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          1 DID YOU GUYS EVER NOTICE THAT HOGWARTS WAS A BAD SCHOOL TO GO TO?

        

      

    

    
      Candles of purple flame scattered light across the pews of the church as thick incense swam through the air. A dozen acolytes bearing tin pins maintained a silent vigil as a voice sang a hymn across the hallowed hall. The prayer of faith, an ode to the Crijik. The words sung were a message of praise intended for the divine, and the people present were allowed to hear it as a privilege.

      This was the Mass of the Church of the Crijik. A ceremony held once a week on the divine’s name-day.

      Held in the hall of the Koshima Church, the mass brought together people from all walks of life. Fine robes adorned with gilded etchings mixed with dirt-smeared shirts as rich and poor congregated and sat together as one. In these halls, there was no judgment because the divine did not judge. After all, no divine meddled with the affairs of mortals.

      At the head of the hall was a single child. They were no older than a teenager, and the dozen acolytes filed in line behind them symmetrically, their hands brought to their chests in the shape of a ball, the symbol of prayer. The child wore a mask with a single eye. It was impossible to tell their gender, but all present knew who the child represented.

      The Marked One of the Crijik.

      I gazed up at the figure, and the sight of the people around me calmed my beating heart. There was something magical about the atmosphere I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Symbols glowed during the procession, and I was surrounded by people far stronger than I. But that wasn’t what grabbed my attention.

      It was the silence.

      Hundreds of people moved in unison, their hands and heads moving in the same patterns as they listened to the hymn in the air. Silver masked magicians mingled with manaless humans, noble households put aside their squabbles to kneel, and none raised their heads above the one-mask. It was a power different from magic, but far stronger in the hearts of the people.

      This was faith.

      I stayed sitting with my head down toward the altar for an hour. There were times when I was asked to rise, and times for me to join in prayer. Each and every member of the congregation around me worshiped the Crijik. They also worshipped me.

      I was the center of their attention and a fly on the wall at the same time. All of these people held the Marked One of the Crijik in their hearts and prayers, but none knew my identity.

      When the hour was finished, I joined the throngs of people exiting the church. They separated into groups, no longer joined by their beliefs. I could see the relief of the magicians around me. They’d had to hold in any excess mana when entering the church for fear of offending the divine and the organization that worshipped it.

      “Not quite what you expected, Andross?” a voice floated into my ears. “I still can’t believe you’ve never been to a mass before.”

      Each word smacked into my ears due to the sheer volume, several people turning around to look at its source.

      “I’ve been to a mass before, but I don’t think I’ve truly experienced a proper one,” I responded.

      When I’d first gone in search of answers about this world and its culture, I’d attended the masses of all the divines. Each one was different, and I’d found no clues as to their true nature.

      I turned around and saw the man speaking to me. Tan skin mingled with a spattering of gold and silver, the man’s feet making no sound as they glided over the grass. At the side of his robes sat a bronze mask, its polished metal reflecting the sun into my eyes.

      He wasn’t native to Koshima, that much I could tell from a glance. But where he’d come from, I didn’t know. What I did know was that the man was a far better scriber than I was, and he had a bigger voice than Indra and Ouros combined.

      “Wahyu.” I returned his words with an equal amount of joy, but less volume. “I was worried you weren’t going to show up today. Then, I’d have to pick up the slack.”

      The man paused, his hand raised. “That only happened two times. Urgent business. Besides, if I didn’t come, then who would teach you how to scribe? I’m the best.”

      His smirk gave away his lie, and I rolled my eyes. It had been three months since I’d come back from Gesti Sky, and I’d been busy training skills, learning new uses for them and enjoying life.

      “I don’t think I know enough about inscribing yet to say that you’re not playing a long-con and teaching me useless scribbles.” I slowed down and let him catch up to me.

      We both knew I was joking. Ever since Gerial had introduced us, the man had helped me as he would his own disciple. I even had the feeling he wasn’t doing it because Gerial had told him to but because he genuinely loved to inscribe. It was refreshing.

      “All right, all right.” Wahyu clapped my back. “You know the drill by now, time to get our robes dirty.”

      My foot caught against the ground as his massive hand sent me sprawling forward, and I tripped.

      The dirt rose up to protect me before my face hit the ground, cushioning my fall and writhing underneath me. Two pillars the size of cushions floated in the air and placed me back onto my feet, steadying me like two fussy handmaidens.

      “One day, you’ll get me.” I clicked my fingers, and the two pillars disappeared. “But not today.”

      “Learning to dodge is the first step. So, I’d say you failed.” Wahyu twirled a lock of his hair and whistled innocently.

      If he knew he’d just smacked a Marked One, how would he react? I was glad I didn’t know the answer.

      There wasn’t an ounce of annoyance in my heart as the man laughed at my words. It was a game we played as peers, the both of us trying to one up each other.

      One day, I would trip him up in front of a pretty woman, and the next, he would send me flying. The both of us would always use our earth magic to steady ourselves before we could touch the ground. The first one to fail to do that would be the loser.

      So far, neither of us had won against the other, but not for lack of trying.

      “Better earth magicians than you have fallen for my tricks.” Wahyu shook his head. “Speaking of which. Where’s Ouros?”

      “I’m here! I’m here!” a voice boomed across the clearing.

      A hand wrapped around my shoulder before I could turn around, and a familiar bundle of lanky muscles and green hair dye greeted me. A young man wearing bundles of green, brown, and gray swept across my vision with a giant smile on his face.

      “Ouros, you’re late.” Wahyu frowned. “You’ll need to do at least two houses today.”

      Ouros groaned, but a smile hid behind his hand. Before long, we were far from the church, and our task came into sight.

      It was an empty lot of houses, joined together in theme by their incomplete construction. So far, only the foundations had been laid out, and some had pillars placed into the ground.

      “Why are we doing this again?” Ouros whined.

      “Because we want to graduate,” I said.

      On the surface, both of us were working with the church on a joint project as part of our classes in Koshima Academy. It would earn us extra credits, though I didn’t care about that.

      Only I knew that it had been arranged for me by the headmaster as part of my request to learn more about the church’s workings.

      The details of the assignment were simple.

      We had to help create buildings in the outer districts of Koshima using our metal and earth magic. Each of us would be assigned an individual dwelling per session. Sometimes, we’d be paired to create a larger building like a hall.

      It wasn’t easy work, but when it came to learning practical applications for my skills and leveling them, it worked wonders.

      “Don’t look so happy at Ouros’s pain. You’ve got to inscribe the foundations for that house today.” Wahyu turned to me. “Protection, hardening, and anti-liquid symbols. If you’d finally learn that anti-mold symbol I’ve been trying to push into your head, you’ll be earning piles of coins, believe me.”

      “Why do I find it so hard to believe you the more you ask me to?” I asked. His answer was to laugh.

      Wahyu was a strange person, but there was no denying that the church had sent one of their best. He could carve multiple symbols from memory without using reference papers or carvings like I did. And he didn’t brag about his knowledge. If not for the streaks of metal flowing over his skin, I’d have never looked twice at the man.

      Officially, his role was to watch over our project and make sure we didn’t create a house that would collapse after a day. Unofficially, Gerial had sent him here to teach me about the church. The man had experience as a priest and a community worker.

      However, it was a mutually beneficial partnership.

      Finding a metal mage who could also inscribe symbols was like discovering a unicorn in a haystack. The fact that I could do so while I was so young meant that Wahyu was over the moon to have my help. After all, children were happy to work for the ‘experience’ and not be paid.

      The three of us walked through Koshima, passing the hospital connected to the city’s Crijik church and the numerous incomplete houses that layered the area.

      “There’s slightly less than one metal magician per city.” Ouros’s hands rubbed his neck as we passed through the area. “Gold will be piling up for us no matter where we go. And I know proper metal magicians don’t go around making houses for people.”

      “Selfish pit donkeys.” Wahyu shook his head.

      Most of the metal magicians would spend their time on more lucrative projects than creating houses for the poor and destitute. The only organizations that would even think of issuing a request for that were the churches of the divines. Even then, they weren’t guaranteed to get anyone accepting those requests.

      A few weeks ago, I hadn’t known even that minor fact. I was learning more each day about the day-to-day activities of the Crijik church. It involved a lot more helping than I’d imagined.

      “Why are you here?” I spoke the words to Ouros before I could stop them. I hadn’t asked him before because it hadn’t occurred to me until now.

      I had a lot of reasons to try and associate with the church and get to know them, but Ouros was part of a noble household. He didn’t need to give up his weekend for extra credit. Even if it was tempting.

      He had access to training resources I could only dream of. A single day in his family’s cultivation rooms would help more than building houses.

      “Because the church was there for me when I needed them.” Ouros shot me a look.

      I paused and nodded.

      Koshima had been attacked by a monster a few months ago. Ouros had been caught in that attack and hospitalized, his manapool permanently damaged. While he was recovering, the church of the Crijik had declared that any people caught in the attack would be provided free care. Even though he was a noble and heir to a branch family of famous earth magicians, that kind of favor wasn’t one that Ouros would dismiss easily.

      He was the kind of guy to pay back his debts even if he would lose out when doing so.

      “Keep your eyes sharp and your legs strong, it rained last night,” Wayhu interjected.

      I broke out of my thoughts and saw the fruits of my labor drenched in puddles of mud. The concrete foundations of the house I’d been building over the past couple of days were stuck tight into the ground.

      Well, it looked like concrete. The material’s name was [Hard Gray Stone] according to the church. Whoever had first named it wasn’t too imaginative. I wasn’t sure how it was made, or how similar it was to the concrete I was used to in my world. All I knew was that it held firm.

      I clapped my hands together, and bricks of the stone materialized in front of me, each one appearing from my inventory. The bricks floated around me and hovered above the mud and water.

      “I’ll clear the ground,” Wahyu said.

      With a wave of his hand, the water in the mud separated and rose into the air. Droplets glimmered in the sunlight as pure and clear as a freshly polished mirror. What was left behind on the ground was a dry patch of dirt for me to place the bricks.

      I gestured downward, and the bricks fell into a neat pile as Ouros cleared the remaining mud in the area. The simple act of moving the waterlogged dirt sent beads of sweat down his forehead.

      Manipulating a substance that mixed two elements intrinsically was a challenge. Notes of water mana would interfere with our earth manipulation. It wasn’t that the water mana would fight us. It would simply ignore our attempts to move them.

      Bored, flowing, tired.

      Impressions of concepts flowed into me as I stared at the water mana. I’d activated my [Mana Sense] skill as I walked and could hear the thoughts of the mana in the world around me. Or whatever it was that mana had in place of thoughts. Trying to interpret the language of mana was harder than moving mud. A jumble of concepts was the best I could get.

      Once the bricks were laid and secured, Ouros and I got to work. A flash of silver strode out of my pocket as a thick bar of metal flowed through the air, playfully wiggling across my vision.

      My abilities as a magician were simple. I could manipulate earth, and I could manipulate metal. Specifically, I specialized in silver.

      The silver bar split into three different plates, and I moved them toward the house’s foundations. Wayhu moved away more mud, and I walked into the foundation pit. The three silver plates each fit into a different part of the foundation, with holes in key sections of the concrete-like substance allowing the silver to easily fit inside. A flick of my hand caused a sharp knife to appear from my inventory.

      An inscribing tool. One specifically dedicated to carving into silver.

      The next few hours of my afternoon were spent carving the symbols for protection and hardening into the silver plates. Once they were done properly, I would add connecting symbols into the stone foundations around me, and the entire block would become a pseudo-regent that wouldn’t shake if an earthquake hit it.

      It was nothing compared to the protections that other houses had in the noble district or the company district, but it would provide protection for any in need of a quick living area.

      At least it was better than the shack I lived in.

      “Scratch up, now down. You’re putting a little too much strength into it. Stop. Or you’ll risk damaging the tool,” Wahyu’s voice accompanied me.

      Each command held years of experience behind it, and I was reminded of my father. Both of them knew exactly what I had to do and when to do it.

      It was a tough but invigorating lesson.

      The sun was setting by the time we were done, and I leaned back and groaned. The hardest part about inscribing symbols was sitting perfectly still in concentration for hours on end. The second hardest part was having to start again because I accidentally cut a single line improperly. Thankfully, I could manipulate the silver to cover the mistake. With paper and other substances, an error like that would cost me hours of work. Maybe days.

      “If I don’t get something to eat soon, you two are going to start looking like roasted phoenix legs.” Ouros’s appeared behind me with a smile. “Come on, we can’t work all night as well.”

      “Speak for yourself. I think I can go for a few more hours,” I huffed.

      “That’s a lie,” Wahyu said. “Nobody should push themselves on an empty stomach. You’ve both done fine work here today.”

      I smiled, and with a gesture of my fingers the gray stone, slid over the silver patches, covering them so that nobody was tempted to steal them. The church would try to stop any thefts, but it was better to try and prevent it from happening in the first place.

      “All right, all right, you two tough guys are done for the day anyway.” Wahyu loomed over us. “I’ll check the construction once you’re gone, and if I see a single brick or line out of place, it’s double work next Crijik.”

      That made us both groan.

      “No wonder metal mages stick to making weapons most of the time,” Ouros grumbled. “I swear I’ve stuck more metal poles inside stones to last a lifetime. It’s not like nobody else can do that.”

      “Yeah, but try to find someone who can bend metal and stone into the right shapes within seconds instead of hours,” I said. It had been a good workout for me, and as long as I kept leveling and learning, that was what mattered the most.

      I activated [meditation]. The skill couldn’t activate fully while I was moving and talking, but it would still calm my mind. I thought over Wahyu’s teachings in my mind, trying to memorize the man’s words. Each piece of advice helped me to improve.

      “Your logic always hurts my brain.” Ouros grinned and slapped me on the back. “Hey, have you signed up with a group for the excursion to the Holy Land?”

      My thoughts were pushed to the back of my mind, and I turned my attention to Ouros.

      The school excursion.

      “A Holy Land,” Ouros continued. “I’m going to say it now, but people are going to be fighting over those top spots to enter a day early. Maybe I’ll strike it rich and find a metal attunement plant.”

      “That’s what everyone’s hoping for.” I didn’t hide my curiosity. “But I’ve never been to one personally. I don’t know if people are just exaggerating.”

      Koshima Academy was ramping up as the semester came to an end, and one of their extracurricular activities was a week-long trip.

      Specifically, the first-year students were being taken to the dimensional rift containing a land of fire, water, earth, and metal called the Holy Land.

      “But, yeah, I have a group,” I said. I didn’t hide the hint of caution in my voice.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to hang out with Ouros. He was a fun person to be around, and he took life in stride. The problem was who I was planning to be around during the excursion.

      “Judging from your tone, Amanda’s with your group.” Ouros raised an eyebrow at me. “Relax, I’m not going to explode in anger or anything.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Amanda was my best friend. She was also the sister of the boy that had brought down a monster onto the students of Koshima Academy. Ouros and others had been crippled magically as a result, and some of the nobles had taken their anger out on Amanda when they couldn’t find her family.

      “I know you won’t, but it always feels weird to bring up,” I said. “If you want to join us, then I think you should.”

      Ouros tilted his head as we walked, and I saw his eyes flicker with amusement. Both of us shared a single class and unlike the others he wasn’t in the class for those with the highest potential. He used to be, until his bloodline was damaged. After that he’d been moved to a lower class.

      It was a joint decision, as he’d felt the need to take things slower for the semester after the attack.

      “It sounds like a fun time. I’ll think about it.” He nodded, his voice subdued compared to the norm.

      Out of the entire class, I was the only one he still hung out with. I didn’t know if that was because they had drifted apart naturally, or if we were the only ones who had been friendly with each other in the first place.

      I didn’t blame Ouros for distancing himself from the class. Some of them hadn’t responded well to his household’s continued power in the city. Especially not after the damage to their bloodlines had been discovered.

      Ouros’s parents and the Destin household as a whole were surrounded by rival households trying to steal their business and take over as the head earth magician family in the area.

      There was nothing more ruthless than losing your financial position in moments without being able to do a thing about it.

      “Hey, Andross!” a voice rang out in the clearing.

      “Is everyone being loud today?” I shouted back.

      Ouros paused in surprise as a new figure appeared in the street, her red blouse fluttering in the wind. Eyes as deep as coal and colder than ice swept over him and landed on me, her lips curling into a smile.

      “You’re late.” She crossed her arms.

      “Berlia.” My voice was warm. “You’re early.”

      The girl was older than Ouros by a couple of years, and she was our senior at Koshima Academy. She was also one of the premier scribers and battle maniacs in the arena rankings. Or so she told me.

      She was also my cousin.

      Berlia stepped forward as I approached her, and she swept me into a huge hug, strength far greater than her skinny figure should have turned me into a rag doll, and I was forced to go with the flow or be crushed.

      When it was over, I saw Ouros smirking and gave him a wave goodbye. My cousin didn’t hesitate to drag me across the street as quickly as her legs could take her.

      “Come on. The elements in the arena aren’t going to start moving themselves,” she said.

      She let go of me when I stopped protesting, and I brushed my clothes off as we walked through the city streets. It wasn’t often that I got to hang out with my cousin. In fact, only rare occasions brought us together. Today, we’d be using our evening for a special event. She called it family bonding. Others called it fighting. Either way, today would be a fun day for us. We’d scheduled a fight in the Koshima Academy arena.

      After all, the best kind of family bonding came from beating each other black and blue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 IS THAT A KNIFE AT MY THROAT OR ARE YOU JUST HAPPY TO SEE ME?

        

      

    

    
      The feeling of being one with the earth coursed through my body, and Gold’s cheering chirps cascaded against my ears. My heart beat against my chest, as it always did when I was in the middle of a fight. The arena and its lit symbols had become a familiar place. As had the danger it presented.

      “[Stone Grasp],” my voice pierced through the air.

      In front of me, limbs of stone broke through the dirt ground, reaching out toward my opponent. The stone formed a hand, its fingers grasping at the hem of a red dress.

      Berlia was too fast for my spell. The stone smashed against the dirt where she had been standing, her shoes dancing across the arena floor as she made her way toward me.

      There was a delicate balance between finesse, grace, and deadliness as she reached out toward me. Unlike my other opponents, she was a warrior through and through. Her only magical aid was the dress she wore. It was her own creation, a regent capable of complex maneuvers during battle.

      I had fought my cousin a couple of times since returning to the academy from Gesti Sky, and Berlia used a new fighting style in each battle.

      My hands motioned forward, and clumps of earth separated from the ground, twisting and writhing as they formed two sharp objects.

      “[Earth Spear].”

      The two weapons shot toward my cousin without hesitation. Because of my skill, I didn’t even have to think about their trajectory. They guided themselves automatically.

      Berlia dodged the first. A simple kick off the ground sent her flying into the air. Several symbols lit up across her dress as she traversed the sky. I knew she couldn’t fly, but the regent made it hard to believe that fact.

      The second spear went straight for her heart.

      A symbol glowed, and Berlia pivoted from her position, kicking off against the air as though it was solid ground. Instead of dodging the weapon, she brought her leg around and smashed it with her knee. Another symbol glowed near the hem of the dress, and the spear cracked before her bones did.

      I watched the shards of the broken spear fall from the sky with my mouth agape.

      Then, I looked up.

      The glint of razor-sharp steel was the last thing I saw before the symbols in the arena brightened, signifying damage being absorbed. A knife had cut into my side after I’d just barely avoided it. It had been stabbing directly into my chest only a moment before.

      I hadn’t seen it coming. The weapon was attached to the end of Berlia’s shoe. Another symbol had lit up, causing the knife to extend from a hidden pocket as she’d reached me.

      With a single movement, I pulled back and raised my hand, a wall of stone coming between myself and my opponent. There was something about escaping a knife that got my blood pumping.

      A hand punched through the wall.

      “Got you.” Berlia’s smug grin entered my vision.

      She didn’t pull back and instead went in for another punch. Her fists broke through my wall, but I covered it up a moment later, and she stepped back.

      My cousin had one of the strangest fighting styles I’d seen since arriving in this world. It was a mix of ballet and inscriptions that both worked together to form a complex dance of knives and magic.

      “Don’t count your luck until the match is over,” I said, my voice steady.

      Even as I spoke, my mind worked on solutions to defeat her. I’d given myself handicaps in this fight. I couldn’t use continuous long-range magic to bombard Berlia. A person with ordinary amounts of mana wouldn’t be able to do that, and I didn’t want to develop bad habits.

      The second was that I had to avoid flying or being raised into the air with my magic.

      There was a glint of red light as Berlia jumped above my wall and kicked against it. This time, the wall shattered completely. She used the momentum to propel forward into me.

      Berlia stretched out her leg, and at the edge of her shoe the knife appeared, jetting out of its hidden compartment at the press of a symbol. The knife cut through the air toward me, propelled by magic and glimmering dangerously.

      It didn’t matter.

      With a flick of my fingers, the knife stopped in midair, and I threw it to the side. A moment later, a block of silver appeared in front of me, and a clang resounded through the air as Berlia collided with the metal. Feet first. The arena symbols glowed as they absorbed the damage that would have broken her legs in any other scenario.

      “Fool me once, shame on me. But you won’t fool me twice.” I clicked my fingers. “You can give up now.”

      The metal block split into five streams that wrapped around my opponent and threw her to the ground. There was no mercy in my movements, nor did she expect any. The earth writhed underneath her and exploded as spears of stone burst out and stabbed her.

      With a final buzz of light, a mark exploded into existence above her head, signifying the end of the fight.

      A single groan escaped her lips, and I smiled as I bent over to help her up. She accepted my help with a scowl and shook the dirt off her battle dress. None of the symbols had been harmed. Whatever materials she used to create them were far stronger than a few specks of dirt and stone.

      I’d changed into Koshima’s sports uniform for the battle. It wasn’t too different from what I’d worn on Earth. Pants of rough make and a breezy shirt were covered by white robes with a single symbol etched in the middle in the vague picture of an eye.

      Okay, the robes weren’t the norm in my old world. But in Koshima Academy, everyone wore them.

      The one time I’d let Gerial gift me clothes, they’d had a religious theme. I should have figured that would happen before I’d asked.

      “We’re a little incompatible.” Berlia still had a scowl on her face. “But give me a few more fights, and I’ll figure out a way to smash your head open.”

      I didn’t take it personally. My cousin was as headstrong as she was blunt. If she encountered an obstacle, she didn’t care who saw her anger so long as she overcame it. Unfortunately, I was the obstacle.

      “I do better against close range opponents. At least, I usually do. William still says he’ll kick my ass for years to come.” I strode to the end of the arena. “I still don’t know how you do it.”

      Berlia gave a small twirl at my words. Her brilliant red dress cascaded down over the floor, each section glowing with symbols as it flowed.

      An inscription-laden battle dress. It was the only one of its kind that I’d seen. My cousin said that was because nobody else thought it was a worthwhile investment.

      Armor was cheaper and less destructible.

      “Yes, I’m amazing.” She smiled.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Symbols had to be charged with magic either from an external source or by the natural mana around them. They also had to be intact without any blemishes or they wouldn’t activate.

      My cousin used a dress that flowed in different directions as she moved. Theoretically, the symbols would overlap or break and be unusable.

      But, in battle, it was a completely different story.

      She used her dress to activate different symbols each time with differing abilities. I’d even seen her fingers grow stone over them protectively like an armor, and ice had fired from her palms in our second fight.

      “As soon as I’m done trialing it, I’m hoping to convince my mum to give me the initial funds for a limited production.” Berlin gave me a light tap on the shoulder. “Look, the wires broke again.”

      She raised a section of her dress, and I saw an intricate layer of wire, separated from her skin by thick shorts. The regent was a delicate balance between illusion and practicality. My cousin wanted her regent to be hidden in plain sight and also easy to use. The wires allowed her to stretch sections of the dress taut while fighting so that the symbols would be perfectly aligned for use. It was a workaround to make sure that the symbols didn’t overlap and cancel or become inactive, but it wasn’t easy to do or manipulate in battle.

      The wires were also very fragile, or they’d have weighed the fighter down more than was practical.

      “I’ll get that for you,” I said.

      Connecting the wires back together was easier said than done, especially because they weren’t made out of silver. If I wasn’t working with silver, then my proficiency in manipulating the metal dropped greatly.

      
        
        [Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 3]

      

      

      I blinked in surprise as the blue box of a system message appeared in front of my eyes. Then, a feeling of elation broke through my heart. I’d been looking forward to leveling my metal manipulation skill for two weeks. Between fixing houses and fighting, it was growing swiftly, but as a mid-tier magical element, metal was difficult in general to level.

      “Heh, looks like I’m an awesome cousin after all.” Berlia smiled. She’d read me like a book.

      “I never said you weren’t.” I shot a smile back at her. “It’s refreshing not getting burned alive during my arena fights.”

      “You’re a weird person, cuz,” Berlia responded.

      With a silent thought, I willed my system status screen to appear.

      
        
        Name: Andross Silver

        Class: Second Chance

        Level: 1

        Health: 100/100

        Mana: 28,450/28,520

        Vitality: 10

        Intelligence: 83

        Wisdom: 11

        Stamina: 8

        Dexterity: 14

      

      

      
        
        Available stats:

        Class: 10% to any stat (unassigned)

        Free stats: 10 (unassigned)

      

      

      
        
        Skill list:

        Earth Creation (VI): Level 4

        Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 1

        Earthen Spear (II): Level 4

        Stone Grasp (II): Level 1

        Metal Manipulation (II): Level 3

        Meditation (VI): Level 1

        Fear Tolerance (II): Level 2

        Pain Tolerance(V): Level 3

        Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

        Mana Manipulation (IV): Level 3

        Mana Sense (IV): Level 2

        Mana Affinity: Level 1

        Mana Vitality (II): Level 1

        Mana Sanctuary (II): Level 1

        Mana Communication(I): Level 3

        Spirit communication (II): Level 3

        Symbol Inscription (II): Level 2

        Celestial Convergence: Level 1

        Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 2

      

      

      There had been a lot of changes over the past three months. For my age and the amount of time I’d spend on these skills, they were growing rapidly. It was a testament to my dedication, but also an indication of my giant manapool helping me in all aspects of magic practice. As long as I was awake, I would always have enough mana to cast spells.

      The silver floated back into my inventory, and I gazed inside. There was enough dirt, stones, and metal to create my own mountain. Each section had been compartmentalized during my own time and, to the side, I had put several sticks glowing with symbols, a few rocks that also had symbols on them and, finally, a single book.

      I took the book out and gazed at my texting regent. It was similar to a phone that only sent text messages. I tapped it, and the symbols across the regent glowed bright.

      [Are you still up for tomorrow?] I sent a single message to Amanda.

      I closed the book, knowing she could take a while to respond. When I turned back, my cousin was smiling at me, and there was a newcomer tapping at the ground beside her as she fed him treats.

      It was a purple and black bird, rotund in shape and cocky in nature. His eyes glanced at me, and there was amusement and challenge in them.

      “If you keep feeding Gold, he’s just going to become spoiled,” I groaned.

      My cousin waved her hands dismissively and continued to feed the puffer.

      I shook my head and sighed. It was already too late for Berlia. Gold had her trapped with his puppy dog eyes and preening disposition.

      “You know, if you want to fight for real, then we can do that sometime.” Berlia glanced up at me. “I know you first-years are always trying to rank up this time of year.”

      “We are?” Curiosity stirred in my heart. “Do you mean the military students?”

      “I mean all of them.” She lowered her hand, and Gold jumped onto her arm. “The excursion marks a major turning point. Even if we’re part of the Jâl family, we can’t ignore the rewards that come with a visit to the Holy Land.”

      “Rewards?” I repeated the word slowly. “This is about the early entry into the Holy Land, isn’t it?”

