine, sharing their gifts with loyal followers, too.

Several relics have only surfaced in modern history because of the high number of planeswalkers settling or traveling through our realm.

How much do we really know about the Ratras? Why have so many unique and powerful artifacts, alchemical inventions, and unique pieces of spellwork come from this one obscure clan of mages? 

Is it possible they brought their knowledge from other dimensions? Perhaps their alien minds work in ways we can’t begin to conceive. 

I know this sounds like the ravings of a jealous artisanal mage and conspiracy theorist, but just think about it. How can one obscure clan have this much of an impact on so many fields of arcane innovation?”

—Akash Das, Expert Alchemist, Head of Alchemy, Woodson University

The biggest change Nox felt when he stirred was the return of sensation to his left arm. All of his fingertips stung, and the skin on his forearm felt raw. It was uncomfortable but still a welcome change after a year of feeling nothing but mana-burn discomforts. He tried flexing his fingers and rotating his wrist, but bindings kept them in place. The rest of his limbs felt bound, too.

“Hold your horses, Baba.” Mou’s soothing words spoke through the darkness. “We restrained you for your safety. Give me a moment. Alright?”

It took her a quarter of an hour to free Nox, and it frustrated him that she didn’t start with his eyes. His heart raced as he waited. Alchemical brews and healing magic had him bursting with energy. It felt as if he had consumed an excess of Sprinter’s High and Stamina restoration brews. Nox’s eyes hurt when the facebindings and eye-tape came off. He didn’t understand the need for them but didn’t question the professionals. Instead, he urged his eyes to adjust so he could study Mou and Sapna’s work.

New skin covered Nox’s left forearm. It had the freshness of new growth over a wound and appeared half a shade lighter than his natural complexion. He expected that to change with time. The long triangular pyramids grew out of his flesh and arm on the top and underside of his forearms. The wider end started at the edge of his original mana burn scars and then tapered toward his wrist. Runic tattoos banded his arm, connecting the two sets of metal pieces. 

“We used the aether ink you produced,” Mou stated. “It was annoyingly better quality than mine. They’ll fade in a week or two. That should be enough time for the artificial mana channels to solidify.”

“Can I test it?” Nox asked. He struggled to contain his giddiness. He could already feel mana from his star flowing through the new channels. It was only a trickle, and the past year’s discomforts didn’t plague him. Yet.

“Not yet,” Sapna said, appearing from behind a screen. “I know we repurposed a training room, but let the minions carry the delicate equipment out first.” She raised her volume for the latter half of the sentence and waved at the assistants to hurry up. “Does it still feel like you have lightning trapped in the limb?”

Nox shook his head. “It’s strange. I can tell the mana isn’t using natural channels, but it's at least flowing.” He cast Mage Hand with his right and pushed it as far from his person as possible. His mana zone hadn’t grown. On the bright side, he hadn’t lost any volume either. It still extended four-feet from his extremities as it did after he developed his second star. “My mana zone also feels decent.”

“You didn’t have doubts about my work, did you?” Sapna narrowed her eyes. “Seriously, though. Wait a couple of minutes before running your tests. I don’t want your arm blowing up and causing a chain reaction.”

“That’s not a serious concern, is it?” Mou asked, concerned eyes studying her nephew’s arm. She poked and prodded both of his palms with a pair of narrow tweezers. “How does sensitivity compare?”

“The left is half as sensitive as the right, but it's still better than nothing.” Nox turned to the older Ratra woman. “This is amazing. I don’t even care if the bow works. The normal mana flow and being able to feel things is already enough.”

Sapna waved at him dismissively and packed the last of her tools into a case. She handed it to an apprentice before finally giving Nox her full attention. “You’re good to test it now.” Sapna handed Nox a manual. “The activation should be no different from the original Ratra Bow’s activation. Flow mana through the fragments on your outside arm first.”

When Nox obeyed, a gauntlet of hardened mana manifested, covering everything from his elbow to his knuckles. Nox smashed his fist into the trolley that once carried Sapna’s tools. The metal crumpled around the impact point, and Nox felt none of the force. A raised triangular section grew out of the gauntlet’s top. Unlike the pyramids planted in Nox’s flesh, it started with the narrow section near the elbow and expanded as it approached the hand. It had two openings: one at the halfway point and another just above the wrist.
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“You can load essence glass through here,” Sapna pointed at the hole halfway along the raised section. “The barrel won’t fit full-length arrows, but you could shape it into crossbow bolts or similar projectiles. The manual will teach you how to modify the manifestation to suit your needs. Pulse energy through the pyramids on your outer arm to fire the essence glass or an ordinary mana projectile.” Sapna nodded at a mannequins lining the far wall. “Go on. Test it.”

Nox did as instructed without essence glass. His first star and added planets still hadn’t recovered. So, he couldn’t cast Crystalize Essence or Shape the material. Now that he could channel mana without any discomfort, Nox had ideas of how to fix the Temporal Sphere star so its gravity wouldn’t suck up the rest of the system’s mana. 

Mana swelled in the runes, gathered around the elbow, flowed through the triangular pyramid, and then burst from the barrel. The arcane energy adopted a roughly triangular shape as it blurred forward. It missed the mannequins and exploded in a flash of pale blue light. The impact left a darkened patch on the wall and cracked the bricks. The runes around it flared, and the damage repaired itself. 

“It’s almost as powerful as an empowered mana arrow from the old bow,” Nox commented. “The arcane energy doesn’t feel as concentrated. So, I have doubts regarding the range and penetrative power. But I like the freedom to modify the projectile and spread. A quick, short-range blast can be great if foes get too close. But—”

“Hold your horses, Grand Nephew.” Sapna interrupted. “Now, close your fist and channel energy into the pyramid along your inner arms.”

Nox’s mouth fell agape as he obeyed. A composite bow extended from his fist. Each arm was only two feet long, and a faint mana string connected them. Pulling it conjured a mana arrow so perfect it looked like one of Dean Woodson’s hard-light constructs. She had put on a demonstration for Joey on Caitlin’s request. 

The projectile hit the targetted mannequin at its thickest and densest section—the middle of the chest—and penetrated all the way through the body. Nox had them constructed to have the same durability as a journeyman aether warrior. He didn’t expect them to inflict much damage to Caitlin’s Adept-ranked wood elemental armor. However, he was sure things would be different if she were still a Journeyman.

“Excellent! Now you can’t complain about being a support monkey after Advanced Dungeon Combat.” Sapna studied the mana flow closely as he cast more arrows. “The manual will teach you different activation sequences and rune chains. I’m sure a mage as creative as you can come up with custom combinations to meet whatever function you desire.”

“Was that a compliment?” Nox asked, raising his eyebrows.

“I heard it, too,” Mou said, eyes wide. “I think the old bat is sick or dying.”

“I’m just exhausted after monitoring your vitals and the runes for three days straight!” Sapna exclaimed. “Blighted, ungrateful dolts.”

“All jokes aside, Aunty Sapna, this is amazing,” Nox stated, studying the manameter reading that appeared on the gauntlet’s underside. It was a lot more detailed and less cluttered than the version provided by the university. He still carried the device Dean Woodson had gifted him. It had other functions and also served as his University identification.

Crystalize Essence | Essence Animation

1/132 | 1/29

Essence Shaping | Arrow

1/56 | 1/13

Temporal Sphere

193/220

Spatial Familiar | Spatial Storage

39/39 | 17/17

“The mana drain is significantly greater than the old bow’s, but I can’t complain,” Nox stated. “The power and versatility make it worth it.”

“The original Ratra’s Bow had a limiter on it, so it didn’t overdraw from the user’s mana system. This has no such limitations since I had to integrate it with your circuits. Your widened channels have also adversely affected your mana control. I expect the weapon to drain less for manifestation and firing as you get used to it.”

“How are you not more famous?” Mou asked after Nox released the gauntlet. His star reabsorbed a third of the mana used for the manifestation. She studied the triangular pyramid closely, running her fingers from where all the sides met down the elongated edge to the point. “This is genius work, Sapna.”

“I’d never be able to create this or Ratra’s Bow from scratch,” Sapna replied. “It's easy to modify someone else's creation. Creating the same from scratch is far beyond my capabilities.”

“It’s still strange you’re not better known,” Nox stated.

“This is the first time since my teens I’ve stayed in the same place for a year and run a shop. I prioritize custom jobs and contracts that let me work from the shadows.” She turned to Mou. “You probably don’t remember since you were still a baby and your brother a toddler, but there was a case of cities and states on both continents forcing Ratras into servitude. They had comfortable lives but were essentially prisoners. It was safer for us to remain hidden and to work in secrecy. Since the Cabal is back, it might be smart to do so again.”

“Are you scared they’ll come after us?” Mou asked. “Should I be worried for my children?”

Sapna shook her head. “It’s panicking superpowers you need to look out for. Since we’re technically supplying the City of Ygg and Trade Empire, we’re technically safe. Although, I’d remain wary of the Imperium’s agents.

“Let's run some more tests,” Sapna said after a period of uncomfortable silence. “I’m keen to figure out the kinks so I can recreate lesser versions of the bow. A tool for giving defensive and control mages offensive power is bound to make us a good deal of money.”

“Us?” Nox raised an eyebrow.

“Of course. We’re family. We pool our resources for maximum profit and growth.”

“I like the sound of that,” he said and returned to playing with his new toy.

            


3.8 Exclusive Events


                Ratra’s Galleria closed itself to the public on the Sixthday before the semester’s beginning. The guards only let patrons of Knightly Brews and the Artifice into the estate. They were promptly escorted out as soon as they completed their transactions. Many protested and complained, wanting to visit the Edelweiss Brasserie or enjoy a drink in the grand ballroom. No matter how much money they offered or how much clout they threw around, the staff stayed strong and turned them away. The Ratras had assured them that no matter who complained regarding the matter, their jobs were safe.

The Galleria had hosted several events since it changed its name year past, but it was the first where Nox closed every section besides the shops to the public. Several prominent figures around the city demanded access to the alchemical baths, offering obscene amounts of money, but they didn’t get access either.

As the owner of the most prestigious party venue in the city, Nox had to present his best face. So, the past year had involved regular shaves. Since the alchemical baths had attached salons and hairdressers, he had no excuse not to keep his hair regularly trimmed and neat as well. So, he spent the afternoon soaking in the baths and getting groomed until the beautician claimed she had done her best work yet. Nox had grown accustomed to the pampering. However, he hated how much time such services took out of his day. It was an important day, though, and he had no choice but to put up with it.

A new outfit awaited Nox in his quarter. Desert spider-silk shirt. Trousers and a coat of materials he didn’t recognize. Several accessories accompanied them. His mother and Mou’s presence annoyed him more than the grooming.

“What brings you to the City of Ygg, Mother?” Nox struggled to mask his disappointment. He’d grown to tolerate the woman and even enjoyed her company on occasion, but the frequency of it frustrated him and was beyond uncomfortable.

“The alchemical baths are a Trade Empire asset,” Queen Mercer answered nonchalantly, straightening his collar. “I need to ensure they’re functioning and providing customer support to our standards.”

“Every month?” Nox asked, raising an eyebrow. “Do you not have similar assets around the continent? Doesn’t your empire have an entire army of agents for the job?”

“Yes, but I’ve been meeting with the city council as well. It's best to negotiate face-to-face when dealing with another superpower. They don’t send ambassadors like the Imperium, you know.”

“Isn’t that convenient,” Mou mumbled, tying Nox’s collar. “You can just admit that you want to attend social functions with your sons occasionally.”

“Don’t blame Mother for that,” Louis said, emerging from the suite’s bathroom. Nox wasn’t aware his half-brother had let himself into the quarters he shared with Aria, too. “Grandmother might as well be a glacial archmage. She’s an expert at withholding affection and masking emotions.”

“Hush now.” Queen Mercer stopped briefly fussing over Nox to fix Louis’ bow tie. 

“Why are you dressed like you’re going to a wedding?” Nox asked his sibling, eyes narrowed.

Louis shrugged. “Mother supplied my outfit for the evening just as she did yours. I’d advise you to redirect all questions related to attire towards her.”

“A mother is allowed to dress her sons, is it not? Queenhood doesn’t let one enjoy such privileges.” She paused, eyes widening in horror and shock as she looked at Nox.

He spoke after an uncomfortably long silence. “Relax. We’ve been doing well pretending a good part of the last decade didn’t happen. Let's keep it that way.”

The women only started getting ready once they were satisfied with the two young men. They needed a couple of hours alone, leaving the brothers to talk and reconnect. Even though she had her own apartment, Mou kicked the pair out, advising them to wander around the Galleria. The event hadn’t yet begun, but a handful of guests, mostly Nox’s friends, had already arrived. Swati was among them. She threw her arms around Louis as soon as she saw him, and much to Nox’s surprise, they kissed.

It was then the pair enlightened him regarding their relationship. It started the night of the Singh Ball. The pair got talking after Nox left them alone and ended up in bed together. Then Louis accompanied her on a voyage around Daksinsthan and again during the following semester break. Queen Mercer had only just discovered their relationship, and Louis worried she wouldn’t approve or press him to end the tryst. Surprisingly, Queen Mercer hadn’t said anything regarding the relationship yet. So, the pair decided to make the evening their first public appearance.

“What do your parents think about this?” Nox asked Swati. “Are they okay with you dating a non-Daksinsthani?”

“They weren’t at first,” she answered. “Then they met Louis, he set up a trade deal with the Trade Empire for Daksinsthani spices and textiles.”

“Swati also helped get a few contacts in Ruipur, Baruipur, and Mohirat. I suspect the new trade contracts are part of the reason why Mother hasn’t said anything.”

“Well—”
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“Sir Ratra!” Lord Oakheart called, waving at him. Guests had started to arrive. Nox was surprised to see the man arrive early. Annabelle Oakheart, his former lover, followed close behind the man with her partner, Wilson. “It’s been a while, young man. I love what you’ve done with the place!”

Louis shot Nox an amused, knowing look before pulling Swati away. Nox gestured for the man to stay, but the request went ignored. In fact, the couple burst out laughing after exchanging a handful of whispers.

“How are you, Lord Oakheart?” Nox asked, putting on his most polite smile. He had bumped into Annabelle several times over the past year, and things were no longer awkward between them, but he didn’t feel comfortable catching up around her father or new partner.

“I’m very well. Thank you.”

“Annabelle. Wilson.” He nodded to the pair, acknowledging them, and they responded in turn. 

“Why don’t the pair of you get a drink?” Lord Oakheart waved his young companions toward the bar before returning his attention to his Nox. “Did you get my samples with the last delivery?”

Nox nodded. “I’m told the vintages were delicious.”

“You didn’t sample them?”

“Unfortunately, not. Fine wines are wasted on me, Lord Oakheart. They have no impact on me, thanks to my sigil, and I never developed a taste for them. The Edelweisses, Woodsons, and my aunt’s husband enjoyed them, though. They claim it's among the best wines they’ve ever had.”

“Really?” Lord Oakheart raised an eyebrow. “I’ve sent Lady Edelweiss several samples and letters, but she still hasn’t granted me a clear response.”

“I believe most of tonight’s beverages came from your vineyards,” Nox said. “You’re influencing their decision for sure. I prefer to separate business and personal relationships. The Edelweisses are tenants as far as the brasserie is concerned. I don’t know a thing about its machinations and have no say in their decisions. You’ve always been a good business partner. If it were up to me, they’d exclusively sell your wines in the restaurant.”

“If I’m such a good business partner, why won’t you give me a clear answer regarding a wine, cheese, and smoke bar in the Galleria?” Lord Oakheart’s eyes narrowed, but his tone suggested jest. Nox knew better. He had dined with the man a handful of times during his first semester at Woodson University and heard plenty about him from Annabelle. “There would be a great deal of profit in it for both of us.”

“Refurbishment has been slow, Lord Oakheart. Despite how it looks on the surface, a good deal of the building is in disrepair. The Singhs did significant damage to the property on their way out. I only just finished getting the alchemy and artificing workshops functional. Barely a couple of months have passed since we got every part of the alchemical baths running without issue. We’ll need more time before the Galleria has space for another business, especially one of the magnitude you desire. I can’t make any promises right now, but you should know that you’re not the only interested party.”

“I was wrong about you, Nox Ratra.” Lord Oakheart sighed. He looked over his shoulder at the bar where Annabelle and Wilson stood. She laughed and conversed with Louis and Swati while Wilson stood around, looking more like her bodyguard than her partner. “You’ve proven yourself more than worthy. Perhaps my impatience got in the way of better judgment. You and Annabelle were an excellent couple. Given everything you achieved with your alchemy and the Galleria—”

“I think it's best if we do not dwell on the past, Lord Oakheart,” Nox said, putting on his best smile. “I appreciate the thought, though. Please enjoy the food. The brasserie has the finest cooks in the city. If you make an appointment with Mr Tanner, we can discuss your bar at length in a couple of months. The Galleria might be ready to accommodate you then.”

He smiled politely at the older man and moved on toward the center of the room. Everything had turned out for the better, but Lord Oaheart had caused him a fair deal of pain. It would be foolish not to consider his business proposal, but Nox still wanted to keep him at arm’s length. 

Baron Edelweiss and his lovely daughter had entered the Galleria. It took Nox several minutes to weave past other guests as he sought out the pair. Utpal Banerjee of the city council had turned up with his wife and daughters. He had no choice but to spend a while talking to them. The same happened when he encountered Dean Oleg of the production department. Fortunately, the man abruptly cut the conversation short when he sighted Sapna and sped off to talk to her.

“Where have you been, lad?” The baron clapped Nox on the back when the pair finally met. They hadn’t seen each other since the last semester break. “My daughter has been all giddy to see you.”

Aria’s cheeks and ears had a slight flush to them. Her smile almost extended from one ear or another. Her traditional northern country noble clothes exposed more skin than that of the local lady’s outfits, yet she managed to look classy and beautiful. Nox had to resist the urge to kiss her as Baron Edelweiss tapped his glass and stepped onto the raised platform in the center of the room. The staff had pulled the grand piano to the circle’s edge, and the musicians waited patiently.

“Thank you for coming tonight,” Baron Edelweiss addressed the room. His volume and natural charm were enough to pause all ongoing conversations. “I’m glad to see all of your lovely faces. This evening has been a long time coming, and we’re all keen to share it with you.”

The man paused as Queen Mercer, Mou, and Sapna weaved through the crowd. They joined Nox, Aria, and the baron on the counter. 

“House Edelweiss and the barony have been fans of Sir Nox Ratra ever since he saved us from extinction a year and a half ago. We were even more keen about him when he started courting my daughter and proved a reliable trade partner.” The baron took Nox and Aria’s hands. “Then, at the end of their previous semester, these two gave me a brilliant piece of news. Courting and conducting business is no longer enough for them.” Baron Edelweiss’ voice trembled as he continued. “We kept things quiet, but I’m sure most of you have guessed by now, but my daughter and this lovely young man intend to marry. House Edelweiss and Clan Ratra are to join hands officially.”

Nox was glad he didn’t have to put together a speech. Baron Edelweiss’ clunky and emotional words had done the job for him. The usually articulate man appeared to have forgotten whatever he rehearsed as tears burst through the dam. He pulled the Rose-gold and pale sapphire ring from his pocket and showed it to Aria Edelweiss. Her smile somehow grew even wider as she gave Nox her left hand. He put the delicate piece of jewelry on her ring finger and asked the weighted words even though he already knew the answer. 

“My answer hasn’t changed in the last three months, Mageknight Ratra,” Aria said as the guests cheered and a few wolf-whistled. “I will be your lady.”

            


3.9 Engagement


                Spirit Caller’s Tea flowed freely. Besides Nox, Aria, and her father, the event had two other attendees with a Sigil of Immunity. Ever since the Terrastalia affair, Nox had abstained from the beverage, but it was an important and joyous evening, so he indulged. His newly betrothed had continued to consume the intoxicant but not recreationally. Aria had a tutor to guide her during her spirit walks and had also enrolled in the relevant courses. Now that Bi Xi had opened her to the spiritual realm, there was no closing of the connection. She needed to master the art of spirit walking to safeguard herself from future attacks or astral abductions.

More than a handful of guests had guessed the event’s purpose, or someone in the know leaked the information. Nox and Aria received engagement presents alongside congratulations as they went around the room, greeting guests and thanking them for attending the pleasant evening.

“I expected you to be too busy to attend tonight, Councilman Banerjee,” Nox said, shaking the Daksinsthani man’s hand. Since he oversaw the city’s finances, all industry, and business, the pair met at least once a month. He ensured Nox kept his promise of the custom tax deal. During his visits, the man also enjoyed free treatments at the bath and meals at the brasserie. 

“How could I not attend when half the council is here?” The older man asked, nodding at Dean Oleg and Dean Woodson on the other side of the room, the pair stood talking to Sapna. He handed Aria a bouquet, who passed it to a serving girl following with a trolley covered in flowers and Nox an envelope. “It occurred to me that despite your current success and wealth, you haven’t yet graced my humble establishment with your presence or gold. That’s an open invitation to every auction and show. The card will ensure you or your representative may enter without hassle, and if you inform us of your attendance plans in advance, my people will arrange a private box for you and your guests.”

“Thank you, Councilman,” Aria said. “I think Nox is concerned I’ll drain his wallet. So, he’s avoided all of your art and antique auctions.”

“Well, we have a day dedicated to relics, artifacts, and ancient tomes coming up. I certainly hope the pair of you will attend.” Utpal Banerjee bowed to Aria and kissed her hand. “You look lovely tonight, Lady Edelweiss. I hope to see more of you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I smell crab tarts.”

“Lovely man.” Aria waited until he was out of earshot before speaking. “You should really set aside some funds to spend at the auction house. Just a minor appearance and meager purchase will go a long way.”

“Perhaps after we have more floor space available for renting,” Nox stated. “Art and antiques, though valuable, don’t feel like good investments. I’d rather pour gold into refurbishments and property upgrades. Although, relics and artifacts might just get me through the door.”

“You might just find what you need.” Aria nodded as the pair put on their best smiles again for another set of wellwishers.

Much to Nox’s delight, Aria had arranged canapes and finger foods for the engagement party. Servers attended to guests sitting at tables and took food orders. Trolleys laden with a variety of elegant feast and banquet-worthy food also moved around the room, giving diners options for more substantial meals. The couple had too many social obligations to sit down, so they indulged in the snacks as they moved around the room, sipping their intoxicating tea and putting on their best faces. Nox’s cheeks hurt from smiling, and he could feel his tolerance for social interactions draining, but his lovely partner’s presence made it bearable.

The Oakhearts found him again. He received a stiff congratulations from Wilson while Annabell appeared awkward. Lord Oakheart gave them a gift from all three of them. It was an Imperium alchemy manual and a collection of scrolls written by tribal shamans from the Arctic Wastes and Alkebulan—the wild lands to the south of the eastern nations of Han and Nihon. The couple thanked him for the present and the crates of wine he provided for the event. Lord Oakheart also gave them an open invitation to his estate to explore his family’s private library. It had rare and ancient texts, tomes, and spell manuals that the family treasured over all else. The generous gifts and offers came with an ulterior motive, and the man didn’t try to hide his intentions.

The evening’s most generous gift came from Queen Lydia Mercer. Half a dozen uniformed men and women marched in with a wrapped painting.

“I know there is still a lot of hurt, but I’d like to think we’ve made a lot of breakthroughs over the last couple of years,” she told the couple as she removed the coverings. “This is a present intended for Nox, but I hope you’ll enjoy it, too.”

When she snapped her fingers, the woman leading the porters removed the covering, revealing the painting of a clipper-class airship. It was the vessel the real Lillin Grey’s parents once operated, and Nox rode to Sundarshahar the night of the godfall.

“That will look lovely in the suite,” Aria stated. “We’ve been meaning to get some art for the lounge.”

“It’s beautiful,” Nox said, at a loss for words. “I have fond memories of the vessel.” He turned to his betrothed. “Father and I used it for our excursions to passing towns, ruins, and places of power.”
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“I’m aware,” Queen Lydia Mercer said. “Which is why I had the vessel refurbished and updated to the latest specifications. It has no room for cargo, but it is perhaps the fastest airship on the continent right now. I hope you’ll use it to visit me once in a while.”

Nox’s mouth fell open. His fiance had a similar expression when he glanced at her. “Do you mean the Greywing is now mine?”

His mother nodded as she sheepishly stood on tiptoes, leaned towards Nox, and kissed his forehead. “And this is your crew. I sensed you were unhappy about what happened to Ratra’s Bow. Louis came up with the idea. We thought the Greywing might help you relive some memories and feel closer to Pallav.”

Initially, Nox only started speaking to his mother again so she’d release Mou. Then, their interactions continued because of the alchemical baths. Somewhere along the way, the pair had started to get along. Yet he warily kept her at arm’s length. Getting over the past was easier said than done. But now, as the magnitude of her gift, the thought and work behind it sunk in, Nox struggled to hold back his tears. He threw his arms around Queen Mercer and hugged her tightly. She appeared shell-shocked for a moment but then embraced him, too, and he felt his shoulder dampen as she sobbed quietly.

The public setting didn’t let the embrace continue for long. Aria hugged the woman, too. Then Queen Mercer excused herself as her usually collected demeanor fell apart. Meanwhile, Nox stood speechless for a moment, staring at the painting and crew.

“I feel horrible about not directly inviting her to the party,” Aria whispered. “Or telling her what it was for.”

“Me, too,” Nox said. “I think we’ll need to make proper room in our lives for her now. For years, I wondered what had happened to the Greywing. Mother wouldn’t speak about it, and I was sure she had it salvaged for parts.”

“She played it smart,” Sapna said. Dean Oleg hovered close behind her. “I guess you’ll have to let the shrew into your lives now. Can we give you your present now? I can’t wait any longer?”

“A present?” Nox raised an eyebrow. Sapna Ratra didn’t come across as the gift giving kind. “I wasn’t expecting much after all you did for my arm. It’s really not necessary—”

“Hush, now.” She waved dismissively and beckoned Oleg forward. He carried an ornate, lacquered wooden box. “I know we haven’t been in each other’s lives for long. This is the first time I’ve had anything close to a home or proper personal workshop since my teens, and that’s all thanks to you, Nox. Its also given me the opportunity to find a partner, so I want to show you my appreciation.”

“It took us several months to track the relic down, and securing it for you was no easy feat,” Dean Oleg said, running his fingers across the top of the box. Magic circles and crisscrossing runescripts lit up, covering almost every inch of the box. Then the cube blossomed like a flower, revealing a mana-gem-encrusted bangle within. “This might just help you solve your issues?”

“What is it?” Nox asked, picking up the rune-etched piece of jewelry. He had never seen spellwork of the kind. He didn’t recognize a good deal of the runes either.

“A spatial storage device,” Sapna answered. “There aren’t many going around that create and maintain pocket dimensions instead of just linking to a vault or physical storage area. I was hoping you and I could work on it together to isolate the spatial runes. It will help you weave proper spells for your planet. Perhaps Oleg and I can bring back the art of creating such artifacts, too.”

“Thank you,” Nox said, showing Aria the gift. He tried hugging the woman, too, but she fended off his attempts. Instead, she patted his head like a person would do their dog. “This will certainly help unlock my star’s secrets.”

“You better not break it, Nox Ratra.” Sapna’s eyes narrowed, and it didn’t sound like she was joking. “I spent a year’s worth of my personal earnings on the relic. Just to be clear, I’m not gifting it to you but the experience of studying it with me and perhaps learning a thing or two.”

“I understand, Sapna. I’ll try my best not to wreck it.”

Dean Oleg laughed. His date did not.

The evening grew less socially draining as Nox consumed more Spirit Caller’s Tea, and the greetings section of the event passed. He danced with his wife-to-be and then reunited with his friends. The Woodsons, Joey, Annabelle, Pudge, his date, and a couple of others ended up sitting in the Galleria’s gardens, chatting, drinking, and snacking.

When Ingrid and April found them, Nox instructed the pair which guests to track and eavesdrop on. He ensured Utpal Banerjee and Lord Oakheart had permanent tails. Their instructions were provided silently and away from all other ears. Only Aria was privy to their instructions. 

“Have you picked a date?” Annabelle asked when she found herself and Nox standing side by side and not a part of any other conversation.

“Perhaps in six to ten months,” he answered. “We’re not in a rush, but Baron Edelweiss isn’t fond of his daughter living with a man outside of wedlock. Despite the contraceptive, he worries I might get her pregnant. At the same time, I think he’s hoping I won’t keep him waiting for a grandchild for long.”

“What does your fiance have to say on the matter?” 

“She wants to be married and be almost done with having children before she turns thirty. My goals haven’t changed. Current circumstances have delayed them, but they’re still the same. Aria doesn’t want me going on any suicidal quests without leaving an heir for the barony and my little empire.”

“Lady Edelweiss is a pragmatic woman. Perhaps more pragmatic than me. The pair of you make a good couple. I’m happy for you, Nox.”

“How are things going with Wilson?” he asked. “Will the pair of you tie the knot any time soon?”

Annabelle smiled sheepishly. “It's in the works.”

Nox sensed she wasn’t comfortable discussing the matter with him. In fact, he noticed an air of coldness between Annabelle and her new partner. Nox didn’t press the matter and was just glad that he and she could be friends now without any bad blood or hurt feelings. However, he still struggled to be comfortable around Wilson and was glad she had left him with her father.

            


3.10 Spiritwalker Fiancee
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The Legend of the Luminaires





When being a dragon is the least of the secrets that have been held from you, there's certainly danger ahead.

Drenar and his best friend Julia found a magical creature bestiary that revealed a startling truth: they're Awakening into their draconic forms, and their latent powers tied to it are slowly kicking in. While grappling with this revelation, a mage insurrectionist organization responsible for their changes rears its head, and tries to coerce them to join them and help tear down the current mage government, 'Or else'.

Drenar, Julia, and their friends aren't going to stand for that, and they'll get down to the bottom of the mystery of how they caused this, and how to stop them. Along the way, they also pick up a fiery-haired alchemist, a veteran intelligence officer, a master monster hunter, and a magitech engineer. Together, they will forge their own path to defend the world against the rising evil of the Talons, and their leaders.