      I’d heard the rumors spreading around the school. They said that Koshima Academy was going to start allowing students into the Holy Land early. It had my classmates in an uproar. The Holy Lands were called treasure troves for a reason. They were filled with magically attuned plants and treasures that could change a family’s fortunes overnight.

      “You know, I think I might know someone who can help you with that stuff.” Berlia hummed. “Just if you want to get into the fighting later on. I think you’ll make our family proud.”

      I didn’t really care if I did or didn’t. The Jâl family was my family, but my emotional attachments were with my parents and, recently, my grandmother and cousin. The rest of the family members might as well have been black shadows against a darkened sky.

      The treasure was another matter.

      “I appreciate the suggestion. I’ll take you up on that offer if I have to but, for now, I’ve got an appointment.” I motioned to Gold. “Or don’t you want to see William?”

      Despite his reluctance, Gold flapped his wings and hopped off Berlia’s shoulder, flying toward me. He hopped onto my arm and nestled against my neck, using my shoulder as a perch.

      Then, he gave my cheek a soft peck for interrupting his snack time. It didn’t hurt. It never hurt. But I still poked him back.

      “You’re a busy guy, cuz.” Berlia walked up to me, her dress flowing freely now that she was out of battle mode. “When are we doing this again? It’s pretty fun to train with you, and it’s giving me good data for the dress. I never know what you’re going to throw at me next.”

      “Said the person who uses a different element every fight.” I huffed. “I’m enjoying it, too, but doesn’t your mum hate you meeting up with me?”

      “That’s just a bonus.” Berlia poked her tongue out. “Honestly, I wouldn’t mind fighting you officially. You’ve only had one official fight, and that’s a travesty in itself. I know people have challenged you after seeing that. If I were you, I would be accepting every challenge against chumps with a higher arena rating and smashing them so hard their grandchildren are going to hear about it.”

      I laughed, and then stopped as I saw that she was deadly serious. To the students at Koshima Academy, all kinds of reputation were important for future endeavors. My branch of education, the magicians, weren’t too focused on physical fighting. However, some of the students overlapped with the military division and used their spare time fighting each other for official rankings within the Academy.

      What she’d said about the rewards also echoed in my mind.

      The top students were each provided rewards beyond the norm. Some were given scholarships. Others could be given materials that would help them improve their abilities.

      “Maybe someone else would be interested in that.” I shook my head. “But I have my reasons for not fighting too much.”

      “Then, clearly, you haven’t studied enough on Holy Lands. The things you can find inside are bigger than reputation or pride.”

      My cousin rolled her eyes at my vague explanation. I didn’t blame her. To the ordinary person, it would look like I was hiding from a fight.

      However, I had things I wanted to keep hidden from the other students, and any fight could lead to a higher risk of my secrets being exposed. Primarily, my massive manapool could lead to suspicion. Even now, a couple of the students had approached me asking about my last fight and how I had been able to use so many spells in succession.

      Thankfully, none of them had concluded that I was the Marked One of a Divine. That was too much of a leap in logic even for a magician-in-training. Most assumed it was a bloodline of some sort that I’d kept hidden.

      Gold also added to that illusion. A magical companion could be tamed by a non-communication magician with the use of a bloodline.

      I gave my cousin a final wave goodbye and a promise to train again with her soon. It was fun to get to know my family, especially after they’d loosened up. My trip to Gesti Sky had proved that the Gesti family wouldn’t hold an active grudge against me that would impact the family. There hadn’t been a definitive statement made but, apparently, the fact that I had gotten out of the massive amusement park without any ‘major incidents’ had been a sign that I could be approached, even if it was with caution.

      Not that they knew what had really happened there.

      I’d have thought nothing would change, but I wasn’t the one who decided that. Noble politics still confused me on a fundamental level.

      “Trust me, I don’t think anyone wants me to fight.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sat cross-legged in a meditation position, breathing in and out in unison with William as we focused on calming our minds in preparation for the day’s training.

      “You should fight,” William’s voice beat against my ears.

      I opened a single eye and stared at him. “You, too?”

      He chuckled, and the air shifted, becoming cooler.

      “It’s the wise thing to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 LET’S BEAT UP SOME KIDS FOR MONEY

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I’d reincarnated, I’d seen the importance this world placed on fighting and duels. Duels were customs that were considered barbaric on Earth, but I’d gotten used to them. William’s birthday had been celebrated with a fight. And I’d been prepared to show my worth to Koshima Academy’s headmaster with that fight. Fighting was a common story among my friends as well. Amanda had grown up dueling her brother. Ouros had battled against his cousin Unice countless times since they were young.

      Koshima Academy was a bastion of talent, and the students were honed with incentives. Many stuck to only studying. Others were encouraged to tear each other limb from limb in official duels. They’d benefit by ranking up and gaining preferential treatment.

      My own feelings on the matter weren’t that complicated. Fighting was necessary. I’d seen firsthand the challenges this world faced. Most students on Earth avoided deadly fights, and with good reason. They didn’t have magic that could protect their bodies from being cut when a knife was plunged into it.

      And Earth didn’t have monsters threatening humanity’s existence.

      It was a different culture. One that had its foundation rooted in the ability of humans to fight against overwhelming odds with magic and sword. At the edge of human civilization lay the frontier cities, each one besieged by horrors that required entire armies to combat. Those armies needed soldiers to fight for them.

      Not everyone wanted to risk their life. Ever since mankind had started expanding their empire throughout the continents of the world, there had been places of peace for them to rest and recuperate.

      The most prominent were dimensional rifts, areas where magic ran wild. They were disconnected from our reality, and each one was a miniature universe. One could be the size of a house, and the next would be a gargantuan mass that spanned a continent.

      A select few were considered sanctuaries. These sanctuaries held riches and were filled with mana so dense that it manifested physically. More uniquely, these dimensional rifts held a singular advantage over the others.

      They never spawned monsters.

      For that reason, these areas were given the title of ‘Holy Land.’

      “You’ll look like a coward if you don’t accept a few challenges.”

      William’s words bit into me, and I sighed, breaking off my train of thought and opening my eyes to face my friend.

      A shadow flew over my vision as Gold hopped off my shoulder, breaking his meditation and accompanying my staring. His feathers fluttered in annoyance, and I held back a smile. Meditation used to be his least favorite activity, but he’d grown to love the calm and quiet of the silent moments.

      I drew in a deep breath, the scent of dirt filling my nostrils. We were in a simple room cut from a single stone and plated with metal. It wasn’t a cultivation room, not yet, but it held earth and metal mana within its walls. I’d supplied materials, including a spattering of dirt on the ground. Others had been added to the room by William’s dad.

      We were inside a storage room deep within the floating island that William’s father owned. A hovering land mass surrounded by an ocean of flying water that cascaded across the sky.

      This barren storage room was crass and untainted by glitter. The opposite of what I’d come to expect from my friend, but perfect for what we were testing today.

      “You’re a battle junkie. Of course, you think I should fight,” I joked.

      My words were true. But there was more to it than that. Even if I made a joke or two, I’d always taken Williams’ words seriously.

      “Careful, I hear it’s contagious,” William rebutted. “Reputation is important and so is practical battle experience.”

      “I know that. Why else do you think I keep fighting Amanda and Berlia?” I said. “I’m not lacking in battles.”

      Using my skills in different ways would unlock them and level them more than my typical exercises. Every day I meditated, trying to attune to the other elements around me. Water, fire, and air. But it was during the fights that I truly started to understand the skills I’d already unlocked.

      “Yeah, but you need more than skill levels. The materials you can find in a Holy Land are way better than the ones you have now. No offense, but your selection of regents you can create is limited by your complete lack of materials.”

      “You have a point,” I conceded.

      As I was right now, my resources were plentiful compared to what I’d once had, but they were a drop in the ocean compared to what I would need in the future.

      I wasn’t planning on stopping after making a few regents. Or even after learning a single element of magic. And to make sure that I could accomplish my goals, my resources had to be equally vast.

      “I don’t know the first thing about the system or rankings in our school.” I frowned.

      Between learning about the church, trying to attune to different elements, and constantly training my skills, there was rarely time to think, let alone add new duties to my roster. A lot of minor things slipped through the cracks when I needed them the most.

      “How it works is simple enough to explain.” William raised his hands, and sheets of paper rained down onto the floor. “I just happen to have the data of all the ranked students in our year level here with me.”

      “What a coincidence,” I said dryly, a smile breaking out over my lips. “I’m happy to learn, but I’m assuming you’ve already got a plan outlined. Who am I beating?”

      “Me. Eventually,” William said. “Look, right here. I’m at the top. And I’m extremely sad that you’re not here with me. Amanda, too.”

      He tapped the piece of paper, and I saw his name scribbled at the top of the rankings. He’d added a golden star next to his name and a smiley face.

      “But, for now, you’ll have to kick some other butts. As for the way it works, it’s simple.” William’s smile turned sinister.

      I knew that expression. Whatever he was going to explain to me wasn’t going to be simple. Or easy.

      The explanation itself took half an hour.

      Everyone in Koshima Academy school had a set number of points assigned to them. To help them catch up, the lower ranked students would always take more points from the higher ranked students for wins. That meant that if I won a fight I would steal a set portion of my opponent’s points, determined by my rank against theirs.

      Even an unranked person could challenge the number one student of a year level. And if they won then they’d take fifty percent of their points.

      However, if the rank two student challenged the rank one and won, they’d only take as many points as is required for the rank two to reach rank one.

      This was both good and bad.

      “Nobody would want to fight me, right? Not after they see me beat a bunch of people senseless,” I said the words more for myself than William. “I understand accepting a fight if it’s personal, but if the reputation of having a high rank is so important, then can’t somebody just get into a higher rank and stay there forever without accepting challenges or making them?”

      “That’s a lot of confidence you have in yourself. I approve.” William chuckled. “You’re right. Normally, the smart play is to go up the rankings and run away from every other challenge for the year. But we’re all part of Koshima Academy.

      “Not accepting a fight from a lower ranked student is shameful. More importantly, there’s a degradation system in place to make sure people don’t get lazy.” William pursed his lips. “I have to fight at least two people per week unless I have extenuating circumstances, or I lose points. And at least one of those people has to be in the top twenty students. For anyone else in the top ten, they have to fight a student of a lower or similar rank at least once every week. Surely, you’ve noticed the main arena being used all the time.”

      I had. It wasn’t a secret to anyone that the main arena was constantly in use for fights and club activities. Even most of the sub arenas were booked out a lot of the time. I’d been practicing in them with Amanda and had even fought alongside her in the main arena.

      “Okay, okay.” I raised my hand. “Let’s say I was interested. I need to get into what? The top ten?”

      “The top ten, yeah.” William nodded.

      “What are the rewards? Every book I’ve read says a Holy Land is great. But they don’t give specifics,” I said.

      “That’s because every book you read on the Holy Lands is a secondhand account. Getting into the real thing is hard.” William shook his head. “People want access to find three things: regent materials, cultivation materials, and element-attuned plants. A day or two to explore alone could yield treasures beyond your wildest dreams. After all, it’s easier to find something when there aren’t over two hundred other students searching alongside you.”

      That got my attention.

      “Some people come out of those places with enough materials to make a cultivation room for their family and kickstart their own noble household.” William grinned. “Heh, that got your attention. Don’t think you’re the only one. With the excursion to a Holy Land coming up, students are crawling out of the woodwork to fight each other and gain spots.”

      There was a shuffling in front of me as Gold leaned forward to listen to William’s words, the temptation of treasure drawing his full attention. I could hear his talons digging into the ground in anticipation.

      A Holy Land was a concept I’d only started paying attention to recently but, in reality, it had always been something I was familiar with. I’d been in similar places before.

      The observatory that my dad used for work, or the place William and I had been held in when we’d been kidnapped, were two examples.

      Both were occupied, and I knew for a fact that the observatory was kept under strict supervision.

      “Aren’t the Holy Lands completely conquered?” I asked. “A treasure hunt is only fun if there’s still treasure left.”

      Koshima Academy had standards. It wouldn’t take its students on a vacation in a dangerous area. The Holy Land was sure to be under strict supervision.

      “There are no monsters, obviously,” William responded. “But if you’re thinking that people have taken all the resources they can, then you’d be wrong. You haven’t been to a Holy Land yet, but the mana concentration is so high that it naturally forms new treasures all the time. You can blink, and a new material could appear in front of you.”

      His words struck a chord in me. To form mana charged materials naturally, each Holy Land had to be denser than a cultivation room. That meant they were deadly to non-humans, but safe to magicians.

      “It’s not completely safe,” William warned. “Wild magic and mana warp the environment and weather all the time. Beasts still appear, and I’ve heard of magical animals showing up too. Even if you go in early, you might find yourself stuck.”

      “It’s too late to deter me now,” I said. William just chuckled.

      His words gripped my attention by the neck. If I found a metal element plant, I could even create my own metal cultivation room.

      Ouros’s main family household only barely had one of those. And it wasn’t complete.

      “If you find any element-attuned plant, you could use it to help attune to its element.” William tilted his head pensively. “You said you’ve been on the verge of attuning to water for months. Maybe a small boost is all you need to succeed.”

      “I might be on the verge,” I corrected him. “At least, it feels like it.”

      Meditating while surrounded by cups of water had become my nightly routine before bed. Though it rarely yielded results except for when Roxxy helped me train.

      “That’s not all.” William leaned forward and his voice dropped to a whisper. “This is only hearsay, but my dad confirmed it from his time in the academy.” His hand covered the sheet with the rankings. “The top three students all get scholarships, and their own choice of a low-tier material. The top student gets his choice of a mid-tier material. Even if you find nothing in the Holy Land, you’ll still come out with something.”

      “I could use one of those.” My lips curled into a smile.

      There were two types of materials I needed. Element-attuned materials or plants were used to help children or even adults gain access to an elemental attunement. It was the equivalent of being in the presence of a magician who didn’t mind being examined constantly. With enough meditation, a person could gain insights and attune to the element itself.

      Obtaining one of those would help me attune to the various elements.

      Water, air, fire, and earth. I had an affinity for these four elements, and I intended to unlock them all.

      The other type of material was mana-infused materials. These were the ones I used for inscribing. These materials exuded constant streams of mana without depleting and could be used to form cultivation rooms for the element they belonged to, but they were extremely rare. Others held dense magic and experienced changes in their properties due to it.

      Hardening, softening, emitting light, or bouncing against anything they touched. The changes to the original materials were as varied as the stars in the sky.

      My cousin’s battle dress was made from one of those materials. Otherwise, the dress wouldn’t be able to handle the mana going into the symbols more than once or twice. The symbols would either explode or do nothing. At best, they’d activate but have a reduced effect.

      I’d bet my silver that Koshima Academy would be giving this type of reward away to the students.

      “It’s not public knowledge.” William put a finger to his lips in a gesture of silence. “Everyone knows the top students get rewards, but they almost always keep the nature of the reward hidden. Mostly so that nobody tries to rob them later.”

      I nodded. People could be savages, and theft wasn’t uncommon. Especially if the student who received the reward wasn’t from a prominent household or was from a common family.

      “Okay, that’s enough of that for now. We took longer than I thought we would.” William took the piece of paper back. “We can always go through potential opponents later. Right now, we have a job to do.”

      “That should be my line.” I chuckled.

      We’d been distracted, but our time was supposed to be dedicated to testing one of the most important abilities in my repertoire.

      “[Mana Sanctuary].”

      Waves of golden mana fluttered over us as I activated my skill. It clung to the air and hovered playfully across my clothes.

      The moment it appeared, I saw William resisting the urge to bow. Submission was a natural sensation people felt in the presence of my mana. After a few moments, he steadied himself. He’d had enough contact to start dealing with the impact the mana had on him.

      Gold preened as he stood unaffected.

      “I think I can finally get it to work the way I want it to,” I said. I focused on keeping my breathing steady.

      A bead of sweat ran down my forehead as I saw my skill in action. Gold mana clung to every corner of the room as I focused on expelling it from my manapool.

      This was the culmination of months of work.

      [Mana Sanctuary] had been a mystery to me the first time I’d tried it. On a surface level, it allowed me to control and exude my mana so that it would protect me from external attacks. It did this by slowing the momentum of any incoming objects.

      Two weeks later, I realized I was mistaken on a fundamental level. The important part of the ability wasn’t preventing attacks against me.

      It was controlling the mana so it didn’t dissipate naturally.

      As we were swept up in a tide of golden mana, the elemental mana inside the room brightened and merged with the divine light. Orange bathed my vision as the earth and metal mana within the objects of the room sang in harmony with my golden mana.

      Within seconds, the sources had merged together, gold shifting into orange at my will. This was one of the benefits my mana provided.

      Divine mana could transform into mana of other elements.

      It was an incomplete process, especially because only the golden mana that directly touched the earth and metal mana changed into them. However, it was a sign of what could potentially be.

      What was left behind was a room of shimmering gold and orange that felt like a mixture of three mana types and none of them at the same time. It bathed the air and swept through me, allowing me to become one with the world around me and feel completely at ease with my surroundings.

      The previously ordinary room had transformed into a haven of magic that caressed the air and illuminated my senses. There were only a few other places that could claim to have a mana density the same as this one, each belonging to noble households or companies that had more funds than I could dream of.

      It was a manmade earth and divine mana cultivation room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 MAN SO GORGEOUS HE WEARS A MASK AND SETS HIS HAIR ON FIRE TO HIDE IT

        

      

    

    
      I took a deep breath, the scent of earth flowing into my nostrils as golden mana filled my vision. The calm of the mana rippled through my being as I sat in the room. I closed my eyes to maintain my [Mana Sanctuary] skill and activated [Meditation]. I could sense objects within the ocean of gold, each one bringing their own unique properties into reality.

      One sat on the opposite end of the room, my friend William. The other rested on my shoulder. Gold’s stomach moved in and out as he took deep breaths alongside me. I wasn’t sure if he had a [System] like I did, but if he did, then he’d learned [Meditation] at some point by watching me.

      Suspended in midair, flowing over my skin, and tickling my nostrils was mana of bright gold and mellow orange, intermingling colors that vied for attention and space. I’d had my [Mana Sanctuary] skill active for an entire hour, and the mana was slowly dissipating. At first, I’d kept the mana stabilized but, after ten minutes, a snowball of mana dissipation had begun. At the end of the hour, the final vestiges were dissolving into the surroundings, returning to nature. Or perhaps someplace else.

      
        
        [Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 2.]

      

      

      I let out a long breath, and the skill canceled as I reached my limit. My brain was foggy, and it would be at least a day before I could use it again. The remaining gold mana disappeared instead of returning to me. Small motes twinkled goodbye as they left.

      Bye, fun, again.

      “I feel like I just ran a marathon and haven’t eaten for a week.” My voice resounded through the storage room. “That skill is an endless sinkhole for my mana.”

      I opened my eyes and saw that the surroundings had returned to normal. Five bare walls were me, and a thin layer of dirt was on the ground. To add metal mana to the surroundings, I’d laid down five silver poles, one for each corner of the room.

      It hadn’t helped much.

      
        
        [Mana: 11,3420/28,520]

      

      

      I shivered. I’d managed to create a cultivation room for a single hour, but the cost to do that was horrendous. The average adult magician only had six thousand mana. The cost for this was beyond the means of an ordinary magician, and even a Marked One would have trouble maintaining the skill for extended periods of time.

      “People have been killed for having this kind of skill.” William had opened his eyes and gazed at the surroundings intently. “Using a cultivation room for an hour can help people with their breakthroughs into new skill levels. You’re not even stuck in one location. Not to mention your divine mana can transform into other elements.”

      “I’d rather not measure a skill by how deadly it is for me to have it,” I said. “But I get what you mean.”

      Inventories could carry physical objects, but mana would move where it willed. Cultivation rooms held ordinary objects infused with mana of a specific element, and if they were placed into inventories, the mana within the objects would vacate.

      It was still possible to use the moved materials to create a new cultivation room, but it would take time for the process to be completed and the mana to return.

      My spell temporarily made the mana of the room dense enough that it became comparable to a cultivation room. A true cultivation room gathered mana until the air was dense with it at all times. The mana didn’t dissipate because it considered the room its home.

      “Okay, okay.” I held up my hands. “Let’s stop for the day. My brain is starting to slow down from the strain.”

      “How is that different from your regular self?” William said dryly.

      Gold tittered from my shoulder at his words, and I sprayed them both with a light shower of dirt, much to their horror.

      Even though my mana reserves weren’t fully depleted, I would still need a while to recharge until I reached my maximum mana. It wasn’t that my regeneration rate was slow, my manapool was just too big to fill quickly. If by some chance I reached zero mana, my [Mark] would activate.

      That meant that my maximum mana would increase by 50. It also meant that I would undergo pain so intense that it would bypass my [Pain Tolerance] skill and knock me unconscious. If I was lucky.

      It would also force my body to grow older. Something I wasn’t quite ready for yet, although I’d been considering the ups and downs of that recently.

      “One month,” William said.

      I stared at him.

      “If you think I’m going to activate that skill for an entire month, then you’re dreaming.” I kept my voice firm. “Higher levels make it easier to keep the mana stable, but it’ll still start leaking after a few minutes regardless of what I do.”

      In order to turn my surroundings into a cultivation room-like environment, there were a few conditions. The room needed to be enclosed, and it couldn’t be too big. It also needed a constant stream of mana. I couldn’t activate the skill and turn it off every few minutes.

      “No, I mean the rankings. Our excursion is in a month, so if you want to get into the top ten and get exclusive rights to enter the Holy Land early, you have to do it in that timeframe.”

      Gold jumped from my shoulder onto the floor at William’s words, a sound similar to the scattering of raindrops filling the air as he made his way across the ground. He was trying to get as close to William as possible to hear his words.

      “Oh, that.” I tapped my side pensively. “Is there a way to do it easily?

      “Sure, if you beat me, then you’ll gain half my points. But I’m not letting you fight me while you’re at a low rank,” William snorted. “I want to get richer, too, and nobody will want to fight me if I lose my spot. And nobody will want to fight you either. If you don’t get enough points, then that’s it. You’re done. It doesn’t help that you’re basically unranked.”

      “Basically? I thought I was unranked.” A memory of two students floated into my mind. “Right, I won that fight with the earth and water magicians, Shar and Vesper.”

      Amanda and I had fought against two magicians in the arena. The reasons were personal rather than a passion for battle, but beating those two would have given me part of their points, if I’d understood William’s explanation properly.

      “How many points did I get for beating them?” I asked.

      William brought out the ranking sheet, and I skimmed over it, quickly finding my name.

      Andross Silver: 4 points. Rank 178.

      Amanda Mitra: 3 points. Rank 185.

      “Hang on, why does Amanda have less points than me? We both beat the same team.” I wasn’t too fussed about my low rank. I could always challenge more people to fights.

      “Because her brother beat her in a different fight,” William explained. “By the way, if you want to make a real impact, then you might have to play a bit dumb. And weak. Nobody wants to fight a losing battle.”

      A chirp hit my ears, and I looked down to see Gold reading one of the papers. As he saw me looking, he dragged it over to me with his talons.

      Several of the names in the paper had been highlighted in red for me to look over.

      Hassin Fre: 20 points. Rank 140.

      Prin Kley: 22 points. Rank 132.

      Orga Reigh: 24 points. Rank 125.

      These were the people William thought would accept my challenge.

      “You’re saying I should win, but not too convincingly?” I frowned. “Why do these people have so many points? Looking at this, you have over two hundred. That shouldn’t be possible if each person only started with one.”

      “Battles are the most direct way to rank up. But there are more ways to get points than just that. Don’t forget we have an entire military wing in the academy. People can do extracurricular activities to gain points and participate in other events as well,” William tutted. “Just because you’ve been busy doesn’t mean everybody else stood still.”

      His words were harsh, but his tone was joking. It was true that I hadn’t delved deeply into the intricacies of Koshima Academy. I’d attended classes and fought a couple of battles, but that was the extent of my exploration.

      “You know I’m helping the church now and getting to know what they do. I don’t really have time for clubs or events,” I said.

      “Even if you have to fight a bunch of people who are ranked lower than you, you’ll still get some points for beating them.” William tapped the sheet. “That’s why you have to fight. Smashing a few heads in is the best option sometimes.”

      “Wise as always,” I replied.

      The excursion to the Holy Land would mark the middle of the year and the end of the first semester. I wasn’t sure where the higher year level students went for their excursions, but with possible benefits influencing their futures, I wouldn’t be surprised if the next excursions were even more highly contested.

      “But if everybody saw me beating Shar to a pulp, I’m not really going to get too many takers for fights, am I?” I ran my finger down the list.

      I couldn’t see the earth magician listed anywhere in the bottom ranks. Then, I looked up the page and saw his name.

      Shar had 91 points and was ranked 21.

      I whistled. He’d been incredibly busy since he’d fought us three months ago. Judging from the number of points I’d gotten from beating him, he’d only had around ten or so when we’d fought.

      That battle was the only thing keeping him from being in the top twenty.

      “I have a way around that. Or rather, the school does.” William’s eyes twinkled. “They don’t require you to register your name for your fights if you don’t want to. Instead, you can use a pseudonym that they’ll enter into the rankings in your place. We call it a persona.

      “Nobody makes it into Koshima Academy with mediocre abilities, and some want the rewards but would prefer their peers and future potential business rivals to stay in the dark as to their identity. And their skills.”

      Before I could respond, he brought out a new sheet of paper, and I saw it was a form. Not only did it include the sheet to create a persona, but it also had an addendum form that asked the academy to reduce my persona’s points to 1.

      “The responsibility for staying hidden is placed on the student,” William said. “Sometimes, it works. Other times, it fails horribly.”

      “I get it.” I read through the papers carefully. “If the persona starts with the same number of points as I do, then it would be useless. People will figure out my identity eventually.”

      However, if I reset the points that I had, then I could be anyone in the Academy. Even a newcomer looking to try his luck at the battle rankings.

      William nodded. “Normally, people rely on promises and oaths to make sure their opponents don’t reveal their identities after the fights. And it is mostly effective, but—”

      “But I’ve got something better.” I finished the sentence for him.

      With a wriggle of my fingers, an item appeared in front of me.

      It was a mask.

      The mask hadn’t come from within my inventory. Instead, it had come from within me. It was a regent I’d kept on my person for the express purpose of hiding myself from a divine being, but that wasn’t all it could do.

      When I wore the item, my presence disappeared entirely. People wouldn’t be able to tell what kind of magician I was, and if they looked at me using mana sensing skills, they would only see reality warping around my features. The mask itself physically covered most of my face.

      My lips curled into a smile.

      “I guess it’s finally time to use this.”
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        * * *

      

      Grass folded underneath my feet as I strolled through the gardens of Koshima Academy. The scent of flowers flowed through my nostrils, and a gentle breeze caressed my skin. The talk William and I had yesterday was still fresh on my mind.

      Gold glided through the skies, accompanied by a blazing red phoenix. Their happy chirps reached my ears as they embraced their freedom, and I quickly lost sight of them. Behind the garden lay Koshima Dome, home to the academy’s arena.

      I’d scheduled a fight and had to enter in a few minutes, but I had something else to do first.

      With a sharp turn, I veered to the side of the dome where a line of trees transformed into a forest. It was a peaceful and quiet location, with the occasional nature and life-attuned student meditating underneath the large branches. The earth was rich in mana, and it twinkled in greeting as I strode between the tree trunks.

      In moments, I reached the area I’d designated as my own. It was a section of the dome wall surrounded by trees and foliage. I sat down and laid my back against the wall, the shade cooling the breeze over my skin.

      “What are you going to do about your hair?”

      I turned my head to the side and found myself facing a pair of bright eyes and flaming red hair. A teenage girl leaned against a nearby tree, a bird on either shoulder and a smile on her lips. Agni gazed at me in amusement, clearly holding back curiosity about the upcoming fight. Gold chirped happily from Amanda’s shoulder, and I shook my head.

      There was no doubt in my mind that Gold had already told both of them everything.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “It shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

      Even if the mask covered my face, it wouldn’t cover my hair. When I looked up, three pairs of shining eyes filled my vision as Gold, Agni, and Amanda leaned toward me.

      “Show us.” Amanda’s eyes glimmered. “We’ll be the judges on whether it looks convincing enough.”

      “Okay, okay.” I placed my hand against my chest. “No need to stare into my soul.”

      There was a tug within my chest as I willed the regent to appear. The only problem with maintaining a secret identity was putting on and taking off the mask, but the trees at the back of the dome were devoid of people and covered us from sight.

      It was a strange sensation to feel a physical object melt out of my soul. Or at least out of my body. Technically, the mask resided in my mind and body alongside the two symbols of the elements I’d attuned to. Earth and metal. And the Mark of the Crijik, representing my status as a Marked One.

      A moment later, the mask appeared in my fingers.

      My hand disappeared. In its place was a bone-white plate surrounded by darkness. Light, mana, and reality itself was warped by the mask’s ability to conceal. This was what people saw when they gazed at me while wearing it, as though my face and eyes were an abyss. The longer they stared, the more they were sucked in.

      My [Mana Sense] deactivated, and the darkness disappeared, leaving only the bony-white mask that had been in its center. It was light in my hands, and the white plating was interspersed with orange materials and a single teal gem plate on the forehead.

      I placed it on my face, and it fit perfectly despite having been made when I was younger. Over the years, it had shifted and changed, growing as I grew, and feeding on my mana from within.

      “Whoa.” Amanda’s voice broke the silence. “You’re really hard to see.”

      I looked up and saw her making a square with her fingers, her eyes peering through it like it was a window. I held back a smile. It looked like she was taking a picture. She shook her head and blinked rapidly.

      “Ugh. Okay. Too hard to see.” She scrunched her eyes shut.

      I chuckled, and the birds tittered. I knew Amanda had the ability to see mana. Not every element, but at least fire. Possibly more.

      It was confirmation that my mask worked the same way for everybody. If they tried to gaze at me using magical sight skills, then I’d be perfectly hidden.

      “But if I turn off my skill, I can still see your hair.” Amanda tilted her head. “And it’s not like I couldn’t figure it out from that if I really wanted to. People are already keeping an eye on you as a member of our class. Nobody goes under the radar when people think of them as future business rivals. I’d give it a day before they figure it out.”

      “A day?” I stared at her. Then, I leaned back against the dome and sighed. “I was hoping to fool at least the first few fighters. Are you sure?”

      Amanda gestured with her fingers, and a mirror appeared in her hand from the inventory she kept in her pocket. She turned it toward me, and I got a proper look at my disguise.

      It was perfect.

      The mask covered all but my jawline. Its right side was longer than the left, which curved upward and exposed part of my cheek and lips. The only thing it didn’t cover was my hair.

      Before I could comment on it, there was a flap of wings, and a bright red ball of feathers flew onto my lap. I looked down to see Agni staring up at me with beady eyes. She gave me a quick chirp and flapped her wings.

      I’d know.

      The phoenix’s message was simple and clear.

      I stroked my chin pensively. There wasn’t much I could do in the time between now and my next fight. Even if I found a way to dye my hair immediately, it wouldn’t be a permanent solution. And people would know it was me because I had class right after the break was over.

      “My next fight is in a few minutes,” I said. “I think I’ll just have to risk it.”

      Agni brushed her feathers against my arm as she heard my words. Her flames licked over the white robes I wore, and I raised my sleeve to get it away from the phoenix, but the flames curled up my arm and strummed against my shoulder.

      A single chirp of amusement sounded out from beside my ear. Agni had traveled through her flames onto it.

      I have. Idea. Flames. Hiding.

      “Agni, when did you get onto my shoulder?” I asked. Then, I saw that wasn’t what she wanted me to ask. “Wait. Are you saying you have a plan?”

      She chirped in agreement.

      Agni explained her idea, and a picture formed in my mind. There was a common skill that Amanda and Agni used in their fights. The two could cooperate and allow Amanda to grow wings using Agni’s form. I couldn’t do the same as Agni and I didn’t have the connection or the relevant skills, but we could try something similar.

      “Okay, let’s give it a try,” I replied.

      The moment the words left my mouth, Agni disappeared, replaced by a bundle of fire. With a flap of her flames, she hopped up onto my head. Then, she collapsed, and the flames spread across my head.

      They weren’t hot, or dangerous. They simply existed.

      “Is that how it looks when Agni sits in my hair?” Amanda smiled.

      She held the mirror up to my face, and I blinked in surprise.

      Every strand of hair on my head was covered in flames. From their tips to their roots, it looked like I was soaked in fire. Not a single hint of my original color remained, and even the length varied as flames grew and shrank based on Agni’s whims. Even her beak and feathers were gone, replaced by pure flame.

      “It looks more like when you get really embarrassed,” I said. “Or angry.”

      I didn’t comment as I saw her hair transforming into flames at my words.

      That would just be rude,

      “This is perfect.” A smile spread across my face. “Agni, you’re a genius.”

      A single joyful chirp reverberated from my hair. She would let me know if the transformation became too much for her to handle. Agni continued sitting on my head as I stood up. My opponent wouldn’t be happy if I was late.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “Now, I’ve really got to get to the dome or I’ll miss my fight.”

      Amanda stepped back, and Gold chirped. He thought I looked good. And not at all like myself.

      I laughed as I saw Amanda feeding him a treat.

      “Kick their butt,” Amanda cheered me on. “Make sure you don’t lose or it’ll make me look bad as your training partner.”

      Gold raised a wing to salute me, and I gave them both a look. They were exaggerating on purpose to embarrass me. And it was working.

      A minute later, the last of the trees disappeared, and I could see the entrance of the dome.

      Gold swam through the air chirping happily, and Amanda found a spot to meditate in the garden nearby. Both of them were close enough for me to see them, but far enough away that nobody would place them as being my companions.

      In front of me was the Koshima Dome.

      The round building held several arenas inside of it, and a crowd of students occupied it at all times. The main arena was packed to the brim with spectators. But I wasn’t going there today.

      A few of the side rooms had been booked in advance by individuals waiting for challengers. Confident in their abilities and skills, they waited for someone to bring the fight to them.

      These were the people William had marked out to become my first targets.

      As I approached the front desk, a few people looked my way with curious expressions.

      “I don’t think I could’ve attracted any more attention if I tried,” I whispered to Agni.

      The flames on my hair fluttered in amusement, and the stares of the students intensified. Having a body part produce flames wasn’t uncommon. But mixed with the mask, it was a beacon for attention.

      I approached the front desk, and the staff member manning it put a smile on their face.

      “I’ve scheduled a battle with Hassin Fre,” I said.

      My words were distorted as they left my lips. Part of it was the regent’s abilities. The other was the intricate carvings inside that bounced the sounds of my voice around the moment I spoke. Even with only part of my lips covered, it made a difference. Everything I said was understandable, but it was hard to tell it was me speaking.

      “Name?” The staff member looked at my mask.

      His words brought a smile to my face. A persona needed to have a name registered to it. The faculty would still know who I was, but the students wouldn’t unless I revealed it to them.

      William had told me I could come up with any pseudonym I wanted to use for my persona. Nothing was off the table. However, I still only had a month to try and raise my rank. Even if it didn’t seem like it, every aspect of my identity was a weapon to be used. Even my name.

      That meant a simple question had to be asked.

      What name would make people want to fight me the most?

      “My name is Crijik.”
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      Flames crackled in my ears as silence greeted my words. Some of the students had overheard what I’d said, but only a small portion of them smiled or laughed. The rest were stony faced, as was the staff member in front of me.

      I’d called myself Crijik.

      Part of it was an inside joke. The other part was calculated to make sure I benefited as best I could. William and I had talked through my decision thoroughly. It wasn’t guaranteed that people would accept every challenge I sent, especially if my opponents were afraid of losing too many points and had easier options. So, even after a few matches were over and people had determined my skill level, I’d need a reason for people to continue challenging me. Our solution was simple. I had to give my persona a name, and it had to be something that would make people want to fight me.

      The divines were the foundation of the lives of countless people in this world. The truth was, I wasn’t trying to insult them. Nor did I see the need to. I’d seen the good the churches did on their behalf.

      Nobody cared if somebody insulted the divines, but taking their name or harming their image for personal gain was extremely divisive. Some would chase the offender out of the city. Others would want to fight them.

      I was hoping for the latter.

      My back straightened as I felt a dozen eyes boring into it. I could hear the whispers starting, most mocking me. Condescension laced their tones, and their words brushed against my ears. The air had turned frosty, and a chill ran over my arms. I wasn’t sure if it was because somebody was angry at me or because they’d started to cast an ice-element spell. Possibly both.

      “I thought that was a joke when someone said that name had been approved.” The staff member waved me through the doors of the foyer out into the dome proper. “Let us know when you want to change your persona.”

      His last statement wasn’t a suggestion, it was a fact. Naming myself Crijik was like throwing myself to the wolves. People would fight me out of spite and honor.

      That was exactly what I wanted.

      The passage led me further into the dome. Today, I’d scheduled a fight with one of the targets William had marked as easy pickings.

      Hassin Fre: 20 points. Rank 140.

      William’s dossier was written out like a military report. He’d had one on all of his opponents. It was a common practice amongst the noble households and, somewhere out there, students and strangers had created and read dossiers about me.

      Hassin’s in particular was filled with key facts.

      Each class in my year was numbered from one to ten. One had the students with the highest skills, and ten signified a lack of talent or grades. Hassin was in the third class, meaning he wasn’t a rising star, but neither was he a weakling. It was a bragging feat in any household.

      His specialty was fire magic. It was one of the elements I was most familiar with, and the reason I’d picked him over the other options. He was also the only one who would fight me quickly. Apparently, he had aspirations to rise in the rankings as well, and so he was accepting any challengers who approached.

      It was a statement that made me hesitate. Accepting all challenges meant he was confident. I was still struggling to win against Amanda. There were no easy matches with her. Or with Berlia.

      Fighting an opponent whose skills were unknown would be even tougher.

      I pressed my hand against the door of one of the arenas, and a symbol glowed bright. Beneath my feet was a solid dirt floor, accompanied by a gust of hot air. This arena had been customized for the use of earth and fire magic.

      “You’re Crijik?” a voice broke me out of my thoughts. “I can’t believe that was a real name.”

      In front of me was a teenage boy draped in red robes.

      He studied me curiously. I couldn’t see any signs that my persona name had insulted him or had made him angry. Instead, a calm aura emanated from him.

      This was a person confident in his own abilities.

      Well, so was I.

      “It’s not my real name,” I responded. “You’re Hassin?”

      Unlike the others I’d seen, his robes were simple and unadorned. He had a single black glove on one hand, and his hair was bright blond. Almond eyes watched my every movement as I made my way to the center of the arena.

      “The one and only.” He grinned.

      His hands stretched out, and he slapped them against his chest rapidly, each touch bringing out a puff of flames. He wasn’t just posturing. The movements activated a skill that caused wisps of flames to circle around his body protectively. Coiling like snakes, the mana slithered through his clothes and across his fingers. Finally, they ended up facing me from his hand, three tendrils of flames that hissed and spit into the air.

      A pulse of curiosity ran through me, and I activated [Mana Communication]. I could tell instantly why Hassin was accepting all new challengers. The mana within his spell was attuned with his thoughts, mimicking his intentions as a result.

      Excitement, test, fight, nervousness.

      Their thoughts ran through me as though I could hear the mana whispering into my mind and heart. This was a new skill Hassin was hoping to try out. He was accepting new challenges so he could level it and practice using the skill.

      That was fine with me.

      My fingers tapped the side of my leg, and the earth shifted underneath me in response. I swept my gaze over the arena. My eyes saw a field of dirt, but my mind saw an entire battlefield that could be controlled in an instant. I’d only need to activate [Mana Sense] to see it properly.

      “Please, refrain from attacking each other until the duel has begun,” a dry voice called out from beside me.

      I spun around at the words, and so did Hassin. There was a man standing beside us that both of us had missed. He wasn’t an adult, not yet, but he was old enough to be on the cusp of graduating. He wore a white and blue uniform with intricate golden patterns that I’d only seen a few times before. It was the uniform of the third-year students. Delicate teal-blue hair swam over his shoulders in a braid, and he gazed at us with gentle Azul eyes.

      His steps were too quiet for it to be normal. I hadn’t even heard him approaching us.

      “I didn’t realize that students could be observers,” I said. For some reason, it felt like I’d seen him before.

      Every match and practice session in the arena had to be overseen by a member of staff. Generally, these people were known as observers.

      I’ve never seen a student one. Normally, the sessions I booked were overseen by my earth magic professor, Tago.

      “Things tend to get busy this time of year, and the academy gives us ranking points for making sure you first-years don’t kill each other by accident.” He smiled. “Well, I also like to see if there are any hidden gems.”

      “I’m glad you came to my match, then.”

      Hassin puffed out his chest proudly.

      I shook my head but didn’t say anything. I didn’t doubt my fighting abilities, but Koshima was home to some of the most talented magicians-in-training in the world. I also couldn’t use my metal magic to fight unless it was an emergency. After all, there were only two metal magicians within the first-year cohort. Ouros and I. It would be too easy to identify me.

      For that same reason, I couldn’t use earth creation.

      A face appeared in front of me, and I blinked in surprise, taking a step back as the third-year student approached me.

      “I can’t see your eyes unless I turn off my skill.” The boy gazed at me curiously. “Or anything else about you. That’s an interesting mask you’ve got there.”

      “I hope that’s not going to be a problem,” I said.

      “No, I’m just curious.” He smiled.

      He moved toward the wall of the arena room, well out of our reach, and gestured at both of us to move into position. The outline of the room itself was simple. The arena was shaped like a rectangle, and there was around twenty meters of distance between the two of us.

      If I was fighting Amanda or William, my first move would be to try and entomb them or throw earthen spears out from under them.

      I was going to be a little bit more straightforward with Hassin. It would be better to take it easy while I didn’t know his techniques or weaknesses.

      “The fight begins in three…”

      The observer raised his hand and both of us tensed as he counted down. At his side he had placed his hand on the wall, activating the symbols that would protect the fighters from any damage they took.

      “Two…”

      I threw my hand up in front of me and felt the ground stir at my command. Within my chest an endless ocean of golden mana roiled and writhed, eager to release into the outer world and subjugate it under its whims.

      Hassin curled his arms inwards, and the snake-like flames spread out into a fan of fire that mimicked his every gesture.

      “One…”

      I activated my [Mana Sense] skill, and the sight of orange and red mana blazed to life as my vision of the magical world overlapped with the physical. Red mana flowed from Hassin’s pores into the flames around him, powering them directly. Every movement of mana that my opponent enacted was visible before my eyes.

      “Begin!” the observer’s voice boomed through the room.

      The moment his voice hit the air, my body was already in motion, a flick of my wrist sending a solid block of dirt out of the ground and straight toward Hassin’s head. Less than a second passed between compacting the earth and throwing it at my opponent.

      However, I knew from experience that the attack wouldn’t be enough.

      Amanda would fly into the air, and William would continue pushing through after dodging the attack. I wasn’t sure what abilities my opponent had, but I needed to be in a position to react to his counterattack.

      Golden mana surged through my veins as I took control of the ground around Hassin, dirt rising in a tornado of mana and earth that swept across my opponent. For anybody else, purposefully obscuring vision of the opponent would be a terrible idea, but with my [Mana Sense] activated, I could see his every move.

      Right now, he was lying on the floor, looking up at the roof of the arena.

      “Match over! Crijik wins!” the observer’s voice boomed through the room.

      My shoes hooked into the dirt, and I almost fell over in surprise.

      What?

      I relinquished control over the arena, the dirt flying back to the ground. I could see what my mana sense had shown me. Hassin was on the ground, his flames dying around him and an expression of surprise on his face.

      My initial dirt brick had socked him square in the jaw, knocking him over and activating the symbols that absorbed the damage he’d received.

      “Holy Fue, you acted fast.” Hassin finally found his voice, pushing himself off the ground and facing me with wide eyes. “What did you hit me with?”

      I gestured with my finger toward the side of his head, and he turned around to find himself facing my dirt brick. My surprise was larger than his. It hadn’t even been stone or metal, and every other opponent I’d faced had considered this kind of attack a minor inconvenience.

      Hassin tore his eyes away from the brick and gazed at me with his mouth slightly ajar. Clearly neither of us had expected the match to go the way it had. Normally they lasted at least a few minutes.

      “I want a rematch,” Hassin said immediately.

      “I accept,” I responded. “On the condition that we do it right now.”

      Hassin nodded, and I grinned. There was no reason to say no to another quick fight. Especially since he would still have points for me to take.

      “Well, then, we’ll begin the second match immediately if everyone is comfortable with that.” The observer stroked his chin with a smile on his face.

      I could tell he was enjoying his duties. To a Koshima veteran, a fight between two first-years probably looked like a squabble between children.

      Hassin and I moved to our positions, both of us eyeing each other warily. He knew what I was capable of now, but I hadn’t gleaned any information about him. That put me at a disadvantage for the next fight.

      “The match begins in three…”

      I wanted to gauge how strong my fellow first-years were. So, I would make the fight go for longer, but I would also have to hide the fact that I’m extending it on purpose.

      This time, I’d use a different strategy.

      “Two…”

      The dirt underneath my opponent shifted once again under my command. Like a landmine eager to explode, it grouped together and buzzed with excitement.

      “One…”

      The mana around Hassin gathered at the tips of his fingers, heatwaves burning in the air. I could see the air shimmering in front of him as the anger and ferocity of his flames gnashed against reality.

      “Begin!”

      With a slight movement of my hand a brick of earth flew from the ground underneath my opponent toward his jaw. This time, he was prepared for it, moving out of the way and dodging the attack. He smiled and looked at me—

      Only for the dirt brick to explode and wrap around his head. My fingers spread open as I manipulated the dirt across his face, covering his mouth and eyes. In a split second, his attitude shifted from confident to panicked, and his eyes widened underneath their earthen prison.

      [Stone Grasp].

      The spell had trouble taking effect with so little stone within the dirt, but it worked well enough for my intentions. The dirt tightened around Hassin’s head, and I willed it to move back, forcing his head to fly back and slam against the back wall of the arena. I made sure the back of his skull bore the full brunt of the attack.

      He was stunned as his body broke against the wall, and before he could react, I forced the ground underneath him to harden in preparation for my next attack.

      The dirt gripped him tightly once again, pushing his head forward and smashing it into the ground. Repeatedly.

      A voice crashed over the arena as a mark appeared over my opponent’s head, “Match over!”
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      There was silence as I watched a mark launch from my opponent and explode in the air, signifying the end of the match. Agni’s flames died down, and she peeked at my opponent, watching his twitching body on the floor.

      “This match has been won by Crijik!”

      The voice of the observer cascaded across the arena. His voice was marginally softer now, not wanting to rub in the second victory I’d achieved over the fire magician.

      The magician in question couldn’t even hear the announcement. Hassin was lying face-first in the dirt, his head squeezed tightly by a layer of earth that closed over every feature.

      I scattered the dirt enveloping my opponent’s head. There was no need to disrespect Hassin. On his face was an expression of surprise and dismay, the boy’s shoulders shivering involuntarily as he took in the fresh air and light around him.

      Being entombed in a mask of dirt was a claustrophobic experience for most people.

      “Well, that was one of the most horrifying things I’ve ever seen,” the observer’s voice floated out from beside me. “Do you usually use such ruthless methods in a sparring match?”

      I jumped back in surprise as he appeared beside me. There hadn’t been a whisper or shift in mana that declared his movements. He’d simply not been there one moment and was there in the next one.

      The possibility that he was using a manaless regent, or another type of onze, crossed my mind.

      His words caused guilt to bloom inside me. “I tend to treat it like a real fight.”

      Amanda and William hadn’t left me any other option. Each of their attacks was designed to kill. One had a mecha robot and sword that flew at my neck without hesitation, and the other rained storms of flame from above hoping to burn me alive.

      “I was taught the same way.” He nodded. “After all, a spar is just practice for the real thing. Monsters won’t hesitate to end your life before you even know you’re in a fight. Neither will humans.”

      He moved over to check on my opponent, gliding over the ground. His body shimmered as he moved, and it became transparent for a moment, his speed greatly increasing as it did so. He checked everything was okay and helped Hassin to his feet.

      A moment later, he was back in front of me.

      “What kind of magic is that?” The words left my mouth before I could stop them. “Wait. You don’t have to answer that.”

      It was common sense and common courtesy to not ask about other people’s skills unless they told you about them first.

      “Sorry, I don’t give away that kind of information to people I might end up fighting one day.” The observer winked at me. “After all, it looks like you’re going to be trying for a gauntlet run to the top.”

      A cough interrupted us and saw my opponent walking toward us, his eyes watching me warily. His flames were gone, and the mana around him was calm. He wasn’t angry, though there was a sheen of sweat around his neck.

      “Good fight,” he said. His words were accompanied by a light bow.

      “Good fight.” I bowed back.

      “All right, give me your IDs.” The observer held out his hands.

      I gazed curiously as he gripped both of our student cards in his hands and transferred Hassin’s points to me. The front desk had given me a new card that had my persona name on it, as well as a picture of me in my mask. It had my normal hair, but I could get that changed.

      Crijik: 14 points. Rank 165.

      I’d started with one point, my rank having reset after shifting to a persona for the rankings. This was the benefit of having two fights in a row.

      “This is what I get for being too cocky. I didn’t even get a chance to use my skills,” Hassin groaned. “At least I’ll be able get some fights now that my record makes me look weak.”

      The fire magician was taking his loss gracefully, his simple red robes shimmering with light as he brushed dirt off them using flames. I could see the difference in control between Hassin and Amanda now that I was close to him.

      If Amanda had been my opponent, the dirt would never have reached her head. The flames would’ve protected her from it and from any sneak attacks I could throw. At the very least, she’d have felt the intrusion in her domain through the fire mana spread out through the arena. The dirt would have scattered or been burnt to a crisp on contact with her natural defensive wall of flame magic, and then she would have torn me a new one for trying something that weak.

      This time, my opponent hadn’t been in tune enough with his magic for it to protect him instinctively. Even when it warned him, he couldn’t hear the voice of the mana around him. The flames had laid limp at his sides, and he was helpless to retaliate.

      He stepped forward and clasped my hand between his own.

      “You absolutely kicked my ass, but it won’t always be like that,” he said. “I’ll come back for a rematch sooner than later. Once I’ve gotten a few more fights under my belt.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I smiled at him. “Come challenge me any time.”

      Hassin left with a final glance at me. I could see him trying to peek through the holes of the mask to determine my identity. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he would try to figure out who I was.

      I felt Agni shift in response, the flames on my hair spreading out further to disguise my original appearance.

      That made him frown. In his eyes, I looked like a fire magician who had purposefully used another element.

      His footsteps echoed out across the arena as he left.

      Thankfully, there were a lot of earth magicians in the academy. Even if Hassin asked all of them if they were me, their denial would only serve to make him doubt them more. After all, what kind of person admitted they were using a disguise while they were using it.

      If he tried looking for magicians who could use fire as well, then he’d never find me.

      “You played your cards right by not bragging or demeaning him. He won’t tell a soul about today.” The observer spoke from beside me. “Nor will I.”

      There was a code of honor among academy students, and it would be seen as shameful for him to reveal my skills and abilities to any future opponents. It also wouldn’t help him if he went around telling people that he’d been beaten so easily. But there was always the risk of that code being broken.

      I held my ID card up to my gaze and stared at it thoroughly. I’d gained thirteen points from defeating Hassin.

      With a few more fights, I’d catch up to Shar and the other students I’d fought before.

      “For winning the first match, you gained ten points. Half of Hassin’s initial total. The second victory gave you three points since you were technically at a higher ranking than your opponent.” The observer raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you really going to stick with the name, Crijik?”

      “Will it make me a bigger target?” I replied.

      “There’s no doubt that it will. It’s only slightly better than naming yourself Artus.” He glanced at the door and shook his head. “I considered that myself when I first started out. A one way ticket to a mountain of points, if you can handle the swarm of challengers.”

      The observer stared at me calmly, his thoughts clouding his eyes as a smile tugged at his lips. Aqua blue hair bounced upward, and I saw a glint of blue mana shifting between the long strands, playfully poking out here and there to wave at me.

      “If every fight is as interesting as this one, I don’t think you’ll have a problem finding opponents.” He smiled. “After being dismantled so casually, I wouldn’t be surprised if Hassin tried to challenge you again by the end of the day.” He shifted his attention to me, and I saw the mana around him light up with intent. “Do you have a dedicated observer in mind?”

      Dedicated observer?

      “I don’t know what that is,” I said. “But I’m not going to say no because of my own lack of knowledge.”

      It wasn’t hard to guess what a dedicated observer was from the context, but the idea itself had never occurred to me.

      The observer gestured toward the door, and we made our way outside of the arena.

      “My offer is simple. You allow me to observe all your arena matches. In return, I can attempt to set up matches against different opponents. Usually, they’ll be stronger than you and higher rank, but I can also guarantee I will ask people who love fighting and don’t care about their points. Not that they’d even think of losing.”

      I didn’t accept his offer straight away. Despite my persona disguising who I was, there was more than one way to find a match. My cousin, Berlia, had extended a similar offer to help me find opponents.

      “Why would you want to watch my matches?” I asked.

      The observer walked alongside me, his shoes gliding over the dirt. After a few moments, I realized I couldn’t hear his footsteps.

      “Because it looks like it’ll be fun.” We exited the arena, and he closed the door behind him. “Usually, people who are good at fighting enter the rankings in the first week of school. Utterly boring. I much prefer an underdog story.

      “You don’t have to accept my proposal straight away. Think about it, and if you decide to accept, ask for Kyle at the front desk. And yes, that’s my name.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. That was an unusual name, especially in this world. There were names that overlapped on both worlds, but this was the kind of name I’d hear exclusively on Earth. More importantly, his offer was good. There was no reason for me to reject it.

      “Assuming you’re telling the truth about setting up fights, how can I know you won’t go and tell my opponents what abilities I can use.”

      I had no reason to trust Kyle, but I also had no reason not to trust him. If he said he wouldn’t spread my information, then that would be good enough for me. To some people, their word was more important than law.

      At Koshima Academy, reputation was king.

      “I’ll tell them you’re an earth magician, but that’s the full extent. In return, I’ll give you the same information about your opponent. Some might even consent to giving more if they want you to present more of a challenge to them.” Kyle hummed happily. “If you accept, then I can even have an opponent ready for you by tomorrow lunch.”

      “I just have one condition.” I paused as we reached the front foyer of the Dome. “Don’t try to figure out my identity.”

      Eventually, someone would find out who I was. But the longer I kept it hidden, the better. After I reached Shar’s rank, it wouldn’t matter anymore. After all, I was only hiding my identity so people wouldn’t run from a fight. Kyle’s offer could help me avoid that problem entirely.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Kyle put his hand to his chest in mock horror. “That would make things so awfully boring.”

      He let out a laugh, and I chuckled alongside him. The man was infectiously happy, and the mana around him reacted the same way.

      “Come to the dome at lunchtime tomorrow, and I’ll have an opponent waiting for you,” Kyle said.