But along the way, they may find more than they bargained for, and discover truths about each other…and what they hold closest to their hearts…

Prepare for a journey of daring heroes fighting for what's right. They'll have close moments as they try to hold each other together, even in the face of insurmountable odds, while they shine a light to guide the way…















                

                Nox hadn’t visited the spirit world since the incident with Bi Xi. Even though everyone told him it wasn’t his fault, he still blamed himself for Kris’ passing. It was his fault that Lillin opened the portal. It was his fault Aria’s soul got trapped in the spirit realm. It was his fault Ernest died while holding his post.

A lot of good had come of Nox’s mistake. Bi Xi was free of his torture. The human states had a roving, high-expert dungeon as an ally. They hadn’t just uncovered the Cabal—a secret chaotic group of mages bent on Ygg's destruction and restoring the old status quo—but also killed one of the five individuals that led them. In fact, Dean Woodson believed that if Nox hadn't disrupted their plans and caused Terrastalia to appear prematurely, the consequences would've been devastating. The city wasn't ready for another attack. If the titan dropped its beasts a handful of miles from the walls, the mages and guards wouldn't have the time to prepare.

Even though a string of bad decisions and poorly conceived ideas had resulted in humanity’s overall benefit, it didn't absolve Nox of his guilt. So, he had stayed away from the spirit realm. It meant he hadn't seen Lillin since a week after she took command of the dungeon on Terrastalia’s back. He missed her and felt terrible about it, doubly so now that he had successes and life events to share with her, but avoiding the tea kept his friends, employees, and the city safe.

If not for Aria’s presence and promise of accompanying him during the spirit walk, he wouldn't have dared to indulge in Spirit Caller’s Tea. Her connection to the spirit realm and abilities had improved over the past year of training, and she was eager to show him her growth.

“Is everything how you remember it?” Aria asked as they walked on a pool of water mercury-like water. It reflected their images perfectly and rippled with every step.

Nox shook his head. “A heavy mist covered the world in most of my previous visits. I could barely see past my hand. Confusion and studying Bi Xi also kept me from investigating and admiring the sights.”

“The mist was because of your poor connection to the spirit realm. It's not your fault. Apparently, academics and individuals with overly scientific brains struggle with the spiritual aspect of magic. Now that you have a talented guide for a fiancée, you can explore and investigate to your heart's content.”

“I'm not sure if I want to.”

The spirit realm was indeed a beautiful sight. The flora and fauna all had such vivid colors it appeared as if they had their individual internal light sources. Distant voices sounded cheerful and comforting. When the realm's residents laughed, Nox's skin didn't crawl. Instead, they warmed him. 

Creatures with fox or otter heads flew past them, occasionally circling the pair before departing. Many appeared to greet or acknowledge Aria with a head bow. Some just sniffed at the pair before fleeing. She seemed to attract the friendlier entities. Several larger creatures watched from a distance. Their eyes betrayed curiosity, fear, and hunger.

“I have active spells that keep them at bay,” Aria explained. “Only the welcome may approach us.”

“You're amazing,” Nox stated, squeezing her hand. 

Aria smiled. She rose on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. It was electric. The sensation was nothing like his mana-burnt left arm's painful, lightning-like discomfort. Instead, it excited him and made his heart flutter. His partner radiated a wonderful energy that wasn't mana or any essence he recognized.

“Dean Woodson theorized I have some distant druidic heritage,” Aria said. The ancient druid taught a class on spirit walking and befriending entities of the realm. Aria was soon to take the more advanced version of the course.

“Oh? Does she think you have some Woodson blood in you?”

“It's impossible to tell but unlikely. The Edelweiss bloodline and my mother’s heritage can be tracked for several centuries—long before Myrina or Flint Woodson came to our world. However, affairs happen. Apparently, druids have been exploring the multiverse and securing it against the Void for eons. The Dean complains they prefer hiding their identity and origin so the Void’s worshippers don’t hunt them or their families. She paid the price for her when the Cabal eliminated most of the Woodson family. There’s a chance a druid settled on the continent before my family rose to prominence. Blood and power dilute across the generations.

Stolen from Royal Road, this story should be reported if encountered on Amazon.

“I could also have a shaman or spirit walker ancestor,” Aria continued, petting a small feline spirit. It approached them, bouncing and dancing as they stepped off the lake. The spirit rubbed up against the woman but hissed when Nox reached for it. “The barony isn’t too far south of the Arctic Wastes. Apparently, some of the free folk still practice the old ways and rely on spirits to find geothermal havens.”

A familiar figure joined the pair as they ventured deeper into the spirit realm. Otis had changed significantly ever since he received a planet, and his spirit realm matched his physical body. The gremlin now had a total of five appendages. His legs matched his first set of arms—long, spindly with spider-like fingers. He had a long, slender tail and six purple-hued crystal shards extended from either side of them. Otis had no head. Instead, his face sat on his strange egg-shaped torso.

The gremlin stood no taller than Nox’s knee, and the changes had made him significantly more agile. The opposable thumbs also meant Nox could trust him to carry things and use tools. If not for Otis, Nox wouldn’t have bothered with Advanced Dungeon Combat for the past couple of semesters. 

If Nox summoned his familiar around Aria, he got little to no attention. Otis spent most of his time bouncing around her, trying to nuzzle her breasts. Things were no different in the spirit realm. First, he chased away the friendly spirits. Then, he pinched Nox before attempting to plant his face in Aria’s chest. When Nox reprimanded the spirit, he got smacked in the face with a long, wet tongue. Otis settled on Aria’s shoulder as they continued their spirit walk.

Eventually, the pair found Ygg. The tree was just as Nox remembered it, with no Bi Xi or Lillin in sight. His chest tightened. He had hoped to see his old friend. After eighteen years together, life was strange without her. Aria never understood their relationship, and the discovery of their contract had concerned her even more. Nox didn’t discuss the hole left behind by Lillin’s departure. He no longer felt lonely or isolated. He just missed his dear friend.

It didn’t take the pair long to find Ygg. The tree appeared thriving with the colors of spring. New flora blossomed around Yggdrasil’s child. Nox noticed some plans while others seemed alien. Most curious of all was the crimson fungus climbing up the trunk. The sky above Ygg displayed a similar shade. Nox didn’t want to assume the worst, but he certainly found growth odd. Otis hopped off Aria’s shoulder and sniffed the growth before consuming a chunk of it.

“Have you seen this before?” Nox asked, closely studying the rubbery fungus. “It looks like blood.”

“It's a part of the natural cycle.” Aria shrugged. “Things in the spirit realm often exaggerate real-world occurrences. It's been like this for a while. My tutors believe it's because Ygg is slowly absorbing the monster corpses buried around the city. It's a gradual process with rare magic beasts entering her domain. The whole thing with Bi Xi, dungeon-borne rain, and dying around the tree threw everything off balance.”

“So, this is the world tree restoring things to normal.” Nox leaned close to the trunk and touched the veiny growths. The fungus wobbled and rippled. He had dug through several monster bodies and seen enough blood vessels during his time as a combat medic. The growth resembled blood vessels. It pulsed like them, too. “It's repulsive,” he commented. “I know it's best to trust the professors, but don’t you think it's disgusting? Doesn’t something feel wrong?”

“I’m new to this, and you’re less than a novice. Who are we to question the experts?”

“I suppose you’re right. Perhaps my encounter with the Cabal and Plaguebringer has me seeing threats where there are none.” Aria wrapped an arm around her shoulder as he spoke. “Don’t get me wrong. This past year has been amazing. No one has tried to abduct or kill me. No titans or dungeon-borne have appeared in the city’s walls. I’ve seen nothing but profits and success.

“Yet a part of me expects everything to fall apart or catch on fire at any moment. It all feels too good and calm to be true.” Nox ran his fingers over the fungus and once again compared the hue to the crimson sky. It transitioned to orange and pink further from Ygg, and he saw hints of blue in the distance. The sight reminded Nox of the sunrise, except the sun was emerging from above the world tree instead of over the horizon. “I need to stop waiting for everything to go wrong. Life is going well, and I need to accept that.”

“Given the life you’ve had and everything that happened since you came to the city, your concerns are understandable,” Aria told him as they watched Otis consume more of the fungus. Crimson fluid dripped from his mouth and soaked his hairless fingers. “There is nothing wrong with being wary. You’ve made some powerful enemies. I don’t know anything about the Cabal, but the Singhs might come for you someday.”

“That’s why you and I never go beyond the Nobles Quarter,” Nox said. “Could you please continue to limit our daily transit between campus and Market Ring? It's well enough policed for me to rest at ease.”

“Of course,” Aria said. “I don’t have much of a reason to go anywhere else. But we can’t spend all our lives looking over our shoulders and waiting for the next threat.”

“True. Perhaps I should hire more people for that.”

“Yes, that's just what we need.” Aria sighed. “More spies.”

            


3.11 The Benefits Of Family


                Nox had hoped he would’t need to be social after the engagement party. Unfortunately, the following day’s brunch proved different. Several people had stayed over, taking advantage of the many suites and rooms on the top floor, or returned as soon as they stirred.

As the master of the house, Nox sat at the head of the table. His mother, aunt, half-siblings, and cousins sat to his left. Meanwhile, Aria and her family occupied the seats to his right. The Woodsons, Joey, Pudge, his partner, and the rest of his friends sat further down the table. It was certainly a less stressful gathering than the previous evening’s event, but his mother’s presence still put him on edge. 

“I know you have a lot to do,” Queen Mercer told the newly engaged couple. “The bath, brasserie, and shops must be busy with classes starting tomorrow, but I’d appreciate it if the pair of you gave me an hour or two. I’d love to show you the Greywing and officially introduce you to the crew.”

“Do you mind if we leave that for the evening?” Nox asked. “We’ll see you and Isabella off when you depart. Perhaps you can show us the clipper then?”

Isabella Mercer, Nox’s half-sister and the heir to Lydia Mercer’s throne, also attended the engagement party. She was fifteen and had spent most of the evening batting her long eyelashes at Alexander Woodson. Now, she sulked since Queen Mercer insisted Isabelle sit with her family instead of with the subject of her infatuation. Alexander appeared relieved, and the young woman learned a rare lesson regarding princesses not always getting what they wanted.

“I know this is a big ask, but I have a request for you and Mou,” Lydia Mercer said when they took a break from discussing business and Lord Oakheart’s pushiness. “But Isabella will be starting her higher education in a year, and I was hoping she could stay with the pair of you instead of on campus?”

“But, Mother—”

“Hush, Izzy.” The queen gestured for her heir to remain silent.

“We’d love to have Princess Isabella around,” Mou said. She turned to her daughters sitting further down the table with their father. “Won’t we, girls?” Both nodded. The oldest was just a year younger than Isabella. “I’m sure we’ll have a lovely time together.”

“I don’t mind, of course,” Nox said. “I’d love to spend some quality time with my sister and possibly future business partner. We never got the chance to get to know each other with Witchy Nan around, did we, Izzy?”

The old secret nickname got a chuckle from both of his half-siblings. “I don’t want to live here,” Isabella then said. “Don’t get me wrong, Nox. I’ve got nothing against you or Mou. But both of you experienced the freedom of living free from family’s watchful and—” She shot her mother a cold glare. “—judgemental eyes. I’d like to live on campus and make friends just the way you have.”

“You’re a princess and due to be the leader of one of the continent’s three superpowers, Izzy,” Queen Mercer said. “It’s vital you be safe and stay away from people that might want to control or manipulate you. Perhaps after your first couple of years—”

“No.”

“Living on campus doesn’t automatically make you friends, you know,” Louis told his younger sister. He sat with the family since Swati hadn’t joined them for breakfast. “Once people know who you are and who you’ll be, they’ll befriend you to take advantage of your position and family wealth. Real friends are hard to come by. It took me years to make friends, people I can trust, and that came after risking our lives together during delves.”

“Also, I lived on campus only for one semester,” Nox added. “I’m still friends with Pudge. The other was part of a dungeon lord cult and kidnapped me to be a mana battery and alchemy slave.”

“That doesn’t mean the same will happen to me,” Isabella protested. “I want the chance to socialize with my age while I still can. Witchy Nan won’t let that happen on the Golden Isles while she’s still alive.” She looked at Queen Mercer with pleading eyes. “Let me have this little bit of freedom, go to balls, parties, and soirees, and have some fun. Please?”

“What if you lived on the top floor with me?” Nox asked. “You’d have your space and a fair bit of freedom. The Woodsons and Joey share a suite. Ingrid and April have their individual rooms up here, too. They’re your age.” He nodded at the two young women sitting by Joey. “In fact, I’m considering sponsoring Ingrid’s education. I’m sure the pair of you two would have a great time attending classes together.”

“You are?” Ingrid asked, wide-eyed.

Nox nodded. “The Galleria is doing well enough for me to afford it. As a mentor, I can only teach you what I know. If you want to be a full-fledged mage and have a future outside my service, having a proper education will be best. That’s only if you want it.”

“Thanks—Thank you, Sir Ratra.” Ingrid stood and bowed her head. “I’ll gladly accept this gift.”

“We’re past such formalities, Ingrid. Sit down and eat your meal.” He turned his attention to his aunt and cousins. “I’d like to extend the same offer to you. After everything you’ve done for me, it's the least I can do.”

Mou rose from her seat, walked to where Nox sat, and wrapped her arms around his head and shoulders. She hugged him tightly. “Thank you, Baba. You’ve grown into a wonderful young man. I hope you know that.”
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Aria took Nox’s hand and squeezed it. “He has. Hasn’t he?”

Queen Mercer looked awkward and uncomfortable, so Nox returned to the former subject. “Besides, Isabella. Don’t you think it would be nice to live in the Galleria? I’m sure you’ll make friends while just attending classes. Imagine how amazing it would be if you could then socialize and spend time here instead of the campus eateries.”

“They might look nice from the outside but are stuffy and pretentious,” Alexander commented. “I’d much rather eat Leanna’s cooking here.”

“I suppose that would be nice.” Isabella smiled at the younger Woodson. “Alright.” She sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” Nox said. “I’d love to have you around and be a proper family.”

“Mother told me you plan on throwing your life away in Sundarshahar,” Isabella replied. “Has that changed?”

Nox shook his head. “However, I’m in no hurry to get my revenge. My party and I still have a long way to go before we can consider challenging an Archon dungeon. Besides, I have a fiancee and business to think about, too. I’m not going anywhere until I can ensure everyone will be fine if something were to happen to me.”

The dark topic put an end to their conversation. Queen Mercer and Isabelle ate in silence while everyone broke into their individual conversations. Nox, Aria, and Baron Edelweiss discussed the Oakheart’s pushiness. The Edelweiss lands lacked vineyards and wineries, but they made some of the continents’ finest schnapps using the local stone fruits. So, the brasserie stocked wines primarily sold by the baron’s neighbors and friends. Including Oakheart stock would result in a new ally.

“I think we should do it,” Aria said. “Annabelle will take control of the house one day, and she’s a nicer person than her father. I personally believe they’re worth making our friends.”

“I’m considering letting him open his wine bar,” Nox told them. “He’s been a good supplier, and I foresee relying on him a fair bit in the future. Giving him this privilege will work out in my favor and eventually pay dividends.” He grinned. “I’m not ready to just hand it to him, though. I’d like to extract some favors or other privileges out of the Oakhearts first.”

“Do you have anything particular in mind?” Baron Edelweiss asked.

“No.” Nox chuckled. “Which is why I’ve left him hanging. He made me squirm while Annabelle and I were together. It's fun doing the same to him.”

“Remind me never to antagonize you, Nox Ratra.” The baron laughed. “You’re a torment when you’re petty.”

“Don’t worry, Father,” Aria said. “I’ll protect you.”

“In all seriousness, Nox. I know I can never be a replacement or dream to fill the role, but you might as well be a son to me.” Baron Edelweiss placed an arm around his daughter’s shoulder. “The pair of you might not be married yet, but you’re already a part of the family. If you ever need anything, don’t let embarrassment, politics, or norms get in the way. Just tell me. My daughter and you are officially entangled now. Your future is her future and, therefore, the barony’s future.”

“Thank you, Baron. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The Galleria had security limiting foot traffic. Since it was the final day before the new semester began, a long line of young faces queued outside the building. Servers distributing snacks and drinks reported that only a handful wished to patronize the stores. Most wanted to dine in the brasserie or socialize with drinks and snacks in the grand ballroom. Some wealthy family with a name Nox didn’t recognize had it booked for an evening event. So, it would close mid-afternoon. The guards warned all guests, and most acknowledged it. Yet, they expected to have to eject a handful of entitled noblemen when the time came.

Mou and her husband took care of Knightly Brews. Sapna and her apprentices had a good handle on the Artifice. Instead of sticking around in one place, Nox went around putting out figurative fires. It was the same every first and last day of the semester. The Galleria’s staff usually worked in harmony and like clockwork. They knew their duties, and several team leaders ensured all of their subordinates executed them with perfection.

However, something flipped in the students’ heads on the two days, just like magic beasts on full moons. They grew brash and overconfident, and their egos became brittle. Imagined slights or competing for romantic partners caused fights. Drink and pink sellis made them go wild, too.

Before the day’s end, Nox had to eject two couples from the baths personally. He could tell them what spurred them to get amorous in public. Three adept mages almost unleashed their magic during a fight in the Galleria’s gardens. It took the entire party to get rid of them. One of Lord Highwater’s children also attempted to use his father’s position for the brasserie’s largest table. None of the staff dared anger him. Only harsh words from Nox got the teenager to shut his mouth and leave.

“My father will hear about this!” He threatened, struggling against the man holding his arms behind his back. “The council will have this place shut down!”

“A chat with your father? That’ll be fun.” Nox led the guards holding the drunk young man and his friends through the service corridors. “Lord Highwater and I always have a smashing time whenever we meet. Perhaps I’ll send a messenger boy and have him collect you personally.”

“What? No! That won’t be necessary. I just—”

“Ingrid. Send a messenger, please. It was a shame Lord Highwater missed last night’s festivities. Perhaps he’ll enjoy a drink and chat—”

“I’m sorry.” The young man whispered. “There, I apologized. I’m sorry. Alright? I’ll leave and never come here again. Just leave my father out of this. Please!”

“Now, why would I not want you to visit again?” Nox asked. He waved at the guards, and they released young Master Highwater’s hands. “Your coin is always welcome at the Galleria as long as you behave. All I ask is respect for my staff and fellow guests. Since you’ve apologized and appear to understand that your father’s power won’t get you anywhere, I’m pleased.”

“Would you still like me to send a messenger to his father?” Ingrid asked.

Nox shook his head. “I feel we’ve come to a satisfactory solution. Haven’t we?” He held out his hand. “How about we put this nonsense behind us? You and your friends can come back to the Galleria another day with enough notice to get the table you desire.”

Lord Highwater’s hand shook Nox’s hand. “I suppose you’re alright.” He struggled to stand straight but appeared to have sobered up enough. “Thank you for not blowing this out of proportion. I’m truly sorry for our behavior.”

“There is no bad blood between us as long as this doesn’t happen again.” When Nox first came to the city, he wouldn’t have hesitated to put down and humiliate anyone who stood against him. Now, two years later, he no longer felt the need for such actions. He blamed Kris, his friends, and Aria. A good deal of the burning rage and hatred for the powerful that once filled Nox had disappeared. “Everybody makes mistakes.”
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                “There are two types of mages in this world,” Professor Dwight said. “The first hires spell weavers and has their spells made for them. The latter craft their own, modifying their capabilities to suit whatever the situation demands.” He raised his hand, silencing a young student poking fun at war mages near the front of the room. “This isn’t a commentary on which type of mage is superior. They both have specialties and uses.

“Manipulation magic is the great equalizer in this regard. No one can sell you techniques or spells that suit your specific needs. Similarly, no matter how much you prepare, the slightest change to your circumstances might render your painfully designed spell needless. Manipulation mages focus on generalist spells because our magic is primarily intent-driven.” The professor listed bullet points on the chalkboard. “Creativity. Fluidity. Understanding.

“They’re the hallmarks of a decent Manipulation mage. You need to understand your medium inside and out. Be creative with its uses and applications. Finally, always remain fluid. Don’t get too stuck on a single thought or aspect.”

The professor waved to his assistant. The mage stepped forward and raised his hands. Water rose from the trough behind him. It narrowed into a cylindrical stream and flowed like a serpent, looping and dancing. The professor flicked his finger, and a trio of ceramic tiles rose off the desk, blocking the stream’s path. The stream solidified, losing its fluidity, and shot around in a straight line, bouncing off the many surfaces. It sped up until the water drilled through the floating squares.

More tiles rose. Some were ceramic, and others were metal heated to the point of glowing orange. The water returned to its more fluid, serpentine form. It weaved past heated squares but then compressed and shot in a straight line at the ceramic.

“This is, of course, a simplified demo,” the professor stated. “I hope it will help you grasp the basic concept.”

When the assistant returned the water to the troughs, a wave of murmurs spread through the lecture hall. Beginner Manipulation had a lot more students than Beginner Shaping. The mages didn’t just wear the dungeon studies or war magic departments’ emblems. Generalist students—like Aria—also attended the lecture. The versatile school of magic had its uses in combat, research, and a lot more.

Unlike the lecture halls for theory courses, the students sat at individual desks three feet away from one another. It gave them ample room to move around and cast spells without affecting their neighbors. The runes scratched into the floor resembled those in the university’s training room. Nox guessed they existed to limit or lessen the effects of a misfired spell. 

Instead of listening to the professor, he focused all of his attention on the assistant. It was mostly introductory content, discussing upcoming course material. Nox used his arcane senses to study the movement of mana in his target, comparing it to his own and all the theoretical material he had read while studying Animation and Manipulation theory by himself. 

The introductory lectures felt designed for amateurs. After two years at Woodson University and ascending to the rank of adept, he believed he could pick up such concepts with self-study. What he lacked was a focused and practiced subject to study. Lillin, or a mage with a traditional mana system and a primary focus on Manipulation, could’ve helped him. He specifically needed someone who didn’t conjure the subject of their spell to closely study the magic’s machinations without getting confused by other spells or essences. Unfortunately, Nox didn’t have many close friends who met the criteria.

During Nox’s observations, a curious occurrence popped out at Nox. It wasn’t the assistant’s ongoing Manipulation magic demonstrations but how his mana zone behaved during them. The mage’s spell penetrated the water and also contained in a mana cage. He had used the latter spellcasting technique when first developing his Shaping planet and developing his Crystallize Defense spell.

The mana cage twisted or uncoiled, altering the space inside. The water, in turn, lost or gained fluidity, respectively. It removed the need for Shaping the water and gave the spell the fluidity necessary for Manipulation magic. It wasn’t the technique that piqued Nox’s curiosity but how the assistant’s mana zone behaved while he used it. The dome swelled around where the cage was thickest. It almost appeared as if the technique was displacing the mana zone and making it larger.

No one knew what had caused it—the mana burn or developing a second star dedicated to spatial magic—but Nox’s mana zone had lost its stability. It wobbled like jelly, growing lumps, swelling, and deflating in areas. However, the overall volume remained the same. Nox’s observations told him that adapting the cages, and perhaps other Manipulation techniques, could help him mold his mana zone to meet his requirements. He imagined stretching it in one direction to extend his arcane reach. The possibility excited Nox, and he started experimenting straight away.

Much to his surprise, the mana born of his new star proved excellent at creating mana cages. It felt obvious as he thought about it. The technique focused on toying with the space and its contents within, after all.

Nox constructed two cages. One perfectly encompassed and contained his mana zone. The other swelled in front of him, displacing the space within the bubble and stretching the cage. He pushed the second to its limits until the first was at risk of collapsing. The exercise won him a stable zone, and it expanded by two feet on the side with the smaller cage. 

“What are you grinning about, Sir Ratra?” Professor Dwight asked. He had finished the introductory part of the lecture and was going around checking on students trying their hand at Manipulation or discussing whether Manipulation was the discipline for them.

“I just figured out that I can Manipulate my mana zone,” he replied, grinning.
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“Manipulate your mana zone?” The professor raised an eyebrow. His eyes then widened as Nox demonstrated his discovery and used Mage Hand for a clear visual representation. “I’m aware of your predicament and mana system’s status, but I wasn’t aware you had an amorphous zone. Most mistake it for a disadvantage or have a large enough zone for it not to matter. I can see how it can be an advantage for someone with your limitations. Are you familiar with the concept of cages and their use?”

Nox nodded. “My aunt taught the technique while I was still an apprentice alchemist. It's essential for how we do things with the Slow and Galvanizing Touch cantrips. Mana cages proved useful when I first started here and was struggling with my first planet, too.”

“I’ll be honest, Sir Ratra. Your enrolment in the course surprised me.” Professor Dwight clicked his fingers, and a tile lifted off his desk and floated to him. A stack of papers sat on it. He leafed through them until he found a page with Nox’s name at the top of it. “I noticed you’ve completed Beginner Animation and only failed to complete Finesse Shaping because of the damage to your mana system. This course should be well within your capabilities. A good deal of the course material will involve the use and control of mana cages, and I’m afraid the lectures won’t be of much use to you.”

“What are you suggesting, professor?” Nox asked. “Should I drop Manipulation and focus on self-study?”

“Not at all. I think you still have much to learn, and advancing your knowledge of the discipline will be vital to solving your problem. Use everything you already know for a couple of weeks to design and demonstrate an adequate Manipulation spell. If it's adequate, I’ll switch you to the intermediate course.”

“Thank you, Professor. I appreciate the opportunity, but I don’t know how I’d go about doing that.” Nox showed the older man his manameter. He thought it best not to manifest the new version of Ratra’s Bow around his peers. People would see it once Advanced Dungeon Combat resumed, but he hoped to keep knowledge of it secret for the time being. “As you can see, most of my heavenly bodies are unusable, and my second star has a rune-less core. I can’t assemble an adequate spell for it until—”

“You forget that this is Beginner Manipulation. Overly scripted spells aren’t necessary for passing. Do the most with whatever you have. Besides, Professor Wolfhammer tells me you’ve been doing just fine in Advanced Dungeon Combat for the past couple of semesters. That’s no easy feat with your first star and half your planets not working. Adapt whatever you’ve been doing thus far to meet my parameters.”

“I’ll try my best.”

Nox didn’t know where to begin. He had spent the past two semesters relying on essences, Otis, and the basic Temporal Sphere spell. He demonstrated it for the professor, but though potent, they weren’t what Professor Dwight wanted. He left the introductory lecture scratching his head.

Before meeting his friends for lunch and then the first Advanced Dungeon Combat session, Nox visited the dungeon studies department’s administration office. They handed him his weekly schedule for the semester.

 




	 
	
6th to 8th Bell


	
8th to 10th Bell


	
10th to 12th Bell


	
12th to 1st Bell
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3rd to 5th Bell





	
Firstday


	 
	 
	
Lunch


	
Advanced Dungeon Combat





	
Seconday


	 
	
Advanced Mana Theory
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Understanding Binary Systems
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Fifthday


	
Advanced Dungeon Combat





	
Sixthday


	
Break Day





	
Seventhday


	
Break Day








Having the first morning of every week off pleased Nox. Weekends were often busy for the Galleria, and he needed to stay up late every Seventhday night, taking care of administrative work. Mou and Sapna helped, of course, but they often required his input whenever making big or unusual purchases. After a year of smooth operation, the business could almost operate without his involvement. Yet he liked the idea of having a morning after the weekend rush to solve any issues calmly. He needed to get used to delegating tasks so he had more time for university work, personal research, and Aria. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done.

Initially, Nox didn’t have high expectations of Beginner Manipulation. He thought it would be mostly a waste of time and hoped to get some guidance regarding how to deal with his predicament. When going in, he expected extra attention from the professor. Spatial mages were rare. Binary star systems were even rarer. He was already a subject of discussion among academia-focused professors. 

Now, after the first day, he had already made a key discovery and had the opportunity for more. Nox couldn’t be happier. After a year of study and arcane stagnation, it felt like he was finally making progress. He had more or less figured out the basics of the Temporal Sphere spell and developed a moon to accompany Otis’ planet, but that didn’t feel enough. 

A year had passed with an adept star halfway to expert. He had hoped to develop at least one of two planets for it in that time. Thanks to Advanced Mana Theory and Understanding Binary Systems, he had a reasonably decent theoretical understanding of concepts but not much else. It felt like he was finally making worthwhile and notable progress.

“What are you grinning about?” Caitlin asked when he met his friends at the pauper’s cafeteria. They had already found seats and were halfway done eating their lunches.

“I think I can be more than just support again,” Nox said. “With Alexander almost at adept rank, this might just be the semester we get a genuine pass in Advanced Dungeon Combat.”

“We’ve already passed it,” Joey said. “I don’t know why the pair of you are so obsessive about it this whole thing.”

“A pass due to emergency privileges hardly counts,” Alexander said. “It’ll be fun. Grandmother taught me a bunch of new things. You’ll see.”
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                Advanced Dungeon Combat had four parties. Louis and his friends had returned to it after a semester off. Half his party died during an unfortunate rift evolution, and he had re-enrolled with journeymen to fill the holes. They had spent the semester break training, fighting magic beasts, and delving around Ruipur.

Nox respected his brother's combat ability and dedication but didn't see the point in his obsession with completing the course. He had two possible futures ahead of him. He was to either inherit a leadership role within the Golden Isles army or Royal Guard. Or, he would serve as the nation's ambassador and liaison with Ruipur and its sister cities—assuming their mother allowed it and the relationship with Swati. Louis would never step into a dungeon after his time at Woodson University. 

The war mage department suited Louis better. They focused on warcraft and combatting wild magic beasts. Dungeon traps, magic, boss-class monsters, and dungeon lords were of no concern to them. Artillery spells, wide-area-of-attack magic, and mass control techniques took priority. Louis would spend his future fighting aether warriors, ordinary mages—primarily journeymen and adepts—and, occasionally, escaped dungeonborne or their offspring. Advanced Dungeon Combat and the accompanying qualifications would earn him nothing useful besides bragging rights.