      “You’re punctual. I like that. Okay, I’ll be there.”

      “Ha, you should see me on any other day. People call me chaotic at best.”

      The light of the sun washed over my skin and warmed me as I made my way out of the dome, leaving Kyle to whatever task he was up to. Fighting refreshed me, and it also got my blood pumping.

      I strode through the field of flowers, eyes watching the skies for Gold. A voice chirped from on top of my head, and I heard a chirp from the trees in response.

      “One sec. Let me duck somewhere a little more private,” I whispered to the phoenix.

      She chirped.

      Okay. Fun. Do again.

      “It was pretty fun, wasn’t it?” I grinned.

      I walked into my spot inside the forest, and Agni reformed into her physical body. As the flames died, she hopped onto my shoulder and chirped excitedly.

      A moment later, a shadow flew over me, and I looked up to see Gold overhead. He dived down and landed gracefully onto my free shoulder. Both the birds started chirping up a storm, and I chuckled.

      Amanda strode through the trees behind him.

      “Hey there, you two. Enjoying your secret identity?” she said. “And more importantly, did you win?”

      Agni chirped an affirmative and leapt into the air, landing on Amanda’s hair.

      “Of course, I won.” I gave her a confident smile. “If I lost my first match, then William would carve me up the next time I saw him.”

      “Careful. Overconfidence can be your undoing. I bet the other guy has a friend who’s gonna do the same to him.” Amanda wagged her finger at me.

      “That’s awfully wise.” I eyed her suspiciously. “William isn’t right behind you, is he?”

      There was a rustle in the bushes behind her, and I raised an eyebrow at it. William wasn’t the kind of person to try and sneak up on me. He’d rather come in flashily and throw gold coins around.

      “Not William.” Amanda took a step to the side.

      A familiar head of blonde hair poked out, followed by a pair of bright blue eyes and a wide smile.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” Roxxy’s voice beamed across the clearing. She pushed forward and quickly made her way in front of me. “Congrats on the win. I had my own battle to fight, trying to convince Amanda you’d win and she didn’t have to worry.”

      “I knew he’d win the whole time.” Amanda rolled her eyes.

      To my amusement, I saw her hair flicker as its strands shifted into red flames, her physical body transforming at her embarrassment. I still had [Mana Communication] activated, and I could hear that she’d believed in me. The red notes of magic around her sung out her confidence, and she shooed them away as they did so.

      A moment later, Roxxy’s eyes filled my vision as she inspected my mask. Her fingers tapped against it, the sound echoing in my ears and skull.

      “So, this is the hiding regent?” Roxxy blinked in surprise. “That’s trippy.”

      After giving it a thorough examination, she stepped back, and I took the mask off, letting it melt back into my soul.

      “I can tell why you guys are so serious about your symbol studies if it can make stuff like this.” Roxxy nodded her head. “I hope you still have time to try to attune to water.”

      “Absolutely and always,” I said without hesitation.

      Roxxy was teaching me in her spare time about water magic. She was also allowing me access to her family’s water cultivation room. Out of all the elements, water was the one I was closest to unlocking. I felt like a single push in the right direction would allow me to attune to the element. Then again, I’d been on the cusp of attuning for a month now.

      It was only a matter of time.

      “Good, because I have some new ideas that I swear won’t kill you.” Roxxy grinned.

      “I’ll hold you to that promise,” I said.

      Amanda tapped her knuckle against my side. “That’ll be pretty hard to do when you’re dead.”

      “Spoilsport,” Roxxy called out to her.

      We made our way toward the main academy building, walking into the tail end of the student crowd. I kept my voice quiet, but nobody was paying any attention to us as we moved through the building.

      I poked Amanda’s shoulder to grab her attention as Roxxy and Gold zoomed through the crowd.

      “Honestly, I think fighting you all the time overprepared me,” I said. “I hit that guy with the first dirt brick. You and William don’t let that kind of attack through.”

      I’d started resorting to sending dozens of spears toward her as my opening attack. Using a single brick today was holding back as much as possible.

      “Really?” Amanda’s face lit up. “That’s because my family is tailored for battle. An average student can’t compare to my claws.”

      She motioned with her hands, and six claws made of flames appeared around her, small and transparent. It was a small taste of her battle skill, which would normally form giant claws of flame to gouge out parts of her enemy. It wasn’t an attack I’d want to take on outside of the dome. I’d seen them burn through a monster once.

      “At least I’m not going to have a problem finding opponents.”

      Amanda’s eyes darkened.

      I glanced at her, and then to our side. Some of the students had started whispering, pointing without shame at Amanda’s display. There was no kindness in their eyes.

      “Ignore them,” Roxxy’s voice interjected. “Those guys just need to have the lesson beaten into them that nobody messes with my friend.”

      Roxxy had zoomed in beside Amanda, linking arms with her protectively, and I smiled.

      Amanda’s brother Alexis had once worked together with a monster and sent several noble family heirs to the hospital as a result. Ouros, my fellow metal magician, was one of many infected by the monster’s powers through Alexis. Most nobles had thanked her for her contribution in defeating the monster after the news became more public.

      Others blamed her family as a whole, guided more by emotion than logic.

      “You’ll probably end up scarring them for life.” I kept a smile on my face. “After all, you don’t have to hold back.

      “Dang straight.” Amanda waved at the students, and they quickly looked away. “I’ll pound them straight into the ground and give them a taste of a frontier city magician.”

      “Yeah!” Roxxy cheered.

      “She said, having been raised in Koshima well after it was cleared of danger,” I said.

      Amanda poked her tongue out at me and laughed. “I’ll have you know my grandad is keeping me close to a frontier city at all times. He wants me to supply them with fire mana at the first clang of a sword.”

      She clenched her hand into a fist, and the flames of the claws sucked into her palm. A moment later, she released her grip, and a small red orb hovered in the air around her.

      “I have to make these things every day,” she complained.

      “They’re beautiful,” Roxxy said. “I wish I could make these for water mana.”

      The orb moved in front of her, and Roxxy snatched it out of the air. With a quick glance at me, she held it out for both of us to examine.

      “If you had a few of these to carry on you at all times, I’m sure your water attunement would go a lot quicker.” She tapped the bead carefully. “Pure mana is hard to come by.”

      The bead was crystallized fire mana, compact and compressed into an easy to carry gem. Unlike my [Mana Sanctuary] skill, Amanda’s orb didn’t leak mana. It was a precious commodity and the main source of income for her family.

      Soldiers on the front lines had a much higher chance of survival if they had fire mana in their possession at all times. These orbs were portable fires and last resort attacks.

      Gold pecked at the orb curiously, and Roxxy laughed. It wasn’t his first time seeing one. Each time he got a chance to examine the orbs, he tried to carve symbols into them.

      They’d disintegrated every time. This one was no exception, the mana dissipating into thin air as he clawed at it.

      “Gold!” Roxxy’s shout rose above the clamoring of the students.

      Any attempt to carve symbols into chunks of mana was doomed to failure. Roxxy was forced to accept that the mana had disappeared, and Gold’s expression told her that he didn’t regret a thing.

      “That reminds me, today’s gonna be an interesting class,” I said. “Not that symbols studies are ever boring.”

      “Says you.” Roxxy held back a yawn.

      “Oh?” Amanda spoke at the same time. “Why’s that?”

      We were reaching the front of the classroom as I spoke. Most of the students were already inside. On the blackboard, a grouping of basic symbols had been carved in chalk, and some were glowing.

      Symbol’s class was always entertaining.

      I pulled a solid block of stone out of my inventory and let it float in front of me. In the middle of the block was a series of complex lines. Some were as thick as my thumb, and others as intricate and tiny as a spider’s thread.

      “Because I finally carved multi-layered symbols into one of my created blocks.” I grinned.
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      It wasn’t a secret that symbol studies was my favorite class in the academy. I was good at it, and I enjoyed improving my craft. I placed the stone block down on my table, receiving a few curious stares in response. However, most of the students were trying to decipher the symbols that the professor had written on the blackboard. Every week, there would be a new test, and I’d been banned from taking it.

      Amanda and Gold examined the blackboard carefully, and Roxxy sat behind me. I saw her trying to finish a water symbol on parchment. Our homework from the last class.

      She injected it with mana, and it promptly exploded into drops of water that cascaded down her table.

      I laughed, and she leaned forward, jabbing her inscribing pen into my shoulder.

      “What did I do wrong?” she asked.

      I turned my chair around and examined what remained of her paper. It was wet and soggy, but the lines were still clear. The inscription pen didn’t write with materials that were vulnerable to water.

      “You added too much mana to it, but the symbol itself is good since it actually gathered the water droplets from the air like it was supposed to.”

      “It’s like sticking a thread through a needle, but the needle explodes if you get it a tiny bit wrong,” Roxxy huffed. “How did William get out of this class?”

      “Symbol studies class isn’t necessary when you’re replacing it with business subjects,” I replied. “He also did a test to show that he knew enough to not blow himself up by accident.”

      Roxxy sank back into her chair, her brows furrowed in concentration as she brought out another symbol paper. Before she could go back to inscribing her water symbol, I placed my hand on her table, and she looked up at me with curiosity.

      I had a worry that refused to stop gnawing at my mind.

      “In your opinion, am I making any progress toward attuning to water?” I kept my tone steady. “Sorry if I sound like a broken record.”

      Roxxy raised her head, resting her chin on her hand as she pursed her lips pensively. We sat there for a full thirty seconds before she spoke.

      “What’s a record?” she asked. “It doesn’t sound like you mean a written paper.”

      Oh.

      “A type of regent my dad makes. It plays music,” I lied smoothly.

      Roxxy’s eyes narrowed, and we stood there in silence for a moment. Then, a smile broke out over her lips.

      “That sounds like fun.” She beamed.

      Internally, I breathed a sigh of relief at her words. Every now and then, I would slip up and use an expression from Earth out of habit. Most times, people ignored them. It was easy to correct, but it still got my heart rate up when I did it.

      “I think you’re really close.” Roxxy leaned in closer, and her voice fell to a whisper. “If you can hear the mana clearly, and see it, then you should already be far on your way. All that’s left is to truly connect with it on a fundamental level. That could be done in our next meditation session, or our hundredth from now.”

      I nodded. That was the feeling I had gotten as well. My [Mana Sense] skill allowed me to see mana, and [Mana Communication] allowed me to talk with it. However, it was [Mana Affinity] that allowed me to progress the most. It allowed me to bare my soul and self to the mana around me. I could hear and see mana while the skill was activated, but it could also see and hear me.

      Every day, I felt myself growing closer with all elements of mana. Not just the ones I had affinity with.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Anytime. It’ll be cool to have another water magician to hang out with.” Roxxy grinned. “We’re still on for later today, right?”

      “Of course.” I nodded.

      We’d scheduled a training session with each other today, but Roxxy had asked for us to go to a new place. Amanda’s house.

      Before I could ask Roxxy about the unusual choice of location, a spattering of noise interrupted us from the blackboard.

      “We got it!” a voice cried out.

      The class gave a light-hearted clap as one of the students figured out which of the symbols on the board was real. They ran their hand over it and broke the chalk inscription.

      A moment later, a man appeared in the middle of the classroom. Our professor. The students greeted him and moved to their chairs.

      He’d been there the entire time, invisible.

      Amanda sat next to me, Gold hopping onto the table. I could tell from his happy chirps that Gold had spotted the symbol first, but he wasn’t allowed to break it.

      A few minutes later, all of the students were face down at their tables, inscribing.

      “I expected less excitement from a Jâl.”

      The voice came from my symbols class teacher, Professor Pernacles. In his hands, he held the stone block I’d carved symbols into. There was a symbol on each face of the block except for one. He handled the stone block carefully, his fingers gliding over the materials as though he was holding a diamond. His voice was unimpressed, but his eyes were glued to the chunk of material. The moment he’d set eyes on it, he’d sent the class straight into their daily tasks and moved over to me.

      “You created this using your [Earth Creation] skill?” he asked.

      I nodded. The professor had activated symbols around the room that prevented anyone else from listening in. Even Amanda couldn’t hear me, and she was sitting beside me.

      Despite my confidence in my growing prowess as a scriber, I knew that the professor could do things I couldn’t imagine. For all I knew, the other members of the class couldn’t even see the stone block.

      “Fascinating.” He put the stone down in front of me and motioned at it. “Activate the symbols, please.”

      He didn’t have to ask me twice. From within my chest, a soft flow of golden mana poured into the stone block. Activating a symbol was a delicate process. Too much magic could lead to adverse effects. Too little would lead to the symbol staying inactive.

      Within seconds, the symbol began glowing. Before I could react, the professor brought out a hammer and smashed it into the block.

      It didn’t budge.

      “Basic hardening, layered over preservation symbols, and connected with a variation of toughness.” The professor muttered under his breath, his words meant for himself. “It’s practically a pseudo-regent. With a few more layers…”

      His voice disappeared into a whisper. He’d already forgotten I existed.

      I couldn’t blame him. The stone in front of him wasn’t ordinary. It was created using my [Earth Creation] skill. Normally, it was difficult to carve symbols into stone or other materials created using a creation skill. Extremely difficult.

      The reason was because there were higher amounts of ambient pure mana residing within the blocks as a result of their origin. These were materials brought to life by pure mana. When attempting to inject foreign mana into them, they were likely to simply reject it or obscure it enough that symbols would never activate.

      In other words, only certain symbol combinations that could utilize or resonate with the type of mana inside the stone blocks would work.

      “You chose to use symbols that have their basis in protection.” Professor Pernacles nodded to himself, finally allowing a smile to color his expression. “I’m assuming the bird had something to do with that.”

      Gold preened out his chest boastfully at my side. Symbols class was his favorite for the sole reason that he could actually learn from what was being taught.

      “Yes.” I didn’t deny it. “Even though he uses twigs as his main medium, the origin of Gold’s regents and symbols are a combination of nature and earth elements.”

      That wasn’t my only inspiration. Working with the church of the Crijik and Wahyu had helped me by leaps and bounds. A few of the symbols used for strengthening the foundations of houses could be transplanted directly onto my stone blocks.

      Was it just a coincidence? That was something that I had no way of verifying.

      I clicked my fingers, and several twigs and rocks appeared from my inventory. Each one of them was covered in intricate and thin symbols.

      Gold had created all of them when he was bored.

      “It works.” Professor Pernacles compared the rocks with the stone block. “This is a rare case, even for me. I haven’t had a chance to work with materials created from nothing, with the exception of materials found within the frontier lands.”

      “I made a few prototypes, but they were all destroyed during the testing phase.” I grinned sheepishly.

      The single successful stone block had cost me dozens of attempts. The only upside was that I wasn’t lacking materials, only time. I could conjure new stone blocks as easily as I breathed.

      “We’ll need a few more before we can start doing in-depth tests and comparisons. But I think I can mockup a few working replicas using normal stone. If they don’t explode, then I’ll need at least an hour to do so.” The professor handed me the stone. “Have you considered making it bigger?”

      “Bigger?” I asked.

      “Create a room out of your stones. Then, cut these symbols directly from this stone block to place on the walls of the room.” He glanced at the block. “These are symbols used to strengthen houses. They can take the stress placed onto them from the transplant. You could consider it a portable habitat of sorts.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. The stone block rose in front of me, and I examined its surface. The professor was right. Theoretically, now that the symbols had been placed without issue, I could simply melt them into a bigger stone block without issues. If I made the stone hollow inside, it wouldn’t impact its abilities.

      “Are you sure they’ll continue working?” Curiosity ignited in my heart. “It took a lot of time and effort to make this one.”

      “The difficulty in this project isn’t the symbols used, it is the fact that [Earth Creation] users are so rare that the creation of symbols and regents using their conjured materials hasn’t been studied in depth,” Professor Pernacles said. “I’m not even sure if the symbols carved into conjured stone will have the same effects when carved into regular stone, but I shall endeavor to test it. For that is what all inscribers must do.

      “If that succeeds, you may be a very rich young man.” The professor smiled. “Assuming you can prevent the created materials from exploding when adding more than a few symbols to them.”

      I couldn’t help but feel excited at his words. A person who had both the earth creation skill and was the scriber were so rare that I’d likely never run into another. I wasn’t even sure another person with that combination of skills currently existed.

      The possibilities swam through my mind one by one.

      Using my skill, I could create an infinite supply of earth materials to make regents. I’d never lack for funds. I could conjure houses in moments and have them inscribed in days. Or I could find other symbol combinations that worked even better and sell those. I could create an infinite number of spears to throw at my opponent, all inscribed with symbols that increased their effectiveness.

      I was still in my daydream when the class ended an hour and a half later. Two straight periods of symbol class had been dedicated to inscribing more symbols into stone blocks.

      I’d failed every one of them.

      “Is it really that hard?” Roxxy’s head popped up beside me, curiosity lacing her voice.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.” I raked my fingers through my hair. Then I realized there was a layer of sweat across my neck.

      It was caused by heat coming off of Roxxy’s head.

      “Is that— Agni?”

      On Roxxy’s head, a small tuft of deep orange feathers appeared, a bird head poking out and two beady eyes staring down at me. Gold chirped at Agni, and she let out a single lazy chirp.

      “She decided to join me.” Roxxy held her hand up and fed the phoenix a treat. “My table is a good place to sleep during class.”

      Agni nodded her head in agreement. Unlike Gold, she wasn’t at all interested in symbols or their application. Agni looked from Gold to me and chirped.

      Loud. Failure. Tough!

      My [Spirit Communication] passively allowed me to understand some of what Agni was saying. A moment later, Gold joined the conversation, and I lost track of what either of them were saying. Unlike listening to mana, there were less concepts and more words. It was like trying to decipher a language that I could only understand when spoken clearly and at a snail’s pace. When Agni and Gold spoke at the same time, they sped up naturally, and it was impossible for me to follow their words.

      “They really go at it.” Roxxy laughed. Unlike me, she could understand both of them perfectly. Or at least Gold. “What do you think?”

      That last question was directed at Amanda, who was packing up her things beside me.

      “It’s different from an ordinary stone, but that’s all I understand about it,” Amanda admitted.

      I raised my hand, and the inscribed stone block appeared in it.

      “It’s weird that it works at all.” I took on both of their doubt filled gazes without hesitation. “Technically, this is a stone charged with mana. That mana should interfere with any attempts to carve symbols into it.”

      Both girls shot me a look, and I waved my hand, moving the stone block to hover in front of them. Amanda took it delicately in her hands and examined the block carefully.

      “Why?” Amanda shook the block. “Carving symbols into regular stones doesn’t stop them from working, does it?”

      “What makes this different? It’s just a bit of mana,” Roxxy chimed in at the same time.

      “Remember how Amanda’s beads explode every time Gold gets his talons on them? It’s like that,” I pointed out. “Things that are hyper-charged with mana or are made of mana don’t work well with symbols.”

      We made our way outside, the school day already over, and walked toward the front lawn where a portal was scheduled to appear.

      “It’s—” I hesitated, thinking of how to explain it. “It’s complicated. Basically, symbols are a conduit”—I saw their faces turn blank—”a funnel. Symbols are a funnel that allows a concept to gain physical form and influence the world around us. To do this, the symbol uses the mana of a material or the mana supplied by an external party to activate.”

      Agni was falling back asleep, but Gold was listening to my words intently. To my surprise, so were Roxxy and Amanda.

      “If you use the wrong kind of mana, then you can’t activate the symbol. And it’s the same for the amount of mana used. Regent materials require a lot of trial and error to determine what symbols they can carry, and my stone blocks act in a similar way.”

      “I activate my texting regent easily enough. And my inventory,” Roxxy pointed out.

      “That’s different. Those were designed to be mass-produced and usable by everyone.” I shook my head. “But that took hundreds of scribers years of trial and error, and piles of coins, to achieve. Creating a regent from scratch with brand new materials means you have to start with yourself, and then figure out how to make sure everyone else can use it. There is a high risk you’ll fail and lose the time and money you put into the project. It’s easier to just work on an existing project with a company.”

      Gold nodded alongside me. The puffer had been key in determining what symbols could be used. I’d tried dozens of variations of different symbols, each one failing over and over again. We were partners in inscribing and, without him, I’d have spent years finding the symbol variations that could work with stone.

      “So, you need symbols that work well with earth mana?” Amanda blinked in surprise. “That doesn’t explain why you blew up a chunk of stone and got dust all over my symbol papers.”

      I tapped my cheek sheepishly at her words. My failure during symbols class had been more explosive than usual. I’d overestimated how much mana the symbol would need.

      “Since the stone is made with my [Earth Creation] skill, I don’t just need symbols that can be activated with earth mana, I need symbols that accept pure earth mana only. Even then, specific symbols are needed that can work with the exact amount of mana inside the stone. If the symbol requires more mana than the material supplies, then it’ll never stay activated unless I’m constantly holding the block and sending mana into it. If it requires a lot less, then the symbol will collapse under the amount of mana inside the block and take the stone with it. Like it did just then in class.”

      “Thanks for the practical demonstration,” Roxxy said. “It made class fun again.”

      “You didn’t get stone dust all over your hard work,” Amanda grumbled.

      Agni had woken up fully now, and she sent a puff of flames toward my head. She was bored.

      “Okay, okay. I’m not going to give you the full thesis.” I chuckled. “Basically, I need to keep experimenting to find out which symbols work together. If they can be used in various combinations, I can probably make a regent out of just my stone. Or add other existing materials to a stone block and make a regent easily.”

      Finding symbols and their variations would cost time and money for any other person. Luckily, my dad had access to a symbol library, and he held a vast amount of knowledge about symbols in his mind. My professor was more than willing to help me as well and, unlike others, I could create an infinite amount of stone.

      Adding Wahyu’s knowledge into the mix was one of the final tipping points.

      If I couldn’t supply my own materials, then I’d have to dig out an entire mountain to find half as much stone as I’d already used. Most of the blocks were the size of my chest in height and twice as thick.

      “Meanwhile, I finally managed to connect the symbol for sun and a variation of fire.” Amanda took out a piece of paper from her inventory and held it up proudly. “It only took me two weeks.”

      She was visibly excited at the achievement, and Roxxy clapped beside her. I joined in, too, happy to give approval. The creation of any kind of symbol was an accomplishment that most people would never achieve in their lifetime. Doing it successfully while connecting it to another symbol was already making a pseudo regent.

      The resources provided by Koshima Academy were frightening when paired with Amanda’s incredible work ethic.

      “This will burn the hair off someone’s head with enough mana.” I held it carefully. Amanda had done a good job, and she took her work back with pride.

      “Maybe you should test it.” She hummed. “I think you’d look good bald.”

      We stepped onto the vibrant grass of the lawn just as a chime resounded through the air. Gold perked his head up at the sound, and I paused, activating my [Mana Sense] and gazing at the space in front of me.

      Purple mana bled through a crack in the air, dropping to the ground and condensing into liquid form through sheer quantity. Gold moved his beak forward and tried to bite the droplets with his beak. They ignored him and dissipated the moment they touched his body.

      I blinked, and when I opened my eyes, there was a door. Big and purple, it looked down at us calmly, biding its time for us to approach it.

      It was a portal through which we could travel far and wide across the world. Countries crossable in moments. Cities far and wide were accessible at the click of a finger.

      “Is it just me or is the mana thicker today?” I tilted my head curiously.

      The purple mana normally formed pools at my feet. Today, it drenched the dirt and transformed it into a swampy terrace that sank into the ground. I ignored it, knowing that it wouldn’t stain or mark my clothing.

      “It definitely is.” Amanda knelt down and waved her fingers through it. “Unlike you, I normally can’t see it until I’m inside the nexus. Weird.”

      “The nexus is always weird,” Roxxy chimed in, striding over the drops. “The mana looks like water, but I can’t even talk to it.”

      The trip through the nexus was uneventful, though the area was flooded with purple mana. It looked like we’d have to swim through the corridors at first, but then the mana parted just enough for us to wade through it.

      Unlike the other types of mana, I couldn’t communicate with these ones. Not directly.

      I didn’t have much affinity for the space element, even with my [Mana Affinity] skill. However, I could feel a sense of kinship from the purple pools that hadn’t been there before I’d gotten my class. It was as though I could reach out and try to communicate with them, and they wouldn’t dismiss me out of hand.

      It was tempting, but I had a different objective today.

      This trip had been organized by Roxxy. But we weren’t going to her household to use the cultivation room. Instead, Amanda led the way confidently.

      I stepped out of the portal and into a foyer. The walls were bare and unadorned. There was no sense of style or pizzazz.

      It was a mansion. And it belonged to Amanda’s family.

      “It’s nice.” I gazed at the empty walls.

      The followers of the divine, Mehta, weren’t fond of material possessions and luxuries. If I were to compare them to people from my old world, Mehta’s followers were essentially minimalist hippies, except magical.

      Because of the events in Koshima, Amanda had become the uncontested heir of the Mitra household. Her grandfather had insisted on her staying with him to learn the family trade. He had also decided that his granddaughter deserved better accommodations than a shoddy safehouse.

      “I can’t believe I finally get to visit this place after hearing so much about it.” Roxxy flew past us, buzzing around the foyer, impressed. “Not bad.”

      There was fire mana dancing around me, invisible to the naked eye, and magic coursed through the air. As the portal closed, I saw symbols lighting up along the walls. Protection, and other concepts. Not all of them were defensive in nature.

      “Tada! Welcome to the seat of power of the Mitra household.” Amanda spread her arms out wide. “We call it Rashadon.”

      “This is perfect! Exactly what I had in mind.”

      Roxxy’s shout echoed out into the building. She stepped toward me and slapped me on the back. A Cheshire grin grew over her lips, and she flicked her finger toward me, a ball of water hovering in front of my face.

      “Let’s unlock your water element.”
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      The inside of Rashadon mansion smelt like potpourri and felt like a warm summer’s breeze. Despite the lack of decorations, the wide hallways presented a majesty in and of themselves. Staff strolled in and out, attending to their tasks and, occasionally, a guest or business partner of the Mitra family walked past us. It was strange to have a staff member take my school jacket off my shoulders for me. Stranger still was the assorted grapes held out by other people that had been prepared for Gold and Agni.

      The two birds abandoned us immediately.

      “If you thought my dad was interested in your relationship with Gold, be prepared for a barrage of questions from my grandpa.” Amanda hummed happily, ignoring the multitude of servants. “He’s been wanting to meet Gold since I first let slip that he existed.”

      To her, these events were just another everyday occurrence. But they were new to me. And to Roxxy as well.

      “I didn’t realize your family was so big.” Roxxy’s eyes were wide. “It feels like I’m visiting my mum’s place.”

      She swept aside her blonde hair as she narrowly avoided bumping into a member of the staff hurrying with papers in their hand. She was the heir to her own household, but she had always been based in Koshima with her father.

      Unlike Koshima nobles, Amanda’s family network spanned entire cities.

      Room after room passed until Amanda opened a gilded door, revealing rows of bookshelves. Her own personal library. By the time we’d arrived, there was already food and drinks waiting for us.

      A staff member waited to report to Amanda.

      “The cultivation room will be available within the hour,” he said.

      Amanda nodded and dismissed him. He left without complaint, and Roxxy shot me a thumbs up. We needed the cultivation room to work on whatever she wanted to do. I couldn’t wait.

      Attuning to the water element was one of my major goals.

      Amanda grabbed a book from one of the shelves and sat on the sofa, her eyes skimming the pages as she spoke. “Why did you want to use the cultivation room? You know it’s fire attuned, right?”

      “Roxxy asked for it.” I shrugged.

      “It’s part of my awesome training plan.” Roxxy nodded at my words. “My mum used to talk about using opposite elements when she was teaching me to attune with communication. We’re going to try and cross the final barrier to attunement by swamping you with fire mana.”