One of the two other groups in the class was taking the course for the second time. Not all of their members had yet achieved the adept rank. By Nox’s estimates, a couple of them were still a long way off and would probably need another semester or two to achieve their goal.

The final team was fresh-faced and had only just graduated from the Intermediate Dungeon Combat the previous semester. They appeared confident and eager to take on whatever challenge Professor Wolfhammer had waiting for them. Several groups had challenged the course over the past year. The university made enrolling in it easier following complaints from several students, powerful families, and the Imperium. 

The majority failed to make it past the first month. Professor Wolfhammer had made it easier for students to join the course but not made it any easier. Nox couldn’t tell whether it was because of his damaged mana system, but Advanced Dungeon Combat felt significantly harder than when he first attempted it.

For the first time in four semesters, the course also had several students who were not part of any party. Their abilities made it such that they weren’t good fits for one another. They either had conflicting magic or filled similar roles, making them poor partners.

“I can’t help but notice you’re still a foursome,” Professor Wolfhammer told Nox and his party after the general introductions. “Won’t you consider taking on another member? I know regulations say four party members are enough, but I recommend at least five.”

“I don’t think so, Professor,” Nox said. “We have a good rhythm and are ready to take out Hogg’s Avatar. Adding a fifth party member will mean changing how we approach combat completely.”

“I told you he’d say no, Professor,” Alexander added. “We’re doing well as an infiltration and stealth team. Keeping our numbers low is in our best interests.”

“Fine.” Professor Wolfhammer sighed when neither Caitlin nor Joey said otherwise. “Just let a couple of them train with you so they get some experience. They’re survivors of fallen parties, outperformed their old companions, and were too good to waste their potential.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to give a couple of them a chance during our normal sessions,” Nox told the professor. “But we won’t take them into the dungeon with us.”

“I suppose that works for me. Half of them will drop the course before the month is up. Just make my life easier. Alright?”

Two young women approached the party, but eager to show off his new weapon, Nox moved on without speaking to them. Even though Alexander was the youngest party member and rarely got involved in the decision-making, he served brilliantly as the party’s face. His natural charisma, friendly demeanor, and traditional good looks made him perfect for the role.

Caitlin hated dealing with people. Joey didn’t mind, but he wasn’t particularly charismatic and often too blunt to do the job well. Meanwhile, running the Galleria regularly forced Nox into a people-facing role. So, he refrained from doing the same around the party unless necessary. Alexander did the job well enough most of the time. Humoring people interested in joining the party was low enough stakes to entrust him.

Nox stopped at the center of the party’s personal rooftop training arena. Professor Wolfhammer had summoned one of his most powerful companions, Joanna, to face them. The unusually tall, fur-clad woman had accompanied the party into the dungeon below the city for the past three semesters. Since everyone except Alexander had already achieved the adept rank—Caitlin and Nox were more than halfway to expert—Professor Wolfhammer gave them a challenge.

Azure mana encased Nox’s left forearm as he activated the aether gauntlet. Unlike with the previous two semesters, he didn’t trigger the Artisan’s Arm or summon Otis. He wished to test his combat prowess with nothing but the new Ratra’s Bow and Temporal Sphere. Nox had new techniques to experiment with, after all.

After casting Haste, Nox channeled mana through the twin elongated pyramids on his inner arm, triggering the bow. He fired an arrow at Joanna. Nox hadn’t used such an attack in over a year, and it caught her off-guard. She tried to avoid it, yet the projectile struck the summon’s armored shoulder. Unfortunately, it lacked the power of the empowered arrows from the old Ratra’s Bow. The projectile drilled a hole through the treated fur before skewering the shoulder. 

Joanna shrugged off the injury and charged at Nox. The wound kept her from swinging her pole hammer with both hands. From seeing her in action, Nox knew that a one-handed swing was enough to shatter every bone in his body. So, he used recently learned techniques to extend his mana zone to its maximum range. As soon as she stepped within it, he caught her left leg in a Temporal Sphere. The sped-up time within threw her off balance. Nox dispelled the bow and released a close-range mana blast from the gauntlet. 
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The force whipped Joana’s head and torso backward. Meanwhile, he altered Temporal Sphere’s flow, switching from time acceleration to retardation. Her leg remained caught in the manipulated space. 

Next, Nox channeled mana only through one of the two metal pieces on his inner arm. Instead of a bow, a dagger solidified in his hand. He threw it with all of his might at Joanna’s stomach. The low-expert-ranked summon released her hammer and snatched it out of the air before it could penetrate her pale skin.

Nox grinned. He expected as much. Studying Sapna’s manual had helped him identify a plethora of fun new functions. Even though Nox disliked melee combat, the old Ratra insisted that he had a couple of options for emergencies, and she deemed the gauntlet insufficient. Hence, she gave him the dagger. When Nox pulsed mana through the corresponding pyramid a second time, the conjured weapon exploded, taking off Joanna’s fingers and mangling her hand.

The Temporal Sphere moved from around Joanna’s leg to her head. The summon’s eyes widened eyes, and her body didn’t move as Nox dashed toward her. It looked like a potent slow from the outside but had far more going on. Nox was sure the spell would’ve killed a normal human. Time flowed so slowly within the spell’s domain that it appeared to stand still on the outside. Meanwhile, the target’s heart continued to beat as normal. Nox didn’t have enough medical knowledge to know the minutia of it, but he was sure the magic would throw an individual’s circulatory and nervous systems into turmoil. He had tested it on dragonscale asura in the dungeon below, and they had either died of cardiac arrest or hemorrhaged. The spell paid for its potency with an exorbitant mana cost, but he had no other options.

It was the first time Nox had caught Joanna in Temporal Sphere. Usually, she was too fast for him to track. By the time she entered his mana zone, the spar was as good as over. Since her summoner significantly outranked him, Nox refused to find out whether she had the time to break free. So, he supercharged his gauntlet and unleashed a point-blank mana blast directly at her head. It blew off Joanna’s face, and white smoke burst from the many wounds. She crumbled when Nox released his spell.

“What in Ygg’s name was that?” Professor Wolfhammer demanded through his summon once Joanna restored herself. 

“Just something Sapna whipped together,” Nox replied nonchalantly while catching his breath. He hadn’t bothered doping himself with his usual cocktail of alchemical brews. He guessed the fight would’ve been somewhat easier if he did.

“Not that, you gloating arse! That trick with your mana zone.”

“I don’t know what to call it, to be honest. It still feels clunky, and I don’t have a hang of it yet. I came up with it this morning. Impressive. Is it not?”

“Very much so. It's clever, but it won’t work on Joanna a second time. So don’t let it go to your head.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Your footwork and instincts were excellent, though,” the grouchy combat teacher continued. “I’m glad you took my advice and continued martial training during your time off.”

“That was impressive,” Caitlin said once Nox returned to his party. Her skin developed a green tinge before the darkening bark grew outward and enveloped her. Much to Nox’s surprise, Shaped water encased her joints. Unlike her usual, several individual pieces of wood armor connected by conjured fluid covered her body. They were thinner but dense, giving her a sleek, intimidating appearance. “It’s my turn now.”

Caitlin and Joanna met each other head-on. The Woodson woman dodged a hammer swing while water flowing from her fist solidified into a long, curving blade. She slashed at her opponent, but the martially gifted summon parried the attack. With every swing, the aquatic blade sheared fur and cut grooves in the stone roof. Nox couldn’t help but feel impressed with his party member’s growth. He didn’t know how she gained the ability to produce and Shape water, but now, she would have no trouble fitting in with the party’s more stealth and infiltration-focused direction.

“I’m Kurosaki Hinata,” one of the women talking to Alexander said. She looked like she had come from the lands east of the endless dunes. Her name and accent suggested she originated from Nihon. “That was amazing. I never expected a control mage to have such offensive power.”

“I’d be nothing without a good artificer,” Nox replied. Instead of making small talk, he cut to the chase. “What can you do?”

Hinata and Nox’s shadows moved independently. They clasped hands and did a little waltz, then his shadow twirled and dipped her. “I Shape and Manipulate Shadows. It might not look like much, but darkness makes a potent and unexpected weapon.” Hinata’s shadow broke free of the ground, rising into the third dimension. It stabbed the floor with a dagger of solid black, leaving an eight-inch gouge. “I’m at the peak of journeyman. I expect to reach adept before the year’s end. I know you’re not looking for anyone new, but I think we could work brilliantly together.”

“How about you train with us for the next few weeks? We’ll see whether you’re a good fit. I already told Professor Wolfhammer that the party is fine as it is, and we’re not looking for anyone new.” Nox didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, so he tried to sound as noncommittal as possible. “But we’ll reconsider for someone excellent.”

“That’s all I want,” Hinata said. “A chance to prove my worth would be great.” She leaned close to Nox, lowering her volume and pitch. “The city might’ve kept things quiet, but I’m well aware of your reputation. Believe me, I can help you with your delves, investigations, and—” She straightened his collar, fingers grazing Nox’s neck and cheek. The touch made him stiffen. “—and a lot more, Sir Nox Ratra. My travels have me more than just a potent mage and fighter.”

“Have you been at Woodson University long?” Nox asked, taking a step back from her. He kept his tone polite, friendly, and, most importantly, professional.

Alexander was still busy talking to the other interested mage. He and the woman appeared engaged in intense flirtation. Meanwhile, Joey side-eyed Nox and Hinata, smirking.

“This is my fourth semester,” Hinata replied. “I clawed through Beginner and Intermediate Dungeon Combat and served in the student police force during the Terrastalia nonsense. I’ve also been assisting the city guard  with the recent murder investigations.” She glanced at Joey. “I’m sure if we share our discoveries regarding the recent ritual murders, your investigator could make significant breakthroughs.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Nox’s frustrations grew as his decision to reject her became a team issue. Joey’s investigations were important to him. If he decided to give her a shot, it would lead to a party vote. Perhaps it was paranoia, but letting someone new into the party put everyone—the party, his friends, employees, and growing family—at risk. 

            


3.14 Advanced Mana Theory


                Even though it was the first week, the research department didn’t take things easy. All students in Nox’s Advanced Mana Theory class were in their final semester of the course. So, an introductory session didn’t make sense. Most of the nine students in the class had served as the professor’s research assistants and only spent one year on it. That wasn’t the case for Nox. He couldn’t afford to give the department extra time, and it was his third semester in the class. 

Because of the class’ low numbers, adjusting course materials for candidates like Nox was no trouble. The first semester involved lectures, reading materials, studying essence gems, and non-standard mana systems. In the second, the professor had Nox and other non-research attendants write research papers while analyzing physical mana sources, observed sparring combat mages with mana sense, and took apart mana-burnt cadavers.

“This is your chance to leave your mark in the world of academia,” the professor told the class. “Dissertations born of Advanced Mana Theory have changed how scholars look at mana, essence, and arcane techniques, and in some cases changed the world. A good enough paper will win you a pass. Exceptional work might just earn you a Scholar Arcanum award.” The professor handed out scrolls as he spoke. “These sample dissertations should show you the quality of work I expect from each and every one of you. You have two weeks to come up with a topic and write a proposal. We can field and discuss ideas for the rest of our time today, too.”

“My initial plan involved writing about the mana gem mines in the endless dunes,” a student said. Since it was a small class of advanced students and scholars, she didn’t bother raising her hand before speaking. “It's curious how natural arcane sources can appear in a mana desert.”

“Did you find an answer?”

The woman nodded. “And it made me consider re-think my research topic. I visited a reported mine and found it stripped and devoid of any and all gems. So, we decided to move on to another well-known spot when a terrible sandstorm almost made my vessel crash. We saw lightning turn dunes into glass and magic beasts most scholars believe are long extinct. My crew and I had no choice but to take cover in the mines.” She smiled. “We saw mana gems grow out of the stone. It’s the storms. I have several tomes worth of data, witness accounts, and historical records to tally. I think I’m onto something groundbreaking.”

“Intriguing. I still have your proposal from last semester, but if you feel this is more interesting, write a new one. I think you might be right. It might be a better topic if you’re pursuing Scholar Arcanum.” The professor turned to the rest of the class. “Anyone else?”

“I doubt it will be as groundbreaking or amazing—”

“That’s fine, Oliver. I respect if you just want to pass the course for the qualification.”

“Thank you, Professor. Anyway. Patron-warlock relationship evolutions, their contracts, and the rapid growth of warlocks aren’t studied enough. I spent the break exploring the university and city libraries, but there aren’t any materials on the topic.”

“That’s because most warlock contracts have a privacy or secrecy clause. So, they can’t publish papers about their relationships with their patrons or tell scholars about them. The few records we have are journals of fallen mages.”

“My patron has no such qualms,” the student continued. “Seeker of Knowledge believes knowledge should be shared for the betterment of magekind and the suppression of the Void.” Nox had heard of the title during his studies during the past year. It was granted by the cosmic entity, Keeper of Knowledge, to his servants. A few that lived or performed well enough ascended to near-immortal existences of great power. He guessed Oliver had a pact with one such entity. “I just reached adept, and my contract, relationship, and magic changed significantly. My patron has approved writing a paper on the topic.”

“Such insights are rare,” the professor said. “I think you’re underestimating its value. You know what to do.”

“Yes, Professor. I’ll write a research proposal.”

The middle-aged scholar mage scanned the classroom, and his eyes rested on Nox. “Sir Ratra. You look pensive. Are we boring you, or do you have an idea you’re mulling over?”

“It’s the latter,” Nox replied. “I need more time to think the subject over. It's still pretty half-baked.”

“That’s fine. No one here has doubts about your intellect. Why don’t you tell us about this half-baked subject?”

“It's niche and probably not Scholar Arcanum standard. Because of my unique condition, I’ve been studying victims of bad mana burns and damaged arcane circuits for the past year. A good deal of them seem to have issues regarding amorphous mana zones.”
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“Yes. We touched on this last semester. Nothing worse than a crippled mage.” The professor’s eyes drifted to Nox’s left arm. Everyone in the class had noticed the skin covering it, but no one commented beyond saying how good it looked.

“Well, this will specifically apply to individuals with small mana zones,” Nox said before demonstrating his recent discovery. He used Mage Hand to display his new maximum reach.

The professor’s eyes widened as Nox toyed with his mana zone’s shape, length, and width. “I think you’re underestimating this discovery, Nox. Amorphous mana zones may be a rare occurrence and limited to the injured. However, unstable ones are not. Not everyone, including me, has perfect geometrical shapes. I think you could be looking at the development of a new aether technique. Aether Warriors could especially benefit from this.”

“You really think so?” Nox asked. “It's pretty simple and only demands precise mana control.”

“The best discoveries and creations are often the most simple, Sir Ratra.”

“Alright. I’ll have a dissertation proposal for you in a couple of weeks.”

“The deadline is the Seconday after next,” the professor said before moving on to the next student.

Even though it was an artisanal, design, and creation-focused field, the research department taught and commanded ward-crafting. It demanded vast theoretical knowledge and constant study, demanding more academic prowess than alchemy or artificing. Nox had passed the beginner course with flying colors. It involved memorizing theory patterns and executing essential protection, detection, and trigger wards. Sigil of the Artisan made the final exam a breeze.

The intermediate course was significantly more challenging. It didn’t just involve regurgitating knowledge, but students were expected to design, develop, and improve on existing wards. They also needed to write a paper on their designed or upgraded ward. The research department loved essays, dissertations, and articles. Nox appreciated the theory but hated how much time the projects took. They detracted time from his personal alchemical research, spell weaving, and time with Aria.

“Excellent work,” the professor said after analyzing Nox’s latest security ward. It combined several different types of security wards to cover the weakness of solely empathic presence detection systems. “However, you’ve not improved or upgraded anything here, Sir Ratra; you've just mashed a bunch of things together. I know you have a lot of things on your plate, but this shortcut won’t earn you your journeyman Wardwright license.” 

The older man smiled when Nox’s shoulders drooped. “It's a good start though.” He marked several sections of the ward. “There is a lot you can take out and refine using techniques and methodology taught this semester. I think you have the beginnings of an all-encompassing security ward that a good deal of royalty, political powers, and vault owners will appreciate. Refine it. Get approval. Write a paper. It will earn you your advancement. Don’t let my rejection get you down. You’re a talented wardwright. I think you could get your adept license another year or two.”

“Thank you, Professor,” Nox said. 

“I’m surprised you’re not an expert alchemist yet. Given everything your creations have done for the city and the continent, I’d think you’d have advanced by now.”

“Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are. I’m working on it, though. Perhaps my next project will get me there.”

“I expect great things from you, young man,” the man said before waving him toward his seat. The class was due to begin.

The topic of the Expert Alchemist title was a sore subject. There were no exams or qualifications for it. Only one of the three major powers and an agreeing guild had the power to hand out the qualification. Professor Akash Das, the university’s head of alchemy, received his for the Sentient Synapse Slayer. It revolutionized how delvers approached adept rifts and dungeons.

Nox’s flame slime concoction saved the Edelweiss Barony, turned the recent myconid plague into a valuable source of food and life essence, and also protected the City of Ygg during the Terrastalia landfall. Almost every woman of affluent households around the city used his cosmetic products. All competing alchemists in the city selling similar wares had given up on competing with him. Finally, the contraceptive his business sold had changed several lives.

Yet Nox hadn’t yet received the coveted title and rank. Since he lived and worked as an alchemist exclusively in the City of Ygg, only the council, in conjunction with the banking or artisan’s guild, could earn him the title. Nox couldn’t tell which party stood in the way of his ascension. He was on decent terms with most of the city council. Lord Highwater appeared neutral regarding Nox. They used each other to advance their individual careers. Nox doubted the man would stand against his advancement. He believed Lady Eleanor Schmidt stood in the way of his advancement.

The woman despised Nox. She wanted the Galleria, formerly called the Round Table, for herself. Nox guessed the guilds demanded a unanimous decision from governing bodies to hand out the expert and following master titles. As long as she stood in the way, he’d never ascend. The only option Nox had was to move to the Golden Isles and use his mother’s influence for the privilege—which would never happen. Their relationship was on the mend, but he refused to the trade empire. Besides, the title was little more than a nice privilege and a pretty laurel. People would pay more for his products, and he’d gain access to exclusive spaces, but it wouldn’t earn him much less. 

Nox already had more money than he knew how to use. Unless the titles of an expert or master alchemist helped Nox conquer and destroy Sundarshahar, he didn’t care enough about further pursuing them.

While the remaining students got out quills and parchments, Nox listened and occasionally glanced at the chalkboard. Sigil of the Artisan voided the need for needless efforts like note-taking. Instead, he focused his attention on the professor’s corrections on his ward. He had entered the classroom feeling confident regarding his work. A reminder of the fact that he wasn’t as good as he thought was a humbling affair.

            


3.15 New Spell In The Works


                “Some say our world is a nexus point. The ancient druids used it as a staging ground or perhaps a humble halfway point in their multidimensional network. How else can we explain the sheer number of planeswalkers and other people of power that have passed through our realm?

The Ink Mage. The Golemancer. Flint Woodson. Myrina Woodson. These are just names from recent history.

Then there is also the matter of the godfalls and rifts. The divine’s reach supposedly extended to multiple worlds and dimensions. Why would they land on our world and settle their domains here? There is something special about our world, and it's not just because of Ygg’s presence. 

Forgive me if this comes across as hubris or self-importance, but perhaps our world connects directly to Yggdrasil’s heart. We had magic long before the druids came to us or the gods began their tyrannical rule. Maybe this arcane power and connection to the source of all life is why the divine tried enslaving us in the first place.”

— Lorraine Woodson, Dungeon Researcher, Stone Gollemancer

Since it was still the first week, Nox had Thirday off. Nox and his party had already attended Advanced Dungeon Combat for three semesters and technically didn’t need to after the first—they technically had a pass, after all. So, Professor Wolfhammer gave them privileges like prioritizing other pursuits. They still needed to attend the Fifthday six-hour delving sessions, but those wouldn’t start another week. So, Nox took advantage of Sapna’s gift and free time and spent the day in her laboratory.

“I hope you don’t mind that I started without you,” she said when he joined her after a late breakfast and some time in the alchemical baths. The spatial bangle levitated six inches above the work surface, and several luminous wards covered the desk under it. Lenses of various sizes sat on spider-like arms, magnifying the magic accessory’s runework. Sapna had already done most of the setup. “I’ve been itching to get my hands on a real spatial relic for decades.”

“I thought you already had a couple,” Nox commented, looking through the magnifying glasses. At first glance, the bangle had appeared complicated. That was the case for most devices of the forgotten age. However, he recognized a good deal of the device's runes, syntax, and shapes.

“Cheap imitations with impossible patents and destruction runes for imitators. An Imperium artificer had them. The handsy bastard is probably in the ground by now. Mine connects to a secret underground vault I had built in the Arctic Wastes. The mages who constructed it for me are long dead. Only I know where it is. The knowledge will pass to my heir if and when I pick one.”

“You’d really let the knowledge of your fortune and life’s work die with you?” Nox asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“I would,” Sapna replied. “I’m happy for you, Mou, and her children to inherit my wealth. However, my life’s work will only go to the deserving.”

“That’s fair, I suppose.” It felt odd as Nox studied the bangle’s runework closely. He recognized most of the runes etched into the metal except for a dozen or so symbols. “Is it me, or is it the most simplistic relic in your collection?”

Sapna laughed. “Simplistic? I swear that Sigil of the Artisan is the most unfair bit of magic I’ve encountered. The bangle is anything but simple. You might not be a practicing artificer, Nox, but you’ve been studying the craft, scripts, and runes with me for the past year. It probably just felt like input on the new-and-improved Ratra’s Bow, but you’ve absorbed old Ratra knowledge like a blighted sponge.”

“How could studying Ratra’s Bow help me understand old artificing? Is this an old Ratra creation?”

“No. An artificer couple made it. One was an ink mage and rune scholar, Udit Diya Sen. The other was a brilliant arcane researcher who came up with the concept of warlocks pacted to relics. The bangle’s magic isn’t just ancient but otherworldly. They came from another dimension a little over a century ago, with tales of a multiversal tower called Gaia’s Ark. Apparently, it gave them their magic and the ability to come up with strange arcane machines.”
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“Udit Diya Sen?” Nox frowned. “The head of Spell Weaving is called Diya Sen.”

“Probably not a coincidence. I’ll bet my right tit she’s a descendant.” Sapna chuckled. “I never met them, but apparently, they had dealings with my father and grandfather. Perhaps they shared and traded knowledge. I like Oleg, but I would prefer him not to discover all our secrets. He thinks it's an ancient piece of knowledge and would like to keep it that way. Understood?”

Nox nodded. 

Thanks to Sapna’s experience and Sigil of the Artisan’s gifts, the pair had little trouble isolating all unknown and strange symbols, rune pairings, syntax, and scripts. The hours disappeared as they ran tests with mana scripts in a warded isolation room. Nox also channeled his second star’s mana through a few of them but failed to get concrete results. Nox and his great-aunt completed their day of research without making any progress, but both ended up with several new runes and syntax for individual experimentation.

On the bright side, Nox got ideas for a spell that would, hopefully, satisfy Professor Reginald Dwight. It would also serve as research for his Advanced Mana Theory dissertation. 

Nox failed to isolate the script that maintained the dimensional pocket or opened portals to it. However, he successfully identified the processes and techniques involved in the latter. Much like Manipulation magic, which dealt with pre-existing naturally occurring substances or concepts, it utilized mana cages. The bangle didn’t just Manipulate cages but also constantly Shaped them while doing so. In fact, the runes looked like an Animation script and demanded minimal intent-driven casting from the wielder.

The new mana cage technique demanded excellent arcane sense and control. It wasn’t enough to sense one’s mana zone but also perfectly control the mana within. Nox only managed to displace and expand his personal bubble by removing and creating a cage completely devoid of arcane energy. Removing all traces of mana from a region took reasonable mana control. 

Nox wrote a script for a perfectly rigid mana cage whose surface acted like a mana filter. It extracted all arcane energy from within and expelled it from the sphere. Once completely empty, the space gained the power to displace the rest of the mana zone. After some thought, he rewrote the first half of the spell. It wasn’t enough to have a displacement cage. A rigid shape lacked the power of expansion, and, therefore, he had no control over the displaced volume. So, Nox made a foldable cage. Instead of a sphere, he ended up with an ovoid.

The second half of the spell controlled the second mana cage. Nox once again utilized a folding structure. The outer surface didn’t carry any magic. It only molded itself around the mana zone. It just needed to have enough give to accommodate the expansion.

Animation scripts controlled the two halves of the spell. He wrote several iterations, making each simpler than the last. Kris and Diya had taught him the value of simplifying scripts and detracting unnecessary sections. After all, if he wanted to produce a new technique, it needed to be uncomplicated enough for others to use.

The technique involved three reasonably simple intent-driven sections:


	Managing the foldable sphere’s size to change the volume of displacement

	Moving the inner cage, controlling the side of displacement

	Extending and stretching the external cage to affect the mana zone’s shape, width, and height.



“Simple concepts executed efficiently,” Sapna stated, studying the completed spell. “Do you know this could make the perfect foundation for the Fold Step spell you wanted to devise?”

“That’s precisely what I was thinking,” Nox replied. “I can only manage a maximum of ten feet right now without the outer cage unraveling. I know that’s not the biggest of deals, but I could give it a second purpose.” He scribbled two large dots on his sketched spell diagram. “If the spell locks on to where I’m standing and the furthest point before folding the space in between, then I could, theoretically, cross the distance in half a step.”

“First, we need to isolate the spatial runes.” Sapna sighed, glancing at the bangle. After a day of research, notes, diagrams, and scribbles surrounded it. She returned to Nox’s spell design and tapped on the inner sphere’s script. “I especially liked the twin folding spirals on the cage’s outer surfaces. Is this derived from an alchemy script?”

“Not quite. It's a part of my primary star’s core spell. The spirals serve as mana filters for Crystallize Essence. So, I reused them to create the displacer. It will significantly reduce the technique’s mana control requirements. The spirals also sit nicely on the mana cage. I can fold it without disrupting the script.”

“Clever. Accessibility and simplicity are directly proportional to popularity when it comes to spells and techniques. You’re on to something great, grandnephew. The limited applications and niceness might get in the way of a Scholar Arcanum award, but they’re pointless, in my opinion. Patent the script and charge people to access it. Get richer and build an even more meaningful legacy.”

“I like how you think, Sapna.”

“It’s the Ratra way.” She winked.
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Brymeia: The Visitor [Isekai, Progression Fantasy, Romance]





It only takes one year to have an adventure of a lifetime.

After one eventful night, Frein Nivan finally discovers the truth. His girlfriend, Katherine Militia, came from Brymeia, a world of fantasy come to life. As the world's Seeker, she's tasked to find Brymeia's next Visitor—vessels of a mysterious, well-guarded purpose that can only live in Brymeia for one year.

Spurred by the discovery of alien life and despite Katherine's conflicting protests, Frein voluntarily offers himself to take the role.

Now he only needs to do the impossible and make sure he dies peacefully and with Katherine happy.

Follow Frein as his arrival causes rippling effects throughout Brymeia. Friendships forge their bonds; enemies sever them. Questions force shadows out of hiding. True histories reveal themselves. And long-winded plans go out of order.

Destiny makes itself known. Will Frein take it or shatter it to pieces? Either way, he only has one year.

*Updates: 

Now releasing 3-4 times a week! Schedule will be usually TTHS and sometimes Sundays (will be announced a day before) PST!















                



3.16 Deans, Professors, And Pests


                Nox met with Dean Oleg on Fourthday morning. He didn’t get involved with the business’ regular brewing. Mou and Aisha, one of Nox’s employees and now a journeyman alchemist, and their army of assistants took care of the business’s production needs. Besides creating new products, he also acted as the business’ face. He sought out new contracts for them—even though the per-unit cost was lower, they made more money than individual sales—and renegotiated old ones.

Almost all university departments and on-campus stores now purchased significant quantities of his patented healing and mana recovery pills. The research and production departments also spent a considerable amount of gold on Nox’s sterilizing brew. Whenever he created a new product, he showed it to Dean Oleg first, hoping to earn new contracts.

“How in Ygg’s name do you have the time to come up with these things?” Dean Oleg asked, testing Nox’s newest iteration of the flame slime concoction. It involved drawing a simple string of runes along the edges of two metal pieces before releasing the artificial organism. It sought out the pieces, pulled the two sections together, and burned with a blinding white light before dying. “This is a perfect weld. You’re going to put university arcane smiths and apprentices out of a job!”

“Given my price tag, they’re still the more economical option.” Nox grinned. “This is meant for when precision and speed are a priority. No matter how skilled an apprentice or journeyman is, they’ll struggle to make things completely perfect, and I know how vital that is in the university’s more delicate creations. If you use my creation, it will speed things up and also let you focus manpower elsewhere.”

“What does Sapna think of this invention?”

“She hates it. However, it proved vital in the creation of these.” Nox held up his sleeve, showing off the elongated metal triangles growing out of his skin. He channeled mana through them, demonstrating the aether glove and bow. “I believe she’s also using them for the final assembly for the mana bows her store will soon start selling.”

“Will they be as potent as yours?” 

“Of course not.”

“Damn you, Ratras, and your secrets,” Dean Oleg grumbled. It was common knowledge that the giant of a man and Sapna were in a romantic relationship. Nox guessed that despite it, she told him nothing regarding her projects. The dean unstoppered another sample and tested it on a second pair of prepared metal pieces. “So the runes only act as the guiding lines?”

Nox nodded. “I wanted to keep the application as easy and quick as possible. They might come in handy during delving. War and espionage mages could also use them for infiltration missions.”

“Have you shown Akash this?”

Nox shook his head. “Even though it wasn’t his fault, I’m hesitant to share anything with him after what happened last time. He’s welcome to visit my store, and we’re amicable, though.”

“You should really give him a chance. He’s sorry, and you wouldn’t be an adept alchemist without him.”

“I know you’re right.” Nox sighed. “Unfortunately, he’s proven a bad judge of character and keeper of information. Poorly vetted apprentices are permanently roving around his office and workshop. Perhaps I’ll invite him to the Galleria. If he has the time and can visit, I’ll share my creations with him, but nothing will enter his workshop.”

“Fine.” Dean Oleg shrugged. He tested the final sample before offering Nox a number. It was well below the asking price, and the pair haggled for a quarter of an hour before settling on a satisfactory value. Nox shook hands with the man before rushing to his first Understanding Binary Systems class of the semester.

As soon as Nox entered the classroom, the professor and his research assistants checked his manameter. Then they took a blood sample, scanned him with arcane circuit scanning devices, and put him through a regular questionnaire. It often felt as if he was more their subject than a student in the class.

Crystalize Essence | Essence Animation

1/132 | 1/29

Essence Shaping | Arrow

1/56 | 1/13

Temporal Sphere

229/220

Spatial Familiar | Spatial Storage

39/39 | 17/17

“I know we touched on this before, but this semester, we’re going to focus on the biggest issue with binary mana systems,” the professor said after the class had gone over the results. Nox had privately told the man that he was on the verge of creating new planets and would cease sharing readings once that happened. Though displeased, he had accepted the decision. Researchers considered delvers and battle mages’ love of privacy stupid. “As you can see, Sir Ratra’s excess mana continues to gravitate toward the ever-growing star.

“It won't just keep the second star and attached heavenly bodies from recovering, but is hampering the growth of its planet and attached moon, too.”

“That's not strictly true, Professor,” Nox interrupted. “The star is only limiting their natural ability to attract and hold mana overflow. I can still guide excess energy from the star to the planets for nurturing.”

“But it's growing increasingly difficult as the star continues to swell, is it not?”

Nox nodded.

“Then my point stands. Thank you for the clarification, though.” The man turned to the rest of the class. “Never forget the importance of nuance and detail when it comes to arcane research.”
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Nox had grown to like Professor Eugene Moyo. The scholarly mage from Alkebulan was only an adept mage but had risen to the rank of the university's expert on binary mana systems. His father and brother, warlords of the distant South Eastern continent, both had two stars. Despite decades of trying, he had failed to achieve the same but had dedicated his life’s work to understanding the anomalous existence. 

Unlike most senior professors, Eugene Moyo never displayed annoyance or grew perturbed when a student corrected or contradicted him. Instead, he encouraged discussion, no matter how mundane, in the pursuit of knowledge.

The locals, and especially the Imperium, considered the people of Alkebulan wild and warmongers. It was for good reason since some of the most fearsome Aether Warrior had origins in the land. Apparently, the beasts of Daksinsthan paled when compared to the wilds of Alkebulan. The constant battle for survival didn't leave much time for arcane artisanry or developing magecrafts, but they compensated with their martial abilities and insane combat aura.

Tales spoke of tall, muscular, quick-to-anger men and women just as fierce. They believed in the survival of the fittest and the most powerful's word was law. Eugene Moyo's existence contradicted the stereotypes. He matched the physical description, but he was perhaps the most cool-tempered and academically-minded man Nox had ever met.

Professor Moyo wrote several equations on the board. “We have already covered the mana gravitational laws and theorems of stars, so I won't waste too much time on those. Instead, I think it will benefit us, and especially Sir Ratra, if we analyze the mathematics of conflicting gravitational values. So far, it's the second sta's core causing the primary imbalance.”

“We have enough data to do the math and separate the unique occurrence from the star's natural mana gravity,” one of the seven students in the class said. “If we can find the greater imbalance coefficient, perhaps we can theorize at what mana value the second star will reach critical mass.”

“That number would help a great deal,” Nox added. “My mana system has been stagnating the past year. I've been too scared of letting the star grow any further and risk it pulling its neighbor and the other heavenly bodies out of alignment.”

“Spatial magic is rare and powerful, though,” the student continued. “Would it be the worst thing if you let that happen? The combined mana would accelerate your progress to a high expert. You'd automatically rise to the ranks of the top hundred mages in the continent.”

“You're sorely mistaken if you think there are only a hundred high experts in the Trade Empire and Imperium,” another student in the class added.

“Very true. Besides, I'm rather attached to my original star and not willing to sacrifice it. Temporal Sphere and Spatial magic might be rare, but Crystalize Essence is unique and my signature spell.”

“Let's not give up our most available example of a binary system either,” Professor Moyo said. He tapped on the math on the chalkboard, refocusing the class’ attention. “Sir Ratra's presence has significantly accelerated my research and understanding of anomalous arcane cores.”

Complicated formulae and attempts at solving them dominated most of the four hours. At the end of it, Professor Moyo reminded the class of the assessment involved. They had already completed one research component the previous semester. They had two research papers left and a written exam. Each assessment counted as a quarter of their final mark. Alternatively, students also had the option to complete one of the several unsolved theorems or uncover something new regarding binary systems—with evidence, of course—in lieu of the final exam.

Completing Understanding Binary Systems would make them eligible for a practical course dedicated to developing a binary system without a Being of Power's assistance. No participants had succeeded in the past five years of the class’s existence, but they had made several discoveries related to anomalous mana systems. Professor Moyo had allowed Nox to look over the materials as a professional courtesy, and he had no interest in pursuing it or subjecting himself to more scans, poking, and prodding.

Nox met with Ingrid after class. Following her eagerness to pursue magehood, Nox enrolled her in a handful of foundation courses to cover the gaps in her knowledge. They would ensure she had adequate martial ability and mathematical, scientific, and runic expertise by the time she started proper classes. Nox doubted a year was enough time to catch up with Isabella. She had a lifetime of tutors, after all. However, he wanted the pair to have a similar academic level if they were to spend time together.

The privilege cost a hundred gold, but Nox's close trade relationship with the university got them the privilege for free. He expected Ingrid to be ready for Beginner Mana Theory, Beginner Dungeon Theory, and whatever other courses she wished to pursue in a year’s time.

The mentor and apprentice planned to meet at the pauper’s cafeteria, but he found her outside the war mage department—her new schedule involved basic combat training three mornings a week. Ingrid sat surrounded by her young peers, making practice swords dance on strings. She had controlled them with Mage Hands like a puppeteer. Nox couldn’t help but find her control astounding. Given Ingrid’s talent for intent-driven casting, he imagined she’d make for an excellent Manipulation mage.

When Nox approached, Ingrid’s classmates swiftly dispersed, and she dumped her toys behind a bush. “Sorry,” she said, flashing him a mischievous smile. “I thought you’d be longer.”

“It’s alright.” Nox laughed. “You don’t have to apologize for having fun. Be honest with me, though. Have you already condensed your protostar?”

The smile faded from Ingrid’s face, and she broke eye contact, looking at the floor. “I know you said we should discuss it first and lay out a plan on how to evolve the star, but I couldn’t help myself. Mage Hand is way too much fun. Evolving or improving on it might be tough, but we’ll figure something out, won’t we?”

“We will.” Nox sighed. “The decision was always yours, Ingrid. Since you have time and my resources on your side, I just hoped you’d make a more informed and planned pick.” He smiled at her reassuringly. “It’s alright. We’ll figure out a decent growth path for you. I haven’t had the time to research it, but there are plenty of recorded evolutions and improvements on Mage Hand. We’ll see what suits you best and you’re aptitude for controlling so many at once, and—”

“Oh my. You already have an apprentice?” Nox’s heart sank as the familiar voice reached his ears. He had hoped not to deal with the woman until the next Advanced Dungeon Combat class. “Aren’t you a tad young for that?”

“Most mages take apprentices once they reach Adept rank,” Nox said. “You never know when a suitable apprentice will appear. Ingrid, meet Kurosaki Hinata.”

“Is that all the introduction I get?” Hinata asked, feigning offense. 

“Ingrid Erikkson. It’s nice to meet you.” 

The pair shook hands, and an awkward silence followed. Nox had nothing to say to the woman. He didn’t want to give her the impression that they were considering her as a party member. Hinata’s suggestive words and flirtations the last time they met weren’t welcome either.

“So. What are you two doing this afternoon? Do you have much planned?”

“We do, actually,” Ingrid answered. “Sir Ratra has a meeting with Professor Lorenzo regarding contract renewal. Then we have a personal training session.”

“Well. I could—”

“We really should get going,” Nox said. “It was nice bumping into you, Hinata. I’ll see you around. Alright?”

            


3.17 Unusual Introductions
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                Nox spent the rest of the week on artisanal efforts and academia.

Whenever Sapna found time, the pair locked themselves in a warded room, continued to investigate the bangle, and tested the still unrecognized runes. They discovered more of the relic’s secrets but failed to achieve their objective of identifying pocket dimension creation or spatial manipulation runes and scripts. It was more frustrating for Sapna than Nox since he used the opportunity to pick up new syntax and rune pairings to refine his new spell further.

The technique combined simple concepts to produce something most mages wouldn’t think to combine. Further research proved that unstable mana zones weren’t particularly rare and not just a product of mana burn. Individuals with the condition generally awakened their mana later in life or during traumatic incidents. They often didn’t progress far as mages because of the oddity, ending their careers as apprentices or journeymen. Refining the technique would give them the opportunity to pursue magehood in earnest.

Aether Warriors could also benefit from the technique to better manipulate their auras instead of mana zones. The related breed of aether practitioners developed sustained spells that either enhanced or debilitated everyone in their vicinity. Nox had never worked with one since they primarily dominated the war mage department—the late Ernest Beaufort didn’t quite count as one. However, keen control over one’s aura could technically also give them more options during combat.

Nox agreed with Sapna’s hypothesis. The technique and discovery wouldn’t win him any accolades, but patenting it and then selling the method in a spell emporium would earn him a fair deal of coin. He already had enough money to lead a comfortable life with little to no challenges. Now, he needed more to find a way to destroy Sundarshahar.

Store sales and contracts kept Mou and Aisha busy. The latter had quickly grown to become one of the most reliable alchemists in Nox’s employ. Her family deemed their farm and business unrecoverable. She brought her parents and siblings to the city, and Nox found them roles in the Galleria. He believed Aria’s drive to provide for her people resulted in her performance, dedication, and, therefore, rapid ascent.

The pair stood in individual sections of the workshop, overseeing the automated production scripts. Half the stations focused on the production of recovery products. The rest of the cauldrons contained the constantly in-demand cosmetics Knightly Brews sold to the affluent women of the city and surrounding settlements.

The smaller attached workshop made contraceptives, empowering brews, flame slimes for myconid farms, and more niche products. They had also had automation scripts but demanded more physical interference. The Ratra’s weakest apprentices and journeymen oversaw the production. Mou checked in with them regularly, ensuring they didn’t make mistakes. Meanwhile, the business's most reliable employees worked on the night shift. The contracts and constant demands required all workstations to function around the clock. It had taken Mou and Nox a few months to find reliable workers for the role. 

“You need to talk to your father-in-law,” Mou said when he crossed through the workshop on the way to his laboratory. “Given how rich his soil is, thanks to all of the life essence, he can afford to allocate more land to grow ingredients for us. This welding slime of yours is too resource-intensive.”

“What are you falling short of?”

“Pretty much everything related to flame slimes. Especially fire essence sources.”

“I’ll pass on the message. For the time being, if you fall short of any essence, use the artifacts and Crystallize Essence table in my laboratory.” Nox lowered his volume as he continued. “That invitation only extends to you. The wards won’t allow anyone else through. Just take a decent stock of mana gems with you.”

Nox divided the rest of his time between Aria and his personal laboratory.

When Firstday came again, and everybody was busy with their individual projects, Nox finally took some time for himself. First, he took care of all of the Galleria’s administrative work, put out a few fires, and solved a handful of small problems. Then, he spent the rest of the morning in the alchemical baths.

The Galleria had six baths. Three were small private baths, one of which Nox generally kept reserved for his personal use. Men and women had their individual baths. The pair were the largest in the property and used by the general patrons. The last was medium-sized, and the staff never allowed the capacity to exceed twenty. It was a unisex space that allowed individuals of both genders. 

Much to Nox’s annoyance, all private baths were occupied. Lord Highwater once again showed up without a booking, and the staff had instructions to use his personal space if the situation arose again. The larger baths were full of delvers and random noblemen. Most attempted conversation whenever they saw him. Since Nox was now one of the most prominent businessmen and artisans in the city, almost everyone wanted to befriend him or win his favor. So, he avoided them like the plague and went to the unisex baths. They primarily saw use in the evenings. As a result, he didn’t need to worry about being approached.

The alchemical baths reflected the Trade Empire’s opulence. Queen Mercer had marble imported from the Endless Dunes’ perimeter and hired the city’s finest artisanal mages to Shape them. Metal grates surrounded the pool at the center of the room. They acted as an outlet for overflow, ensuring none of the baths flooded and damaged the rest of the structure.

Unauthorized duplication: this tale has been taken without consent. Report sightings.

After cleaning himself in the showers that lined the far wall, he descended into the warm waters, taking a seat near the corner most distant from the door. Nox’s muscles relaxed as soon as he inhaled the vapors rising from the water. His joints loosened, and the past week’s stress melted away. He hadn’t had a moment to properly relax and justify doing so. Nox only wished Aria had the time for him. They hadn’t found any time alone together since the night of the engagement party except for the fleeting moments before bedtime.

Just as Nox was starting to relax with his eyes closed, he heard someone else enter the baths. They didn’t settle at the opposite end of the baths as he had hoped. Instead, the increasingly frequent and growing ripples that lapped against his suggested the person was moving closer.

“If I expected to bump into you today, Sir Nox Ratra, I would’ve dressed in my best fineries.”

The sight of a beautiful naked woman greeted Nox when he opened his eyes. She sat against the adjacent wall about three feet away from him. Any closer and their feet would be touching. The jet black hair and pale skin suggested Northern Imperium origins. The woman’s sultry smile and deep blue eyes made his heart flutter. Even though he was wholly committed to Aria and loved her, something about the woman made him want to forget all prior commitments. The thought filled Nox with guilt for a moment, but that only lasted for a couple of minutes. 

“I wasn’t expecting to bump into anyone at this time of the day,” Nox said. His instincts told him to get up and leave. Then he looked into the woman’s eyes and changed his mind. She was far too enchanting to ignore. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Liesel Wyrd.” The woman offered him a hand. Despite his better judgment, Nox kissed it. “I’ve wanted to meet you ever since I stepped foot in the City of Ygg. You’ve made quite a reputation in a surprisingly short time.”

When the woman moved closer, Nox’s first instincts urged him to move away. Then, Liesel smiled at him, and he changed his mind. Much to his surprise, he ended up shuffling closer to her. Suddenly, he found himself sitting side by side with a gorgeous naked woman. His heart fluttered when her breast brushed against his right arm. 

“I think you and I have a lot in common,” Liesel said.

“Oh? Like what?”

“We’re both powerful mages for one.” Something urged Nox to put his right arm around Liesel’s shoulder. She moved closer, placing a leg across his lap. “Bring me into your employ. We’ll combine our skills, your name, and my years of experience. Together, we’ll skyrocket your business and spy network well beyond this city’s limits. Before long, the Imperium markets will be in your grasp.”

“That sounds amazing. I didn’t think it was possible for the Ratra name to infiltrate the Imperium, but if you think we can infiltrate the market—” Then Liesel grazed Nox’s inner thigh. It felt incredible, but the little voice telling him to forget about Aria and give in to the woman’s seduction hesitated. 

The new Ratra’s Bow had a passive function. It absorbed and stored excess mana before his second star could claim it. The capacity was low at just ten, but that was enough for emergencies. He channeled the arcane energy into his depleted Crystalize Essence star and surrounded himself and Leisel with the spell.

The mesmerizing fog clouding Nox’s judgment faded. Fragments of bright pink essence glass rained around him and landed in the water. He leaped away from Leisel and manifested the aether gauntlet. 

“Blighted Mind Magic!” He exclaimed. “You tried to enchant me.”

“Very good, Nox Ratra.” Leslie chuckled, crossing her arms and leaning against the bath’s wall. “You’re as sharp as they say.”

“You have the count of ten to tell me who you really are and what you want,” Nox said, charging a powerful mana blast. The top of the gauntlet glowed with a blinding blue light. “I’m more than ready to blow your head off.” More pink shards rained around him. “That won’t work a second time. I’m not going to warn you a second time.”

Leisel raised her hands, holding them above her head. “I surrender, Sir Nox Ratra.” She laughed. “That was a test. Your old mentor wrote to me about you. It's a shame we only got to meet after her passing.” Nox fired a mana blast. Leisel didn’t flinch as it shot past her head, making her hair flutter. It exploded against the wall, cracking the marble. Several fragments of stone and white dust rained on her head and shoulders. “I know you’re not going to hurt me, Nox. I’m the university’s new professor on stealth and espionage.”

“Fine,” Nox growled. He charged another blast, counting the seconds until Crystalize Essence’s effects faded. Afterward, he would lose his immunity to the Mind Magic. “By Niddhogg’s taint, what the blight do you want from me?”

“I want you to enroll in my class,” Leisel answered nonchalantly. Nox’s attack and threat appeared to have no effect on her. “Imagine my surprise when I got here and realized you’re enrolling in every course but your old mentor’s fields. You have the mind and aptitude for stealth and espionage, Nox. Why—”

“What in Ygg’s name are you playing at?” Nox yelled, aiming at her head. “You tried to enchant me! Blighted Mind Magic! I’m engaged, and you were touching me. Why should I believe a thing that comes out of your mouth?”

“Oh, my. Kris said you had a sense of humor and appreciated displays of power. I guess she was wrong.” Liesel sighed. “Alright. Perhaps I went too far there with my little test. The flirtation might’ve been a step too far, as well. But think about it, alright? I could teach you a thing or two if you enroll in my courses. Given the enemies you’ve made and everything you have to protect, espionage would especially be useful to you.”

When Nox didn’t speak or budge, Leisel stood, exposing every bit of herself. Her beauty and allure had no effect on him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

The woman exited the bath, and an attendant brought her a robe and towels on a tray. She took her time pulling on the first and wrapping the latter around her long black locks. “I’m sorry, Nox, for my approach and the loss of your mentor. Perhaps things would have been different if I had attended Kris’ funeral and introduced myself like a normal person. So that you know, she’d be proud of everything you’ve achieved.”

Nox stood in silence, keeping his mana gauntlet raised, and charged until Leisel left the room. Guards rushed in a second later to check on the wards triggered by the fired weapon. They saw him and relaxed.

“Crazy woman,” Nox grumbled. “What in Ygg’s name was she thinking?”

            


3.18 Mana Zone Manipulation


                Nox arrived at Beginner Manipulation fifteen minutes early. A couple of students already sat at their desks. One stood at the front of the class, talking to the professor and his assistant. Fortunately, the young woman didn't take long. She had her form signed before taking a seat.

“How can I help you, Sir Ratra?” Professor Dwight asked. 

“I constructed a spell that might just satisfy you,” he answered, unrolling two scrolls. One featured the spell script, and another several diagrams. Nox struggled to suppress a yawn. He hadn’t slept much the night before. The baths had wards to prevent people from fighting, but he hadn’t bothered guarding the space against mind magic. Only the workshops and laboratories featured such protections. Nox felt stupid for the oversight and had spent most of the night designing and implementing something large-scale. He still needed personal protection but settled for casting Crystalize essence at regular intervals.

“Interesting.” The older man pulled on his reading glasses and waved his assistant closer to have a closer look.

“I'm developing a new arcane technique. It's my dissertation topic for Advanced Mana Theory.”

“Killing two birds with one stone, I see.” The professor grabbed a quill, checking every rune and the accompanying diagrams. “Shaping, Animation, and intent-driven elements.” Reginald Dwight raised an eyebrow. He glanced at his assistant. The younger man had a similarly surprised expression on his face. “I wasn't expecting this.”

“Is this not good enough?” Nox's breath caught in his throat. “I'm sorry. I started working on your project but got distracted by my dissertation proposal. If you give me a couple more days, I'll come up with something else. Maybe—”

“No, Sir Ratra,” Professor Dwight interrupted. “I wasn't expecting this level of mastery. I'm aware of what courses you completed and have attempted thus far. They're all script intensive, and I expected you to struggle to break free of that mindset. What you have here is theoretically beyond Intermediate Manipulation's level. If you had a planet dedicated to the discipline and displayed adequate practical prowess, I'd enroll you directly in Advanced Manipulation.”

“Are you pursuing the Scholar Arcanum qualification?” The assistant professor asked.

Nox shook his head. “Between running the Galleria and preparing for my upcoming nuptials, I don't have the time necessary for such a qualification. I only want to fix the current issues with my mana system and complete Advanced Mana Theory. I'll be happy as long as I graduate with the title of Wizard.”

“It shouldn't be a problem for you,” Professor Dwight said. “Between alchemy and warding, you have the artisanal component sorted. If this is for your Advanced Mana Theory dissertation, I'm sure you'll complete the research component with flying colors. Since you’ve already completed an advanced combat course, you only need to complete a couple of advanced practical magic courses to meet the rest of the requirements.” 

“If and when I fix my mana system and complete the Finesse Shaping, I will have completed half of those requirements, too,” Nox stated.

“Indeed. We don’t frequently find mages with equal proclivity in academia, artisanal arts, practical magic, and combat. Most of us settle for the title of magi.” Professor Dwight pulled a form out of his desk, wrote Nox's name on it, and signed it. “Good job. Intermediate Manipulation meets in the practical room directly above us. If you hurry, you'll catch the start of the class.”

“You don't teach it?” Nox asked, quickly rolling up his scrolls.

The professor shook his head. “I only teach the beginner class and a couple of advanced courses. The university was kind enough to lighten my load and delegate the intermediate course to one of my old prodigies. I'm looking forward to spending more time with my family this semester.” He smiled. “Aren't they nice?”

After packing away his scrolls, Nox raced out of the lecture hall. The opposing tide of students made it a challenge. Five minutes remained before class started, and everyone was in a rush to find seats where they would get the most or least attention from the professor.

He broke into a run once he reached the end of the corridor. Nox raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Moving with the tide helped weaving through the masses of students much easier. Unwilling to make a poor impression during his first meeting with the professor, he cast Haste on himself. Several students swore at Nox and called him names as he pushed past them, but he didn’t care. Then, once he reached his destination, his heart sank.

Professor Dwight’s prodigy was none other than Leisel Wyrd. She raised an eyebrow when their eyes met. “Can I help you, Sir Ratra?”

“Professor Dwight offered to promote me to Intermediate Manipulation if I completed a little project for him,” Nox said. “So, here I am.”

“Do you have the appropriate paperwork?” Leisel Wyrd kept her tone cold and her body language professional as she spoke. Their previous interaction appeared forgotten. Nox handed her the form. “I’d like to see whatever spell he had you prepare, too.”

Nox complied and also silently cast Crystallize Essence on himself. The act emptied half of the mana stored in the new Ratra’s Bow.
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The professor looked over his script and the diagrams in silence. “Can you cast this?”

“I can,” Nox replied. “It takes me a moment since I don’t have a Manipulation planet yet. But—”

“Professor Dwight approved your admittance to Intermediate Manipulation despite the lack of an appropriate planet? That’s unexpected.” Leisel sighed. “I hope you know that my class has a strong practical component. You’ll struggle to meet my standards without a planet and the demonstration of standard Manipulation techniques.”

“Of course, Professor Wyrd. I don’t expect any special treatment.”

“This is decent spell work. I’ll give you that. Impressive, if I were to be honest. Unfortunately, theory isn’t enough to excel at Manipulation.” Professor Leisel scanned her already full classroom. “Please find a seat. The class should’ve started five minutes ago.”

The icy reception surprised Nox. He didn't expect her to treat him in the same manner as their previous meeting but expected better since she wanted him to enroll in her specialty subjects. He didn’t care as much since he had no intention of spending much time with a Mind Mage who used her magic for moronic ‘tests.’

The classroom only had twenty-three students, and they sat at rune-covered two-person desks six feet apart from one another. Runes and wards more intense than those in the Beginner Manipulation classroom covered the floor. Much to Nox’s disappointment, the closest free seat was next to another familiar woman he wished to avoid: Kurosaki Hinata. Joey smiled at him from the back row, but he already had a seat partner.

“Please sit down, Sir Ratra. I’d like to start the lecture.”

Unwilling to disrupt the class further by weaving to the back of the class, Nox sat next to the shadow mage. It felt as if some grand puppet master refused to let him have his peace of mind and was determined to make him spend time with the two women he wanted to avoid most in the city. He had already told Aria about the pair. It annoyed Nox that she found both situations amusing instead of annoying or infuriating.

Unlike Leisel Wyrd, Hinata flashed him a warm smile when he took his seat. She slid her notebook across the table, sharing the syllabus and everything they had discussed during the previous session.

“So. Let's expand on what we discussed last time.” Liesel scribbled on the chalkboard. “There are two primary schools of Manipulators. Cagers and Permeaters. Anyone cares to summarize what the first does?”

“Cagers contain the target of their Manipulation in mana cages,” a young woman at the front of the class said. “Instead of controlling the subject of their magic, they Manipulate the cage. Cagers don’t traditionally Shape their subject and use amorphous materials like water, dirt, and sand.”

“That’ll do. Now, who can tell me about Permeaters?”

Hinata spoke up. “Permeaters either conjure their subject or infuse it with their mana for absolute control over it. They don’t usually deal in the same volumes as Cagers and often need to Shape their subject to simplify their Manipulation.”

“Very good. Cagers often win when it comes to power, but Permeaters win at speed and precision.” Liesel added bullet points to the board, noting the key differences. “Manipulators are the kings of fluidity and versatility. The best of us don’t fall into either category and use techniques from both. Is anyone willing to put on a demonstration?” No one volunteered at first. “Anyone? It pays to win the professor’s favor in practical heavy courses.”

“Watch closely,” Hinata told Nox as she rose from her seat and walked to the front of the class.

Professor Leisel Wyrd conjured a copy of herself. It picked a banana off the desk and peeled the proof, proving it was not just an illusory clone. Shadows around the doppelganger and Hinata stirred to life. They stretched into tentacles, climbed the fake Leisel, and bound her limbs together. Then, one broke free of all surfaces. The tip solidified into a jagged blade and plunged into the exposed neck. Leisel’s clone exploded into a cloud of Faerie Fire. 

“Very good,” the professor said. “Please tell the class what you just did.”

“I permeated the shadows with my mana, giving them solidity,” Hinata said, facing her fellow students. “Mana cages helped me contain and manipulate them. Permeation then helped give my solidified shadow dimension. I used Shaping to grant it sharpness and piercing power before the execution. My scripts produce the cages, assist with permeation, and cause the solidity. The rest is intent-driven.”

“Very good. Miss Hinata’s need to change the nature of shadows certainly makes this bit of magic more unique, but it’s a decent example of the individual disciplines combining to produce something extraordinary.” Leisel smiled at the younger woman. “Thank you. You may return to your seat.”

“Aren’t I impressive?” Hinata asked, nudging Nox as she sat down.

“You both are,” Nox admitted. “I’ve read about solidified and three-dimensional shadow, but this is my first time seeing it in executed properly.”

“Well, if you paid attention to me in class, you would’ve seen more of it.”

“Don’t you think I’d make an excellent addition to your party?” A wink accompanied the question.

“You were impressive, but I’m still not sure if our formation has room for someone new,” Nox whispered, trying to focus on the ongoing lecture. “Besides, this is a party decision. I need to discuss it with the others.”

“I don’t think Joey Greengrasse minds.” Hinata looked over her shoulder at Joey and winked at him. The warlock smiled, waving back at the pair. “I heard what you told Professor Wolfhammer. It would be foolish not to consider me for a delving party that utilizes stealth and infiltration tactics.”

“Miss Kurosaki!” Leisel called. “I’m grateful for the demonstration, but I’d appreciate it if you did not disrupt the class while I’m talking.”

“I’m sorry, Professor Wyrd.”

Leisel Wyrd’s ability to create solid clones out of Fae Fire impressed Nox a lot more than shadow magic. It was a rare ability, and he could see its potential in infiltration and espionage. He hoped Joey would learn the trick from the professor and also made quick notes on how to make wards to protect against spies with such powers.

As the class continued, Nox wondered which discipline of Manipulation he would need to master spatial magic. His current mana zone spell made him more of a Cager. Permeation felt too mana-intensive for use with spatial magic. However, it felt compulsory when playing with time within his domain. He noted several theories and hoped Sapna would help him solve the problem. Even though Nox found Leisel Wyrd impressive, he wasn’t ready to spend one-on-one time with her. Mind Mages willing to toy with humans terrified him.

            


3.19 Old Haunts


                “I wasn't expecting you, Sir Ratra,” Kishan said when Nox walked into Ratra's Knightly Brews. The store was just as busy as when he last visited it. “Will you be taking over for her during the weekly visits?”

“Not quite,” Nox replied. “She is a tad busy with an influx of contraceptive orders from the Imperium. I volunteered to take care of her responsibilities since I have some time on my hands.”

Nox liked and trusted Kishan. Alongside Aisha, he was the first alchemist he hired for the business. The man proved so skilled and reliable that he had left him with the running of the company's first store. Mou visited weekly to review stock, do quality control, look through the books, and deal with any financial issues. The store no longer sold cosmetics, only general alchemical supplies and contraceptives. The latter and all empowering concoctions came from the Galleria. Kishan and his assistants brewed the rest in-house. It still saw plenty of foot traffic because of the proximity To the university's main gates and neighboring businesses that catered to delvers not affiliated with the university.

“Also, Mou claimed we're not using your talents well. Apparently, you have your staff working so efficiently that you're only using half the workshop. So, I was hoping you'd be willing to take on a couple of more projects.” Nox peeked into his old office as they descended into the basement. As expected, the brewing station was inactive and covered in dust. “Do note that your willingness and performance might come with greater annual raises and bonuses than the last.”

Kishan’s eyes lit up at the mention of more money. His family currently resided in the building's top floor—Nox's old accommodation. The Daksinsthani man has already received above-average compensation and perks for his position.