      Amanda and I looked at each other, and I saw the confusion in her eyes.

      “We have no idea what you’re talking about,” I told Roxxy, keeping my tone gentle.

      She just beamed and held out her hand, forming a ball of water in it. Then, she placed it in front of her, and we watched it float.

      “It’s true that fire and water are opposites of one another, but that doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing for your training,” Roxxy spoke slowly, making sure I kept my full attention on her. “Mana has emotions, too. When it feels scared, or overwhelmed, it looks for friends just like everyone else.”

      She poked at the ball and shifted and changed until it looked like a transparent flame. Then, she moved the flame-carving next to her and formed a new ball filled with water.

      Fire and water, two opposite elements.

      “Normally, if you want to learn one, you should have a buffer element before learning the other. You’re earth-attuned, so if you wanted to attune to wind, you’d have to attune to fire or water first,” Roxxy spoke slowly. “This is because elements of opposite natures attack each other. It’s not visible most times, but when that power is clashing inside of us, it can tear our bodies apart.”

      I followed her explanation carefully. Roxxy placed the two elemental carvings next to each other, and even though they were both made of water, she forced them to tremble on contact.

      “The voice and emotions of the mana amplify when they’re in a hostile environment. Surrounded by fire mana, the water calls out to us as an ally to help it.” She dispersed the flame-carving, and the water disappeared. “It’s not a noticeable difference. But if you’re close to attuning, I think this can give you that final push from talking to mana to being its friend.”

      Amanda and I stared at Roxxy.

      “You’re really good at this,” I finally spoke.

      Attuning to an element meant that it considered you an ally and would come to your aid in times of need. If the water mana was calling out to me for help, then it was willing to communicate fully and place its trust in me.

      It would bear its soul to me, and I would be waiting to respond.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know I’m great.” Roxxy’s tone was breezy, but she couldn’t hide the grin forming on her lips. “That’s why I wanted to use a fire cultivation room.”

      Her words were convincing, but a single doubt lingered in my mind.

      “Are you sure this is the way to do things?” I asked.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to improve quickly, but mana was supposed to trust me. Earning that trust through trickery and lies by scaring it into submission wasn’t a solid foundation for friendship. There was a difference between the magicians who wanted to control mana, and those that cooperated with it, knowing that their ally would never betray them.

      The first time I’d truly connected with my earth element was when I’d trusted it to help protect me from the divine who watched my every move. I’d opened up my heart and mind to its embrace and protection.

      My metal attunement had completed when I’d trusted the element to save my life from a man who had kidnapped me. Both times had been serious and immediate.

      This method of slow meditation and communication over a period of months was new to me. Every day, I tried to talk to water mana, slowly building up the element’s trust in me.

      A hand gripped my own, breaking me out of my thoughts.

      It was Roxxy’s.

      “If water ever thought for even a second that you were an enemy to it, then you will never be accepted.” Her voice was soft, but firm. “There is no such thing as getting lucky and falling into attunement. Or cheating. That was what Unice tried to do. And my brother. You have spoken with the elements for months. I hear mana rejoice when you enter a room, and I see it glow as it crosses your hair. They know you would not trick them, and I know it, too.”

      She leaned back, taking away her hand and leaving me to contemplate her words. There was no doubt in her tone, and no double meaning in her words. She genuinely meant what she said.

      “You’re right.” I smiled. “If water accepts me, then it accepts me. I can only do my best to show it who I am so that it can make its decision.”

      “Good!” Roxxy cheered. “So, I hear you guys are kicking people down in the arena? I want to hear all about it before we get into that cultivation room.”

      “Sure, but you guys know you can take a seat wherever you want, right?” Amanda looked at us both in amusement.

      We’d been standing the entire time.

      “Also, if you’re starting to go up the rankings, you should start thinking of some new tactics. Your symbol block, can you hit anyone with it?” she asked.

      I sat down from her, and then the sofa almost sent me flying as Roxxy hopped onto it like it was a bouncing castle. She let out a laugh at my expression, and Amanda grinned.

      “Maybe I’ll give it a test drive against you two right now.” I brought the stone block out of my inventory, and it flew threateningly toward the girls.

      Then, I dropped it on top of them, lightly tapping each one on the head. Amanda swatted it away like a fly.

      “This should be about two or three and a half times harder than a regular stone block.” I brought it back in front of me. “It’ll crush my opponent if I throw it hard enough.”

      With my other hand, I motioned at my inventory, and a tendril of silver peeked out of my pocket. It then flew around the block, and they circled each other in the air.

      “I can coat the block in a thin layer of ordinary rock to hide the symbols and smack people with it, but if it breaks, then that’s a lot of work wasted.”

      Realistically, the sole stone I had right now was a prototype that was more valuable as a subject of study than a weapon.

      “Once you have a few dozen of them in your inventory, you can afford to throw them at people.” Amanda read between the lines.

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “But Professor Pernacles thinks I can use the symbols on this block to make it bigger. I just have to cut the completed symbols away and put them into a new stone.”

      “We’re not in the academy anymore. You can just call him the cranky old man,” Roxxy interjected.

      “Maybe he’d be nicer if you stopped falling asleep in class.” I shot back with a teasing smile. “It’s hard for him to give a lecture when your snores fill the air.”

      “You take that back! I don’t snore!” Roxxy said.

      Before I could respond, she sent a splash of water toward me, and I moved my head out of the way, narrowly avoiding it. The water boomeranged and hit me in the back of the head. It didn’t hurt, but it did splash me with cold water.

      It felt really nice in the heat of the mansion.

      “Okay, okay.” I rubbed the back of my head. “You don’t snore.”

      “Good.” Roxxy brought the water back and weaved it between her fingers. “So, why don’t you just cut the block up right now?”

      “I will when I get home. I don’t have the tools for it here.” I motioned at the block. “I can separate it into a few pieces with my [Earth Manipulation] skill, but not so precisely that I won’t risk damaging one of the completed sides by doing so. I’ll have to cut through it the old-fashioned way.”

      The physical carving of materials and symbols to fit different layouts and surfaces was an intricate process. I’d probably ask my dad to use his inscribing cube.

      “That’s why you can’t carve symbols using your manipulation skill, right?” Amanda poked at the stone curiously.

      “Exactly.” I nodded.

      I hadn’t reached the skill level necessary to fine-tune lines into stone and earth. Any attempt would likely leave the lines too large or deep. Or worse, they’d simply carve up the entire rock, and I’d have to stick it back together.

      For now, tools were necessary. It was possible that would change, but it would likely take a lot more practice and leveling.

      I shook away the thought.

      “On the bright side, if I carve the symbols small enough, I can make spears with extra durability. Maybe I’ll even add a symbol to make them sharper,” I said. “I’m hoping I get to test them in one of the duels.”

      My plans didn’t only involve stone spears. The silver flying through the air responded to my thoughts and formed a spear that flew to my hand. I examined it carefully. Wahyu had been teaching me how to carve symbols into silver. It was a difficult process because my [Metal Manipulation] was even less refined than my earth. If I made a mistake, I could rub it out, but anything else was off the table.

      Eventually, I wanted to create regents out of my silver spears.

      “Speaking of duels.” I turned to Amanda. “Are you sure you’ll be able to rank up in time?”

      Her family was used to fighting, and I had no doubt after our sparring sessions that she was strong. But, unlike me, Amanda hadn’t wanted the attention. She and her family had been through a lot the past few months.

      “Exclusive rights to explore the Holy Land earlier than the rest of our year level is too good to pass up.” Amanda smiled, flipping a page of her book. “I’ve already received a mountain of challenges for fights. I just wasn’t accepting them until now. Besides, I won’t be alone.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her words and saw Roxxy beaming. The water magician spread out her hands, and a ball of water formed in them, changing shape so that it formed a sword. And then a fish.

      “We registered as a duo for challenges this morning,” Roxxy declared proudly. “Together, we’re team Amanda-Rox!”

      “We didn’t agree on that name,” Amanda objected.

      “Unlike you two, I’ve been steadily rising up the rankings since the start of the year.” Roxxy ignored Amanda. “But since Amanda doesn’t have time to fight the sheer amount of people challenging her, we’re going to tag team them and get through double the challenges in half the time.”

      “That’s a smart play.” I smiled.

      If Roxxy and Amanda both got into the top ten, then it would mean almost the entire group would be allowed to enter the Holy Land early. William was already a guaranteed entry. And Gerial was a year above us. The only one left out would be Ouros.

      Maybe if we asked, we could get him a spot as part of our group.

      “Well, I guess that sets up what we’re going to be doing for the next month.” Roxxy sat back, her energy spent.

      “If we’re just relaxing, why not try your attunement training now?” Amanda asked. “You said you need a high fire mana environment, but this whole mansion is filled with it.”

      “Huh.” Roxxy looked at her pensively, and then turned toward me. “Do you think it’ll work?”

      A small pang of excitement fluttered over my heart.

      “I’ve been at the cusp of breaking through for weeks.” I placed a hand against my chest. “One good push. I feel it’ll work.”

      “Okay.” Roxxy raised her hands. “Let’s give it a try. From here on out, make sure you don’t miss a thing I say.”

      Her tone turned serious, and I found myself straightening my back as her words hit my ears. Despite her carefree nature, there were times when Roxxy demanded absolute attention. Now was one of those times.

      “We don’t need the cultivation room to start, but we do need fire,” she said to Amanda.

      Amanda obliged, flames shooting out of her fingers and filling the air in streams. Their light hit every book and shelf inside, but she subdued the heat to keep her collection safe.

      That was okay, all Roxxy needed was the mana.

      Water gathered around Roxxy and, from the center of her hands, the fish she’d formed out of water swam through the air toward me. It passed by the stone block, and then the silver tendril, until it was in front of my eyes.

      I put both the stone and silver back into my inventory. There was no room for distractions when I was training.

      “Close your eyes,” Roxxy said. I followed her instructions, and the world disappeared around me. “This isn’t going to be quick, so don’t try to rush things. Attunement isn’t forced. It is earned through peace, quiet, and meditation. Open your heart and soul, and the water will respond in kind.”

      With my [Mana Sense] and [Mana Affinity] skills active, the world around me was replaced by a series of lights. Mana. It clung to the walls and floated in the air. It transposed over the physical world and overlapped with all that existed.

      In front of me, the fish had transformed into a pool of blue light.

      Beyond it, a pulse of power emanated across the air. Roxxy. Her magic guided me and calmed my heart. As a water-element magician, I could sense her attunement. Only a few months ago, it would have been impossible, but with practice and time, she had become easy to recognize.

      This was the benefit brought by training with fellow magicians.

      “What do you hear?” Roxxy asked.

      I focused on the mana in front of me. Normally, it was easy to hear the thoughts of the mana around me. But now, there was interference.

      Amanda’s mansion was filled with fire mana.

      Burn. Warm. Heat. Swim.

      Trying to separate the thoughts of the water mana from the fire mana around me was difficult. It felt like I was wading through a swamp.

      Suddenly, something called out to me. It was a lone voice calling out within a void of shouting. I followed it and, one by one, I separated the threads of concepts flowing into my mind. Soon, there was only one left.

      Swim, flow, welcome.

      I repeated the words to Roxxy. Her magic wavered as I spoke, and I saw her weaving the mana through the air.

      “Awesome,” she responded.

      She then pushed the water over my hair and let it drop onto me.

      I sputtered, and Roxxy laughed. When I opened my eyes, I saw Amanda holding back a grin beside her.

      “If you could manipulate water, that wouldn’t have happened.” Roxxy’s eyes followed the drops of water flowing down my forehead. “Did it work?”

      I wasn’t sure if it had, but she didn’t need an immediate answer. She wanted me to figure it out first.

      My eyes closed once again, and I focused on what I’d just done. The fire mana around me was as loud as always. But it hadn’t called out to me.

      The water mana had.

      She was right. I’d been able to sense the emotions behind the water mana. They had called out to me instead of me searching for them. It was a simple difference but, on the path of attunement, it was the difference between night and day.

      “I can hear the water mana clearer.” I frowned. “Even though there’s so much fire. You were right about the opposite elements.”

      “Heck yeah.” Roxxy punched the air. “I knew it would work.”

      Amanda and I stared at her, but she kept on celebrating. A few moments later, she calmed down and sank into the sofa, forming another fish made out of water in front of her. It swam through the air around me, and I let it bounce on top of my head.

      “The mana knows what it’s doing,” Roxxy said, her demeanor turning calm once more. “They’re extending you an invitation. Whether it takes a minute, or a day. You just have to accept it.” She clapped her hands together. “Let’s do it again.”

      The conversation died down as I began my training. Amanda conjured flames that danced across the room. Each and every one of them radiated happiness and playfulness as they tried to get my attention.

      Between the flames swam fish made of water. In my mind’s eye, they were blue jewels inside an ocean of red. I’d drifted off into meditation, slowly focusing my attention on the world around me as we grew comfortable with the silence.

      Of course, the world was never truly silent. Within the realm of mana, whispers touched my mind, speaking in concepts and emotions.

      A minute passed.

      Play, strike, consume.

      An hour passed. Roxxy slowly brought more and more water out of her inventory.

      Hot, joy, crackle.

      Four hours passed. We were too deep in meditation. We didn’t notice the staff member offering to take us to the cultivation room.

      Cool, float, eat.

      Adding to the whispers was a tendril of water Roxxy manipulated around my arms. The water was a limb, moving with her thoughts and reacting as she would. It would never hurt me, and the mana inside beckoned for me to communicate with it.

      So, I did.

      My fingers spread out and quickly crashed together in a silent clap. The water flowed as Roxxy read my intentions, the liquid gathering in the middle of my palms and flowing gracefully into a new shape.

      It was a spear, simple yet effective at finishing enemies quickly. I’d chosen a familiar shape and sent that out to the mana as my request. Roxxy had then heard the voice of the mana repeating what I’d said and changed the water to form the spear. I wasn’t sure why I had gravitated toward the usage of spears as my main attack. It was possible to form other objects and weapons, but also tougher. Spears came instinctually to me, and I felt at ease using them.

      My fingers clasped the water spear gently, allowing its liquid skin to run over them and flow like a river. It felt both solid and fragile.

      Poke. Fun. Flood. Progress.

      Listening to the water mana was like trying to grasp a fish out of a pond. Its thoughts swam out of reach, and I mostly caught echoes of what it had been thinking rather than what it was currently thinking.

      Still, I tried to catch them.

      Like eels, the mana slipped from my grasp. So, I tried harder. My mind tried to wrap around their words and pull them toward me. But it didn’t work. Each passing moment, they grew farther and farther away from me.

      This was wrong.

      I took a deep breath and stepped back mentally. There was no way to force the mana to attune to me. When I’d communicated with the earth and metal, I’d treated them as an equal and a partner. They weren’t a prize that could be caught.

      My emotions shifted, and I calmed my heart. The air was filled with joy and happiness, waiting for me to reach out and join it. Each drop that dripped against my skin was a being of unfathomable power, and also a friend.

      So, I reached out.

      And then, I saw her.

      Roxxy lit up like a beacon, releasing waves of water mana that reverberated around the room. For a moment, I felt Amanda falter, the flames dying down. But I didn’t open my eyes.

      Instead, I followed my instincts. My focus grew wider to accommodate the new source of water mana, and I saw Roxxy taking up the entire room. There was no limit to her magic. It flowed from within her like an ocean and raged across the air like seas beset by a storm. From within, I heard voices.

      Great. Almost. There. Play. Follow. Andross.

      Second after second passed as I breathed deeply in and out. My attention wasn’t only on the water mana. I sensed Roxxy’s attunement. And her intentions. Each thought she sent out to the water was sent to me, and I saw how she communicated with it.

      Her words resonated with the water mana around me, and I felt the difference between herself and I.

      I’d been trying to grab the words spoken by the mana around me. Her thoughts were swimming alongside them. I couldn’t tell where Roxxy’s thoughts began and the water mana’s ended. They were one in the same.

      And because of that, I could hear exactly what she was saying to the mana.

      Andross. Follow. Cooperate. Collaborate.

      She took my hand, even though we had no hands. And I allowed her to guide my mind. My thoughts opened up to her, and my emotions spilled out for the world to see.

      At that moment, I was as vulnerable as I had been in my crib, alone and in a foreign world. My heart was as fragile as the time I’d confronted the divine watching me, trying to tell my dad it existed.

      I trusted her with everything. I trusted the mana with everything.

      And it trusted me back.

      In the realm of water, there was no need to fight. Or shout. We swam in harmony with our allies. Our thoughts moved together, at the same pace and speed. When I slowed, they slowed. When they slowed, I slowed. A magician was more than flashy spells. They were a being intimately connected to magic. Magic was a part of them they could never live without. A friend and ally. A family member.

      We were two sides of the same coin. There was nothing we would hide from each other.

      The water element was not something to be grasped and contained. It was free and playful. It flowed through my veins, giving life to me. Giving life to everyone. I could see it now, clear as day. Water was where everything began, but it didn’t use that fact to divide or judge us.

      It simply accepted us as we were.

      One of us.

      The thought reverberated across my mind, and I allowed it to ripple into my soul. Each mote of mana around me poured their intentions and feelings into my being, and I let them. A surge of emotion crossed through my heart. It was mine. It was theirs. It was ours.

      Fear. Joy. Reflection. Balance. Interest. Love. Calm.

      A single drop of pure passion dripped into the swirling tides of concepts the water mana sent into me.

      Then, they fell silent.

      What had been a cascade slowed to a dribble. The water hadn’t retreated. Nor had it disappeared. It was still there, communicating with me. It had found a place to rest within me. I followed its path through my body and mind and, in moments, I entered a familiar blank space. It was my mind and, inside it, I could control the world as I pleased. But I wasn’t there for that.

      I looked up toward the farthest reaches of my mind and spotted two familiar symbols. Each one represented a different element.

      Earth and metal.

      Now, however, there was another.

      Power rippled through the air, and waves of new magic clashed with the earth and metal, but it didn’t try to overwhelm them. Tides of power rose and fell as the symbols tried to find a compromise in their existence. Each note of power looked for its place, amplifying in strength as they found themselves challenged. All three symbols were more active than they had ever been.

      The repercussions were already hitting my body. My chest tightened, and my head pounded. Sweat poured out of my skin, and I felt a hand gripping my body to stop it from collapsing.

      Still, I watched, and waited. I had no fear in my heart. There was an order to how each element had to be attuned. If the elements had been different, then the balance could have broken and crippled me. But I had done everything correctly. For months, I’d communicated with water mana every day, trying to gain its trust. And I had given it my trust. The magic wouldn’t harm me. After all, it was my friend.

      Soon, all three fell into a peaceful harmony.

      I floated toward it, examining every line and section with my eyes. I’d seen the symbol countless times before while studying the elements.

      Water.

      “Would you look at that?”

      Roxxy’s joyful voice fluttered into my ears, and I opened my eyes.

      “We didn’t even need the cultivation room.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 TODAY, I MET A GIRL. OUR CONNECTION WAS ELECTRIFYING

        

      

    

    
      The scent of fresh water washed over me as I came to my senses, heat crackling over my body. Amanda’s hand pressed against my chest to stop me from falling, and its push mingled with pain my attunement had caused. The elemental symbols within my body had transformed into meat grinders as they fought for dominance, but the impact of their battle subsided quickly. Amanda looked up at me, worried, and behind her, Roxxy waved her arms in celebration.

      “You did it!” she crowed.

      “I did it.” I gave her a weak wave in response. “And my body didn’t explode.”

      “We wouldn’t have let it.” Amanda pulled her hand away, giving me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.

      A smile flitted over her lips as she gave me space. I breathed deeply and took stock of the situation. Water floated in the air, and I felt Roxxy’s connection to it. She was directing it over me, allowing the magic and I to stay in contact while I still held onto the sensation of attunement.

      I could feel something softer underneath the water. The liquid hadn’t changed, but my interpretation of it had. Sitting beside it gave me the sensation of standing beside the lakes of the wild and the cleanest ponds.

      This was what it felt like to be one with water.

      Thoughts in the air flowed through me, resonating with my very being, and I accepted them without judgment or issue. The only issue was the pain still crawling through my veins and chest.

      “I know it hurts, but you need to keep your focus on that feeling.” Roxxy’s voice washed over me. “We’re not done yet.”

      My body disagreed with her, and the pain threatened to break my concentration, but I held on. Roxxy had my best interests at heart. I broke away from the pain and focused on the element I’d just attuned to.

      Thoughts rushed through me, not all of them my own. I focused on the ones that belonged to Roxxy, her mind shining like a beacon to guide me through the torrent of emotions and concepts. I followed her guidance, and my mind was once again swept into the tides of mana.

      Good. Play. Free. Andross, what do you feel?

      The last question had been sent to me by Roxxy. I focused on it and listened to the magic around me. It was tough. The earth and metal elements were stoic. They kept to themselves and only marched onwards at my prompting.

      Water was quick, and its thoughts flowed in a constant stream. They were more fluid than I was used to. Water slipped and flowed through the air freely. One moment, the element would be in front of me, and the next, it was across the room. There was no stopping it and, unlike the earth and metal, it didn’t want to rest and relax. It was perfectly content moving everywhere at every moment.

      “I can feel their freedom.” My heart and mind followed their movements, and I smiled. “It’s nice.”

      There was no reason for me to chain down the element. My friend could move where it wanted, and I would move with them. When it was necessary, they would come to my aid.

      My eyes opened, and I looked across the room. I was sitting at the end of a sofa, and two pairs of eyes watched me carefully. Roxxy had settled onto the other side with Amanda. She had been sitting in meditation, her blonde hair flowing over her shoulders as water shimmered across her eyes like a veil. Then, it dispersed, and I could see the curiosity burning in her eyes. She wanted to know how I felt and what had changed.

      “I didn’t unlock [Water Manipulation],” I said.

      “Of course not.” Roxxy leaned forward and poked the stream of water in front of me, causing the liquid to ripple. “Think of it like building up a friendship. It takes time. You’ve already passed the biggest hurdle, but you’ll still need to work a bit harder for the skill.”

      “A little hard work never stopped me.” I nodded. “Besides, I’ve got a good teacher.”

      “If you’d be willing to tell that to my dad, I’m sure he’d give me that new texting regent I’ve been bugging him for.” Roxxy beamed. She wasn’t being serious. Maybe.

      A stream of water washed over my hand, and I gazed at it fondly. With every twitch of my finger, the water moved alongside it. However, it was only following my movements. It wasn’t listening to my requests. Not yet.

      I hadn’t received [Earth Manipulation] straight away either. For some reason, I’d thought I would receive the skill immediately, but I wasn’t worried. I could feel the connection between myself and water existed, and it was stronger than it had ever been. There was nothing to worry about.

      Just in case, I decided to double check my attunement.

      My eyes closed, and my mind fell deep into meditation. Beyond my thoughts and emotions lay another layer of my being. A blank space that could be molded and shaped at whim.

      It was my mindscape. A representation of my mind that I could enter and exit at will.

      In the middle of my mindscape lay three symbols: earth, metal, and water. Floating between them was my mask, the regent undisturbed by the waves of power emanating from the symbols.

      The water symbol was different from the others. It was transparent, and constantly flowing. Its waves of power ebbed and flowed like the tides. They started off as a trickle, but I could feel them growing stronger by the moment. Now that it didn’t have to fight against my earth and metal symbols it was finding itself at home in my mind, and it radiated calm.

      “Hello there,” I said.

      It twinkled in response, and unrepentant joy welled through my heart. The water element had settled where it belonged, and it was letting me know that.

      When I opened my eyes again, the room had fallen into silence.

      Then, I opened my mouth.

      “Heck yeah!” I yelled. My cry reverberated across the room, and Amanda dropped her book in surprise.

      I didn’t hold back my emotions. I laughed with joy. Both at her expression and my newfound magic. I’d finally attuned to the water element.

      For others, they had done this when they were children. Magic was no different from the mundane to them. But it was different for me.

      When I was young, this would only have happened in a dream. Back on Earth, I’d run around my house with a Harry Potter wand in my hand, trying to cast spells. Now, I could wiggle a finger and do the same, but a spell would actually be cast.

      The thought of it brought a smile to my face.

      “Yeah!” Roxxy cheered alongside me. “We’re kicking attunement butt!”

      “Congratulations.” Amanda smiled. “We’ll have to practice in the arena sometime.”

      “Don’t complain when I put out your fire,” I replied.

      “I’d like to see you try.” Amanda’s hair flared, flames dripping from her strands and onto the edges of her smiling lips.

      Then, a pair of sparkling blue eyes entered my vision.

      “And speaking of the arena, do you know what happens now?” Roxxy asked. She leaned forward toward me with a twinkle in her gaze.

      I paused. “Training?”

      “Training!” Roxxy beamed. “Also, I’ve got to give you some of the basic tips. Just the normal stuff so that you don’t accidentally hurt yourself or start stressing when you don’t need to.”

      She motioned with her finger, and the water in the room gathered toward her pocket, forming a whirlpool as it drained into her inventory. I hadn’t realized how much water she had brought out for my attunement. Amanda’s entire library had been flooded, but none of the books or shelves had been damaged.

      Roxxy had mastered her control over water, and with my [Mana Sense], I could see the delicate touch she applied to her work. Her connection with the water element was leagues above my own.

      Bye, fun. Play again.

      The water mana sparkled at me as it disappeared, and I waved goodbye to it, but she left behind a few drops. There was always water mana in the air, and I could hear it clearer than ever before. It wasn’t shinier or louder. There was a connection between us that let us sense each other’s presence wherever we were.

      “You can call me your teacher now.” Roxxy stroked her chin. Then, she laughed and shook her head. “I also accept payments and salaries.”

      “Well, it’s not a stretch to give you something for your time,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been able to attune without your help.”

      Her physical presence had helped just as much as her guidance over the past few months.

      “Flattery and bribes will get you everywhere.” Roxxy wagged her finger at me. “But, for now, you’re going to have to make a tough choice.”

      “Oh?” I stared at her.

      Roxxy’s demeanor turned serious. “You can hold the mana of two elements inside your body now,” she said, “But your manapool hasn’t doubled in size. That means you have to make a choice about how much mana of each element you want to hold at one time. You’ll either have to slow down your practice of both elements or focus on just one at a time.”

      Roxxy’s words sank in, and I caught Amanda smiling behind her. She shot me a knowing look. Then, she quickly hid it.

      What Roxxy was saying was true. A magician couldn’t cast spells unless they held the appropriate elemental mana within their manapool. A fire magician required fire mana to cast spells, and a water magician required water mana to cast spells.

      I didn’t need either.

      My divine mana worked differently. It could transform itself into any type of mana for spells. Roxxy didn’t know about my Mark yet. I intended to tell her but, for now, she was operating under the assumption I was an ordinary magician.

      “That’s something I need to work on.” I didn’t give away my thoughts. “Learning and practicing water manipulation is going to be one of my biggest priorities.”

      “Heck yeah, it is.” Roxxy motioned with her hand, and a stream of water spooled in front of her. “Not to mention the job opportunities it opens up for you.”

      “Jobs?” I asked. “Do you mean water purifying?” I knew that was Roxxy’s dream job, or so she’d told me.

      A spark of curiosity flared up inside me. I hadn’t considered what other jobs water magicians took. I was already working on inscriptions part time with Zodiac and building houses with the church.

      Both had increased my skill levels and expanded my knowledge by leaps and bounds.

      “You’re thinking too small. Water purifying is relaxing, but that’s for lazy people like me.” Roxxy shook her head. “You have the earth element to work with, and [Earth Creation], too. Even a metal attunement.”