“I'll admit that my staff is a tad bored, but it all depends on the magnitude of the project and responsibilities,” Kishan replied. “I don't want to take on too much and burn them out.”

“Hopefully, that won't be the case. I'd like you to take on a part of the business’ Sterilizing Fluid production.” Nox pulled out his notebook and showed Kishan the amount they produced. It also had a breakdown of the volume going to the city and the university’s many departments. “As you can see, the city currently receives a third of our total production. Do you think your workshop can manage that?”

“That's not as bad as I was expecting.” Kishan took the notebook and looked over the ingredients and recipes. “I don't think we'll have any trouble as long as we get the materials here and don't have to fetch them from the Galleria.”

“That won't happen again.” Because of supplier confusion following the Galleria's opening, there was a brief period of all materials going to the wrong venue. Kishan and his staff received a lot of grief from customers because of late deliveries. “I'm glad you think this is manageable and within your capabilities.”

“Oh, no.”

“Because I was hoping you'd take on something else for me.”

“This will already push the staff close to capacity, Sir Ratra,” Kishan said. “I'll need some time to figure this out, train the staff, and work it into our regular routine.”

“I don't think that will be a problem,” Nox said. “This will be more of a personal project for you. How do you feel about going into product development? Refinement, to be more precise.”

Kishan paused. He raised his eyebrows. The question appeared to have caught him off guard. Kishan volunteered to assist in product development when Nox was still working out of the old building. Because of competitors and moles in the business, Nox had rejected the offer and did it all by himself.

“I'm certainly intrigued and flattered you trust me with such responsibility.”

“Consider it a test. This will involve refining an already patented product. If you prove capable and trustworthy, I'll give you more projects. You'll receive credit for all creations and developments. All patents will belong to the business, and you will receive a tenth of all profits.”

“That's incredibly generous. It would mean a lot to my family and me.” Kishan nodded, smiling. “Whatever the project is, I'll give it my best shot.”

“I'm happy to hear that.” Nox fished a vial of Trap Foam out of his pocket and placed it on an inactive workstation. The product had grown popular amongst local delvers and magic beast hunters. Kishan had already produced the concoction in his workshop and sold it in the store. “I want this miniaturized and sold as a solid pellet. My laboratory is full, and I don't have time for the project. Do you think you can do it?”

“It will take a lot of research, experimentation, and resources, but I don't see why not,” Kishan answered after taking a moment to think about it. “How big were you thinking?”

Nox manifested his mana gauntlet. He pointed at the hole near his elbow. “Small enough to fit in here and come out of the barrel.”
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“So it needs to be stable enough to not explode when exposed to a mana charge.” The journeyman alchemist grabbed a parchment and took quick notes. He almost perfectly approximated the size of both openings. “It needs to travel with the charge as well and only explode on impact.”

“That's correct,” Nox said. “I'll give you a starting research and development fund of two hundred gold. You'll need to provide research notes, receipts, and progress reports once a month. Is that acceptable?”

Kishan nodded.

An ear-piercing scream followed by several panicked yells interrupted the conversation. Both men exchanged concerned glances before racing up the stairs. The sound had come from just outside the building. The staff had gathered around the open side entrance. The door faced the tailors next door. Kishan and Nox didn't just have to push past them, but the growing crowd of pedestrians outside.

They found a blood bath. A partially dismembered body lay in the alley, running behind the neighboring buildings. It was parallel to the main market street. Karen Taylor, the neighboring business’ proprietor, sat at her backdoor wide-eyed, pale, and clutching the bleeding stump of her right forearm.

“Do we have any sterilizing brews in stock?” Nox asked.

“Just enough for a collection later today,” Kishan answered. “We're due a restocking delivery tomorrow.”

“Grab a couple of vials.”

“It's for the healers in Nobles Quarter.”

“I'm sure they'll understand.”

Nox usually carried the concoction in the pouch hanging from his belt. Unfortunately, he used his to clean a classmate's wound in Advanced Dungeon Combat and forgot to restock it. He still had several healing and stamina recovery pills and got to work straight away.

“I need you aware for this, Mrs Taylor,” Nox said, removing the woman’s hand from her stump. Blood streamed from the wound. Her sobbing daughter had brought several shards of cloth to stem the bleeding. He took a narrow, long piece and used it for a tourniquet. Nox didn’t tighten it all the way. Instead, he put the long end in the woman’s bloody free hand. “You need to decide how tight feels right.”

Using the woman’s input had two purposes. Michelle Beaufort had taught him that overtightened tourniquets often had an adverse effect. Besides, he hoped her participation in the emergency treatment would keep her conscious. Nox’s frustration grew as he tried to clean the wounds, but shadows got in his way.

“Somebody get the guards and make these morons back off!” He yelled. “Crowding around won’t save this woman’s life. Give her air and summon the healers!”

Only half the curious onlookers listened, but it was more than he had hoped. The rest grumbled and continued taking in the morbid scene. Once Kishan returned with the requested concoction, he poured it over the stump. Mrs Talyor didn’t say anything but winced. Nox considered a positive, assuming it meant he hadn’t lost her shock just yet. Next, he destabilized a healing pill’s essence glass shell and let the liquifying contents drip onto the wound. 

The bleeding stopped straight away. When he held healing and stamina pills to her mouth, Mrs Taylor swallowed both. Color returned to her face almost instantly, and she took a proper breath. The woman shuddered, trying to backpedal from the gory scene in front of her.

“Can you tell me what happened, Mrs Taylor?” Nox asked. He got a half-coherent story in response.

Mrs. Taylor had not long finished her final sales for the day and was in the middle of her closing duties. It was a day when everything that could possibly go wrong went wrong. One of her laundry girls hadn’t shown up in a week or sent any messages, leaving the staff short-staffed. If that wasn’t bad enough, the drains in her laundrette were clogged, causing a major overflow. So, she wanted to help them by emptying the dirty water out through the backdoor. 

A grotesque scene awaited her. She walked into a figure draped in flowing crimson and black robes. When Mrs Taylor opened the door, they had already spread the body parts in a curious pattern and was in the middle of painting odd symbols in blood. At first, she intended to retreat in silence. Then she recognized the remains. It was her missing employee. Mrs Taylor screamed, and the hooded perpetrator came at her with magic. She lacked the know-how to identify or accurately describe it. All Nox got out of her was that it was a blade. Fortunately, her cry summoned her employees and people off the street. The murderer’s attack fortunately only got her arm before they fled.

The healers and guards arrived within seconds. The former thanked Nox for the emergency care before treating Mrs Taylor. The guard wanted to question her, but the healing spells knocked her unconscious. So, Nox relayed everything he had learned. The lack of descriptions frustrated them. Apparently, all witnesses for ritual crimes thus far had told them the same about the perpetrator. They also expressed concern since the crimes were no longer limited to the city’s outer sections. They had hoped the incident in Market Ring four weeks prior was an isolated incident. Unfortunately, that was no longer the case.

Following Nox’s insistence, the guards summoned city workers in charge of maintaining the sanitation system. They eased the grates of the storm drains and let the guards into the sewers. After thirty minutes of searching the sewers, they emerged with a pile of dirty, ripped clothing and clumps of long hair. Blood stains covered the first. The latter had pieces of scalp still attached to them. They found a few fingers, too. The blockage appeared recent, and the workers claimed to have cleaned the area only four weeks prior.

The crowd’s curiosity turned into horror as they saw the gore, and the consequences of the discovery sunk in. The Market Ring’s residents liked separating themselves from the troubles of the city’s lesser residents. They enjoyed gossiping about prostitutes, paupers, and gang members dying in mysterious circumstances. However, it didn’t sound like they cared.

If Nox were to be honest, he didn’t care either. Joey was the only person he knew who truly cared about the matter. He had dedicated the past several months to investigating the very issue that had now reached them. The urgency of the issue sunk in, and the people around them had no choice but to accept the gravity of the matter. The ritual murders were no longer a topic of morbid curiosity. It had arrived at their doorsteps.

“No one is safe.” Nox heard a guard tell his friends. “Keep your wives, daughters, and sisters indoors after dark. They won’t like it. They’ll complain. But I’d rather put up with their whining and rage than see them like this. Wouldn’t you?”
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                “I’m glad you’re finally taking this seriously,” Joey said. He sat cross-legged on the ground, writing in his little notebook. Nox had observed him carrying it ever since he finished mourning Kris and started his secondary career as an investigator. The warlock always took notes when discussions related to his investigations began. “I guess unless you’ve left in the Outer Rings, it's difficult to empathize with the residents' plights.”

“That’s natural, isn’t it?” Nox asked. “Unless you see something happen or know someone directly affected by an incident, you’re not personally involved. If you’re not involved, it's nothing but morbid bedtime tales.”

“I suppose.” Joey sighed. He finished writing his notes and returned the journal to his pocket. “But you’re willing to help me now?”

“I was never unwilling to assist. It's just a matter of finding the time and the specificity of the help you need. The outer rings are too far. But if there is trouble in my backyard, it's not too much trouble for me to step out and have a look.”

“Too far. Too much trouble. There are always excuses, Nox. This is real work. Important work. We need to figure this out and solve it before someone important to us falls victim.”

“Fine. Tell me how I can help you. Do you need a fund—”

“Money always helps, but that’s now what this is about.” Joey leaned forward, moving closer to Nox. “I need your spy network. April alone isn’t enough, and Caitlin is starting to grow uncomfortable with all the time we spend together. Lend me Ingrid and her little birds. They have the power to enter rooms and listen in on conversations that most can’t access.”

“They’re already doing that in the Galleria.”

“I need them doing the same in gang territories.”

“Are you mad?” Nox asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not releasing my apprentice—”

“I don’t want her specifically but her contacts, you dolt,” Joey said. “You’ve invested in a spy network. I’m asking you to share it.”

“Fine. But I’d like to get more directly involved. By the way. Leisel Wyrd. What is your take on her?”

“She’s not as strict as she seems in Intermediate Manipulation,” Joey replied. “Leisel insists we call her by her first name in Advanced Stealth and Espionage. In fact, she’s pretty hilarious and entertaining. I’d call her eccentric. Why do you ask?”

“She snuck up on me in the unisex baths and tried to seduce me with Mind Magic. When I called her out on it, she called it a test and claimed to be a friend of Kris’s.”

“That kind of behavior certainly toes the line between eccentric and crazy.” Joey laughed. “She told me about working with Kris in the past after the course’s induct lecture.”

“It's probably not the best way to convince someone to take your course. Mind Magic? What in Ygg’s name was she thinking?”Nox sighed, shaking his head. “Anyway. Are you going to investigate the sewer network?”

Joey nodded.

“I want you to use the party when you do that,” Nox said, placing a hand on his fellow apprentice’s shoulder. “It sounds like someone dangerous and powerful is behind the killings, and they’re using the sewers to move around. Perhaps they’re using the sewer network to transport or even imprison the victims.”

“I expect as much. This latest victim. The laundry girl.” Joey pulled out his journal again and checked his notes. “Her corpse was fresh. She didn’t look sick or malnourished. The killer killed her and put on their little show exactly a week before they killed her. The bastard took good care of her and fed her before taking her apart surgically. The blood on the scene was far less than what's in a body too. That means they killed her elsewhere and then brought the bits to Taylor’s store.

“This tells us a whole lot, doesn’t it? The killer is powerful. Skilled or talented when it comes to surgical skills. And has the financial means to imprison, feed, and take care of their victims. This is not the type of target I want to face alone in the dark.”

“In an arena they know intimately,” Nox added. “You’ve been selling yourself short, you know?”

“In what way?” Joey raised an eyebrow. 

“You’ve turned into an incredible and observant investigator. Precise details. Logical deductions. I wouldn’t think to gather most of this information. There’s a reason you gravitated towards detective work and me toward wards.” Nox smiled at his friend. “Kris would be proud of you, Joey.”

“Now, kiss,” Caitlin said, making the pair jump. The pair of men hadn’t heard her approach. “It’s sweet. The conversation between you is nice, but the squirrels found the avatar. It's time we move.”

It was Fifthday. The schedule demanded Nox and his friends spend six hours exploring the dungeon under the City of Ygg. They had already defeated a few patrols of dragonscale asura. After three semesters of fighting them, not even the better-equipped and smarter specimens on the fifth floor were a challenge. Now, the party wanted to test themselves against the domain lord’s roving extension, Hogg’s Avatar.

The group sat in a ward of Nox’s design. The fifth floor had no safe zones free of patrols like the fourth. Repulsion wards ensured the patrols avoided their resting spot. Meanwhile, Joey’s mass concealment spell made it a challenge for the party to detect if anything got past Nox’s defenses. Neither tactic appeared to work on Hogg’s Avatar. So, Alexander sent his squirrels out to look out for the beast. 
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It wasn’t the first time they decided to challenge the faux dragon. The party had made several attempts to down the beast. Unfortunately, they had never succeeded. Losing Ratra’s Bow meant they no longer had reliable long-ranged attacks. Nox’s crippled mana system also limited his ability to make custom projectiles or bombs. They had to rely on essence pellets he pre-prepared prior to the delve. The lack of Crystallize Essence meant they also lacked reliable defences against dragon fire.

“He’s spotted the squirrels,” Alexander announced. “We don’t have to seek him out. Hogg’s Avatar is in pursuit.”

“Lead him through there.” Nox pointed at a pair of thick pillars. They rose past an adjoining path, and the entrance to a tunnel lay just beyond it. “We can use the narrowness to limit his movements.”

“It's also a good escape path if things go wrong,” Caitlin added. Her new elemental armor appeared more refined with every summoning. Thick and twisted wood segments covered her forearms, shins, chest, and back. Lesser, more segmented sections protected the rest, and Shaped, gelatinous water connected each piece. They allowed her joints incredible mobility. Caitlin also protected her sides in a network of wood segments and water. They let her twist, unlike her old armor. “Are you sure you two are ready for this?” She looked between her brother and Nox. “It’s alright if you want more time to prepare.”

“I’m fine,” Alexander growled. 

“My new toy gives us a decent chance,” Nox said.

The druid-to-be summoned two of his burliest squirrels. It looked like someone had fed the critters life essence and had them lift weights for days on end. If their muscles grew any bigger, Nox imagined their hides would rip. The critters held little spears made of wood and sunlight. They sped toward the pillars and climbed them. Meanwhile, the party took cover on either side of the path. The Woodsons crouched together. Kris’ former apprentices took the spot opposite them.

They heard and smelled Hogg’s Avatar long before seeing him. The stench reminded Nox of his first rift delve with Annabelle, her late fiance and consumed brother. Originally, giant subterranean worms occupied the dimension. When the party arrived, a clan of semi-intelligent giant lizards was in the process of conquering it. Hogg’s Avatar smelled the same as the reptilian monsters’ leader. He was at least twenty-five feet long and had the width and musculature of a prized bull. Despite his dimensions, the monster looked more like a serpent than a lizard or any dragon from artists’ depictions.

The ground shook when the giant beast dropped onto the pathway. The arch extending across the pillars kept it from maintaining the high ground. Hogg’s Avatar growled, speeding past the party as he continued to pursue the squirrels bathed in Alexander’s new sunlight conjurations. The giant lizard appeared to fold its limbs and ribs as it squeezed into the tunnel. Nox and his companions remained ignored.

Otis jumped into action. Nox had the gremlin waiting just out of sight. His dark fur also helped him blend almost perfectly into the dungeon’s dim environment. He had rolled in asura blood to mask his smell, too. The gremlin dropped onto the monster’s back as instructed while consuming the fist-sized sphere of sonic essence glass Nox had given him.

The planet dedicated to the familiar didn’t just rotate around the new star but the old one as well. Nox couldn’t use the magic that accompanied Crystallize Essence, but Otis had no such problems. His snack transformed him. He grew bat-like ears which folded when he opened his cavernous mouth again. Then he scrambled onto the faux dragon’s head, and the gremlin roared. The force of the sound made the air ripple.

Hogg’s Avatar shrieked. Something exploded in his lizard-like ear holes, and viscous blood poured from the orifices. The beast’s limbs and rib cage expanded as it swiftly backpedaled, but the party attacked before he could pull his top half out of the tunnel.

Crescent water blades grew downward from Caitlin’s armored forearms. She slashed at their giant opponent’s rear left limb. Her Shaped aquatic weapons cut deep into the flesh but failed to damage the bone. She retreated straight away, moving significantly faster than her old armor would allow. When Hogg’s Avatar tried putting weight on the limb, it crumbled, and blood spurted from the wound.

Joey assaulted the other limb. His collection of cantrips and, therefore, essences had grown, but he still gravitated towards fire and ice during combat. Hogg’s Avatar had proven immune to the former during their past encounters. So Joey bathed the right-left limb in frost fire, making the hide brittle. Then, a dense mass of icicles burst from within the beast’s flesh.

Once the two close-ranged fighters locked the faux dragon down, Alexander’s squirrels flooded over the body, assaulting sensory organs and all vulnerable points. Meanwhile, Nox charged the most powerful arrow his new bow would allow. It lacked the shredding and elemental powers he once manipulated, thanks to Crystallize Essence, but still crackled with energy. 

Ratra’s Bow used the wielder’s mana, star, and planets to give itself form. Since Nox’s Shaping spell was currently dormant, the arrow struggled to maintain a stable shape. Tendrils of hyper-excited mana arced off the projectile and danced between it and the gauntlet. On the bright side, the new bow gave him the power to impart a cantrip’s power to the arrow, and Nox used Galvanzing Touch. It wasn’t as potent as using old essences, but it still made Hogg’s Avatar spasm when his arrow was ripped into a massive gash opened by Caitlin’s water blade. 

Most of the party retreated beyond the pillars when Hogg’s Avatar finally wriggled free of the tunnel. They used whatever long-range attacks they had available, drawing his attention. Meanwhile, Nox hung off the pillar using his Artisan’s Arm and Otis’ assistance, staying just out of the faux dragon’s view.

The squirrels had successfully shredded the nostrils but failed to damage half the eyes significantly. Unlike most beasts, Hogg’s Avatar had four: two on the side of its face and two more on the front. Only bloody messes remained of the latter. So, the beast failed to spot Nox as it crawled towards his friends, launching fireballs at them. Though still weak, Caitlin’s new Aqua Barrier spell bought them time.

Meanwhile, Nox used his newly developed arcane technique to extend his mana zone. He waited until Hogg’s Avatar entered the very tip. Even though he couldn’t see the monster, Nox could now sense its presence. So, the Artisan’s Arm and Otis pulled him closer. He expanded his mana zone around the faux dragon’s head and cast Temporal Sphere, pouring as much energy as possible into slowing time. The control spell was enough to wreak havoc on the dragonscale asura, if not kill them straight away. Unwilling to take any risks or make any assumptions, they descended on the monster, unleashing their most powerful attacks.

Hogg’s Avatar didn’t stand a chance in the end. Joanna lingered nearby, ensuring no one got killed, but, in the end, her presence proved unnecessary. All but Alexander had reached the adept rank, after all, and spent the past year mastering their abilities. They would need to descend to the lower floors, which only low-experts could access if they wanted a greater challenge. 

Unfortunately, the City of Ygg strictly monitored and vetted anyone stronger than adept entering the dungeon. Nidhogg was considerably stronger than most domain lords of his rank. The dungeon was also a valuable resource for the city and well-contained by its mages and Ygg. They didn’t want any ambitious delvers killing Nidhogg just yet.
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The stronger his opponent, the harder Nil hits.

Saving an innocent from a drug-crazed superhuman should've left him broken. It wins Nil the Nexus' attention, instead. Now he has the opportunity to make a difference. Nil is done feeling small and watching his family scrape by.

Apocalypse Arena holds the key; where the multiverse's champions battle and keep the Scourge at bay. Pain, death, and heartbreak await all who run the gauntlets, but Nil has what it takes to grapple his way to the top.

The multiverse is watching, and he'll be damned sure to give them a show.



What to expect:

- A story inspired by Solo Levelling, Super Supportive, and Iron Prince.

- A system that fuses LitRPG, super powers, and cultivation

- Regular trips to alien realms and dimensions on quests that involve dealing with threats or solving problems.

- Gladiatoral fights, battle royales, capture the flag, and other combat games with death always being a possiblity.

- Social and political complexities of individuals with a system living next to normal people.

- A focus on the bonds between family and friends. Romance won't be a focus of the story or plot, but life happens.

- Combat, mystery, espionage, fantastical adventures.















                

                Good news everyone!

We got two big events this month.

First, I released Apocalypse Arena this past week. Its linked in the author's notes above and I won't repeat the information already there. I've already released the first fifteen chapters and will continue to drop two a day until we reach fifty. This project is primarily written by me with my wife, Caitlin, acting as the developmental editor. Hopefully, you guys will find fewer errors in it than in DoDS, as a result. Patreon is currently about 40 chapters ahead of RR and I hope to keep it that way. If you like my writing, I would super appreciate the support.

If you spot this tale on Amazon, know that it has been stolen. Report the violation.

Secondly, Department of Dungeon Studies book 1 goes live on Amazon on the 30th of April. My publisher gave it a once over with a professional editor and I added a little more content. We're simultaneously releasing on Kindle Unlimited and Audible. This means that I can't keep book 1 up on RR anymore and the project will be stubbed around 15th/16th April. I write for a living and such methods are necessary if I want to continue doing so and keep churning out 20k words worth of content per week. With an intercontinental move coming and a baby in about 7.5-8 months, I need to treat writing more as a business.

Thank you for all of your support and love. I hope you continue reading and also check out my newest project.

Regards,

J Pal
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                Since Alexander was still eight units from reaching the adept rank, Professor Wolfhammer refused to give the party an official pass. The city and university recognized the party’s prowess. They had proven themselves against opponents of the appropriate rank, completed adept rifts, and saved the City of Ygg. Technically, the party didn’t need to attend Advanced Dungeon Combat at all but continued to do so at the professor’s insistence. Nox theorized it was because the man held his apprentice, Alexander, and, by extension, the rest of the party to a higher standard. 

After recovering from the mana burns he suffered in Terrastalia and absorbing the latest gift he received from Dean Woodson, Alexander’s growth had accelerated. Nox hoped the younger Woodson would soon ascend. He didn’t care as much about Professor Wolfhammer’s standards. However, it had now become a matter of pride. Nox guessed the professor expected as much and used it to push them harder. The dungeon studies department’s staff had high expectations of the party after everything that happened in Terrastalia.

Everyone already refused to accept anything short of extraordinary of Caitlin and Alexander. They were Woodsons, after all, and the dean spent a good deal of time and resources on them. A good deal of the staff didn’t like Kris while she was still alive, but she had left a grand legacy behind, and everyone demanded her apprentices lived up to the name. Not everyone knew of their hand in the Plagebringer’s death, but those who did cut Nox and Joey no slack.

The party celebrated with a feast in Nox and Aria’s shared suite after their victory against Hogg’s Avatar. 

“I made your favorite, Sir Ratra,” Leanna Taylor, the top floor’s head chef, told them. She often helped in the brasserie’s kitchen and used the opportunity to refine her cheffing skills. “Beef Sirloin cooked rare, and the fat left untrimmed.” She looked proud as she sliced the preparation and served Nox first. “I roasted the potatoes in tallow with fresh green chillis just the way you like.”

“Careful, Leanna,” Aria said. “I might just worry you’re trying to steal him from me.”

“If she keeps cooking like this, you seriously might be in trouble,” Nox joked, excitedly loading potatoes onto his plate. He got a laugh out of Leana, but his fiance glared, smacking his arm. Meanwhile, Caitlin thought throwing a bread roll at his face was appropriate.

“Did you forget the rest of us?” Alexander asked, batting his long and pretty eyelashes. “I thought I was the most important stomach in your life.”

“You’re certainly near the top of the list, Mister Woodson. You’ll see if you wait until dessert.” Leanna unwrapped river carp steamed with mustard and coconut for Joey. Most of the vegetable dishes were Pudge and Caitlin’s favorite. At the end of the meal, they all received tarts filled with peaches from Aria’s home. Both she and Alexander were pleased with the offering.

Fifthday night dinner had become the party’s evening of good eating and revelry. Everyone but Nox and Caitlin indulged in wine or their preferred intoxicant. They didn’t group up and get together every week but tried to at least a couple of times a month unless they had prior commitments or functions. They especially tried to get together if anyone had other plans the coming Seventhday morning and couldn’t get together for brunch. Coordinating was difficult, but they did their best to make time for one another. 

Like most Sixthday mornings, Nox and Aria had a long list of duties related to the Galleria and Edelweiss Brasserie, respectively. The latter of the pair got out of bed first. By the time Nox was washed and ready for the day, she had already departed. Jenny Tanner, Leanna’s mother and Alex Tanner’s wife, surprised Nox just as he was about to leave his quarters. As the head of housekeeping, her presence on the floor didn’t catch him off guard, but the dishevelled-looking man behind her did.

“I’m sorry, Sir Ratra,” Jenny said. “I know you don’t want strangers up here, but I didn’t think you’d want to see him around the public.”

“What makes you say that?”

First, Jenny showed him a badge carrying the now famous black-tortoise seal. Then, the man pulled his shirt open, displaying skin covered with scars and a glass sphere over where his heart should’ve been. A black maelstrom of energy spun within. Nox recognized the magic. “Lillin Grey, the Lady of Terrastalia, sent me to meet with Sir Nox Ratra.”

Nox had always expected something of the sort to happen. So, he instructed the staff to bring anyone carrying the dungeon’s emblem to him immediately. He had spent months waiting for correspondence from Lillin but had given up after half a year. When Nox saw the sphere, he immediately manifested Ratra’s Bow.

“Please.” The man said, sounding weak. “I don’t mean you any harm. These are my shackles, and the only thing still keeping me alive. Let me complete my duties so I may see my family one last time before I die.”

“You may leave, Jenny,” Nox said. His employee obeyed without hesitation, walking away briskly. Meanwhile, several armored guards waited at the top of the stairs. They were right to worry. Nox signaled them to stay where they were before gesturing the man into the suite. He poured the man a glass of water after having him sit down. “What do you mean before you die?”

“All servants of the Plaguebringer left in Terrastalia have perished except me. Lady Grey took all our cores and replaced them with this.” The man stroked the glass sphere in his chest. “It slowly feeds on us, nourishing the dungeon. My colleagues fought back, burning away their life force. I didn’t. So, Lady Grey rewarded me with a chance to see my family before the fuel runs out. But first, I had to meet you. Any deviation from her instructions will make the sphere implode.”

Stolen from its rightful author, this tale is not meant to be on Amazon; report any sightings.

“Fine. Speak.”

The man nodded. He touched the sphere again and then ran his fingers from it to his throat and then down his sternum. Purple and gold runes shone through his skin. He winced before curling into a tight ball and falling on his side. Nox leaped away from him and charged a mana blast, not sure what to expect. When the man relaxed and looked at him, his eyes had changed. They were familiar, and so was the smile on his lips.

“You fixed your arm,” he spoke in Lillin’s voice. “Isn’t that nice?”

Nox’s first instincts urged him to hug his oldest friend, but then he got another look at the body she was wearing. “How in Ygg’s name did you do… whatever this is?”

“Plaguebringer left behind a lot of interesting literature, and Bi Xi’s memories are a wellspring of interesting knowledge,” Lillin replied, stroking the black sphere. “It's just something he helped me cook up for prisoners with life sentences. It's a bomb for execution when they misbehave and also a conduit if I want to use them for something else. Neat bit of magic, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think ‘neat’ is how I’d describe it,” Nox replied. “Grotesque and terrifying would be more accurate. It's effective, though, and intimidating. Are you using these to communicate with the superpowers and allied states?”

Lillin—rather the body she currently possessed—nodded. “Another little murderer like Percy here will meet with the Council of Ygg on Firstday. But that’s not important. I wanted to see how you are and how everything is going.” Her eyes wandered around the suite. “I like what you’ve done with the place. Ratra’s Galleria. I imagine everything is going well?”

“Brilliantly. However, there has been a recent uptick in ritual murders from before the Terrastalia incident, and the number of young civilian abductions has increased.”

“What are you doing about it?” Lillin asked. 

“Nothing,” Nox answered, feeling embarrassed. “I’ve been busy with the business. That’s all Joey’s department.”

“That doesn’t sound like you at all. Did you stop caring because you don’t have to feed me anymore?”

“No. That’s Joey’s department. I should be helping him, though.” Nox sighed. “I should’ve started helping him quite some time ago. I’ll be setting aside resources and time for his investigations. Perhaps it's foolish of me to ignore these things. For all I know, the Cabal might be involved.”

“Don’t be hard on yourself. It looks and sounds like, for the first time in a long time, things are going well for you. You have a flourishing business, a fiance, and a family. It's okay to focus on yourself. But don’t forget who you are. Alright?”

The urge to hug his friend reared its head again. “How’s everything going with you?” Nox asked. “Where are you now?”

“The Arctic Wastes,” Lillin answered. “I have been handing out warlock contracts and bounties to talented mages. One party just brought in the last of the All-Father’s cult. I have dealt with several city-states, including a few along the Endless Dunes edge. The Imperium is proving resident, but I have a few of them on my side. They’re helping me fill my prisons.”

“And is that enough to keep you fed?”

“Let's put it this way. If mana were biomass, my mimic body would struggle to contain it without spatial magic. The mana gems that grow in the dungeon’s depths are incredible bargaining chips. Everyone wants a share.”

“Do you have the same deal with Arctic nomads? Dean Oleg says they’re not particularly hospitable or keen on trading with outsiders.”

“Bi Xi helped me with that. He restored several geothermal oases. The nomads might not care much about mana gems, but they treasure their fertile bastions.” Lillin paused, studying Nox’s face. “I’ve also been collecting information on the Cabal. It's part of the reason why I’m here.”

“And here I thought you missed me,” Nox said.

Lillin rolled her eyes. “Pay attention. I interrogated my prisoners, and they gave me a fair bit of information on the Cabal. You killed Plaguebringer, and unless they have already replaced her, there are four more: Warmonger, Deathwalker, Famine, and Calamity.”

“With names like those, they never had a chance. What were their parents thinking?”

“Why won’t you take this seriously?”

“I just missed you. Alright?” Nox sighed. “Aria doesn’t get my stupid jokes. I love her, but she’s not the best person for such humor.”

“Then find someone else. You’re sad company without an outlet for the idiocy.” Lillin laughed. “Anyway. Nihon and Han are currently plagued by floods and droughts. The nomads and merchants in the endless dunes tell me it's a weather wizard. I bet that’s famine. Meanwhile, Deathwalker is a confirmed necromancer. Apparently, he has settled in the ruins on a floating island, which was last seen off the coast of Daksinsthan. The bastard is raining undead in his wake.

“Unfortunately, I have very little information on Calamity or Warmonger. My prisoner tells me the former is the most beautiful and sultry woman they’ve ever seen, and she despises the current status quo. The case is the same for the latter, but she’s on a mission to make the Imperium fight its smaller neighbors and even spur civil war. I hope a rough idea of their members might help you look out for signs of them.”

“Their magic sounds related to their names.” Nox fetched a notebook from his deck and took quick notes. “Plaguebringer had insect summons and the Well of Pestilence. Fa—”

“Clementine Wagner was a disease mage,” Lillin corrected. “She used flies and pests to transmit them. The rest came because of the Well of Pestilence. The well wasn’t her primary spell, but its ownership is what made her the Plaguebringer. It appears as if these five signature spells are passed down from each generation of the Cabal to the next. Just because Famine’s key spell involves altering the weather doesn’t mean it's indicative of the rest of their magic. From what I understand, they’re usually related.”

“Fine. So, I need to look out for excess rains or droughts, necromancy, and unnatural wars. What would Calamity’s focus be? Natural disasters?”

Lillin shrugged. “It’s impossible to tell. But the more you know, the better you can prepare.”
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Apocalypse Arena





The stronger his opponent, the harder Nil hits.

Saving an innocent from a drug-crazed superhuman should've left him broken. It wins Nil the Nexus' attention, instead. Now he has the opportunity to make a difference. Nil is done feeling small and watching his family scrape by.

Apocalypse Arena holds the key; where the multiverse's champions battle and keep the Scourge at bay. Pain, death, and heartbreak await all who run the gauntlets, but Nil has what it takes to grapple his way to the top.

The multiverse is watching, and he'll be damned sure to give them a show.



What to expect:

- A story inspired by Solo Levelling, Super Supportive, and Iron Prince.

- A system that fuses LitRPG, super powers, and cultivation

- Regular trips to alien realms and dimensions on quests that involve dealing with threats or solving problems.

- Gladiatoral fights, battle royales, capture the flag, and other combat games with death always being a possiblity.

- Social and political complexities of individuals with a system living next to normal people.

- A focus on the bonds between family and friends. Romance won't be a focus of the story or plot, but life happens.

- Combat, mystery, espionage, fantastical adventures.

- Currently releasing two chapters a day until we hit chapter 50. Will adopt a 4-5 chapters a week schedule afterward.















                



3.22 Who Doesn't Like Auctions?
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                    Read Apocalypse Arena and help me out, guys!

I promise cool characters with an awesome(human) best friend, a loving family, a cool system, awesome action (kinetic energy manipulation is sexy), and a more plot driven story. 17 chapters out so far and releasing 2 a day. I must dominate Rising Stars!



                

                On Seventhday, Nox and Aria finally accepted Utpal Banerjee’s invitation. Joey and Caitlin accompanied the pair.

It took the couple half an hour to walk from the Galleria to the Golden Gavel. Nox alone would’ve covered the distance quicker in half the time, but Aria’s shoes slowed her down. It sat in the nicer part of Market Ring but closer to one of the gates that connected to Nobles Quarter. People of the group's station primarily took carriages to such events. Unfortunately, another murder in Market Ring left the streets crowded and roads blocked, forcing them to walk.

“These slippers weren't made for walking on cobbled roads,” Aria grumbled. They paused a hundred steps from their destination so she could remove her heeled shoes and massage her feet. “If the guards and student police took these crimes more seriously, the murders would've never made it to Market Ring.”

“It's not their fault,” Joey said. “These don't follow any of the usual patterns.”

“Usual patterns? What in Niddhogg’s taint are you talking about?”

“Are you just mad because your feet hurt, or do you really want to know?”

“A bit of both. I’ll recover from the discomfort quicker if I’m distracted.”

“Ritual murders and serial killings usually have patterns. The former is devoted to some deity and has arcane traces where the killer draws a spellform and uses mana, the victim's life force to activate it. Meanwhile, serial killings often involve some sort of trophy collection or sexual element. The victims might have something in common, or the killer’s methods display some meticulous internal logic. These have neither. It almost feels as if someone is just trying to mess with everyone's heads. 

“The patterns around the crime scene look like symbols, but they're not dedicated to no known god. The spell forms look incoherent and don't work. I had them tested. The only thing consistent about the victims is they're young, unmarried women. It started with prostitutes. Then, it moved on to troublemakers. Now, it's seemingly innocent young girls with unblemished pasts.” Joey scratched his head, watching a stream of guards march past them. “I guess a brief delay between disappearance and appearance of remains is common, too.”

“Then why don't the guards start investigating everyone related to women who've been missing for a couple of days?” Aria asked. “That's the most logical next step, isn't it?”

“Because far more women just disappear and are never seen or heard from again.” Joey sighed. “It's impossible to tell who was taken by sex traffickers and who by the ritual killers. That's assuming both parties aren't the same. It's impossible to launch investigations on that many people simultaneously.”

“Have you considered dropping the assumption? It might look like I'm just buying time so we don't have to start walking again, but I'm genuinely interested now. I took a few courses on this matter for my lawkeeping and governance qualifications.” Aria swallowed a healing pill before wiggling into her shoes. “What if traffickers are taking these girls and testing or using them for their needs? Candidates who don't perform or perish during their manhandling end up butchered and turned into a spectacle for fear-mongering. A panicked population has poor judgment and is therefore easier to manipulate.”

“That's certainly an interesting angle,” Joey said after taking a moment to think about it. “Would you mind listing the classes and professors for these qualifications? I feel like my criminal past has left me jaded, and I might be struggling to see the bigger picture.”

“You have my respect for recognizing your shortcomings, Joey Greengrasse,” Aria replied. “I hope that doesn't come across as condescending.” 

“I think we should let the two of them sit together,” Caitlin whispered to Nox as they continued their walk. She took his arm and let the other two follow several feet behind them. “I predict sociology, politics, and the criminal mind will be a major topic tonight, and I have no intention of getting involved.”

“I wouldn't mind leaving them to their devices once we're in the auction house.” Nox chuckled. “They can sit at the back of the box and have their discussion. You and I can focus on the lots.” He lowered his volume as he continued. “In fact, I think I might get away with not wasting any money on art if Joey keeps her busy.”

“I heard that, Nox Ratra,” Aria called over her shoulder before continuing the conversation with Joey. The glare got a laugh out of Caitlin.

Utpal Banerjee’s Golden Govel was just as opulent as the alchemical baths. Marble floors, mahogany furnishings, gold filigree, rugs from the endless dunes, and opulence well beyond Nox’s recognition decorated the entrance hall. Attendants waited just past the entrance, checking invitations or ensuring guests had the means to bid on the evening’s wares. 

A pair of women in elegant but low-cut gowns took Nox and his companions aside before he could show off his invitations. “Lord Banerjee asked us to look out for you, Sir Ratra,” one of them told him. “Your private box is ready for the evening. We’ve also brought in an assortment of Daksinsthani and local delicacies from the city’s finest eateries for you and your party to enjoy.”

“Thank you,” Nox said. “Please lead the way.”

“Would you like any wine, spirits, or cocktails?” The second attendant asked.

“I hear you have the beast Daksinsthani spiced tea in the city. I wouldn’t mind a touch of that with cream.

“Would you like a drop of spiced honey in that?”

Nox nodded.

“That sounds divine,” Aria commented. “I’ll have the same.”

Caitlin and Joey echoed the request.

The first attendant took their coats before leading them up the grand staircase to a needlessly luxurious private booth. The structure looked more like a theater than an auction house from the elevation. They looked down at the seats below, and the angle ensured no one below or in the neighboring booths could see them. However, Nox could see directly into the private boxes in the adjacent walls. Little tables for refreshments sat between each seat along with an artificed device. A familiar machine also sat by the wall.

This tale has been unlawfully obtained from Royal Road. If you discover it on Amazon, kindly report it.

The attendant pointed at the first. “Press this when you’re ready to make a bid. It will detect your speech if you’re holding it down and would like to state a custom amount.” Then she gestured to the machine by the wall. “We have a fine selection of musical recordings for while you wait and between lots. I’ll be waiting on you tonight and may operate the device for you if you’d like.”

Because of the state of the roads outside, the auction began late. The auctioneer apologized, and everyone received a round of free drinks. It was clear they wanted enough guests present for the first set of lots so that competition would drive up the bids.

Nox didn’t care about the first few items. They included old spell manuals involving mundane pieces of magic Nox didn’t care for. Some titles intrigued him and would probably teach him new rune combinations or spell-weaving styles, but not enough to pay exorbitant prices for them. Despite the supposedly low attendance numbers, competition was fierce. The first dozen items sold for a hundred to two hundred gold. Though they were antiques, most, if not all, of the items, would’ve sold for half as much if sold at the many spell weaver emporiums around Market Ring or on campus.

A high-vibration water whip spell in the second set got Caitlin’s attention. She ended up in a fierce bidding competition for it and then again for a tome on old illusion magic. Joey insisted that it was too much, but she insisted. The subject, apparently, fascinated him, and she found his obsession with manufacturing illusions adorable. Afterward, Aria bid on a stack of antique spirit-walking scrolls and lost, but successfully got her hands on an old Arctic tribal shaman’s journal.

Nox was indulging in the spicy Daksinsthani dishes and an iced version of the tea when the auctioneer finally got his attention. 

“This particular relic is no longer functional but has historic value,” the man announced. His assistant held a giant magnifying lens over a rectangular belt pouch. The container wasn’t too different from what Nox used for his pills and vials. Blood and scorch marks marred patches, and the runework appeared damaged.“It served as the great artificer and planeswalker, Gwyneth ‘Lamplight’ Sen’s spatial storage device. Her son and grandchildren, some of the first delvers, carried it when eliminating several newly fallen gods. 

“Historians estimate that Daksinsthan and the southern end of our continent would have far more high-expert and archon dungeons if not for their bravery. Our experts believe this relic was present for many such excursions. The burns suggest divine power was responsible for the owner’s death and the relic’s inactivity.

“The signature on the inside of the lid, our consulting psychometrist, and the item’s age all suggest it is authentic. As a result, bidding will start at five hundred gold.”

Nox activated the bidding contraption without a second thought.

“That was quick!” The auctioneer exclaimed. “Do we have five hundred and fifty? Five—We’ve got five hundred and fifty.”

Nox activated the device again, and the bids rapidly reached four digits.

Before he knew it, they were on the verge of touching five digits. His heart raced, and he had his left hand clenched so tight his knuckles had turned white. Nox only stopped when Aria grabbed his hand. She didn’t say anything but shook her head. Historical artifacts, apparently, always sold for significant amounts. He had heard that the city had several collectors of such memorabilia. 

The next lot lacked the psychometric verification of the first, but the auctioneer claimed it, too, was a spatial storage device. It had activated when the device came into the business’ possession, but the power source had burned out during the testing phase. Their adept artificers had claimed it was repairable but couldn’t provide any guarantees.

The bids climbed slower and still reached four digits, but Nox won it for two-and-a-half thousand gold. His personal savings had risen to a quarter of a hundred thousand gold over the past year. It would’ve been higher if not for the amount he invested in his growing spy ring. Nox didn’t dip into his business’ profits for the effort but took a chunk out of the salary he paid himself.

Aria was right to keep him from bidding on the previous lot. It would’ve cut his savings in half if not drained it altogether. But desperation drove him. Two weeks was barely any time when it came to researching relics, but every day Nox spent without fixing his arcane problems made him more desperate. The same desperation made him risk his savings on a relic that might not get him the answers he wanted. In hindsight, he was glad he didn’t end up spending more than ten thousand gold.

The auctioneer declared a break like he had after every set. It gave guests the opportunity to relieve themselves, pay for their winnings, and collect or arrange delivery. Nox and his friends eagerly went down to collect everything they had purchased. He wanted a glance at the person who beat him to Gwyneth Sen’s artifact.

Much to Nox’s surprise and disappointment, Leisel Wyrd awaited him. He asked his companions to give him a moment and marched up to her, using his new weapon’s store mana to surround himself with Crystallized Essence. She held the pouch, smiling from ear to ear. When Nox approached, she held it out to him. “I would’ve stopped bidding if I knew it was you,” she said.

“Why?”

“I owed Kris a significant debt. Financial. Emotional. Romantic. Since you’re her apprentice and primary inheritor, this is repayment.”

“That doesn’t explain anything. You just spent close to thirteen hundred blighted gold, and you’re handing it over to me. This makes zero sense, Professor Liesel Wyrd.” Nox struggled not to use a mocking tone when he spoke her name. “What do you want from me?”

Leisel Wyrd sighed, rolling her eyes. “How much do you know about Kris? I know her time as Dean Woodson’s apprentice and time at the university is public knowledge. Did she tell you anything about her time between then and starting as a professor or recruiting you?”

“She served the Keeper of Knowledge.”

“And she was a cult hunter,” Leisel told him, smiling. “And my mentor in the art of hunting cults. The horrors got too much, so she left the organization, talking about launching a war on the gods instead. She never talked about it, but I think Kris also took down the mark that made her an orphan and put her on the streets. So, we—the organization was no longer of any use to her.” She paused, studying Nox’s face. “I want you to join us. We’re covert. We find cults. We destroy them. I want you to help me.”

“That explains the stealth, espionage, and almost the blighted mind magic, but not why you want me,” Nox replied. He nodded at Joey, standing on the other side of the room. “He’s better suited for this kind of thing. I’m not a—”

“You have the potential to become a mage killer. I’ve read up on you, observed your classes, and analyzed everything that is in the university staff record. You could make a big difference between your developing temporal magic and the Crystallize Essence spell. I know your ambition is taking out Sundarshahar, but its ruler has no reach outside her domain. Meanwhile, the blighted cults are everywhere.” Leisel moved closer to Nox and pressed the relic into his hands. “I’m tracking them in the city as we speak. Help me.”

“I’ll get back to you,” Nox said. He looked between her and the pouch, then pushed it away. “Keep the pouch. I appreciate the gesture, but I already have what I want..”

“What in Ygg’s name am I supposed to do with this?” Leisel demanded.

“Have you already paid for it?”

The professor nodded, holding up a receipt.

“Consider your debt to Kris paid and donate it to the university’s research department,” Nox answered before walking away.
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The stronger his opponent, the harder Nil hits.

Saving an innocent from a drug-crazed superhuman should've left him broken. It wins Nil the Nexus' attention, instead. Now he has the opportunity to make a difference. Nil is done feeling small and watching his family scrape by.
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3.23 Spell Development


                “Divination is a misunderstood art. Not even the gods had true omniscience and could only observe their subjects, temples, and arcane domains. We might be winning the war against them, but that doesn’t mean we should have the hubris to think we can overcome arcane limitations they couldn’t cross.

Clairvoyance tells you the most possible future and isn’t a confirmation of what is to come. The further one looks, the more unreliable it becomes.

Dowsing detects the last place an entity made an arcane or psychic impact on its surroundings. People might leave traces wherever they go but aren’t constantly doing so. 

Psychometry seeks to unveil an object’s history but looks into the memories of its wielders. Objects don’t have the means to store such concepts, after all. Memories, much like their owners, are unreliable and distort with time.

Divination magic is meant to set its wielders on the right path to their destination and help guide them. Relying on it alone is folly.”

—Guide To Beginner Divination, A Woodson University Compilation

The relic Nox won at the auction house proved a better investment than the pouch.

“You can’t really rely on psychometry,” Sapna said as she looked over the artifact Nox had brought home. “Divination magic, on the whole, is pretty inconsistent and unreliable. The runework and scripts are forgotten. Even if the pouch belonged to Gwyneth ‘Lamplight’ Sen, there is no guarantee it was the spatial device. For all we know, the device's memories were recalling one of her other belongings.” She waved the belt Nox had brought back from the auction house. “For all we know, the psychometrists detected this.”

“Are you sure it's a spatial device?” Nox asked.

The older Ratra nodded. She placed the belt on her workstation and focused a magnifying lens over it. “See this set of runes?” Sapna ran her finger along a line. “These symbols are consistent with the bangle. If the pouch was scorched, stained, and ripped, as you claim, the scripts might not have been this intact. You would’ve wasted thousands on absolutely nothing.”

“That certainly makes me feel a lot better.” Nox sighed. “I was worried my pride might’ve screwed up our chances.”

“It’s good to have pride. Taking the gift would’ve left you indebted. You’d pretty much lose any choice on the matter. This Wyrd woman would have your testicles in a vice, and you’d have no choice but to work for her and join her blighted organization.” Sapna refocused on the belt. “The mana-absorption script is ancient. I’m not sure if I can figure it out, but the connectors are the same. It should be possible to do a scrub and fresh metal overlay to cover up the old section and replace it with a new mana absorption system. Perhaps even socket a gem.”

“I recognize these.” Nox leaned in as Sapna moved the magnifying lens to another section of the belt. “This set of runes is the same, too.” He went back to the last script and then compared the two. Nox didn’t just stop there but also double-checked everything in between. Next, he fetched the bangle Oleg procured for them and scanned it. “This middle section. We discounted it as regular syntax, but it's exactly the same. What if there is no set rune for something as ambiguous as space? It takes almost a dozen symbols to spell out zone and even more for mana zone.”

Nox pointed at the rune pairings they identified on the bangle. “Maybe these two don’t just relate to spatial magic but change the meaning of the runes they border?” 

Sigil of the Artisan had already helped Nox memorize them. Yet he copied them into a blank length of parchment and broke the script into segments. Then he went about locating all unknown runes and rune sets on the belt. Next, he looked for the same on the bangle. Nox only copied runes when he found identical bordered sections. 

“Good catch,” Sapna commented, looking them over. She highlighted all the common runes in each unique bordered set. “It will take a lot of experimentation, and I think it won’t be too difficult to figure out. Just a matter of time—”

“Hold on a moment.” Nox locked onto a section. He summoned Otis and got the familiar to retrieve his spell-weaving journal from spatial storage. “Look at this,” he said, tapping the refined version of his mana zone technique. Sapna had seen it before, but she didn’t have the benefit of his internal blueprint library. “Do you see a similarity? My mana zone cage is especially similar. What if this is the rune set for contained space or something similar?”

This tale has been pilfered from Royal Road. If found on Amazon, kindly file a report.

“I was thinking the same thing. Let's start there.”

It was a night of incredible progress and extended into Seventhday. Nox missed brunch with Aria and his friends, but, as a result, they narrowed down the possibilities for the picked section. Then, Nox confirmed it following several hours of experimentation. But after they figured out the first, the rest became easy. By the time the new week began, the Ratra pair had identified the rune sets for contained space, folded space, pocket dimensions, and opening portals to them. 

The pair agrees that it was perhaps the greatest arcane discovery of the decade. So, Nox let Sigil of the Artisan bank the knowledge while Sapna transcribed everything in a coded journal. Only she knew the key, and her inheritor would one day discover its secrets. Then they burned all their scribblings so the information would never get out—or at least until they had spell scripts, enchantment diagrams, or inventions to patent.

Nox ended up taking Firstday off from Advanced Dungeon Combat to work on himself and catch up on rest. 

The Temporal Sphere spell, though potent, had an unstable foundation. Wild magic swirled in its heart, after all. Without concepts to grasp or runes for spell weaving, Nox had minimal flexibility or control besides switching between acceleration and retardation and their respective rates. So, Nox experimented with rune sets that fit into his star’s core. It took a few attempts, and his star rejected a few iterations, but eventually, a modified version of the contained space script snapped into place. 

Nox felt immediate relief. It was like the pressure behind his eyes had suddenly lifted. The sensation reminded Nox of the last time he had a terrible cold. It was just before he received the Sigil of Immunity. Blocked sinuses had left his temples with a dull ache. Then, when his Pallav had him inhale a simple alchemical remedy, all the mucus drained from his air passages, and he could breathe. All the discomfort almost instantly melted away. 

Following the arm surgery, the constant mana burn discomfort stopped for good. But the new relief didn’t compare. Best of all, Nox felt minimal resistance when reclaiming the mana flow around Temporal Sphere’s star. He channeled it delicately toward Crystallize Essence and held his breath. The arcane energy followed his will. 

Fourteen months. Nox had spent fourteen months trying to make his old heavenly bodies take and hold mana for the longest time. He had imagined the moment when he finally had the breakthrough. Images of celebration, dance, and maybe even a drink had flashed through his mind. Instead, he only slumped into his chair as relief washed over him.

It was tempting to consume mana pills and accelerate the star and planets’ recovery. However, worries about shocking his system kept Nox from using such methods. Instead, he let his system recover naturally.

The overflowing joy and having no one to share to share it with frustrated him. Nox was too full of energy to sit still. So, he completed a task he had blown off far too long. He brewed an extra special and refined version of the Tincture of Sigil Awakening.

It was tempting to start formulating a spell for his next planet straight away, but Nox resisted. Unfortunately, he still needs to finalize his dissertation proposal for Advanced Mana Theory. Nox used it as an excuse to refine the script for his arcane technique before detailing the benefits, possibilities, and uses. For good measure, he also added how the Mana Zone Mastery could translate to spatial magic and the possibility of future research. He didn’t intend to include the latter in his dissertation but hoped the temptation of future development would intrigue the academic in his professor and win him some favor during the approval and marking process.

By the time dinner time came, Nox was physically and mentally exhausted. He had barely slept for the last couple of nights. It was tempting to push on and spell weave, but he resisted. Instead, Nox consumed the Tincture of Sigil Awakening before retiring early.



The field of pillars in Nox’s dreamscape had significantly changed since his last visit. The structure dedicated to the Sigil of Immunity had especially changed. It felt complete. The runes and accompanying symbols were bolder and brighter than ever before. When Nox touched the structure, he couldn’t help but smile.

Mana Burn Immunity.

The pillar gave him options to evolve his resistance to specialized schools. Developing a resistance to Mind Magic was especially tempting. However, nothing compared to a flat immunity to Mana Burn. So he made his decision. A year of dealing with constant discomfort had paid off. Nox would never need to worry about the ailment again. 

Meanwhile, his Divining Magic Resistance had also grown significantly. It made sense. He imagined the Cabal and competing businesses regularly attempted to check on his location and actions.

Sigil of the Artisan also had enough energy to upgrade an ability or pick up a new one. Now that Nox had the power to extend his mana zone and push Mage Hand further, he upgraded Nimble Fingers. He also enjoyed the bonus dexterity that came with the growth. Eye for Detail would’ve probably improved his observational powers, but the Sniper’s Eye concoction made it redundant. 

Since Nox had an excess of funds, he wondered whether it was time he picked up another sigil. He had never heard of anyone with more than three of them and didn’t know whether his body would support more, but it didn’t hurt to try.
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3.24 Much-Awaited Progress
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                Nox attended his lectures like usual on Seconday—his presentation in Advanced Mana Theory. The professor approved his dissertation and assigned him a senior researcher in the department to act as his supervisor. Nox would still need to attend lectures but would have the freedom to work on his dissertation and other projects silently. The professor claimed the general theories and research conducted in the class would benefit everyone with their own. Nox used it as an excuse to work on the spell for his newest planet and continued his efforts through the Intermediate Warding.

The following day, instead of going to Intermediate Manipulation, he sought out Professor Reginal Dwight first, showed the professor the new spell script, and demonstrated the function.

“This is fascinating work, Sir Ratra, but I don’t understand why you came to me with this,” the man said. “Couldn’t Professor Wyrd help you with this?”

“I’m sure she can, but I’d rather share this with you,” Nox answered. “Professor Wyrd would also like me to join her other courses and refuses to take no for an answer. So, I’m minimizing my interaction with her. Besides, you’re the one I need to impress if I want to get into Advanced Manipulation or similar courses.”

“You have interests in pursuing further courses?”

Nox nodded. “I want to graduate with the title of Wizard. I won’t get there without them.”

“Honestly, Sir Ratra, I’m surprised you’re just stopping there. This spell and the bit about spatial magic you’ve discovered could lead to research that benefits the university and the world.”

“You really think I have what it takes to become an arcane researcher?”

“Of course!” The professor exclaimed. “You’re smart, academically minded, and a talented mage. The only thing you lack is money and funds. Make a proposal to the research department for funds. Build a team of smart academics to do the math and plebian work for you, and be the brains behind the operation.”

“I never considered anything of the sort,” Nox said, considering the possibilities. “Do you think this would help with the Wizard title?”

Professor Dwight laughed. “I respect your ambition, but I think you’re setting your sights too low. You have the potential to achieve a lot more if you can bring spatial magic into the mainstream.” He went over the spellform. “Have you patented this?”

“I always do before showing them to anyone.”

“Very diligent of you. I don’t understand the spatial section of your spell, but I see no faults with your demonstration. This should work. I’d say go ahead with planet formation. A Manipulation planet will ease the mental strain, and you can expand into something more substantial. Could you explain it to me once more?”

“These two sections locked on to two points in space.” He highlighted sections of the script and then marked two points on the diagram. One dot represented him. The other was the furthest point of his stretched-out mana zone. Then, he drew a straight line between them. “This bit involves a bit of Shaping. I still need to refine it so the spell only affects this line and not the entire space within the mana zone, but the script folds it so the two points meet.”

“So you move a step and instantly cover that entire distance,” Professor Dwight said thoughtfully. “How's the mana cost?”

“High,” Nox replied. “My standard casts are draining close to fifty mana from the star. I expect it to quarter once I have a Manipulation planet and finish integrating the spell.”

“Once said planet has grown a bit, I'd suggest you develop moons that remove the modifiable distance script from the equation. Only let direction be the modifiable element. I know it removes versatility, but it will significantly reduce cost.”

“I'll keep that in mind.”

Taken from Royal Road, this narrative should be reported if found on Amazon.

Nox arrived at Intermediate Manipulation a handful of minutes late and received an icy reception from Leisel Wyrd. Much to his relief, Joey had saved him a seat so he didn't need to sit with Hinata. He only half listened to the lecture and focused on circulating mana through his magic system. Professor Wolfhammer let him sit against Ygg’s trunk and continue the exercise during Advanced Dungeon Combat. Hinata and a couple of other students tried talking to him, but Otis and his friends kept them away.

Planet formation was surprisingly easy. Nox couldn't tell whether it was the new artificial arcane energy channels that came with the Ratra’s Bow implant or Mana Burn Immunity, but he faced no resistance as he solidified a planetoid.

Crystalize Essence | Essence Animation

53/132 | 12/29

Essence Shaping | Arrow

22/56 | 5/13

Temporal Sphere | Spatial Manipulation 

229/220 | 7/7

Spatial Familiar | Spatial Storage

39/39 | 17/17

The task left Nox tired, but he felt ecstatic. His old heavenly bodies hadn't fully recovered yet and only reached forty percent of their capacity before Temporal Sphere started claiming all mana, but it was still better than nothing. 

The mana reader given by the university and the one built into his gauntlet displayed the same value. Neither could identify the details of the new spell but sensed the spatial element. However, the latter gave him the option to change the name for a more accurate representation. Nox still needed to have a name he liked, so he decided to hold off until integration was completed.

The mana technique had already taken hold, but the folding element was slow to settle in. Nox felt a deeper connection between the planetoid and the relevant star than any between Crystalize Essence and any of its neighbors. He guessed the wildness in Temporal Sphere's heart had something to do with the connection. The script Nox weaved through it had somewhat tamed it, but clearly not all the way. Otherwise, the old star and its planets would've recovered to a hundred percent. It was a slow process, but Nox was determined to reach his destination. 

“Interesting development,” Professor Moyo said when Nox showed him his manameter in Understanding Binary Systems. Nox had agreed to share the data with the arcane researcher but not the rest of the class. His peers were disappointed, but Nox didn't want his personal developments to become public knowledge. “I'd be lying if I didn't confess to a hint of disappointment. I was looking forward to calculating the mana gravity coefficients and disparity with the class. This will make it significantly harder. However, I'm happy for you.”

“I know there is little math involved, but perhaps we can study how shared planets change and develop with the respective stars,” Nox said, summoning Otis. He had used the familiar’s abilities in Advanced Dungeon Combat several times over the past year and was sure people knew how he functioned. “Temporal Sphere gives him a spatial storage. He also transforms and gains temporary abilities when he consumes essence crystals.”

“That does sound interesting. I suppose we can do the coefficient and disparity math with the old data. It won't be conclusive, but still enough to form a decent hypothesis.” Professor Moyo turned to the rest of the class. “What do you think? Should we focus on planets shared between multiple stars? My father and brother have a few, including their familiar planet. We could draw several parallels.”

The class approved of the new direction. However, Nox noticed several looks of envy and scorn. The class didn't appear to mind him having a binary star system when half of it was not functional. Now that he was on the road to recovery, they didn't appear pleased. 

During his time with the research department, Nox had sensed their distaste for mages with a focus on practical magic. The average artisanal mage made more money than them and had an easier time gaining renown. War mages gained both along with political and social power. They also had far more stable lives with secure sources of pay. Meanwhile, delvers lived hard, fast, and often short lives. They had an easier time rising to the higher ranks of magehood and were also quick earners. 

Research mages only made money when someone invested in their work. Renown took even longer and was subject to success or progress relevant to the project. The magnitude was often subject to the impact of the results on a continent-wide or monetary scale. Researchers and theorists also experienced arcane progress at a snail’s pace, unlike practical mages. From what Nox could tell, his classmates were primarily at the journeyman rank and had been stagnating at it for several years. Only a handful in the department had stars with maximum mana in the triple digits. From what Nox could tell, it was mostly senior researchers like Eugene Moyo and Michelle Beaufort who had the adept rank. Although the latter owed it to her brief career as a delver.