      She tilted her head, and her eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

      “If you’re aiming for the top job, then can become an island creator—”

      “—become an island creator.”

      Amanda and Roxxy spoke at the same time, their voices overlapping in the air. They looked at each other and broke out into smiles.

      “An island creator?” I frowned. “The name seems pretty self-explanatory. How does it work?”

      “I don’t know the exact details, but I think the main thing is that the water manipulation skill helps you stop the underwater currents from blowing away the island foundations as you lay them. It also helps you navigate and see underwater.” Roxxy’s eyes shone. “If you unlock the proper skills, you could complete the entire project within days or weeks. All you’d have to do is stay underwater for a while and spit out rocks.”

      She paused as the idea started to take hold in my mind. I had a lot of mana. Enough to create a small mountain without running out. If I did want to earn money in a small amount of time, then that sounded like the perfect opportunity.

      “Do island creators get a lot of money?” I asked.

      “You could make your own island out of the gold coins you’d be paid in,” Amanda’s hair flared into flames as she spoke. “Governments, companies, and even individuals would pay a large sum to gain a new foothold in the ocean. It’s one thing to rip out an entire section of land to dump it into water, it’s another to have it created for them without loss of resources or having to pay extra.”

      “It’s not the only choice you have, but it’s one of the best,” Roxxy added.

      “Honestly, anything that makes good money quickly sounds perfect for me.” I smiled. “There’s just one problem. I don’t know how to swim.”

      The two girls stared at me, and I held out my hands helplessly, letting a tendril of earth flow over them. I weaved it into the vague shape of a house with a single tree in the front yard.

      My house.

      “I was born in a landlocked city.” I shrugged off their stares. “I never got the chance to learn.”

      It was the same situation back on Earth. I’d never bothered to learn how to swim, even if my old city had pools I could visit. After all, the ocean was a few hours’ drive away at minimum. I never really bothered with lakes either.

      “I’m not afraid of water. Or of falling into its depths. But that doesn’t mean I can dive into the ocean and start forming an island,” I said.

      “A water magician who can’t swim.” Roxxy’s eyes glazed over. “That’s like being an earth magician that’s allergic to dirt.”

      “Or a fire magician afraid of flames,” Amanda added.

      “Okay, okay. I get it.” I held my hands up in defeat. “Won’t swimming come naturally to me now that I’m attuned with water?”

      I didn’t have issues being underground now that I could control the earth around me. Even when I was entombed from all angles, I didn’t feel the slightest bit claustrophobic. Now that I was attuned with water, I’d assumed the same thing would happen to me. I wouldn’t be afraid of drowning, or diving into water in general.

      After all, the elements were my friends. They wouldn’t harm me.

      “It doesn’t mean you don’t have to learn how to swim.” Roxxy shook her head. “You don’t use your earth manipulation to walk. Not if you want to use it for anything else at the same time.”

      I groaned. There was always a limit to how much of an element I could manipulate. If I was focusing on moving myself by manipulating the water around me, I wouldn’t be able to do anything else, making it functionally useless. Especially if I wanted to use it to fight or build anything.

      “Don’t worry!” Roxxy beamed. “I’ll teach you personally. I guarantee no more than two drownings per session.”

      Amanda and I shot each other a look. Then, I turned back to Roxxy.

      “Sure,” I said. “So long as we make it no drownings per session.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Silver,” Roxxy said, “but I agree to your terms.”

      The rest of the afternoon passed by quickly, especially since most of it had already been taken up by my attunement. I would have to ask Gerial later if he had any ideas or theories about how I could use this to my advantage for surviving my ascension, but Roxxy answered most of my basic questions, including possibly jobs I could do for some side cash.

      Lake diverter, lake creator, oasis manager, and sewage treatment magician. Most of the highest paying jobs were in frontier cities, where the water was never guaranteed to be safe to drink.

      The list of jobs that water magicians were being asked to do was extensive, and most were supplemented by my ability to manipulate earth and metal. My combination of elements was rare, but my high mana reserves were more important. By myself, I could do the job of five different magicians without running out of mana.

      “There’s not a lot of jobs involving the ocean,” I pointed out.

      I knew there had to be some form of seafaring job market out there in the world. Roxxy’s father, his family, and Zodiac made part of their money attracting fish to fishermen’s nets.

      “Only if you’re part of a heavily guarded expedition crew, like the ones Zodiac and Athena put together,” Roxxy said. “Otherwise, don’t even think about it. At least island creators are so heavily protected that they’re not at high risk of being eaten alive. Even then, it’s not a guarantee.”

      A chill went down my spine. It wasn’t the words she spoke, but the way she said them that got to me. She wasn’t making a joke. She was stating a fact.

      I wondered if that was the reason my parents had rarely spoken to me about the ocean.

      “Onto happier things!” Roxxy clapped her hands together, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Like how the next few days are going to play out if we want to unlock the [Water Manipulation] skill.”

      I leaned forward and soaked in every word that she spoke. Even Amanda was sucked in, becoming animated as we discussed my plans until the excursion. My new objectives for the month quickly became clearer.

      Gaining early access to the Holy Land through battles was my number one priority, followed by leveling my skills and training my water magic. I also had to learn more about the Church of the Crijik, though I didn’t tell Roxxy that out loud. Now that I’d attuned to water, my tasks were starting to pile on.

      It was a little overwhelming.

      Expression deep. Stressed. Relax in home. Celebrate new attunement.

      A voice cascaded through my ears, melodic and succinct. I looked up and heard the flapping of wings as something landed on my arm.

      Agni.

      The phoenix perched happily on my shoulder, her flames illuminating the room around me. Gold was nowhere to be seen, but I suspected the puffer had found his home in the kitchens.

      “I am relaxed, even if I don’t seem like it.” I shot her a smile. “I’ve got more to celebrate today than to be stressed about.”

      She tittered in an expression I’d come to associate with laughter. I’d been able to communicate with Agni ever since I’d gained my [Spirit Communication] ability with my new class. However, it had taken a lot of conversations before I could understand her chirps. Learning a new language wasn’t easy.

      She chirped up a storm in response, and I caught bits and pieces of it. I wondered how much she could see and feel while not in the room with us. If she was like Amanda, she shouldn’t have been able to sense the water mana in the air or the water attunement within me. But, somehow, she still knew before I’d told her a thing.

      Water. Congratulations. Use it to fight?

      “Hopefully. Fighting with water magic means I can do two tasks at once by leveling my skills and gaining points for my ranking,” I said. “And it lets me get a little bit of tension out of my body. The first match really boosted my confidence.”

      Andross. Strong.

      Agni chirped in amusement.

      I agreed with her, but only partially. I probably wouldn’t have agreed at all before the last match. It wasn’t just humility. With so much of my time dedicated to training, I barely got to see the fruits of my labor. Amanda and William were used to fighting me by now, and seeing them counter every one of my moves was starting to weigh me down. Beating Hassin brought a breath of fresh air to my motivation. It was nice to know that my abilities could be used to win a real fight against my peers.

      “Are you ready for the next one?” I poked her feathers teasingly.

      Agni hopped onto my head without hesitation, a bright glow emanating from her position. She was setting my hair on fire, but I felt nothing. No heat, no pain, and no weight. I couldn’t even see Agni. She’d melted into my hair as naturally as a wig.

      “She’s found a second home.” Amanda chuckled. “Just make sure she doesn’t accidentally burn anything off.”

      “I’d trust her to make it stylish. Agni is the best hairdresser I’ve ever had.” I gave the bird a thumbs up. I wasn’t sure if she could see it.

      
        
        [Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 4]

      

      

      A grin spread across my face, not going unnoticed by the others in the room.

      “You’re getting addicted to the battles. I like it.” Amanda’s eyes sparkled. “When’s your next match?”

      “Tomorrow at lunch.”

      I ran my fingers through the flames that covered my hair.

      “After this fight is done, it’s full throttle for the rest of the month.”
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        * * *

      

      “My, my. You’re full of confidence, Mr. Crijik,” Kyle’s voice rang in my ears. “I’ll warn you now, I’ve picked out a tough opponent for you. But you’ll get plenty of points if you win.”

      “That’s music to my ears,” I replied.

      Unlike yesterday, I’d skipped the front desk staff and met directly with Kyle. We were walking straight into one of the sub arenas. The observer wore a loose teal robe today, and I could see a faint sheen of sweat. He looked like he’d come straight from a duel.

      My hair was aflame as Agni ignited it in waves. I wasn’t sure if she could see in that form but, from our short conversations, she’d seemed content. She even let out a small puff of flames above me that bloomed into a fireball.

      “I told your opponent that you were an earth magician.” Kyle glanced at my hair. “Is she going to be angry at me?”

      “I’ll only be using earth magic today.” I kept my answer vague. “Besides, that’s more than I know about her.”

      It had only been a day since I’d attuned to water. I wasn’t ready to use it yet in a fight. And I was hoping to unlock [Water Manipulation] within the next few days with Roxxy’s help.

      Kyle clicked his fingers, and a piece of paper appeared. He handed it to me, and I gazed at it carefully, raising it a bit higher than necessary just in case Agni wanted to take a look.

      “Okay, maybe this will be harder than I thought.” The contents of the card surprised me. “I didn’t even know we had someone like this at the academy.”

      I’d been given a rough outline of my opponent’s abilities through my texting regent, but the dossier in front of me was much more in-depth with its information.

      “Points and rankings have been fluctuating wildly on an hourly basis. I thought you could both use a challenge.” Kyle raised an eyebrow at me. “I hope she’s not too tough for you?”

      “I’m giving it a shot.” I took a final glance at the card.

      Cagney Grave: 64 points. Rank 76.

      Lightning and connection magician.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          10 FOR A PERSON WHO ISN’T A STALKER, YOU SURE KNOW THE TRICKS OF THE TRADE

        

      

    

    
      The smell of burning earth hit my nostrils as I walked into the arena. Underneath my shoes the earth had been scorched, streaks of blackened char crisscrossing the arena and across my vision a myriad of colors presented themselves to me, the mana in the surroundings twinkling in greeting. Motes of bright teal mana rose out of the ground, lazily gliding across my skin and clothes.

      Lightning mana.

      A bird’s soft cry echoed in my ears. Agni could feel the strength of the mana in the arena, reminiscent of fire mana, but there was no fire mana for her to control.

      “Yeah, it’s strange,” I whispered to her.

      The closest descriptor I could give the mana was very felt like fire’s cousin. It cared nothing for consuming the things around it. Or burning. All it wanted to do was destroy.

      “This is a rare element you’ve set me up to fight against.” I handed Kyle back the card he’d handed me. It had my opponent’s information on it.

      Cagney Grave: 64 points. Rank 76.

      Lightning and connection magician.

      “I didn’t have to do much.” Kyle glanced at the card with a smile. “Cagney requested to fight you.”

      “She did?” I frowned.

      That was either a good thing or a very bad thing. I didn’t know the girl personally, but I knew that other than her, there was only one other lightning magician at Koshima Academy. My fellow Marked One, Gerial.

      In fact, I had thought he was the only lightning attuned magician at the academy until now. I’d thought I would’ve noticed Cagney before today if she’d attuned to such distinct elements.

      “I accepted it on your behalf since I thought It’d give you a challenge,” Kyle said.

      The third-year had a cheeky smile on his face, and his eyes were curved upward in a constant expression of joy. He’d seen my surprise and reveled in it.

      “It’s not too much for you, is it?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” I said.

      I glanced around the arena room, but my opponent hadn’t arrived yet. The lightning mana crackled a greeting as it passed by my face.

      Power pulsed within me as I focused on my earth attunement, gathering together the will and the focus of the ground underneath me in preparation for the fight.

      I’d wanted a challenge, and now I’d get it.

      Kyle himself was acting like an agent for me. He would take care of the intermediary work of finding opponents, allowing me to focus on the fights. He set himself up at the side of the arena, hands clasped together in silent meditation as we waited for my opponent to arrive.

      We’d both got into the arena early, and I was focusing on communicating with the earth around me when I noticed a flash of light in my inventory. Somebody had sent a message to my texting regent.

      [Hey! How did the observer go? He better have gotten you someone worth your time.]

      The text had been sent by my cousin, Berlia.

      I sent her a reply with the rank and elements of my opponent. She’d been happy that I was getting into the battle spirit, but I could tell from the text she sent that she was going to volunteer to be my observer and set up matches for me. I’d promised her that I would see what I could do about alternating between her and Kyle.

      After all, there was no harm in having more than one match a day.

      There was a flash of light, and I looked at the texting regent expecting to see Berlia’s reply. Then, there was another flash. And another. Followed by several more. A flood of messages came in a row, and my lips curved upward into a smile.

      [Brother! Roxxy told me what happened! Congrats on attuning.]

      [To water, I mean.]

      [Now, we both have dual elements.]

      [This is so cool.]

      [Are you fighting yet?]

      [That’s cool.]

      [Best of luck!]

      A barrage of text appeared in the pages of my book as Gerial caught up with the messages I’d been sending him. My fellow Marked One had been busy all week. I’d also barely seen him these past few months except for when he’d set me up with Wahyu to help the church build houses.

      [Thank you. I’m about to fight, just waiting for my opponent. Thank you for the luck. I haven’t heard from you lately, what have you been up to?]

      I sent a quick message back to him and winced. Amanda had been helping me to master the art of sounding casual in text messages, but I’d always preferred face to face conversations. Anything I sent over the texting regent ended up seeming like a robot trying to sound human.

      Gerial’s reply was quick and fierce.

      [I’ve been meeting up with the Church of Fue.]

      [Hopefully, Alyssa will join our class after the excursion.]

      [Next semester, I mean.]

      [Maybe.]

      [The monster kind of scared them.]

      My connection to the earth mana beneath me disappeared as my concentration wavered. I hadn’t known that Gerial was meeting up with the Church of Fue. That was big news, and I knew he would only be telling me because he knew that I wouldn’t spread the word out to others.

      Alyssa.

      I’d heard the name before, but only from Gerial’s mouth. Everyone else knew her by her title.

      The Marked One of Fue. The divine of creation.

      I met her once, only for a moment. It had been a stressful time for me and I hadn’t gotten to talk to her properly. I’d never forgotten her, but chances to meet with a Marked One were nonexistent except in special circumstances. And never alone. Gerial had said she was coming to Koshima Academy, but I’d hadn’t seen her since arriving. Apparently, she had been delayed, and when the monster attack occurred, her church had felt further deliberation was needed.

      Gerial hadn’t been happy about it.

      “You’ve got an awfully serious expression on your face.” a voice called out to me, breaking my train of thought. “You don’t have to worry, your opponent is high-ranked, but she’s actually new to the scene.

      “Cagney is trying to rise up quickly herself.” Kyle motioned toward the floor of the arena. “The staff had to prepare this place specially for her. She’s new to the ranking fights. You’re new to the ranking fights. It was a perfect pairing.”

      His logic made sense, but his expression told me that he just wanted to see me fight against someone strong.

      “Thanks for the pep talk,” I said.

      His smile widened.

      “It’s not like you’re fighting a Marked One,” he joked.

      “I’ll treat it like I am.” I shifted my focus to the task at hand.

      Gerial was the only lightning user I knew, but I wasn’t anywhere near his level. Unlike William and Amanda, Gerial didn’t fight me even for practice. But I did want to fight him. Even if it was just for fun and not official.

      This opponent would give me valuable information for when I eventually convinced him to give me a chance to spar.

      My hold over the earth around me strengthened, and I thought over my opponent’s abilities. The lightning element wasn’t as rare as metal, but it was infinitely more destructive. There was a reason why Gerial was known for his battle prowess.

      Lightning could win a fight before it had even begun.

      “Why did she challenge me to a fight even with her high rank?” I said. “Is she challenging every fighter possible?”

      Kyle looked at me and then toward the arena entrance. “No, I think it was personal.”

      “What—”

      Kyle raised his hand, cutting my question off. “She’s here.”

      There was a shift in the arena. A chill ran over my skin, and I looked down to see the hairs on my arm standing straight and tall, notes of lightning mana drifting between them. I gazed up as the lightning mana flew across the room to greet the magician. Between the bright lights were slivers of silver-blue and silver-green mana. Communication mana.

      Fury. Jealousy. Anger. Confusion.

      Each mote sent a different emotion coursing through me. They were the thoughts and feelings of the magician communicating with them. Her intentions were muddled with negativity, but then the mana dispersed around her, and our connection was lost.

      “You’re the guy who’s calling himself Crijik?” Cagney’s voice crashed against my ears.

      Fury laced her every word, and her anger cascaded across my skin.

      “That’s me.” I hid my curiosity behind a smile. It looked like my ploy to get people to challenge me by naming myself after a divine had worked.

      Unless there was another reason for her to be angry at me.

      Kyle stood back as Cagney stomped through the room. Instead of taking her position on the opposite side of me, she strode toward me and held out her hands to grab at my face.

      I dodged before she could take off my mask.

      “Hey!” I swatted her hand away.

      “I can’t see what you look like,” Cagney said.

      “If I wanted you to know what I looked like, I wouldn’t have put the mask on.” A bead of sweat ran down my neck.

      My opponent was radiating heat as arcs if lightning raced across her robes and skin. All of it centered around an object hidden underneath her robes, and she huffed as she saw me trying to find the origin of the magic. It wasn’t just her magic I was curious about. Her intrusion into my personal space gave me a good look at the person I would be fighting.

      Cagney looked familiar. Really familiar.

      She had black hair with streaks of purple in it, highlights of some kind, and a strong chin coupled with a piercing gaze designed to intimidate.

      What interested me the most were her eyes.

      They were purple.

      The source of the familiarity cleared up in an instant. She looked like a female version of Gerial. Or at least someone trying to imitate him. She’d gotten the hair color wrong, but she’d clearly gone to great lengths to get the rest right. Even her robes were modeled after his. They were white. Intricate silver and gold patterns coalesced into an eye in the middle, similar to my own.

      It was clear the ensemble hadn’t been put together by accident.

      “Are those contacts?” I squinted and tried to get a better look. “You do know that Crijik’s Marked One has naturally purple eyes, right?”

      I leaned forward, but her hand met the forehead of my mask, pushing me away from her face. I saw her blush faintly, more embarrassed that I’d called her out on her eyes than anything else. I’d seen what I needed to see. She had found contacts that looked exactly like Gerial’s eyes.

      “Okay, I think I’m getting a better picture of why you wanted to fight me personally.” I resisted the urge to smack my face.

      She was a Gerial fangirl.

      Agni let out a quick chirp, so softly that only I could hear it. She was amused. From the way the flames on my hair were lighting up, I could see she was barely holding back her laughter. I didn’t blame her.

      This was exactly what Gerial spent most of his life trying to avoid.

      Being the living vessel of a divine came with its ups and downs. They were given powers beyond their imagination, but it also came with responsibilities. And fame. Lots and lots of fame.

      Gerial having a fan club wasn’t news to me. I’d seen the way my fellow students looked at him. Some thought he was a living god, and that mentality wasn’t limited to the academy.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cagney said. She threw her robe’s hood over her face. It didn’t cover her eyes.

      “Koshima Academy doesn’t have a lightning magic class,” I said.

      Gerial had told me about it himself.

      “I sincerely hope you’re not a stalker.” The words slipped out of my mouth.

      That was the wrong thing to say.

      The mana around Cagney shifted, and I shut my eyes right before a brilliant flash of light cut across them. Using my [Mana Sense], I could see teal mana gathering together and coiling through the air. She’d transformed the mana into lightning, but it didn’t run freely through the air.

      Instead, the mana gathered between her hands and circled around an orb-like shape. It was the same object that I’d seen within her robes earlier. Whatever it was, it gathered mana toward it like a lightning rod. The light died down, and I opened my eyes, taking in the item that Cagney wielded as a weapon.

      It was a globe. The regent looked like an empty snow globe or a carnival psychic’s orb. There was lightning trapped within its transparent surface, forming a mini-storm inside.

      At the head of the storm was a pair of narrow purple eyes staring daggers at me. If looks could kill, then this match would already be over.

      “I don’t care about the points.” The lightning crackled over my vision, leaving streaks of light that stayed after I closed my eyes. “When I win, I want you to change your name.”

      “My name?” I asked.

      Her tone dripped with animosity, but I didn’t dismiss her request straight away. I’d intended to keep the name Crijik for as long as I could, but it wasn’t a dealbreaker for me. I also didn’t intend to lose. There was an opportunity here if I was willing to take it.

      “I do care about the points,” I rebutted. “I’ll tell you what, if I win, you’ll give me more of your points. Let’s say three quarters. And if I lose, I’ll change my name.” I turned toward Kyle. “Is that allowed?”

      The third-year student shrugged his shoulders and looked at Cagney, and then back to me. Now that I was gazing at him using my mana sense instead of my eyes, I could see motes of blue floating across his form. He was a water magician.

      “If both parties agree to it, there’s no reason we can’t up the stakes.” He smiled. “But there’s a huge discrepancy in your ranks. Winning already nets you half her points, asking for three quarters is too big of a difference. You have nothing else to give her aside from a promise to change your name.”

      He looked at Cagney, and she shrugged.

      “I don’t care. His persona’s name means more to me than the points do. It’s not like I can’t just get them back.” She glanced at me. “Not that I’d lose.”

      “You’re confident. I like that.” Kyle smiled. “Listen, you’re a skilled fighter, but don’t fall into the trap of thinking you can earn the points back easily, or that you can’t lose at all. After all, you’re not intending to lose either, are you?”

      His last question was directed at me.

      “I’m not,” I confirmed.

      “Then, that change of reward wouldn’t be fair to Cagney.” Kyle shook his head.

      “You want to call off the fight?” Cagney asked.

      “Fue, no!” Kyle held up his hand. “I’ll put up some of my points instead. Let’s call it a wager. Yeah, that’ll work.” He spoke more to himself than us. “If Crijik loses, you’ll win half of the points that he would win by beating you, with the difference made up by me.”

      Kyle turned to me. “Also, if you lose, then you’ll give up all of your points. And your name.”

      “Deal.” I didn’t have to think twice about it. If I lost, the points were easy to win again.

      If I won, then it was more than worth the bargain. The agreement was still drastically in my favor.

      “Deal,” she responded immediately.

      We walked to our respective sides of the arena, preparing for the battle to come. The lightning mana in the air gathered toward her, billowing with confidence and bravado. She wasn’t like Hassin. She had a true connection with her element.

      Cagney was confident, but so was I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11 I MET A GIRL TODAY. OUR CONNECTION WAS ELECTRIFYING

        

      

    

    
      Cagney and I each made our way to the opposite ends of the arena, the ground lighting up as I moved through it. Agni’s flames burned with excitement. The phoenix was enjoying herself, and I chuckled as I took control of the earth around me, my conscience melting deeper into the ground with each step. By the time I reached the end of the arena, I’d become one with the earth around me.

      I flicked my hand, and a large block of stone flew out from my inventory. It was the size of a small room, and its surface wriggled and roiled as I transformed it into shimmering tendrils of stone that weaved into the ground around me. They struck into the earth, and dirt cascaded across my legs as the stone tendrils gathered around my feet like snakes coiled and ready to strike.

      This time, I couldn’t afford to hold back. Cagney had a higher rank and had taken out her weapon early. Lightning was quick. Out of all the elements I had encountered, it was the most destructive.

      Kyle had reached his position and raised his hand to get our attention. The lightning around my opponent crackled with power. Magic squirmed in her grasp, and I could feel its intentions bleeding into my mind.

      Burn. Destroy. Instant.

      “Prepare yourselves,” Kyle’s voice rang out across the arena. “The match begins in three—”

      My eyes narrowed. Cagney was casting a spell right now.

      I kicked the ground, and a wall of dirt and stone blocked my vision as the ground rose. Several of the stone tendrils I’d laid around me immediately burst from the floor and veiled my features like a shield.

      It wasn’t a moment too soon.

      There was a flash of light, and I lost control of the wall, dirt and stone chips exploding in all directions. Cagney had fired on me before Kyle had finished the countdown.

      “That’s just bad manners,” I muttered.

      Agni’s flames fluttered in agreement.

      It took me a moment to realize I couldn’t see Cagney. Or anything else. The lightning had blinded me, and I saw less and less as the lights grew brighter. Even if she hadn’t hit me, her attacks were still doing damage.

      “That’s annoying.”

      My vision was quickly returning, the world looking like splotches of colors, but the lightning had shorn straight through my wall, disintegrating it on impact. There was another flash of mana from my opponent’s regent, and lightning flew out of Cagney’s orb toward me.

      Deep within my chest, my manapool writhed in anticipation as I drew from it, a wellspring of golden mana flowing through my veins.

      Stone rose in front of me and exploded at the touch of lightning but, this time, I was ready. The moment the lightning crushed my defenses, I placed my hand on the ground, and three stone tendrils burst out and flew toward my opponent.

      “[Earthen Spear].”

      The stone shifted and transformed, pieces falling off as each tendril became a jagged spear that shot through the air toward my opponent.

      Cagney didn’t move from her position. Instead, she raised her hand, and the spears stopped in midair. A thin line of silver mana stretched out from her fingers toward each of the spears, shifting control of them from myself to her.

      Connection magic.

      I hadn’t truly lost control of them. It was a contest of wills, with our mana fighting as we pushed the spears in two different directions.

      “I’m not limited to spears.” I smiled. My words were intended to catch her off guard, and her concentration faltered as she heard them.

      The ground around Cagney writhed and split apart, dirt and stone reaching up to grab her. I saw her orb crackle with lightning, but it was too late. The tendrils of earth gripped her arms, smashing her down and—

      Each of the tendrils exploded in unison, streaks of lightning coursing through my opponent’s robes.

      “There goes the last of my eyesight.” I closed my eyes.

      A headache crashed through my head, pounding against my temple. Each lightning strike was brighter and stronger than the last. Through my [Mana Sense], I saw Cagney move, and I dropped my connection with the spears as another streak of lightning shot toward me.

      Then, the world went dark.

      My body dropped several feet as I opened the ground underneath me. The lightning bolt struck empty air as it zoomed past the space where my body had been only a moment earlier.

      I’d entombed myself underneath the earth. Hopefully, it would buy me a bit of time to plan.

      The scent of burning hit my nostrils, and I looked at my side. There was a patch of burnt earth next to me. It was part of the ground I’d descended with. If her spell had been any faster, the match would have been over.

      I’d lost my eyesight, and the entire world was bathed in bright streaks of light, but that didn’t matter when I was underground. All around me mana danced and beckoned for my call. It guided my way and helped me orient myself.

      Up above, I could sense my opponent waiting. She had no way to find me, but the moment she discerned my location, she’d blast it with lightning. I wasn’t sure how effective it would be, but I didn’t want to find out.

      My hand rested against the wall of dirt in front of me, and my will spread across the arena floor. Each grain of dirt fell under my purvey, and an endless ocean of golden mana rippled within me as I began to prepare spells for my retaliation.

      Agni let out a cry, and I looked through the ground to the surface, seeing the massive ball of lightning mana gathering around Cagney.

      It was time for round two.

      Cagney’s arms arced with lightning, and the orb regent hovered in front of her. Symbols glowed on its surface, directing the lightning where she wanted it to go. At least, that was what I assumed they did. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the regent before retreating underneath the ground.

      My eyes were shut tight, but the world was a cacophony of colors as my [Mana Sense] guided me. At the edge of my robe, I could sense a patch of burnt earth crackling with lightning mana.

      A single direct hit would throw me out of the duel. There were no second chances with lightning magic.

      “Is it cheating if I ask you for ideas?” I spoke.

      The earth around me flared up with light. This was different from the damage the lightning had caused to my eyes. This light had been ignited by fire mana and flames that curled around every strand of hair on my head.