Meanwhile, if the Temporal Sphere star’s maximum capacity increased by thirty-six, Nox would ascend to the low-expert ranks. His raw power level would be at the same level as the university professors, especially those of the war mage department. When Nox reached said ranks, he didn’t plan to keep his strength a secret or be humble. In fact,  he planned on using said status and the imagined power that came with it to keep competitors, foes, and the Cabal’s agents at bay.
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 James Robard was a family man and attorney living a boring but stable life, failing to live up to his potential—until the System appeared. Now James has the opportunity to reinvent himself. The System has other ideas. It judges him as a villain and gives him corresponding starting abilities and titles. Then he’s thrown into combat with monsters, treacherous humans, and divinely blessed beings of questionable (at best) moral character. But the biggest obstacle he has to overcome might be himself. Deep down, he knows the System has a point about him. He’s always been RUTHLESS. 



Ruthless: Path of Conquest is an Anti-Hero led adventure with elements of action, adventure, and political manipulation.




















                

                The prospect of unlocking the secrets of spatial and gravity magic excited the university so much that he had a meeting with a grant proposal committee first thing on Firstday morning. When Nox entered the conference room, he found four people waiting for him.

“It's nice to see you again, Sir Ratra,” Dean Amit Gupta, the leader of the research department, said. He was among the most serious men Mox had ever met. He introduced the rest of the committee even though Nox knew them well. “I believe you’re familiar with Professor Diya Sen, Professor Reginald Dwight, and Professor Leisel Wyrd.”

“I wasn’t expecting to see you, Professor Wyrd. You either, Professor Dwight.” 

“Researchers need to report to someone,” the latter of the two staff members answered. “Spatial magic is almost all manipulation—or so the records say, at least. If we were to approve the project, you’d be reporting to me.”

“And I donated a spatial artifact to the university,” Leisel Wyrd said, eyes narrowed. “Given my donation's monetary value, I've earned the right to sit on this committee. Will my presence hamper your presentation in any way?”

“Not at all,” Nox replied. “The pair of you just caught me off guard. I expected a spatial mage, another researcher, or one of the other deans.”

“The university currently lacks an expert on spatial magic,” Diya, the university’s top spell weaver, said. The grandmotherly professor had been there for Nox after Kris’ passing and had also attempted to fix his mana system problem. “Much like with your Crystalize Essence spell, you'll be at the forefront of arcane development. Professor Reginald and I will ensure you don't cause a natural disaster in the process.”

“Given what happened with your flame slime and myconid research, it’s best if we err on the side of caution,” Diya said. “It was the Singhs that caused the incident, but it was still a product of your work. So, you understand our concern.”

“I do.”

Nox had prepared five copies of his proposal and handed one to each of them. He showed off his new spell while doing so. Diya gasped, and Professor Reginald Dwight laughed. The other two committee members offer no such reaction. In fact, Dean Gupta appeared thoroughly bored and annoyed by the time wasted on conversation and pleasantries.

The committee members unrolled the parchment and read through it as Nox began his presentation. He had included spell scripts and also diagrams.

“Current gravity spells are mere evolutions or modifications of the Heavy cantrip,” Nox said. “They rely on multiplying or reducing the planet's natural forces to act as control mages. They haven't truly harnessed the power of true gravitational magic as my former companion, Lillin Grey.”

“You mean the monster Professor Kris disguised as a human and slipped under our noses,” Dean Gupta commented, looking at Nox over his bifocals. 

“The very same one. Most of you might not be aware, but Lillin and I were in an arcane contract, and my second star was born as a result of it. When she and I started working together, she only had the natural spatial magic of an ordinary mimic. I was the one who helped develop that into the gravity orbs she used in combat.” 

Nox unfurled a scroll on the table provided for him. He placed two mana crystals on it and then activated the script. A purple and black Sphere flickered into existence. It was barely as big as an eyeball, but the parchment and gems plated off the table and started rotating around it.

“This is true gravity. We discovered that it's not just an attractive force with the correct configuration. We can use it for repulsion as well. Unlike mages using evolved Heavy cantrips, Lillin didn't just make things drop heavier and faster. She could make them fall sideways or up.

“If we produce two or more identical spheres, the space between is a vortex of tumultuous forces. You can rip, break, twist, and eviscerate. We can do a lot with the overlapping of conflicting gravitational fields. Lillin never explored the possibility, but I believe we can also use this magic to achieve true flight and change the airship industry, too.”

“Are you trying to tell us that her magic was of your creation?” Diya asked, eyes narrowing. “You were a skilled spell weaver when you came to me, but not that good.”

“You have to understand that we were children when we came up with that and didn’t completely know what we were doing,” Nox replied. “There was a lot of trial and error. We had several accidents and incidents that would’ve killed most. Lillin Grey’s unique and inhuman physiology meant she could take such risks without concern. I’m older, better-equipped, more knowledgeable, and smarter if I dare say so myself.” 

If you stumble upon this tale on Amazon, it's taken without the author's consent. Report it.

Nox approached the diminishing gravity orb and added a quill to its orbit. Then he fed the scroll personal mana and had it conjure a second gravity orb. The two spheres began orbiting one another, and the feather in between crumpled. Meanwhile, the mana gems and parchment adopted a wider orbit around Nox's stars the same way Otis’ planet did. He hoped the act displayed his wariness and control. Nox expected the Manipulation involved to impress Professor Dwight, too.

“As you can see—”

“Hold on a moment, Sir Ratra,” Dean Gupta interrupted. “We were under the impression you wanted to research spatial magic, not gravity.” He took a moment to scan the entire scroll. “I see no mention of your space folding, portals, or dimensional storage in the document. Will they not be a part of your research?”

“No,” Nox answered. “I intend to cover whatever is relevant to the creation of gravitational orbs and their best use, but I will not be studying other fields of spatial magic.”

“But these spells are a natural part of your mana system?”

“Temporal Sphere and, the still in development, Fold Step are my personal spells. Meanwhile, spatial storage and portals are my great aunt Sapna Ratra's field of research. She'd like to keep all information related to the field until she has recreated a true spatial-storage device, patented it, and is ready to put it on the market.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Dean Gupta rolled the parchment and put it aside as he spoke. “You want to research spatial magic and develop gravity magic using university resources and funds. But the bits we actually want and would like to use, namely spatial storage, teleportation, quick transit, and the like, you want to keep for yourself. Don’t you think that’s self-serving selfish?”

“Is that any different from the norm?” Nox asked. “Michelle Beaufort developed everything she did to save her brother and preserve her family’s knowledge. Sure, she did great research but never shared her groundbreaking discoveries, inventions, secrets, or patents with the university. You, Dean Gupta, research arcane forging techniques, namely the creation of aether steel using mana gems. You share your knowledge with the university and the Department of Production. Yet, no creations match the durability, flexibility, or sharpness that come out of your family’s workshops. Is that because Dean Oleg and his subordinates are incompetent, or there is some variation, some more advanced or variant technique that you haven’t shared?”

“How dare you?!”

“I’m just asking whether this is any different. Others can use gravity magic and the base runes to create what you want. Professor Wyrd’s donation would help you in that department. I specifically want to develop gravitational magic to assist the transportation industry and help create spells that can help deal with future titan attacks and delving. Lillin Grey used our creation for attack, defense, and control. It's versatile.”

“Before we continue our discussion, Sir Ratra, there is something you need to consider.” DIya joined the conversation. “You need to know that whatever magic you develop using university time and resources will not only be patented to you. You’ll need to share the patents with the university. This means they’ll be taught by lecturers and accessible to all students. Neighboring city-states, the Imperium, and mages will use it for more than just delving. Are you ready for gravity orbs to become instruments of war? This could kill thousands.”

“That’s the case with any magic, is it not?” Professor Reginald Dwight asked. “I don’t see the point in this—”

“Sir Ratra and I know each other on a personal level,” Diya said. “I want to ensure he considers the consequences of this research. I respect and value academia and development, but it’s important we also think of who can access our accomplishments and what they do with it.” The older woman waved at her department’s dean. “It’s true. Amit has discovered several variations when it comes to melding natural metals with those born of dungeons and mana gems. However, the only thing he developed using university resources and time is public knowledge, and the truly destructive and dangerous is his family’s private knowledge. He used the resources to build our and his foundation before venturing out on his own.”

“It doesn’t matter. Proposal rejected.” Dean Gupta rose from his chair and walked toward the door. “Come back to us if you want to research spatial magic. I already have students dissecting Lillin Grey’s magic. We might not be where you are now, but we will get there eventually.”

“Just so you know, the spell form and scripts in the proposal documents are already patented,” Nox said.

Amit Gupta ignored Nox and marched out of the room. 

“He’s an awfully serious and hotheaded man, isn’t he?” Reginald Dwight sighed.

“I think Sir Ratra’s success where he and his apprentices failed is beyond frustrating for him,” Leisel Wyrd said. “It’s understandable. Most of Sapna Ratra’s past works might not be public, but she’s among our time's greatest artificers and spell weavers. I’m not surprised the pair of you successfully cracked the secret.”

“I think it's untoward of us to talk poorly of a fellow staff member in front of a student,” Diya said as she left her seat. “It was nice seeing you again, Nox. I’d love it if you visited me at some point. Since your magic system is functional again, perhaps we can see about your incomplete courses.”

“Thank you, professor.”

Professor Reginal Dwight departed soon after her, leaving Nox along with Leisel Wyrd. She lingered while he packed away his scrolls and gems. “You know, Sir Ratra, the university isn’t the only organization with resources for such projects. Whenever my organization dismantles a cult, we share confiscated resources with the local government.”

“That explains how you can afford to throw thousands away on a relic you can’t use.”

“So, you have evidence of our wealth and resources,” Leisel said. “This magic could prove useful in our ventures and hunting our prey. I’d be willing to discuss sponsoring your research—after discussing it with my colleagues, of course.”

“Thank you for the offer, Professor,” Nox said. “I’ll think about it.”

He left the meeting room before she could tempt him or use Mind Magic.
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3.26 Barbarian From The North
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When Yao Shen, Patriarch of the Heavenly Sky Sect, ascends and regains memories of his past life on Planet Earth, he realizes that he can no longer allow himself to accept the cruel and violent ways of Eliria, the realm of cultivation.

So he decides to change it. 

It was time to found a new sect. One based on the values of honor and equality over senseless violence and discrimination. A sect where all, from the mortal farmer’s son to a sect elder's daughter, were held accountable to the same rules.

Welcome to the Modern Sect.

The Audiobook is narrated by Ralph Lister, best known for his work in Steven Erikson's Malazan series and James Clavell's Shogun.

Ebook link: https://geni.us/modernpatriarch1 
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                Brianna Alfson often wished that the Department of Dungeon Studies never forced her into Advanced Dungeon Combat. She had the skill and arcane prowess for the class, but she lacked a party. 

Unlike her former companions, Brianna didn’t have an affluent background. She was born in the Arctic Wastes amongst the freefolk. They taught her to wield weapons and command her ancestor's magic. Her people didn’t believe in hoarding material wealth. As a result, when her parents passed, they left her nothing but a handful of family heirlooms. 

So, Brianna had to work twice as hard as everyone else to get by. Working for the student police force helped her pay tuition and just about survive in the City of Ygg. Her former party didn’t spend time on such endeavors. As a result, a year ago, when Terrastalia appeared outside the walls and monsters flooded the sewers, she got the opportunity to sharpen her skills further and drastically grow her mana levels. Now, as an adept-ranked Aether Warrior, she was significantly more powerful than them. Resentment and jealousy had resulted in her excommunication from the party.

The department promised to help her find new companions, but that meant attending Advanced Dungeon Combat. Unfortunately, all the parties in the class had close ties and had no room for someone new. Brianna also sensed prejudice against Aether Warriors in the department. Only a couple, including her, were in the class of almost twenty students. Individuals of her discipline appeared almost exclusively to gravitate toward the war magic department. 

She had approached all the parties in Advanced Dungeon Combat in the month since the semester began. Two outright rejected her. One gave her a noncommittal response. Unlike Kurosaki Hinata, Brianna wasn’t one to persist and humiliate herself. However, she didn’t hesitate to ask them for the opportunity to train.

“Excuse me, Mr Woodson,” she said, approaching the dean’s grandson. He was the most approachable and hospitable of the lot. The rest gave anyone not related to the party a wide berth. However, they were the only party who put in genuine effort when training with outsiders. “Is it okay if I train with you today?” 

Kurosaki Hinata shot her a dirty look from a neighboring terrace. It looked like Alexander’s party had already turned her away for the day, and she had somehow weaseled her way into Louis Mercer's party. “I'd love to see how my aura interacts with your sister's water conjurations and Mr Greengrasse's magic.”

“Sure!” Alexander replied, shooting her his characteristic charming smile. 

Initially, Brianna had thought the younger of the Woodson siblings as nothing more than a squirrel summoner. But now he sat on a throne Shaped from the roof's rough grey stone. His squirrels sat on his shoulders and scurried around the chair, playing with one another.

“I had an excellent time sparring with you last time, and no one in the party has any issues with you,” he continued. “Just remember that we aren't accepting any party members right now. I'd rather not get your hopes up—”

“That's alright. I understand.” Brianna felt a tad disheartened at the reminder and preemptive Rejection but didn't let her face or body language show it. “I only want to sharpen my skills against talented delvers and improve my teamwork skills.”

“I'm looking for a new sparring partner,” Nox Ratra said, catching her off guard. She had heard of the City of Ygg's savior, heard of his alchemical prowess, and passed his businesses while out around Market Ring. He rarely interacted with people outside of his party, often coming across as aloof and stern. Brianna understood the need for such a demeanor when someone had as much political and economic power as him. People always wanted something of such individuals. “If you don't mind me trialing new spells and tactics during a practice fight, I think we can help each other out?”

“Are you sure, Sir Ratra?” Brianna asked, shooting his party members a concerned look. They looked amused. “You're a long-range fighter. I fight at close range and am pretty speedy and tenacious. My aura and attacks might cause grave injuries despite the dueling wards.”

“I'm sure.” Nox smiled. “My new spells are designed to help me overcome such weaknesses. You might be just the right person to help me refine things and discover any remaining shortcomings.”

“I didn't mean any offense,” Brianma quickly added. “It's not common for a support or control mage to challenge a duelist. That magic weapon of yours might be potent.” She nodded at his rune-covered right arm. The lengths of metal running along it had initially disgusted her. A month later, they didn't look as grotesque anymore. “They might not be enough when I truly unleash.”

“It's quite alright,” Nox replied. “If you're too much for me to handle, I'll throw my hands up and surrender.”

Professor Wolfhammer’s summons, Joanna, nodded off the pair and marched off the terrace training arena. The pole hammer she carried the familiar magic of Forever Frost. It fascinated Brianna how in the south, mages weirded such reviled magic with no qualms. Only criminals, saboteurs, and Deep Dwellers wielded such magic in the Arctic Wastes.

It was tempting to comment on Nox's overconfidence when he took the side of the arena closer to the edge of the roof. Brianna held her tongue. She had an opportunity to train against a decent opponent and show her worth. Unnecessary talk would just ruin things. So, she channeled mana through the intricate crimson tattoos covering her spine, torso, and limbs before drawing her twin hand axes. Their weight felt comfortable in her hands.

Meanwhile, Nox Ratra manifested his mana gauntlet and a short bow. The first covered his left arm from elbow to fingertips. The artifact and its power to solidify mana fascinated her. The three-foot-long, stringless bow was just as impressive.

The match began when Joanna nodded. Neither combatant moved. Brianna had expected Nox to nock and fire his mana arrows straight away, but he didn't budge. Instead, she sensed the mana behaving oddly around him. So, she momentarily redirected mana from her right arm to the tattoo lines running up her neck and cheeks. They ended just below her lower eyelids.

The world lit up with a variety of iridescence. Flecks of green floated in the air around them, raining from Ygg's canopy above. Her tattoos radiated a mercurial silver and fiery crimson light. Nox's artificed weapons glowed with an almost blinding blue glow. It made it difficult to study the odd arcane fields surrounding him, but Brianna’s ancestral tattoos prevailed.

If you encounter this tale on Amazon, note that it's taken without the author's consent. Report it.

Nox Ratra's new spell reminded her of the gleemen who roamed between the Freefolk tribes. They were mostly apprentice, with rare journeymen here and there, mages that used cantrips and basic spells to entertain the masses. Brianna remembered one who would often visit her clan while her parents were still alive. He would create layered bubbles and Shape them to add a visual flair to his spell.

An arcane bubble clearer than any Brianna had ever seen floated in front of Nox. She knew at a glance that it was a space devoid of all magic. A larger amorphous bubble twisted and stretched around him. It wobbled like an unfolded jelly for a moment, then transformed into an elongated teardrop with Nox at the rounded, heavy end. Then Brianne’s stomach dropped when she saw flecks of black and purple floating in the outer purple.

No one outside of his party and a handful of professors knew much about Nox Ratra’s magic. He kept his cards close to his chest. She knew he had potent Slow and Haste spells but not much else. He hadn't displayed much else over the past month. People who had seen him in action the last two semesters didn't know much about his mana system either. He occasionally used strange crystals or alchemical products, but Brianna currently saw no signs of them. She worried he had tied himself to something untoward to overcome his weakness—namely, the Void.

Brianna didn't like to show off her ancestral magic unless necessary, but she wanted to take no risk against a Void mage. The tattoos wrapping around her arms came to life. They broke away from her skin and solidified as luminous crimson chains. The top link attached to her axes while the rest remained wrapped around her forearms, merging with her body art as they approached the elbow.

Then, she charged at her opponent. Brianna dropped her left axe, letting it fall a couple of feet before she caught the chain. With a quick flick, she had the weapon spinning. Meanwhile, her opponent finally raised his bow and drew a crystalline arrow of pure mana. It was better defined than the projectiles she had seen his weapon conjure so far. She didn’t worry about it. Her aura would protect her.

Brianna’s speed increased when she returned mana to her leg tattoos. Once she added the Haste cantrip, the world blurred by, and she saw nothing but her opponent. Once within range, she dug a heel into the ground and spun, sending the spinning axe in a wide arc at her opponent. He disappeared before the weapon could make contact. A heartbeat later, she felt a mass of mana enter her aura and destabilize. It struck her back and exploded, almost throwing her off balance and sending her to her knees. 

Brianna dove to avoid any subsequent projectiles, rolled, and hopped onto her feet, facing the attacking magic's source. There was no one there. Nox stood twenty feet away, looking sweaty and slightly out of breath but grinning from ear to ear. He had already prepared another arrow and fired it at her. The crystalline projectile cracked and lost some definition when it entered her aura. Brianna already had an axe spinning in front of her. It struck the chain and exploded in a cloud of mana.

“Is that anti-magic?” Nox asked. He sounded winded. 

Brianna didn’t reply. She sprinted at her opponent, now box axes spinning. She poured more mana into her spinal tattoos. Her senses sharpened, and time started to slow. Her spinning axe’s revolutions sounded louder, and each appeared to take more time. Even though it drained her significantly, she empowered her eyes, too. Nox continued to stretch and contract the bubble. As she got a closer look, Brianna realized it was his mana zone. She didn’t understand the point of the ability but guessed it had something to do with his movement spell.

Instead of continuing in a straight line, Brianna ran diagonally, hoping it would make her harder to target. She had an axe spinning between herself and Nox anyway. The other spun in a wider arc as she formulated a quick plan to counter her opponent.

Another arrow exploded against her chains. It was more powerful than the previous projectiles. Her chains cracked, and the force behind it almost made her lose her footing. Brianna swung her off-hand axe in a wide arc, using the momentum to bite deep into the ground. Then she leaped, using her momentum to fly in an arc at Nox. His fired projectile missed her by a significant margin. She launched her second axe at him.

“Bastard!” She hissed when he disappeared into thin air and disappeared ten feet away. 

Brianna was ready. She spun, moving into her grandmother’s axe-dance form. First, she retracted her chains, retrieving the axe stuck in the ground. Then, she reversed her rotations and released more of her conjurations. The maelstrom of axe and chain expanded to ten feet, followed by twenty.

“Die, Void Mage!” Brianna yelled. The black and purple flecks hadn’t grown and absorbed Ygg’s raining life essence like normal Void magic, but she refused to take any chances. Her tattoos burned, and her heart pounded in her chest. It felt as if her body was on fire. She attempted to contain and channel her rage. Her father had mastered the clan’s technique of using anger to empower the tattoos further, but she hadn’t got the skill yet. It took all her focus just to keep her vision from turning crimson. Failure was a surefire method of gaining the Berserker and Barbarian labels. No one would want her at their party then.

“Void mage?” Nox asked, now standing on the opposite end of the training arena. He had fallen to a knee and looked nauseous. “Is that what’s got you riled up? This is just spatial magic.”

“Oh.” Brianna’s rage immediately ebbed. The purple and black flecks' inertness made sense.

“I surrender. My mana is all gone, and you’re far too frightening.”

Manipulation magic helped Brianna swiftly retract her chains and wrap them around her forearms. They reverted to her tattoo forms. “I apologize,” she said. “My control needs work.”

Nox chuckled. The man didn’t seem angry or scared of her rage. “I’ve read about the Freefolk’s arcane tattoos, but this is my first time seeing them in action. They make you volatile, don’t you?”

Brianna nodded. The rage and heat ebbed as her tattoos slowly lost their luminosity. “Fenrir’s Chains were designed to contain the demon wolf and his anger, but they ended up absorbing a fraction of his rage. The longer I use them, the harder it is to keep control.”

“But the rage further strengthens you, does it not?” Nox asked. He had a notebook out and was taking notes. The man’s nonchalance confused her. “Fenrir’s Chains,” he mumbled. “Fascinating.”

“They do as long as I maintain control and contain my rage,” Brianna answered. “My clan has Soothsingers to help us fight it, but I haven’t met any down south. It makes finding a party significantly harder.”

“I’m not sure if I can help in that department, but if you’re willing to let me study your tattoos, I’d be willing to offer a short-term contract that could turn into more.” Nox smiled up at her. Now that they stood so close to one another, the height and shape disparity became more obvious. Brianna stood as tall as most local men but had several inches on Nox. It made most uncomfortable, but he didn’t seem to care. “If you’re willing, I can draw up the necessary paperwork this evening. It will pay more than working in the student police—”

“I’m sorry this is very sudden,” Brianna interrupted, frowning. “Why?”

“In all honesty? If we train with five members, it will keep Professor Wolfhammer and the other interested candidates away. Secondly, your fighting technique and tattoos are fascinating.” Nox held up his right arm. “As you can see, I’m fairly reliant on arcane tattoos. So, I think we could benefit one another.”

“Alright.” Brianna nodded. She had hoped to find a party for a long time and liked the Woodsons but knew nothing about the two Daksinsthani men in the party. Now, Nox’s bluntness, the spar, and its abrupt end had her unnerved. “I suppose a short-term contract could be good for both of us.”

            


3.27 Artifice
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                    Sorry for the unannounced break. I got into a planning spiral while debating whether to make this a 4 or 5 book series. Its settled now. We'll commence with a 4 chapters a week schedule.



                

                “Not all of the continent's residents utilize the standard mana system. The further they live from the three powers, the more their magic deviates from the norm. 

In Alkebulan and the distant western continent, it's not uncommon to find mages who bond with one or many spirits and derive their strength from them. Nihon and Han blend magic with martial arts, chants, and the gift of friendly magic beasts to develop their unique fighting styles.

There are far more whose secrets have been lost to time. Many clans and tribes closely protect their magic. The Arctic Waste nomads are incredibly violent when it comes to guardianship of their secrets. Many have gone to war and wiped each other out in pursuit of their competitors’ arcane tattoos or totems.”

—Lorraine Woodson, Dungeon Researcher, Stone Golemancer

 

“How are things going with the new planet?” Sapna asked the next Seventhday morning after brunch. “Have you finished integrating the spell?”

“More or less,” Nox answered. “I’ve had second thoughts about the rigidity. Using it for Fold Step alone feels shortsighted. I’m exploring a few options before finalizing things. The spell I designed feels more suitable for a moon than a planet.”

“Oh? What are you considering?” The artificer looked up from the spatial belt they had procured. A box with identical freshly inscribed runes sat next to it. Sapna appeared close to replicating true spatial storage. There were still several hurdles to cross, but he could foresee it hitting the market in a few months. 

“Why just restrict myself to folding space? Perhaps I can contract and expand it, too. Think about it. What if I fire a projectile through compressed space?”

“Let me guess. Are you hypothesizing it will emerge on the other side, flying significantly faster?”

Nox nodded. “Do you foresee a problem with that?” 

Sapna shrugs. “This is unexplored territory and not my area of expertise. It should work theoretically. I'd suggest you run a few tests before making any decisions. That Fold Step of yours is potent but mighty expensive. Have you thought about what you're going to do for your next planet?”

“Well. I know one thing for sure. Whatever Lillin placed at the heart of my star isn't compatible with gravity magic. So that's not an option.”

“Didn't think it was your style to start with. You're a creative mage, and it's too one note. Have you considered portals or teleportation?”

“Too mana intensive. Besides, Kaki, that's your department. I think I'll focus on the time aspect.”

“That's even more challenging than spatial magic. Do you have any leads on resources or where to start?”

Nox nodded. “I finally know what I want from our dear friend Lord Oakheart. He's already offered to let me dig through his library. My request might be a tall ask, but he's likely to accept it if I approve the Oakheart Wine Bar.”

“You're a true Ratra.” Sapna chuckled. “You're like a cross of my father and grandfather. The first was a politician and a businessman. The latter is a genius artisan. You're not as good as either, but got just about enough of both.”

“Speaking of the Ratra clan, what happened to us?” Nox asked. “How did we go from artisanal pioneers to extinct?”

“You might find pockets of Ratras hidden all around the world. Our name has weight, and many want to use us for nefarious means. As a result, most of us don't like attention.” She sighed, pushing away the practice inscription tablet in front of her. “I was about your age when the Cabal or someone similar to them found one of our underground research laboratories. They locked us in and sent in diseases, undead beasts, and spells that grew more powerful with each life it took. Very few of us made it out. The survivors dispersed afterward. We have a greater chance to do well separated than together.”

This tale has been unlawfully lifted without the author's consent. Report any appearances on Amazon.

“Aren't you and I disproving that, Kaki? I'm bringing back spatial magic for the masses, and you're developing accessible technology to make lives easier.”

“We're also making enemies. Don't you forget that?”

Sapna’s tone had turned much colder than usual. Nox sensed rage and trauma brimming under the surface, so he thought it best to change topics. “What do you think of Brianna?”

“As an employee or a research subject?” Sapna asked.

“Both.”

“She's too big and conspicuous to be a worthy spy and far too hot-headed to guard this place. You just need Young Master Highwater or someone similar to go off on a drunken tirade before she goes full berserker. The girl is trying, but she has a long way to go before she can tame her rage.” Sapna returned to inscribed runes as she spoke. Her stylus glowed white around the tip as it carved metal, leaving neat, consistently shallow lines. “Her tattoos are interesting but won't help improve Ratra's Bow if that's what you were hoping. They're ancient and not at all connected to our magic's runic script. The artwork and mana flow are more reminiscent of sigils than runic tattoos. I wouldn’t be surprised if one is derived from the other. Brianna doesn't know for sure, but it looks like they're very intimately connected to her mana system and bloodline. So, I doubt we can replicate it.” 

“That's a shame.” Nox sighed. “Even discounting Fenrir's Chains, the physical enhancements alone could greatly benefit melee mages and Aether Warriors.”

“The northern nomads ferociously protect their arcane secrets. You got this one because she's desperate. Find a way to keep her around if you want to learn more. The poor girl probably feels like a guinea pig right now. Locking her down will be a challenge once people see her value and talent. Get in while the time is right.”

“I don’t think we should give up studying her tattoos while she’s willing, though. Sure, they’re tied to her ancestral magic, bloodline, and whatnot, but perhaps we could get ideas or inspiration to improve what we have now.”

“What are you trying to get out of this?” Sapna asked, eyes narrowing. “Brianna is a good-looking girl, but she’s too big for you. I’ve seen the Wildlings go at it. The name says it all. She’ll break you. Just stick—”

“By Niddhogg’s taint, Kaki!” Nox exclaimed. “What are you even thinking? I was thinking we could adapt something for spinal and shoulder reinforcement. The launcher gauntlet is powerful, but the recoil is too much. I can’t use high-power shots without risking dislocations.”

“You just need to brace yourself better, but I get it.” She sighed. “Have you tested it or the bow with your essence glass yet?”

Nox nodded. “I cut loose during the supervised delve the day before yesterday. The arrows are potent, but I don’t have the spiraling shards. They were a significant part of my destructive power. It’s kind of disheartening, to be honest. My Animation Planet is barely doing anything besides adding a rotational force to the projectiles, my Crystallize Essence defense, and supporting my new spatial spell.”

“That happens as one grows as a mage.” Sapna shrugged. “Your old spells and planets become obsolete. Besides, it was a stupid move.”

“What? Why was it stupid?”

“Let's face it, Nox. You didn’t construct the Animation planet for your defensive spell. You were after a quick power boost and built it for an arcane tool that might get damaged or lost. The mistake isn’t all yours. Your mentor was probably shortsighted. I would never advise an apprentice to dedicate an entire planet to something as limiting as a single artifact, no matter its power or sentimental value. If it were an ancient relic that bound to your body, it would be a different story.”

Sapna wasn’t completely wrong, but her speaking ill of Kris perturbed Nox. He only knew and worked with the late mage for a little less than a year, but she had changed his life for the better. Kris rescued him from a miserable life and gave him the resources to start his journey of magehood and businessman. In fact, he owed her for his introduction to Aria and Baron Edelweiss. 

“I don’t think Kris was shortsighted,” Nox said, defending his past mentor. “She took too much on her plate and stretched herself thin.”

The older Ratra paused. She looked up from her work, and he expected her to say something snappy. The woman shot him a soft smile instead. “I’m sorry, Baba. Kris was important to you, and I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, especially when I never got the chance to meet her.” She changed the topic when Nox returned to spell weaving without acknowledging the apology. “So, what is next for you and the party? Do you have any delves planned now that half your mana system isn’t useless?”

Nox nodded. “We’re looking for adept rifts to challenge. Alexander is almost ready to ascend, too. Which means we will have completed Advanced Dungeon Combat to Professor Wolfhammer’s satisfaction after this. Unfortunately, the occurrence of adept rifts has significantly dropped this past year. There aren’t many nearby, and the university doesn’t have any leads on any within a reasonable distance. Perhaps Lord Oakheart will give me a lead when I visit him tomorrow.”

 

            


3.28 Tough Bargains


                “I know we didn’t have the most pleasant past, but can’t you do any better?” Lord Oakheart asked. He and Nox met the following Thirday. They sat in the Galleria’s newly refurbished commercial space with a table full of cheeses, cured meats, wines, and an assortment of fine liquors. They had sampled most during their discussion, and Nox struggled to go back for more, betraying his fondness for a few. Lord Oakhear looked over the paperwork in front of him again. “The Edelweisses can’t be paying this much to use your space.”

“Of course, they’re not,” Nox replied. “Aria and I were already officially courting when the property came into my possession. Now that we’re engaged, they get more benefits. She’s the heir, and it will all be joint property eventually.”

“Even discounting that, this too much, Nox. You’ll be significantly biting into our profit margin with this. Given how great we’ve been with supplying everything, you could at least give us some leeway.”

“Despite how it seems, Lord Oakheart, you’re still getting a decent deal. I’m asking much more of the other interested parties, and they’re willing to pay.”

“Let me guess. They’re on the city council or intimately tied to them and, therefore, don’t pay a fortune in import taxes.” Lord Oakheart sighed, putting down the contracts and leaning back in his chair. “Tell me what I can do to make this more equitable. If you weren’t already engaged, I would’ve offered you Annabelle’s hand in marriage.”

Nox laughed. “Yeah. its a bit too late for that. She appears reasonably happy with Wilson, too. Do you really want this place that much? Your projected profits can’t be that high, can they?”

“It's more about showcasing the Oakheart name and product. The bathhouses, your stores, and the brasserie are attracting names from the Imperium and around the continent who don’t usually trade with us. The wine bar will help us win them over as clients. So, is there anything you can do to make this better for me before I sign your contract out of desperation?”

“Despite how we started, you’ve always been a good supplier and business partner,” Nox said. “Ratra’s Brews wouldn’t be where it is if not for Annabelle. So, I think I could shave down my cut by forty percent. Does that sound acceptable to you?”

Lord Oakheart’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want in exchange?”

“Access to the Oakheart libraries. I want to study and copy everything you have on spatial and temporal magic.” Nox raised a hand when Lord Oakheart opened his mouth to speak. “I would also like the details of Wilson’s spell and everything his family has on time or stasis magic.”

“That is a tall ask, Sir Ratra.” The older man’s voice turned cold. He stared daggers at Nox. “You expect me to strain the relationship with my daughter’s future in-laws for this venture?”

“You’re the more powerful party in the coming union,” Nox said. “Can they really say no if you ask?”

“No. But they won’t be happy about it.”

“I’m willing to drop my cut to half of what’s on the contracts if you’ll comply. That’s just a bit more than what I get from the Edelweisses. All I ask in exchange is knowledge.”

“More specifically, you want to uncover closely guarded secrets. What’s stopping you from publicizing them afterward or using them for your profit.”

“Temporal and chronomagic is for my personal use. I promise you that neither will be patented or publicized. I might pass them down to an heir or apprentice in the future. We can draw up strict contracts if you’d like.” Nox smiled, maintaining a level tone. He didn’t want his eagerness or desperation to show. “However, I can’t make the same promises regarding spatial magic. You should know, though, that Sapna and I have made significant advances. She’s almost ready to patent and sell true spatial storage devices within a couple of months. They’re bound to draw a greater crowd to the Galleria.

“A moment please, Lord Oakheart.” Nox used Fold Step from his seated position, moving to a counter ten feet away. “Here it is.” Lord Oakheart jumped, widened eyes moving from the empty chair to where Nox stood. Another Fold Step returned him to his former position. Now that the planet had progressed, it wasn't as physically or mentally draining. However, the two uses drained the heavenly body and also took a chunk out of the connected star's stores. Nox placed a new contract on the table. “I had this prepared in case you agreed. It includes privacy clauses relevant to all time magic I pick up because of your cooperation.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Lord Oakheart mumbled, reading the document. He took a few minutes to scan its contents and read a few sections out loud. “Everything here seems reasonable. There is only one thing I'd like to add. No tomes or scrolls, mine or Wilson's, are to leave my property. You will take a vessel down to my estate.” He paused, drawing an envelope decorated with pink flowers from his coat, and placed it on the table. “Bring your fiance and party if you'd like. I'll save a table at the event for your lot. At some point, we'll formally announce our partnership. You can stay a while before and after, looking through and copying whatever materials you'd like.”

Nox's eyes widened when he checked the letter's contents. “I'm not sure if the timing is right for this. My party and I intend to complete an adept rift first. Perhaps—”

“That's perfect then. Adept rifts have been popping up around my lands, especially along the Imperium border. My and their armies are taking care of them, but they haven't been as proactive with the ones to the north. If they're not sorted soon, the local city-states and eventually the Edelweiss Barony might face problems.”

“Have you informed the university?” Nox asked.

The story has been illicitly taken; should you find it on Amazon, report the infringement.

Lord Oakheart nodded. “I usually send messengers when there are far too many for me to sort in a timely manner. Since I'm in the city for business and social calls, I did it personally this time. The staff seemed excited. Feels like rifts of the level are currently few and far between.”

“They are.” Nox sighed. “Too many high-ranking parties wish to delve, and the dungeons are overcrowded. The Imperium are hoarding all rifts within or near their borders. I'll need to bring this to the party soon and set off as soon as possible.”

“My scouts tell me they're not close to evolving or breaching. So, the priority levels aren't particularly high. But I'd make them a priority. There is also talk of a floating island with a newly ascended adapted dungeon floating down from the leylines to the north. So, you can take your pick.”

“Thank you, Lord Oakheart,” Nox said. “I suppose I'll see you in a couple of weeks.” 

Nox got all of his friends together in the evening. He shared the invitation and the leads regarding the rifts and dungeon. Since Aria had reliable employees running the brasserie, she was more than happy to take some time off for a little voyage. 

The villages and city-states North of Lord Oakheart's lands had only just started recovering from the Terrastalia disaster. The titan trampled their fields and homes on the way to the Edelweiss Barony. Then, the myconids poisoned their lands and killed hundreds. Nox’s flame slime concoctions and its accompanying brews helped them overcome the threat and establish mushroom farms. 

The food helped them sustain their population and livestock during the emergency. The myconid farms also enriched their soil with life essence, assisting agricultural communities in rebuilding their farms and profiting swiftly. Unfortunately, the communities and city-states had failed to recover their military strength enough to take care of rifts or a floating, adept-ranked dungeon. So, Aria hoped to visit them as a representative of the Edelweiss barony, broker trade deals, offer relief and assistance, and win political points. Many currently favored the Oakhearts, and she hoped to change that.

“If we make it look like House Edelweiss helped quell the dungeon threat or at least the rifts, it might just encourage them to prioritize trade with my father over the Oakhearts,” Aria said. “People already claim that they prioritize their relationship with the Imperium over the smaller neighbors. I get it. They’re a major power.”

“But that doesn’t mean you can’t capitalize on lingering resentment,” Alexander stated. “This political stuff gives me a headache.”

“Doesn’t Dean Woodson have you taking a bunch of them?” Joey asked. He shared a loveseat with Caitlin. The party’s vanguard looked dainty as she sat in her training shorts with her legs across her partner’s lap. The pair had no issues with public displays of affection and were lucky the rest of the Woodsons weren’t especially involved in such aspects of the younger generation’s lives. 

Alexander nodded. “She claims everyone will try to use and manipulate me once it gets out that I’m a druid and her heir.” The party and their close friends knew Alexander’s secret. “Apparently, it happened to her father and then her once she reached adulthood. Knowing how to navigate the political landscape and avoid becoming a tool in someone else’s game is a vital part of my training.” He hesitated, glancing at Caitlin. “I might have some bad news.”

“Let me guess.” Nox sighed. “You’ll leave the party once you’re an adept?”

“Not straight away,” Alexander said. “It might not be permanent either. Once I’m adept, my grandmother wants me to take a few years training and building my druidic arsenal. The cabal and similar parties will want me dead once the news is out, and she wants to ensure I have enough strength to protect myself.”

“It’s understandable, I suppose,” Nox said. He turned to Caitlin. “Does this mean you’ll ditch me, too?”

She shook her head, smiling. “Alexander has picked his future, and so have I. Working towards eliminating the expert and archon dungeon feels like a worthy goal. As long as we can assist Joey with his investigations, too, I’m all for it.”

“We’ll need to survive and perhaps take down the Cabal. Detective Joey’s skills will be essential for that. Speaking of which, how is the investigation going? Are my little birds doing their job well?”

“Ingrid is born for this kind of work,” Joey replied. When Caitlin twiddled her toes, he rubbed her feet. The smiles and giggles amused Nox. It didn’t look like their relationship had a subservient and dominant party. The couple appeared to just enjoy taking care of one another. “She and April make a great team, too. Their connections have helped pinpoint a couple of gangs who might be behind the trafficking.”

“Let's tell them to take it easy while we’re away from the city,” Aria said. “They’re eager and headstrong. If things get ugly, you won’t be there to pull them out of any mess they create.”

“I already told them to take a break and just collect intelligence from their sources instead of getting directly involved.” Joey turned to Nox. “I might need your direct involvement once we return. It might not just be an investigation. You’ll need to help me crack some heads.”

“Of course. It's why I hired Brianna. She’ll be excellent for such endeavors. Her experience in the student police force will also make things easier.”

“Shouldn’t you take this to the guards?” Aria asked, forever gravitating toward the lawful paths.

“We’ve achieved more in the past two weeks than they have in six months,” Joey replied. “Either they don’t care, or they have moles who warn the murderers and traffickers prior to the raids. Speaking of Brianna, will she be joining us?”

“I want to stay on her good side,” Nox said. “The longer she stays happy, the longer Sapna and I get to study her tattoos. So, my answer is automatically yes. But, a vote might be ideal.”

“I like her,” Alexander said. “I vote for her joining us.”

“You like everybody.” Caitlin rolled her eyes. “She’s unpredictable, and those chains make her unpredictable in longer fights. However, I don’t want to be the crabby woman who doesn’t want another girl in the party. So, I’ll leave it to the three of you.”

“She’s fun,” Joey stated. “I like having her around. Brianna comes across as the type of combatant you can throw at a problem and not worry too much. She’s reliable enough for a delve or two. If Alexander is on his way out, we might want to get ahead on future party members, too.”

Nox nodded. “I had the same concern. We can’t let the party dip under the minimum numbers. Otherwise, the university will demand we re-register.”

“Do I get a vote?” Aria asked.

“Unfortunately not, love,” Nox answered. “Why are you jealous?”

Aria snorted. “She’s gorgeous, but she’s too big for you, fiance. Given how rough the Freefolk get, she’ll break you if you get together.”

“I’m pretty sure she thinks you’re cold and weird, too,” Caitlin added.

“Yes. She looks at you like you’re mad.” Alexander chuckled.

“Why did this just turn into a game of pick on Nox?” Nox asked, frowning.

The party and Aria laughed. They moved on to the upcoming Oakheart event without answering the question.

            


3.29 Covering Vulnerabilities


                In the week building up to their departure, Nox invested time in a subject he had neglected for the past month: warding.

Professor Leisel Wyrd still made him uncomfortable and reminded him of the threats of Mind Magic. She wasn’t his first encounter with the arcane school. The practitioners he had met before followed the social decorum of not enchanting other people. Queen Lydya Mercer and Pudge only used their magic on animals. The latter didn’t have the best control and occasionally affected humans, but never on purpose. The others focused more on the illusion side of things, blending light and mind magic. 

So, he was terrified when Leisel Wyrd enchanted Nox and got close enough to wrap her legs around him, and he never wanted the same ever to happen again. It wasn’t that he almost betrayed Aria’s trust or let a possibly predatory woman take advantage of him. The feeling of losing control and allowing someone to use him as a puppet haunted him. 

Wards were the most surefire method of protecting against such threats. The artisanal field suffered from several limitations. Despite all the literature's claims, Nox was determined to overcome them. 

No one had ever successfully constructed a mobile ward. The textbooks failed to explain why with empirical evidence. Requiring static materials and arcane fields felt like the most obvious hypothesis. Nox believed ‘static’ was a relative term. 

Clementine Wagner, the former Plaguebringer, had covered her pyramid with wards and they continued to function even though Terrastalia never stopped moving. Air ships also used wards to secure their cargo and warn against fire or similar threats. The arcane patterns and their powers only ever failed when the vessels passed mana storms. So, Nox wondered whether a person’s body and their constant mana field was static enough for a ward.

A simple two part script felt sufficient for the scripting side of things. The first was a ward that regularly scanned its domain for Mind Magic, specifically enchantment spells like Charm or something in the same neighborhood. When it sensed the intrusive magic, it triggered the second set which involved the basic version of Crystallize Essence. Finally, he bordered them with mana absorption and containment runes.

Next, he used Sapna's private workshop to etch everything onto a pendant no bigger than an eyeball. His artificing skills had advanced enough over the past year for such an endeavor. Besides, he treated it more like a ward. The trinket had no active effects. It was merely a detection tool with a one-time defense. He intended it to warn the wearer so they knew to take the appropriate actions afterward.

Sapna's head apprentice liked the idea of the project and helped him refine it. Instead of a sphere, they ended up creating a disc constructed of layered bands. The man also had the idea to make the locket vibrate and lose heat when the ward detected Mind Magic. Not everyone would notice Crystallize Essence activate and flecks of pink essence glass raining on the ground. 

Once they finalized the design, Nox got Pudge to help test it. It took a couple of more hours to correct errors in the runework and deal with a few oversights. Finally, he bribed Sapna's employees to work after hours and create a dozen of the amulets. He didn't know whether they would work on someone as skilled and smooth as Liesel Wyrd, but their presence put his mind at ease.

All party members, including Brianna, received one. He also had Aria, Ingrid, and April wear one each. Pudge rejected the gift since he had multiple psychic defense spells. They were essential for his research and protected him from backlash. The rest went to Sapna and Mou to divide as they saw fit.

“I think it only works because the actual warding side of things is reasonably simple,” Sapna told him. “Limiting the domain just to the wearer's head also helped. If it was any bigger or more complex, your material combination wouldn't work. Arcane field sensitivity would plague you, too. Just warn any wearers who regularly use and carry artificed devices to watch out for overload. It shouldn't be an issue since you limited the arcane field to the head, but it doesn't hurt to be careful.”

“Thanks for the insight, Kaki. I'll keep that in mind.”

“I must say, Nox, this is clever work. It's enough to get you the apprentice artificer qualification. If one of my employees or students created something like this, they’d get special attention from me.”

“I’d rather not,” Nox replied.
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“Why not?” Sapna frowned. 

“Why bother when I have you and your apprentices? I spend time with your apprentices, so they’ll stay in Ratra employ even after you’re gone.” Nox’s answer didn’t seem to satisfy the older woman. She glared at him until he continued. “I’m already stretched thin and barely have time for alchemical research. My warding needs improvement. Then, I have spell weaving and university work. Don’t get me wrong, Kaki. Artificing is fascinating, and I’d love to learn it, but I don’t have time for much besides tinkering right now.”

“Fair enough.” She sighed. “I just want to pass down everything I have learned and developed to someone of the bloodline.”

“You’re barely in your sixties, Kaki,” Nox stated. “Mou’s children might take an interest in artificing.”

“Or yours. Do you think the lovely Lady Edelweiss will want to delay having children once the pair of you are hitched?”

“I certainly hope so, but it's unlikely. Every delve puts her on edge. She worries the Singhs or Cabals might someday come for me. So, she wants an heir sorted as soon as possible.”

“I get the impression she wants to get done with motherhood while in her twenties, too.” Sapna grinned. “I bet she can’t wait to get married.”

“Aria is neither a delver nor war mage. Her only concern is the barony and my empire’s—eventually our—security and continuation. Descendants are one way to secure that.”

“What about you?” Sapna asked. “Do you want children?”

Nox pondered the subject for several minutes before giving her an answer. “I do, but I worry it will make me hesitant to continue toward my ultimate goal. The thought of leaving the Galleria and everything I have built to risk my life in an archon dungeon is hard enough. It will be even more difficult if there are children involved. I know Aria will give any offspring we have a lovely childhood and life. But if I die in a dungeon and she remarries, there is always a chance of them going through everything I had to endure.”

“You can always ensure through the banking guild and trusts that everything you build stays with the Ratra name,” Sapna said. “Aria might not be happy about it, but I’d advise you to draw up paperwork to protect yourself and your children’s finances in case the marriage falls apart or you die young.” The older woman showed a rare moment of tenderness, placing a hand on Nox’s. “It's not an easy thing to deal with and is fairly time-consuming. If you’d like, I can sort things out for you.”

“It sounds like too much trouble. I’ll take care of it myself once—”

“I’ll have a few draft wills and prenuptial agreements ready for you to read once you return from your voyage,” she interrupted. “I might not have been in this city for long, but I’ve made a few decent contacts. You can read through them, decide whether they need any tweaks or expansion, then present them to Aria.”

“Thank you, Kaki. That would be great.”

“Don’t worry too much about how the lovely Lady Edelweiss will react,” Sapna said. “She is an intelligent woman and loves you. Aria knows what kind of childhood you had and understands how difficult it was for you. I’m sure she’ll see why you need to do this.”

“I hope so, too.”

Concerns regarding the topic had lingered on Nox’s mind since the engagement, but he had no one to discuss it with. Sapna was no substitute for Kris. He saw her more as a family than a mentor, but there was no one he currently trusted more for sage advice.

It was no secret that Aria wanted children. Nox thought he didn’t for the longest time, but working with the city’s urchins and taking in Ingrid had stirred something inside of him. He wanted to be a father but didn’t want it to come at the cost of giving up his ultimate goal. Nox didn’t just worry about his child going through hardships because of an evil stepfamily. Growing up without a decent father figure wasn’t easy. He had to figure out and learn several little things in life.

Mou always tried to ensure that Nox didn’t feel deprived of a mother. However, her husband never showed any interest in being Nox’s father. He was a lovely man who always treated him well, but he always maintained strict boundaries, behaving more like a friend or fun-loving uncle. 

The thought of leaving trusts and wills that ensured no second husbands, step, or half siblings could affect any future children’s economic futures gave him some solace. Nox didn’t know whether it was a backward way of thinking, but he only wanted his descendants, Ratras, or people he chose to benefit from his work. Despite the state of their current relationship, Nox still hadn’t forgiven Queen Lydia Mercer for all that happened following his father’s demise.

The Trade Empire’s current leader always went above and beyond whenever they met to make up for her past mistakes. Nox smiled and played happy families for the business’ sake, but it didn’t feel like enough. He was sure Queen Mercer had lost a good deal of his inheritance or the Gedges had consumed and destroyed. The building housing the old Ratra’s Knightly Brews and his stake in the alchemical baths probably paled in comparison. Nox was sure he’d eventually build more wealth and intellectual and physical property than he was to inherit.

Nox trusted Aria and was sure she loved him. However, all secondhand accounts said that Lydia Mercer was madly in love with Pallav Ratra. Yet she prioritized the Trade Empire’s growth and prosperity over their child’s happiness and well-being. Time and loss changed people. The same could happen to Aria. After all, the barony and its welfare were her greatest priority. 
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                All but Leisel Wyrd gave Nox a pass from classes. 

“Why do the department records not say where you’re going or what dungeons and rifts you’re targeting?” She asked, looking over the request form.

“Because we’re senior students,” Nox answered. “All of us have met the requirements to take up to two weeks off during term time for delves as long as we bring back evidence of our time away. We’re not officially required to share anything more.”

“But signing the form is up to the course director’s discretion.” Leisel maintained a gentle smile as she spoke. It failed to veil the cold behind her eyes or her irritation. “If you don’t give me an accurate estimate of how long you’ll be gone and when you’ll be back, I can’t tell whether you’ll miss too much valuable material and risk failing the class.”

“I’m fine with failing if that’s what it takes. The department has approved my retaking the exams for Finesse Shaping and Live Spell Weaving, fulfilling my qualification requirements for Wizard.” Nox tapped the form on the table. “I’ve confirmed my return date, and it puts my absence well below the two-week mark.”

“Why must you be this difficult, Sir Ratra?” Leisel Wyrd sighed, sitting back in her office chair. “I’m on your side and want you to flourish.”

“No. You want me to become a cult hunter working for you. So you’d like to control my movements or at least pull your little strings to lure me in.” Nox’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t care if his words and tone came across as aggressive. “What’s next? Are you going to threaten Joey Greengrasse’s academic status to strong-arm me?”

“What? Of course not! He’s well ahead of you as far as Manipulation is concerned, and he has almost met the requirements to complete the stealth and espionage course, too.” The professor’s eyes narrowed. “Why must you be this hostile with me, Sir Ratra?”

“You used Mind Magic on me and tried to get intimate,” Nox replied matter-of-factly. “Do you think you just get a free pass for that because you’re a beautiful woman? I don’t appreciate anyone messing around with my head, and it will take a lot more than expensive relics and research funding offers to win me over.”

“For Ygg’s sake, Nox. It was playful banter. Kris never said you were such a bore. I want to be a friend and mentor—”

“I have enough of those, Professor Wyrd. Thank you very much. Tell me, is it standard university practice to use Mind Magic on a student, get naked, and then seduce them? Even as a joke? I’m not sure if such things have happened in the City of Ygg enough to coin laws, but they’re certainly punishable crimes in the Trade Empire and Imperium.” Nox kept his tone calm and polite. When the woman didn’t respond, he tapped the form between them. “Now, are you going to sign the form, or am I going to have to drop Intermediate Manipulation and find a course taught by Professor Dwight?”

“That won’t be necessary.” 

Leisel Wyrd signed the form. Nox submitted it to the department’s administration office and ensured Joey told her nothing while completing his paperwork. Apparently, the professor wasn’t as pushy with the warlock as she was with Nox.



The Greywing was by far the swiftest vessel Nox had ever ridden. He hadn’t stepped on board for close to two decades. Most claim everything seems bigger, greater, and faster to children. The vessel felt narrower and shorter. However, it seemed significantly faster than he recalled.

Crowded airspace above and around the City of Ygg meant the voyage started slow. Then, it slowly picked up speed as it reached the point where Terrastalia had first made groundfall just under a year ago. Before long, the countryside was blurring by.

Because of its lightweight and sleek design, the Greywing enjoyed the ability to ascend and speed swiftly through regions deemed otherwise dangerous. They flew through Cloudhunter territory without worry. Nox stood on the deck, sniping the giant jellyfish. 

Thus far, Nox had only tested and used four of his new weapon’s forms. The launcher gauntlet acted as a decent shield while giving him short and mid-range attacks. He had decent control over their power, but the more powerful version hurt his arm and shoulder. In one instance, the jolt dislocated the joint.

The short and longbow versions were self-explanatory. He only used the latter at the start of combat or when picking off enemies in the backline. It had power and range but took time to draw and steady. Unlike the old Ratra's Bow, it demanded decent draw strength, too. Nox considered adding a strength enhancement brew to his cocktail until his arm, back, and hip muscles caught up. Meanwhile, the short bow lacked range and power but allowed swift aiming and maneuverability. 

Finally, there were the mana knives and daggers. They had several functions besides the explosive shatterings, and Nox was far from mastering them. The manual said they could pair with another manifestation that Sapna named mana tethers. He imagined fighting techniques similar to Brianna’s, but he had a lot of practice ahead of him before achieving the same. For the time being, he used them to pin foes or, in the rare scenario, when they had armor to penetrate.

The mana tethers in their base form were no more than sturdy rope made of mana. He could use them as whips or for binding.

The versatility and utility gained from combining the many manifestations were a perfect display of Sapna's genius. Activating the four bars on Nox's forearm provided different results in different sequences or arrangements. So, Nox used the voyage to figure some of them out.
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The short bow and gauntlet combined into something that resembled a hand crossbow. It let Nox fire two projectiles simultaneously. He shaped bolts out of lightning essence and fired them at an exceptionally large cloudhunter. It wasn't just a bigger sky jellyfish with longer tentacles. It also had a powerful leathery hide that his other projectiles failed to penetrate. His bolts glowed golden-blue as they flew. Lightning arced between the pair, creating a mesh of energy. The projectiles didn't just pierce the beast but set off something within, and it exploded in a mass of fire, translucent hide, and electricity.

Combining the gauntlet with a dagger created a punching weapon capable of shooting a blade. Adding a tether to mix let him retract it. Nox foresaw several utility uses for the combination. Nox launched a blade up the vessel's mast. Since it only relied on sails when at lower altitudes, he didn’t worry about damaging the expensive arcane fabric. The tether wrapped around the top yard. Retracting it helped him swiftly climb to the crow's nest, and he continued to snipe the cloud hunters from above.

By the end of the first day, Greywing passed several towns and villages and the lone city-state that sat between Ygg and the Oakheart lands. On the second evening, they saw Annabelle’s ancestral home from afar. The palatial manor looked more like a castle than a mansion. A small town bordered it to the south. While vast woodlands spread to the north. Its grounds were almost as big as Woodson University's campus. When the third morning came, they were still flying over Oakheart territory. Giant vineyards and cattle farms dotted the land.

Because of the ship’s narrow deck, the party didn’t get a lot of room to train. So, they dedicated themselves to other endeavors. Alexander had brought a set of stone and wood spheres to practice his new druid granted Shaping and Manipulation. He proved better with the former than the latter. His abilities also extended to sunlight, leaving Nox feeling moderately jealous. Trinary star systems didn’t exist, but it felt as if Alexander now had one. Nox didn’t like the idea of him temporarily leaving the party, but he was confident that he would be the biggest threat of the four when he returned.

Caitlin and Joey spent most of their time in their private cabin. Nox had granted the couple one of the two on board. When the two weren’t making an embarrassing amount of noise during their amorous activities, they dedicated themselves to developing their magic. Caitlin had water conjuration and Shaping as her newest tool. She practiced making a variety of weapons and shields out of them with various densities, cutting powers, and other strange creations. After only one-and-a-half years as a warlock, Joey was nowhere near mastering Djinn Fire—especially its ability to transform into solid, permanent constructs.

Meanwhile, Nox and Aria used the opportunity to get caught up with their individual dissertations, essays, and similar papers. He held off on spell weaving since it felt like he had hit a roadblock. The stay at the Oakheart mansion following the delve would hopefully help him find inspiration, runes, and techniques to overcome the challenges.

Despite everything he had on his table, Nox found a few hours every morning and evening for Brianna. The pair found themselves in a mutually beneficial exchange. He taught her his mana zone technique to better manipulate her aura and assisted with spell weaving so she could do more than just rely on her tattoos. Meanwhile, she helped him improve his martial skills.

Brianna’s tribe taught fighting forms as dances. As a result, the training sessions were uncomfortably intimate for Nox. However, they helped improve his footwork and better control a weapon on a tether. She excelled at small weapons since they combined well with the Fenrir’s Chains spell she inherited from her ancestors. Nox didn’t foresee using the techniques as much, but they would prove invaluable if he were ever to face foes who refused to let him use ranged magic.

On the fourth day of their voyage, the Greywing reached the mountainous city-state of Drachenberg. The peak’s many points made it look like a horned serpent’s open maw. Ten gold bought the Greywing to dock for the night and also bought them supplies for the rest of the voyage. The small hold meant they couldn't carry a lot of food. 

After escorting Aria to the city's best inn, Nox spent time in the taverns and the local delver's organizations. His adept delver's license and the Woodson University emblem got him the information he needed. Four parties—two groups of locals and a pair of mercenary bands—had already set off to deal with the local rifts. Flying to either anomaly would be a waste of time unless they all died. The floating dungeon slowly ambling eastwards was their only option. The local diviners had no information regarding it besides the high-adept rank. Lack of funds and limited resources meant no one had targeted it yet.

Nox brought the information to the party. 

“An unknown floating dungeon?” Caitlin raised an eyebrow. “If it's flying eastwards, there is a possibility it flew over the western continent and the ocean. It could've fallen any time in the past half a century and none of us would've known.”

“That explains why no one has dealt with it yet,” Joey stated. “I suppose we should check it out before the dungeon crosses into Imperium territory. They'll either destroy it, trap it, or befriend it. We need to do something first.”

“But we know nothing about it,” Caitlin stated, forever the party's voice of caution. “Just because it's of adept rank doesn't mean we can deal with it. I'd suggest we check out the rifts.” She leaned over the table and tapped the map between them, indicating the further of the two anomalies. “The Greywing might help us beat the locals here. We can beat it and feign ignorance if someone confronts us.”

“What if they get there first?” Alexander asked, eyes narrowing as he stared at his sister.

“Then we wait until—”

“No.”

“Visiting the dungeon doesn't mean destroying it or going all the way to the dungeon lord,” Nox said, intersecting before the siblings got into an argument. “Advanced Dungeon Combat’s passing requirements demand we only defeat a boss. An adept dungeon should have multiple. How about we go in, take one out, gather information, and retreat?”

“I'd like to test my skills in a dungeon without a chaperoning professor,” Brianna stated, “But I understand that I don't get a vote.”

Caitlin glanced at her party members and then sighed. “Fine. We all know things aren't that simple or won't go the way we plan, but let's do it. I also want to test my chops in a really adept dungeon. I'm just concerned about our only Journeyman.”

“Your Journeyman druid,” Alexander said, despite Brianna being an outsider. “My Grove gives me more mana and power than you, Kitty.”

“It's settled then?” Nox asked. “Should I ask the captain to set course for the dungeon?”
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