      Yes.

      A single chirp sounded out from my head, followed by the bird equivalent of laughter. I smiled and shook my head. She was right. It also didn’t matter. My opponent couldn’t touch me while I was underground.

      At least, that was what I thought.

      “What is she—”

      My opponent knelt onto the ground, ignoring the potential danger to herself as she laid on the dirt. Mana flowed from her palms into the orb she held, and lightning crackled around her. Both of her palms were alight, arcs of electricity bouncing through her fingers. Then, she stabbed her palms into the ground.

      [Earth Manipulation].

      The earth around me compacted as the electric current swam through the dirt, destroying it and everything around it as it traveled toward me. I had a single moment to think before my brain flew into a panic, withdrawing my palms and forcing every stone present in the ground toward my location.

      Rocks flew and formed a wall in front of me, and the electricity crashed into it. Bright light crashed against my skin as the wall started to give way, cracks forming within it. New earth flew in to replace each damaged section, and a game of tug o’ war began as each of us tried to gain ground over each other, the wall constantly being destroyed and reforming before her lightning could touch me.

      Then, the attack stopped.

      There was no warning. One moment, the lightning was stabbing toward me, and the next, it was gone. The smell of charcoal choked my nostrils, and I shifted the earth around me to create a new room underneath the arena.

      I saw my opponent above me, sweat dripping down her chin and her eyes clouded. The lightning around her had dimmed dramatically, and I understood what had happened. She hadn’t known where I was hiding at first, so she’d sent lightning everywhere all at once. The lightning hadn’t stopped voluntarily.

      She was running low on mana.

      That was a fatal mistake.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      Before Cagney could react, the earth gripped onto her hands, and I felt her struggling against its constraints. A single moment of hesitation was all I needed to gain the upper hand. Below her waist, the ground exploded as rocks shot through the earth and gripped her stomach.

      [Earthen Spear].

      Half a dozen dirt spears exploded from the ground, distracting Cagney. Lightning flashed across her body to break through the attack. While the stone grip and spears did their work, I blasted the dirt around me into the air, a cascade of rocks and dirt blowing through my opponent. In moments, she was covered by a casket of materials that dragged her to the ground. I kept her away from me, wary of her lightning.

      I broke the earth around her into pieces and activated [Earthen Spear]. Each newly formed spear stabbed through the tomb and into my opponent’s body, creating a reverse porcupine as she was covered in weapons.

      It was an attack that would kill any normal person in a real fight.

      I relaxed as the earth mana informed me that the attack was finished. The spears had hit home, and the tomb had continued to trap her. There was no way for her to—

      She’s gone. The revelation hit me like a truck.

      Cagney wasn’t inside my tomb. One moment, she had been inside it, trapped and helpless. The next moment, she was gone.

      Is she a space magician? the thought crossed my mind for an instant before it was dismissed.

      I couldn’t sense any spatial mana in the area.

      There was a possibility that she had made herself invisible to my eyes with connection magic. I had seen similar things happen before. But a quick check of my person confirmed that there was no connection mana around me.

      With a flick of my wrist, the dirt around me parted into a corridor, and I walked cautiously toward the dirt tomb. Stones and rocks gathered toward me with each step, ready to form a protective wall at any moment.

      I wasn’t letting my guard down. Lightning mana was still present in the tomb, but it was quickly disappearing.

      There was a moment of silence, my footsteps vibrating the walls around me. The tomb opened slowly, and dozens of spears were revealed within. Then I spotted her. Or rather, it.

      In the middle of the spears was the glowing orb. And within the lightning filled interior was a robed person staring at me with an angry gaze.

      Cagney was inside her regent.

      I smacked my hands together the moment I spotted her, the walls of the earth shutting down tight onto the orb. But it was too late. Faster than the dirt around it, the orb disappeared in a flash of lightning and reappeared beside me. Within it, I could see the lightning magician standing and raising her palm toward me, her skin crackling with electricity.

      The rocks around me crashed into the orb, and I flung myself into the air, the stones under me pushing me above ground. I felt the heat of the attack as it smashed into my rocks, and I looked down to see smoke filling the hole I’d left behind.

      I was above the arena now, dirt forming a platform for me to step on, but Cagney didn’t come up. My stones were keeping her orb trapped.

      More and more materials crashed into the regent and forced it into stillness. Whatever spell she’d used to travel toward me either required a line of sight or more mana than she had. Given the circumstances, I was willing to bet she needed to be able to see me to use it.

      [Stone Grasp].

      The orb groaned under the pressure of my skill, the stones around it growing stronger as they tried to crush the regent under the earth.

      A moment later, I felt it crack.

      “NO!” a cry resounded through the arena.

      A mark shot into the air, signifying the end of the duel. Cagney had surrendered voluntarily. I withdrew my dirt and stone and allowed the regent to float to the surface of the arena. Within its depths, a pair of baleful eyes glared at me.

      Cagney appeared next to the orb, gripping it tightly in her hands and inspecting it for damage.

      “I made sure not to hurt it.” I floated down beside her, stepping off the dirt platform that had kept me in the air. “I guarantee it.”

      Damaging a regent was high on my list of things to avoid. Not only were they expensive, but they were also hard to make. I knew better than most people how much care and attention went into creating even the simplest of regents.

      Cagney spent a few more moments looking over the orb. Then, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw I was telling the truth. The last of the lightning mana retreated into her palm, forming a small ball that shimmered bright.

      My eyesight had already come back, but I covered my eyes with a veil of dirt as the lightning gathered. Then, my eyes widened as it began to communicate with me.

      Now. Instant. Surprise.

      There was a bright flash of light as Cagney struck at me.

      She was continuing her attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12 LIGHTNING HURTS. TRY NOT TO GET HIT BY IT

        

      

    

    
      A wave of light enveloped the arena, and thunder cracked my eardrums as Cagney unleashed her lightning. One moment, we stood side-by-side after I’d won the duel, and the next, I was flying back. Stones gripped my clothes as I manipulated them to drag me across the air.

      It wasn’t necessary,

      The first strike of lightning splashed against a veil that had appeared between Cagney and me. It was a sheet of water. It dug into the floor beneath my feet, leaving a cut deep in the earth, and the lightning mana that squirmed in the air was forced into the cracks in the ground.

      I landed a few meters from my starting position. If the lightning hadn’t been blocked, I’d have dodged it. This wasn’t the first time I’d had to react quickly. Amanda could throw out ferocious whips and claws of flames that threatened to burn me at a glance. My defenses were never down, especially when the mana shouted for me to defend myself and rose to aid me.

      Cagney raised her eyes, lightning crackling within them. Another streak of lightning flew at me. I raised my hand, and a stone block flew out of my inventory, blocking her attack.

      But something else got to her first.

      A hand gripped her wrist tightly, and the symbols around the arena shimmered and glowed as Kyle activated them. There was a flash of yellow mana in the air around Cagney, and then her spell canceled. The lightning mana dissipated harmlessly into the air, and I watched it flutter by me. It was apologetic for what had just happened, but I could see that Cagney wasn’t.

      “That’s enough,” Kyle’s voice rang out through the arena. “Send through another challenge if you want to fight.”

      Magic exuded from him in waves, stronger than I’d felt from any other student except Gerial. Water spewed forth around Cagney, lacing around her wrists and robes threateningly. I hadn’t seen it appear, but it carved a path through the space around her.

      Each stream had edges as sharp as blades. With the protection of the arena, the threat was mitigated, but I saw a shiver run through her as the attack snuck through her defenses before she could react.

      “Very well,” she spoke through gritted teeth. Then, she turned to me. “I apologize.”

      She couldn’t have hurt me either way. The symbols of the arena were still active, and the worst that could’ve happened to me was that I’d be blinded for a bit longer. Judging from the way my eyesight healed so quickly, the arena was likely preventing and healing that damage as well to an extent.

      Cagney had gained nothing from her outburst.

      Her glare didn’t disappear, but I didn’t back down. Regardless of whether or not she still had a grudge, or was just caught up in bloodlust, I wouldn’t benefit from fighting her.

      Unless she wanted to give me more of her points.

      “I’ll always accept another challenge.” My voice was calm. “Right now is a good time.”

      Not everyone accepted their defeat readily, or easily. If she had the points, then I was happy to show her the difference between us. Especially now that I had gotten a proper look at her abilities.

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she shook off Kyle’s hand and turned around toward the exit of the arena, lightning and communication mana gathering around her. Kyle’s magic retracted, water streaming away from Cagney’s robes as she stomped out the door.

      Kyle’s magic hung by his side, the mana gazing at me curiously as it sensed my attunement. His expression returned to the mischievous smile that seemed to be his default, and he clapped his hands together, dispersing the mana gathered around him.

      In an instant, the air became easier to breathe in. I hadn’t realized how much pressure he’d put on me by simply casting a spell in my presence.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I didn’t realize she’d take it so personally.”

      “You should tell that to your hair.” Kyle looked above me and chuckled.

      I looked up to see flames gathering above my head. They were violent red, the color of anger and billowing furiously as they formed a whirlpool of fire. Agni had already begun casting a spell before Cagney had struck, but I felt her holding back from attacking. I gave her a reassuring pat, and the flames died down.

      Kyle nodded at me in appreciation.

      “She will receive a penalty for her actions, but you should still be careful. Cagney is strong, and she should make it into the top ten for your year level. If I’d known how she would react to losing, I would never have accepted her challenge on your behalf.” His gaze lingered on the door before shifting to me. “She’ll likely be your competitor in the Holy Land.”

      “Can she hurt me?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      Koshima Academy was an ordinary school at its core. Children were highly valued in the world. Maybe more so than on Earth due to the First Night. The academy shouldn’t let anything happen to any of its students, each of them was destined to become an influential figure in the world.

      “You’ll all be under supervision so you can’t kill each other or anything crazy. That’s why we have the arena.” Kyle confirmed my suspicions. “But having anyone as an obstacle in the Holy Lands is time wasted. It’s not rare to have feuding clans and houses steal treasures from each other or try to hinder each other in other ways. With Cagney as your enemy, you could find the exact material you need to fulfill your dreams, and a stray strike of lightning might destroy it before your eyes.”

      Anger and annoyance rose within my heart. Sabotage was a major issue. Finding natural treasures inside the Holy Land was already tough. Having someone trying to actively destroy them before I got them or steal them from me was beyond annoying.

      Cagney could do some real damage if she reached a treasure before I did.

      Then again, I had a team of friends I trusted with my life. Even if Cagney wanted to attack, she would have to get through them first. And through me.

      “It’s nothing I can’t overcome.”

      My confidence flowed out through my voice.

      “If she wants revenge, then she has to get through more than just me.”

      “That’s exactly the kind of confidence I like to see in freshman.” Kyle clapped his hands together, a hearty chuckle leaving his throat. “If you’ve got the mana for it, I can set you up with another match tomorrow at lunch. Remember to leave some for your classes.”

      “I’ve got enough,” I assured him.

      “Great. Let’s get chaotic.” He grinned. “I’ll let you know what I tee up.”

      After a brief glance to check that Cagney had truly left, Kyle made his way out of the arena, and I sat back, thinking over my options. Kyle’s last words had struck a chord in me. The only thing stopping me from dueling people one after the other was my manapool. If Kyle saw me using spells constantly, it would raise suspicions. But he wasn’t the only person offering to help me find opponents.

      I took out my texting regent and found Berlia’s symbol. My cousin had offered to be my observer for matches earlier, but I’d told her I’d already had Kyle helping me.

      [Hey. I think I’ll take you up on that offer to find me an opponent. Do you think you can get me something for tomorrow’s first break? I’ve got plans for lunch.] I sent the text to her and gathered together the stone I’d dispersed across the arena.

      Before I’d finished collecting my earth and stones, the texting regent lit up.

      [Absolutely! Do you want me to find you tough opponents or easy pickings?] Her message was followed by another. [Just kidding. They’ll all be tough. Us Jâl don’t shy away from fights, and if you do, I’ll beat you in an official fight myself!]

      I laughed and sent a reply back immediately. [That sounds perfect to me.]

      The last of the stones that I had spread across the arena fell into my inventory, and I made my way outside. In my hands was my ID card.

      It used to read ‘Crijik: 14 points. Rank 165.’ The words had changed even though Cagney had left before handing Kyle her card.

      Crijik: 62 points. Rank 77.

      I looked down at the card, and a smile tugged at my lips.

      Not bad.

      In one fell swoop, I had swapped places entirely with my opponent. I sent a text to Kyle for an update on her situation as well, to see how far away she was from reaching the top ten.

      Cagney Grave: 16 points. Rank 160.

      Her spells and abilities ran through my mind. Each one of them was designed for battle, and what she lacked in experience was made up for by the speed of her lightning. Koshima Academy was a terrifying place where hidden dragons roamed the halls, but no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t see Cagney getting any lower than the top ten.

      “Looks like we’ll have competition when we get into the Holy Land,” I murmured.

      Agni chirped in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a while since I’d arrived from school utterly exhausted. The sun hung low over the lone tree in our front yard, and Gold raced through the open doors of my house as I stepped out of the portal connecting Koshima Academy to my home. I watched him zoom through the air with mild interest. The puffer had been acting strange ever since school had ended.

      Maybe he was getting jealous of my time with Agni. Then again, the two had flowing off after my match and playfully glided through the gardens of Koshima, so I wasn’t too worried.

      I paused and opened my system, words floating across my vision. Now that I was out of school, I read the system messages that had appeared toward the end of the fight.

      
        
        [Earthen Spear has reached Rank II Level 5]

        [Earth Manipulation has reached Rank VI Level 2]

      

      

      I dismissed the messages with a smile on my face. Cagney had been annoying, but I’d gladly face her a dozen times over if this was my reward. Battles really were the best way to level up.

      “Get in here, Champ, before the food gets cold!” a voice called out to me.

      My father stood at the entrance and beckoned me inside. I gave the dirt underneath me a small push, and it slid forward until I was at the door. I didn’t have to use magic to move, but it felt great.

      “Hey, Dad, what’s— Huh?” My voice cut off as I got a view of the inside of the house.

      The kitchen had transformed. The wooden interior had always been dull brown, but someone had strung up ribbons that were all the colors of the rainbow. My father shuffled aside, and I noticed something on his head. It was a party hat made out of parchment.

      “Look at him, he’s stunned,” my father said.

      “Don’t tease him, darling. This is a big day,” my mother’s voice floated into my ears.

      She stood beside the table, and I saw a row of dishes laid out, the food fresh and delicious. Gold sat on my mother’s shoulder, his chest puffing out proudly. My mother was adjusting a tiny purple party hat onto his head, matching her own.

      “And one for you, too,” my father said.

      Before I could react, he raised his hand onto my head and pushed something onto my hair. A quick pat with my hand confirmed that it was another party hat.

      “What’s this for?” I asked. “I didn’t miss my birthday again, did I?”

      Gold tittered and flapped his wings. A single melodic chirp filled the air.

      Surprise congratulations.

      “Congratulations?” I asked. “For what?”

      Surely, my parents hadn’t heard about my victory over Cagney. And even if they had, I didn’t think it was enough of an achievement to warrant a party.

      “It’s an attunement celebration!” My father’s joy echoed across the house. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten that you’ve attuned to water already? I thought I taught you better memorization skills than that.”

      “Your father’s right.” My mother strode up to my side and swept me into a hug. “You’ve attuned to two basic elements. And even a mid-tier one! I can count the number of people in our entire family history who have done that on two hands.”

      “And don’t even ask about the Jâls,” my father added. “Sure, some of us practice magic, but most of us focus on symbols from the day we’re able to hold an inscribing pen. You’re probably the most accomplished magician in our family, and you didn’t even have to give up being an inscriber. I don’t have the words to tell you how proud I am.”

      “Well, I do,” my mother said. “I’m proud of you, sweetie.”

      Her hug tightened, and I couldn’t help but smile. Gold chirped his congratulations as well, and I felt his sincerity.

      There was a moment of silence as we stood there. We were a family enjoying each other’s presence. My parents had gone all out with the ribbons. And when I took a second look at the ceiling, I saw a banner had been placed onto it.

      “Congratulations,” I read it out loud. “Thanks, Mum, Dad.”

      A beak pecked at my hand.

      “And, Gold, of course.” I laughed. “I knew you were up to something. You were too eager to get back home.”

      “Don’t be silly, Gold is a great secret keeper. He’s been part of our planning committee since the beginning.” My mother scratched the puffer’s neck, and he preened. “Not to mention the food committee, which he made sure to attend every meeting for.”

      She released her hug, and we moved to the table. I could see that they had gone all out in creating a feast. Gold’s eyes darted from side to side as my mother introduced the various foods, and she laughed as he tried to steal my portion.

      “Not yet.” She glanced behind me. “Darling, our guests are arriving.”

      The moment she spoke, there was a knock at the door. My head shot toward it, and my eyes widened as a familiar boy leaned against the doorframe, a giant grin on his face.

      “You didn’t think a single text message was going to be good enough for me, did you?”

      My parents stood in greeting, and I rose as well. I felt a tug within my chest as my Mark reacted to his presence.

      It was Gerial.

      “Even the divines couldn’t keep me away from this celebration.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          13 IF I COULD HOLD TIME IN A BOTTLE, I’D PROBABLY TRIP AND BREAK IT

        

      

    

    
      Silence descended onto the room as I stared open-mouthed at Gerial. My fellow Marked One had a childish grin on his face that grew wider with every passing moment. I looked back at my parents, my hands already rising to stop their fear and confusion. Or maybe even their shock and awe. I’d seen people bow low at the mention of Gerial’s name, and seeing him in person was enough to make someone faint.

      “Aren’t you going to invite your friend in?” my mother tutted. “I raised you with better manners than that.”

      My father nodded at her words, and I stared at them.

      They didn’t know who Gerial was.

      A quick glance showed me the reason why. My fellow Marked One was wearing his golem disguise for the benefit of the people around him. I hadn’t noticed it in the shock of seeing him, but when I thought about it, it made sense. If my parents had invited my friends, that meant they would come prepared.

      “Of course, of course.” I stood up. “Gerial, come on in.”

      “Thank you kindly.”

      I snuck a glance at my parents to see if they would react to his presence, but they were nonchalant. Even if they recognized the name, they wouldn’t assume a Marked One had entered their building. They would be more likely to assume it was someone else with the same name.

      The moment he stepped through the door, he rushed toward me, his footsteps guided by the wind. A soft breeze rustled through my school uniform, and the ribbons around me rustled.

      “I didn’t know you’d be coming today,” I said. “Aren’t you too busy with—”

      Gerial swept me into a hug before I could finish my sentence,

      “Forget work. You’re a tri-element magician now! That’s cause for celebration,” he said. “The others should be here soon, too, and it’s been a while since we were all in one room.”

      A knock resounded from the entrance as though they’d been waiting for Gerial to speak. I glanced behind him and saw William grinning at me, his frame barely fitting through the narrow door frame. He’d taken more strength concoctions recently, and his muscles had grown exponentially as a result.

      There had been a time once when I’d balked the idea of my friends visiting my place. After all, the decrepit and crumbling wooden walls around me even let through the moonlight at night. To people who were used to living in mansions and luxury, it would be worse than nothing.

      I knew them better than that now. Neither of them would judge me for my living situation. Besides, I could always make my own house or rebuild our current one. If I got the right permits from the city council.

      “This is the first time we’ve been to your house.” He looked around. “I like it.”

      Gerial nodded in agreement, and I smiled.

      “Dang right you do.” I waved him over. “Thanks for coming.”

      “It doesn’t take a wise man to know that I have to attend my best friend’s attunement ceremony.” William smashed his hand against my back, almost sending me flying. “Oops, sorry, I keep forgetting my own strength.”

      “Young Master Wilhelm, we’re honored,” my father said.

      I could see sweat running down his forehead as he greeted William. I’d forgotten for a moment that, technically, William was the son of his boss’s boss. In turn, William greeted my father and mother with a low bow.

      Gerial raised an eyebrow at me.

      “How come he gets the VIP treatment?” he whispered.

      “I asked William the same thing when I saw how differently he treated you and me,” I whispered back. “Sometimes, friendships make for funny priorities.”

      “You can say that again,” a new voice called out.

      A hand wrapped around my neck, and strands of red hair assaulted my vision as I was brought into a side hug. Amanda stood beside me, a smile on her face as I squirmed in surprise.

      “Congratulations. If you’re looking to ride the hot streak, we can set you on fire a few times to see if you unlock your fire attunement.” She released me from the hug but stayed by my side. “Or maybe we should try Roxxy’s opposite approach and drown you in water.”

      “You should consider never becoming a teacher in the future,” I replied.

      She gave me a small shove, and I laughed. Behind her, Roxxy greeted Gerial and she gave me an enthusiastic wave.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Her smile was a beam of joy.

      “Hey, hey.” I waved back.

      As Amanda let go of me, a red bird landed on my left shoulder, followed closely by a purple bird on my right.

      Agni and Gold.

      I fed the two birds a treat each.

      “Which room has the famous dirt bedroom?” Roxxy’s eyes darted from room to room. “If it exists, then William owes me coins.”

      I pointed toward my room.

      Her smile widened. “Wise bet, my—”

      Amanda coughed, and Roxxy zipped her lips, her expression still lit with joy. Despite the intense curiosity threatening to spill out of her eyes, she didn’t go and open the door straight away.

      Instead, all my friends greeted my mother and father. And, together, we enjoyed the food that my parents had prepared for us. I saw my parents breathe a sigh of relief as everyone was accounted for. Both of them looked nervous, and it wasn’t a mystery as to why.

      Usually, entire families showed up to attunement ceremonies. They were events for networking just as much as they celebrated the individual’s accomplishments, and every person around us was higher ranked than my family in the social hierarchy. But none of my friends minded that at all. We quickly became absorbed in our own conversations, as did Gold and Agni on my shoulders.

      The afternoon turned to evening, and time passed in the blink of an eye. It was nice and, for the first time in a while, I found myself lost in the fun of peace.

      A hand tapped against my shoulder, and I turned around to see Gerial’s hand retracting. It was strange to think that his skin was actually a golem wrapped around the real Gerial’s body, but I got over it quickly.

      “Much better than the last one I went to,” he said. “There’s actually people I like here.”

      I chuckled at his words. The last attunement celebration he’d gone to had been for our classmate Unice. Gerial had shown up for approximately a minute, barely said a word, and then left. The entire time, he had been stared at by the crowd, most of whom looked like they’d wanted to cower in fear or devour him.

      To me, this celebration was a thousand times better than that one.

      “It’s about time for the exciting part,” Gerial said.

      My friends nodded their heads, and my parents smiled.

      “Time?” Confusion made its way into my voice. “Time for what?”

      “What do you think?” Gariel motioned with his hand, and a box appeared in his palm. It was inscribed with symbols and made of solid white wood. “It’s time for us to give you your gifts.”

      Knowing smiles spread across the table, and I felt a familiar memory stir in my mind. Unice’s ceremony had something similar, though she’d gotten so many gifts that they’d been placed onto a table at her arrival.

      “You don’t have to do that for me,” I said.

      “Nonsense. How else would we compete with each other.” William waved my concerns away.

      “Yeah!” Roxxy pumped her fist in agreement. “He’s already lost one bet today. He can’t afford to lose more pride.”

      Agni chirped, her and Gold synchronizing as they spoke.

      Presents!

      With my friends and family united against me, I had no choice but to accept the gifts they presented. My parents and Gold had prepared gifts but told me that I’d have to wait until after the celebration to receive them.

      That meant that Gerial was the first. Both because he was sitting next to me, and because he was the most important person in the group. I caught my father shooting a worried glance at William, afraid that the boy would be insulted or become angry, but William shot him a smile in return.

      I found myself holding a white box in my hand and stared at the symbols on its surface. They were protection runes far more advanced than the ones I’d been working with. Studying them would yield even more benefits for my studies in inscribing.

      “The box isn’t the gift, what’s inside is,” he said. “But, trust me, it should be opened later on.”

      “Thank you, it’s already more than I could have imagined and more than I deserve,” I said.

      “Don’t sell yourself short. We’re brothers, after all.” He smiled.

      William was next, and in typical Wilhelm fashion, his gift came in a solid gold box. Enclosed inside was a bar of silver. I chuckled at the irony of silver being gifted in a golden box, but when I reached out to connect with the material, it jerked immediately. With little prompting, it rose into the air and transformed into a liquid form, shimmering around me.

      It was far easier to control than normal.

      “It’s called [Heart Silver]. It’s far easier to manipulate, and you’re free to use other manipulation skills while you use it, such as water and earth,” William explained. “My dad said to let you know that he’d procured this gift personally. And that you should keep the box as well.”

      “This is perfect.” I placed it in my inventory immediately.

      The box was worth its weight in gold. Literally. And the [Heart Silver] was more than I could have asked for.

      As expected of William, he’d gifted me something that could immediately help me with my newly acquired attunement. Being able to use silver manipulation while using my future water manipulation skill would make things much easier for training and fighting.

      “Mine next.” Amanda stepped into William’s place. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I said.

      Amanda’s hair flared as she stepped forward. For a moment, I was reminded of the shy girl I’d first met at Koshima Academy, sitting alone in a window seat with Agni on her head. I compared her to the girl I knew she really was, and relief flooded through me. Both because I’d taken the chance of talking to her, and because a friendship had bloomed from there.

      She raised her hand to reveal another box. This one was made of a rubbery material I didn’t recognize. It was cool to the touch, and I gripped it gently just in case what was inside was fragile.

      Inside the box was a line of red beads. Each one was bursting with fire mana and could be considered a valuable lifesaving treasure. Or a source of fire mana to help me attune to the element.

      I lifted a single bead toward my eye and examined it carefully. It was twice as big as her usual beads at two inches long, but there was more than fire in my vision.

      There was something inside it.

      It was a tiger.

      The animal had been intricately carved with lines of fire. Like a painting trapped inside a crystal it shimmered as I gazed at it, roaring ferociously.

      “It’s your favorite animal.” I grinned.

      Each new bead revealed a different image. I recognized myself and Gold in one and a small lava ball in another. The fourth one—

      “Is that what I think it is?” I stared intently at the bead.

      “If you think it’s a pit donkey, you are correct.” She beamed.

      “I didn’t know that was a real animal.” I laughed.

      One by one, I examined them carefully. I reached the second last bead, which was a recreation of the image we’d taken of all of us together at Gesti Sky and realized what the beads were.

      It was a history of our time together. Every important event we’d gone through since we’d met. The last had an image of us cultivating together, one of the numerous times I’d tried to attune to fire.

      There were twenty in total.

      Fire mana wasn’t the same as metal or water. Carving intricate shapes within a bead of pure flame required more than time and talent. It needed dedication and a concentrated power of will beyond the norm. I couldn’t imagine the amount of time she’d taken to do this.

      “When you’re in an emergency, you just have to pour your will into them and focus. They’ll hurt anything but you or the people you want to protect,” she said. “Or you can use it to make a campfire.”

      “I love it.” I clasped the box tight in my hands. “I don’t think I’ll ever use them. They’re too precious.”

      “Don’t hold back. There’ll be more to make later on.” She smiled gently. Her hair told another story, blazing red as she took in my compliment.

      A full head of blonde hair bobbed up from behind her shoulder.

      “Me next, me, me.” Roxxy beamed.

      Amanda moved to the side with a smile and Roxxy shoved out her hands, a box clasped between her fingers. It was smaller than the others, and I could see unfamiliar symbols gleaming on its surface.

      “It’s a portal key to my household’s water cultivation room. It’ll lead you right there,” she said proudly. “It glows green when the room is available, and red when it’s not.”

      I looked closely at the box and saw that it was glowing a gentle green. I poured my mana into it, and purple mana started to appear around me. With a jolt, I stopped the process, and the mana twinkled at me in disappointment.

      I’d been about to summon a portal directly in the middle of the kitchen.

      “Oopsie, my bad. I should have warned you.” Roxxy grinned. “Whenever you use the portal key, our room counts it as a session and marks the room as closed. Each session is an hour. During that time frame, you can use the cultivation room however you want.”

      “Thanks so much. I’ll be coming to you for a lot of advice in the coming weeks,” I said.

      I’d thought Roxxy’s gift was the final one, but as I put the portal key into my inventory, there was a gentle tap on my shoulder. A pair of beady eyes gazed into mine as I turned my head. Red feathers ruffled on my shoulders.

      It was Agni.

      Gift.

      She chirped happily.

      I gazed at the phoenix curiously. As far as I knew she didn’t have any possessions. Similar to Amanda, the phoenix followed the principles of the Divine Mehta and kept her material possessions to a minimum.

      Also, she was a bird. Which meant she didn’t have pockets.

      Her feathers brushed against my cheek, and a swath of fire mana engulfed my head. For a moment, I wondered if her gift was to make me bald, but then the fire mana disappeared, and a warmth enveloped my chest, spreading out across the rest of my skin. I blinked in surprise at the sensation and a quick pat down showed no new bumps or bulges. I hadn’t grown wings or feathers.

      Something had changed, but I couldn’t tell what.

      Have fun.

      Agni chirped happily. She hopped off my shoulder, flying through the air and landing on Amanda’s outstretched arm.

      “Thank you, Agni. May we have many more winning battles,” I said.

      She flapped her wings in response, her feathers transforming into flames that danced joyfully above our heads.

      With each gift given and the moon high in the sky, the celebrations soon came to a natural conclusion. I walked outside to see them off and, with a pat on my back and a quick hug goodbye, each of my friends summoned portals back to their homes. All except for one.

      Gerial was still in the yard.

      My fellow Marked One had his hand pressed against the lone tree outside my house, admiring Gold’s handiwork as his eyes skimmed over the symbols etched into the bark. As I approached, he turned his head toward me, a smile on his face.

      “That was a fun ceremony. I didn’t get to talk to anyone at mine. I just sat there bored out of my mind as everybody knelt toward me,” he said. “No cake at all.”

      “That’s a travesty.” I smiled. “Thanks for coming today.”

      “Of course, I came.” He motioned at my side. “And I stayed so I could see you unwrap your gift. There are instructions for use inside as well.”

      His eyes gleamed, and the tree rustled as a breeze washed over us. I clicked my fingers, and the box Gerial had given to me appeared. I ran my fingers over the inscribed white wood, the material glowing softly.

      “Don’t lose that. It’s pretty important,” Gerial said. “It protects what’s inside.”

      I raised the panel that served as the lid of the box, and it unhinged to reveal a soft velvet cushion. Resting on top of it was a bottle.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      The bottle itself was glass, that much was obvious, but inside the glass was a transparent drop of liquid. It shimmered with power, and when I gazed into its depths, my eyes slid off of it. My mind rejected it instinctively, as though it was separate from the world itself.

      “Three years,” he replied.

      There was a moment of silence, broken only by the swinging of the bottle as I swirled the droplet from side to side.

      “I don’t get it,” I said.

      “It means exactly what I said. You absorb it, and your life freezes for three years. You don’t age. At all.”

      His gaze rested on me, a knowing smile on his lips.

      “In your hands is time itself.”
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      Gerial’s words hung in the air, and a silence fell over the front yard. I stopped swirling the bottle, and a chuckle of amusement escaped Gerial’s lips as he saw me stop. I knew what his words meant individually but, in a sentence, it sounded too unrealistic even for me.

      What did it mean for me to have time in my hands?

      “When you say the time freezes for three years, does that include the use of our Marks?” I asked.

      Gerial shook his head.

      “That’s the fun part. It doesn’t,” he said. “We both know the issue with using our Marks. Neither of us have activated them lately, but I don’t because I like the pain, and you don’t because you don’t want to age too quickly. Normally, it’s an impossible situation, but here’s your solution.”

      The weight of the bottle deepened in my hands, and I was suddenly very afraid of dropping it. He hadn’t brought a gift that Andross Silver wanted. He’d given me a gift that a Marked One of Crijik needed.

      I stared at him. “How much—”

      “Priceless,” he cut through my question. “They can only be made by one person in the world, after all.”

      “Fue,” the word escaped my lips before I could stop it.

      I wasn’t talking about the divine. I was talking about her Marked One. It was the only answer that made sense since he’d just come from her church.

      “Alyssa,” Gerial corrected. “She did me a favor while I was over there. Time isn’t given to those outside the Church of Fue.

      “This was an exception. The Marked One of the Crijik needed it. I just didn’t tell her which Marked of the Crijik.” He winked.

      My mind was racing with possibilities and questions. None of which had quick answers.

      There was an itch at the back of my mind as my desire to meet the Marked One of Fue grew. It was impossible to approach her in normal circumstances. Not even Gerial could get me a meeting. I’d been waiting for her to come to Koshima this whole time.

      The sight of the golden eyes I’d seen had been seared in my mind.

      “By the way, this isn’t meant to be taken at once,” Gerial said. “You have to do it correctly. Use up one day of time inside the bottle right before you activate the Mark, and you won’t age at all. The Mark will end the effect of the time pause after the process is complete. I’m not sure why, but at least you’ll age normally.”

      “What if I don’t want to age at all?” I asked.

      A smile crossed his lips, and I could tell that I had asked exactly what he had expected me to ask.

      “You can activate it every morning when you wake up if you want to. And you won’t age until you activate your Mark,” Gerial said. “But that means you won’t gain any benefits at all. Your body won’t change. Your stats can’t increase. And your skills won’t level up.

      “It’s normally used for the elderly devotees of Fue who have leveled as much as they need to and are at risk of dying of old age. Even then, there isn’t enough to go around. People are always dying. Delaying that goes against the natural order of things, and there is only one Marked of Fue.”

      His words were grim, and I was reminded of a conversation we’d had when younger. People wanted to kidnap Marked Ones more than anything else. Either for their mana or for what else they could do.

      “This gift is perfect,” I said.

      I was always looking for a balance between living a life and improving myself for future challenges. Now, there was no issue. I could do both.

      Another thought crossed my mind, and my good cheer disappeared. My grip tightened around the bottle, and I held it out to him.

      “You’ve got less time than I do,” I said. “I have twenty-two good years left. You have sixteen.”

      He and I were both Marked by the Crijik, but he had been born six years before I had. His ascension would happen far before my own,

      Gerial pushed the bottle back.

      “It won’t halt the ascension.” He chuckled. “Others have already tried. You can use it to eliminate the symptoms of using your Mark. Or stay young and halt your progression for three years. That’s all.”

      He was making a molehill out of a mountain, and we both knew it. This gift was more than priceless. It was literally a lifesaving treasure. I had reincarnated and used magic beyond my imagination. But I had never held time itself.

      The bottle disappeared into my inventory, and I made sure to move the box into a safe spot where nothing else inside could disturb it.

      Gerial’s head perked up, and his eyes narrowed.

      “Okay, okay.” He held up his hand. “I get it.”

      I glanced toward my side and spotted the person Gerial was talking to. A single figure cloaked in purple robes, wearing a mask with one eye in the center. His guard representative gave me a low bow as he appeared, and I waved at him. My informal attitude made him hesitate, and I chuckled.

      “I’ve got to go.” Gerial stepped off the tree. “Congrats again.”

      “Thanks. Again,” I said.

      He gave me a pat on the back and stepped forward. There was a chime in the air, and purple mana spilled forth onto the ground as a portal appeared in the air beside us. It took on the form of an ornate door, embellished with gold and silver carved into patterns of a giant eye.

      With a final wave goodbye, Gerial disappeared through the portal. Several presences vanished with him. His guards.

      I laid against the tree, my mind gathering together the possibilities of how to best use the gift Gerial had given me.

      Halting my progression was out of the question. That only left using the time to stop my aging every time I used my Mark.

      “Ugh. This is going to be so painful,” I said.

      The Mark was already painful enough to nearly knock me out. The only thing stopping me from collapsing every time I used it was my high [Pain Tolerance].

      I’d asked around at Koshima Academy ages ago. [Pain Tolerance] wasn’t even a skill that people obtained.

      That was how much the Mark hurt me.

      “Andross!” a voice called out to me.

      It was my mother, her hand waving at me to get back into the house. I took a final look at the spot where the portal had arrived, and then shook my head and dismissed my thoughts. My path from here was clear.

      The moment I stepped inside my house, I saw my mother looking at something deeper inside the house.

      “Your dad is stuck in one of his trances again.” She motioned toward my room. “He’s been preparing your gift all week.”

      I glanced through the entryway and spotted my father sitting at my desk, inscriber box in hand. That was unusual. He said it was a crutch that should only be used once my foundation of inscribing knowledge and skills was solidified.

      When it was in his hands, it became a formidable force of change. If my father was given a year, he could hide me from a divine. In a week, he’d still accomplish more than I could imagine.

      “Hey, Champ.” He waved his hand without looking away from the desk. “I thought I’d give this to you away from your friends. I didn’t want it to spark any bad memories and spoil the party.”

      “Oh?” I said.

      Gold flapped his wings and flew into the room, landing on the desk. He peeked at my father’s work, and then raised his wing, signaling me to come over. With a quick hug, I left my mum and made my way to my desk.

      “I see you brought out the big guns.” I laid my hands on the inscriber box. It was warm, and a small swarm of orange mana showed me that it had been used recently. “I’m really curious what you’ve made now—”

      My voice died as I saw what was on the table. It was a single big block of fleshy white material, with a texture similar to tree bark. Although it looked spongy, I knew from months of study that it was hard and incredibly difficult to pierce. At its center lay a series of cuts and lines, which I knew were unique in the world.

      It was the only piece left of the monster, Oubliez. And carved within the flesh was the symbol that had created it and given the monster its unique magic.

      “Oh.” I didn’t blame my father for not whipping it out at the party.

      Oubliez’s symbol had a troubled past, to say the least.

      A groan pierced through the silence. My dad leaned against the desk, bags under his eyes. His cheeks had sunken, and his skin was greasy. He looked like a man barely clinging to life. Or a zombie.

      I hadn’t seen how tired he was during the day. He had hidden it well.

      My father saw me staring, and a grin tugged at his lips.

      “Get a good look at your future, Champ,” my father said. “Because this is how you’re going to look at your most fabulous.”

      “I didn’t realize your present was to give me nightmares,” I said.

      “Don’t be silly.” My mother walked into the room. “I think he looks handsome.”

      My father wrapped his hands around her in a hug and kissed her cheek. “Don’t I know it. But we have more important news than my youthful skin.”

      He turned to me, and a grin spread across his weary face.

      “Behold. The culmination of months of effort!”

      He stepped back from my mother and she sat on the edge of my bed, glancing at the inscriber box on the desk.

      “I’ve narrowed our search down to sixteen variations,” my father said. He motioned toward the desk, and I saw sixteen different disks of silver metal placed there.

      Master Wilhelm, William’s father, had gifted me a batch of silver ore to work with. I couldn’t control all of it yet, so we’d used the material almost exclusively to inscribe. In his words, the silver was more valuable to us as an inscribing material than as an object to sell.

      “One of these should be the right symbol.” My father nudged my side. “I thought I’d let you do the final unveiling.”

      “You’re the best dad in the world.” I grinned. Golden mana gathered in my palm, shimmering gently.

      Then, I injected it into the silver disks.

      The first symbol didn’t activate. Neither did the next nine. Each failure was like a hammer against my heart, dulling my excitement. We’d gone through this process dozens of times. If a single line was out of place or too shallow, the symbol would be incomplete and fail to activate.

      “Stop,” my father spoke sharply.

      I paused and looked down at the latest silver disc I had powered up. The eleventh in line. I raised it up at my father’s prompting and let my parents and Gold see it properly.

      “It looks normal to me,” I said.

      Gold chirped.

      Hard to see. Nearly invisible.

      “Really?” I blinked in surprise and focused sharply on the silver.

      There was a ripple along its surface, and I deactivated my [Mana Sense]. Instantly, I saw what Gold and my father saw, or rather, didn’t see.

      The silver disk had disappeared in my hands. Gold tapped the space with his talons and the sound of a talon scratching metal hit our ears.

      I can feel. I can see/partial/sort of see.

      He chirped up a storm and backed away.

      “It’s not as strong as Oubliez’s magic.” I peered at the symbol carefully. “I guess that’s to be expected.”

      Unlike the monster, I could see through the disk with little effort. Part of it was the materials being used, and the fact that it was only a lone symbol.

      “Try telling that to every smuggler on the continent. Your symbol is their wildest dream.” My father gripped the disk. The moment it left my grasp, the effect finished.

      My father didn’t have any mana to inject into it,

      He examined the disk carefully, his fingers caressing each line, and his eyes memorizing every detail.

      “It’ll take a while for the symbol to be copied into the system library.” My father tapped the side of his head. “But when it is, we won’t need the monster’s flesh anymore.”

      “Should I ask the guards to dispose of it?” I asked.

      I glanced at the ceiling, the open air drifting through the large cracks in the wooden planks. I’d half-expected to see someone looking down at me from the roof.

      “And waste perfectly good materials?” My father had never sounded more offended. “The flesh of the monster that birthed the symbol is the perfect medium to use it. No, no, no. We need to fix this fella up so that we can use it.”

      My father’s eyes shone, and he sat back down at my desk. This time, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to get through to him. He had entered one of the trances that he always did when he found something new and exciting in his work.

      “I think we’ve lost him.” My mother’s voice floated out from behind me. “Let’s clean up and, hopefully, he’ll break out of his trance before bedtime.”

      “He’s going to get more use out of my present than I am,” I joked.

      We began clearing the table, tendrils of earth rising from my inventory to carry the dishes to the sink.

      “So, you’re aiming for access to a Holy Land,” my mother said.

      I paused, and the earth around me stopped as well. I hadn’t spoken too much about school to my parents, but I’d told them about my goal to rank up in school fights.

      In truth, I wasn’t sure how they would react to hearing that I’d be fighting every single day. My old self back on Earth would have had a heart attack at the thought.

      “You should try and find Chrysalis grass. And the Ice Gems they grow underneath. Both are good for ice attuning if you’re going to give it a try,” my mother said. “Oh, and steel worms. Those little buggers are rare, but they’re really helpful for metal magicians.”

      Gold and I stared at her.

      My mother’s eyes brightened as she saw our expressions, and she dismissed our concerns with a wave of her hand.

      “Don’t give me that look, mister. You’re not the only person with an education in magic. Give me a material, and I could identify it from a mile away.” She pointed at my bag. “Knowledge is my gift to you. You should get a book. There’s a lot to take in.”

      I brought out one of my textbooks and a pen, and my mother’s smile grew.

      Ever since I had returned from Gesti Sky, she’d been positively glowing with joy. I hadn’t told her what had happened there but, apparently, just the knowledge that the immortal family didn’t care about me was enough to celebrate.

      Time passed quickly as we ate and explored the various ways to find riches in the Holy Land I’d be visiting. The book I was writing in was quickly becoming full.

      Ice Gems. Steel worms. Phoenix tears. She spilled out detailed descriptions of each material that could help me. Including details on what they look like and how to spot their habitats from afar.

      “—if there are pockmarks of metallic brown dirt in the ground that are letting out small trails of smoke, that’s likely the roots of a budding rose-fire flower. The flowers themselves hide underground for most of their life. Those can help you attune your fire. Or buy an entire island.” My mother’s eyes glazed over as she thought of the money involved. “Whichever you feel you want to do first.”

      Finding even one of these materials and plants would push forward the advancement of my magic and scribing skills by months or years. However, each and every one of them was highly contested and extremely rare.

      “The chances of me running into one of these is a million to one,” I said. A simple glance at my book showed me dozens of different materials I’d likely never lay eyes on in real life.

      “Just because something is rare doesn’t mean you shouldn’t prepare to encounter it,” my mother leaned forward. “Half the battle is already won if you recognize a material for what it is. You don’t want to be the person who walks by an ordinary tree only to realize later it was ghost wood in disguise.”

      “Absolutely.” I nodded. Gold chirped in agreement beside me.

      The puffer couldn’t take notes, but his eyes were glued onto the pages as he memorized every single word my mother said. He had every intention of exploring the Holy Land with me and earning riches.

      “Good.” My mother beamed. “Because we are not anywhere near done.”

      I grinned and opened a new textbook to write in. The night went by quickly.

      The month went by even quicker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          15 GOVERNMENT ADMINISTRATION AND KICKING BUTT. WHAT A COMBO!

          DAY 1:

        

      

    

    
      There was a monotonous bustle to the movements of the people around me, and the smell of paper filled the air as I sat waiting to be called. It wasn’t every day that I got to visit my city’s government offices. I’d been here once when I was younger when the local authorities had caught me illegally using my metal magic after I’d attuned to the element. They’d forced me to register as a metal magician.

      This time, I was here to register a patent.

      “Andross Silver?” a voice called out.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as my name was finally called out. The wait had seemed like an hour, but it had actually been two. The staff member was an elderly lady who gazed down at me with bespectacled eyes. Her glasses were a regent of some kind, and they passed through me as though scanning something past my exterior.

      “I’d like to register a symbol,” I said.

      My father had insisted on Oubliez’s symbol being registered immediately. That way, even if it appeared on the market, or somebody stole it from me, I would have a legal right to all the proceeds.

      The staff member glanced at her desk and brought out several papers from under it.

      “The cost of registering a symbol is—”

      “Two gold pieces. Or twenty silver pieces,” I interjected.

      I put a piece of gold down onto the desk, and the staff member raised an eyebrow at me. It had been carved off the box that William had given me to hold the [Heart Silver], and it measured at the exact value of two gold coins.

      The entire box together was estimated to be worth twenty gold coins. More money than I’d ever held in my life until that moment.

      She swiped the piece and pulled out a scale to measure it. It hurt to give up the gold so quickly, but it wasn’t a mystery why inscribing was rarely a viable profession. It cost more money to pursue the career than most families made in a lifetime.

      My father and I had come to an agreement. I could do whatever I want with the symbol. I could hide it or auction it if I wanted to. I could even sell it to Zodiac or other companies directly. But I had to do it all legally.

      Hopefully, I would be able to make some money off of the tragedy the monster had brought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Day 3:

      

      

      Spires of earth and stone littered the Koshima arena room, mixing with the mud and water my opponent had conjured during our fight. The boy himself was impaled atop one of the spires, his eyes wide as he took in the sudden change of terrain. Spears of earth jutted out his body by the dozen. One moment, he had been right next to me with his fist closing in on a victory. The next moment, I’d flung him across the air and stabbed him through the chest. Multiple times.

      
        
        [Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 2.]

      

      

      “Are you okay?” a melodic voice asked.

      It was Berlia, my cousin. She ignored the earth and stone that I had driven toward the sky and focused on me instead.

      My breathing was ragged, and my heart was beating so fast that it threatened to break out of my chest, but it wasn’t caused by weariness or exhaustion.

      I’d lost control of my calm.

      In an instant, the arena around me had transformed from a smooth dirt floor into a canyon filled with treacherous pitfalls and spikes that had sought to destroy my opponent.

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      It was a tiny lie, but one that Berlia was willing to accept. She went to check on my opponent. I could see that the water magician was more surprised than upset. I’d sent more than just a few spires at him.

      “I really screwed up,” I said to Agni.

      The cause of my loss of control was the final attack that he had sent toward me. It was a simple punch imbued with water.

      I rested a hand on the spot that my opponent had been about to hit.

      My ribs.

      A flush of embarrassment crossed over my cheeks, and Agni chirped to let me know she was here for me. It had been over three years since I’d died, but the feeling of death and my trauma hadn’t been overcome yet. The moment my opponent had swung his fist toward my side, I’d blanked out.

      When I’d come back to my senses, the arena had been destroyed.

      “Well, he’s not going to forget that any time soon,” Berlia said. “But he agreed not to tell anybody. He has a good reputation, and I believe him.”

      My cousin was walking back toward me, and I saw that my opponent was leaving the arena. The boy was shivering. My card had already changed, updating my new rank and point count.

      Crijik: 95 points. Rank 45.

      It was getting harder to rank up now that I’d gone on to win several fights in a row. Either people were so close in rank to me that they didn’t provide many points, or they were so far below in rank to me that they didn’t provide many points. The rankings were also constantly fluctuating as people gained points through fights or extracurricular activities.

      Berlia took a look at me, and then at the devastated arena around us.

      “I need to get you tougher opponents.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Week 1:

      

      

      Helping the church build houses for the less fortunate gave me a sense of peace and tranquility. It also sent sweat down my neck as I worked for hours on end in the boiling heat of the sun. Behind me, Wahyu raised rocks with his bare hands and placed them into the hole that would house the foundations of the other house.

      Normally, Ouros would be working on it, but he’d fallen sick, and Wahyu had insisted he rest at home.

      “I’m not getting sick and risking our whole operation because you were too stubborn to go to bed,” Wahyu had said.

      Now, the man was regretting his words as he had to do some real work instead of just telling Ouros to do it.

      I finished the final touches on the house and slapped a symbol onto it. A protection symbol that was identical to the one I’d used in my stone block. The entire structure glowed gently, and I nodded in satisfaction.

      The [Heart Silver] was working wonders for my leveling, and the church work helped, too. I checked my system notifications and smiled as I saw new ones appearing.

      
        
        [Mana: 28,520 —> 28,820.]

      

      

      I’d used my Mark six times since I’d received Gerial’s gift. It hurt a lot.

      Every. Single. Time.

      
        
        [Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 3.]

      

      

      The series of symbols I’d weaved together for the house was similar to an onze regent and would absorb the mana within the stones and the air to power itself. An earthquake could hit it, and it would still stand proudly.

      “Not bad,” Wahyu said. “You said you added this to your room, right?”

      “Well, it’s more like a closet than a room,” I said.

      With a flick of my hand, a stone block appeared from my inventory. It looked the same as the others, a cube with symbols glowing on its surface. Except this one wasn’t the size of my head. It was the size of a small carriage. The surface of the cube was smooth. I’d hidden all the symbols with an outer layer of stone.

      “Amazing,” Wahyu said. He nodded in appreciation as he ran his fingers over the surface of the block. “Holy Crijik, I’m a good teacher.”

      He let out a laugh, and I joined him. His words weren’t incorrect, he had taught me a lot about earth manipulation and inscribing. I placed my hand against the wall of the cube, and it shimmered as my mana coursed into it.

      Then, it disappeared.

      “Whoa.” Wahyu’s eyes widened, surprise flickering across his features. “This is the symbol you were talking about?”

      “It is,” I said. “It hides things from four senses.”

      My testing had shown me that sight, smell, and hearing were all impacted by Oubliez’s symbol. Only touch remained completely unaffected. It was a miracle that the monster hadn’t been able to do more damage.

      “The block is hollow inside so I can hide within it whenever I want to. It can even take quite a few hits thanks to the symbols you helped me inscribe,” I said.

      “It’s a panic room,” he said. “Fascinating.”

      I activated my [Mana Sense], and the cube instantly became visible to me. Just like when I’d used it against Oubliez, the illusion was undone by my skill. However, I knew that to everyone else it would still be invisible. Or at least very difficult to see.

      “It’s good that you have this now,” Wahyu said.

      His tone shifted, and I glanced at him curiously. I dismissed the illusion and placed the block back in my inventory. Wahyu rarely talked about anything serious, but Gerial had asked him to do more than just teach me to build houses.

      Wahyu was in charge of keeping me informed of what was going on in the church. He couldn’t tell me anything classified because with his low rank in the church he didn’t have that information, but his news was still valuable to me.

      “Got more rumors and gossip for me today?” I said.

      He rolled his eyes.

      “You know, I liked it better when you didn’t know me and thought that I was mysterious,” Wahyu grumbled. “I got a lot less sass back then.”

      “I don’t think that was ever the case,” I said.

      A smile tugged at my lips and we both sat back. Wahyu lifted a nearby column that we used as a bench, and I glanced at my side. Gold had chosen to stay at home today, carving more symbols into the tree in our yard. The advanced protection symbols on Gerial’s box had given him ideas that he couldn’t contain.

      “I heard a rumor that the church of Artus has been spotted gathering in numerous frontier cities.” Wahyu’s voice lowered with each word until the final one was spoken as a whisper, “You should be careful of strangers.”

      Artus. The name of the Divine of Chaos sent a shiver down my spine.

      Many chose to believe that Artus was the one divine that wasn’t real. And others just hoped that Artus would never have designs on them.

      I had my own thoughts on the divines. It was a complicated situation, especially knowing what I knew. If the Crijik was real, I had no reason to doubt that the others were as well.

      Whether or not they wanted anything to do with me was another question entirely.

      “If that’s true, what do you think they’re doing?” I asked.

      It wasn’t that I doubted his words. But the movements of a major church were the kind of thing that the average citizen would know about. It was more likely that Wahyu was spreading a harmless rumor.

      “The same thing they always do, kill things and make sure that others are killing things,” Wahyu said. “But I think their targets are bigger this time. Normally, you don’t hear about gatherings of Artus’ followers because that means they’re following orders. And order is the opposite of their tenets.”

      “How big are you talking? Attacking a town? Maybe a city?” I said. “Surely, the churches would stop them if they planned something that big.”

      “The churches can’t stop them, or they would have already.” Wahyu shook his head.

      “Why can’t the churches stop them?” I asked.

      It was the one thing that he’d said that interested me more than anything else. The influence and power of the churches was like an iron grip on the world. There wasn’t a single town or city not graced by their presence.

      “Because the power of chaos stops them. Their Marked One has always disrupted magic in strange ways. Making it hard for others to find them,” Wahyu said. His eyes glanced at the houses around us to double check that they were empty. “And they say that Artus’ church has monsters in its employ. Ones that help hide its members from harm.”

      I held up my hand to stop him.

      “I think someone is pulling your leg. Monsters joining a church is crazy talk.” A chuckle escaped my lips. “But tell me more about this chaos magic.”

      Wahyu glanced at me at my words, his eyes shimmering. There was a flash of emotion in them. Confidence. Both in his words, and in his actions. There was also a hint of disappointment that I hadn’t taken him seriously. Then, he shook his head and joined my chuckling, the momentary crack in his mask disappearing in an instant.

      He thought I hadn’t noticed. But I had.

      And the wheels in my head began to turn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s absolutely true.”

      Kyle’s voice was garbled as though I was hearing it through a layer of water. The observer had his arms crossed and a smile on his face as the last of the flames that engulfed the arena died down. This time, my opponent had decided to aim for my head, and I’d barely escaped an attack from below as flames had shot toward my face.

      That was when they’d hit me with their sound magic.

      
        
        [Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 6.]

        [Mana Communication (I) has reached level 4.]

        [Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 5.]

        [Symbol Inscription (II) has reached level 3.]

      

      

      “Sorry, I missed that last thing you said. Are my ears meant to be ringing this much?” I asked.

      The effects from the sound magician’s last attack hadn’t gone away.

      “It sounded like you said that it was true?” I said.

      “That’s because I did,” Kyle said.

      He handed me back my card, and I smiled at the updated numbers.

      Crijik: 155 points. Rank 22.

      My opponents were growing more numerous now. It wasn’t my provocative name or mistake that attracted them. It was the temptation of my points, and the allure of fighting a strong opponent.

      I’d gotten a reputation for winning fights, going undefeated in every match I’d been in. Contrary to my expectations, that meant that my fellow students were lining up to get a piece of me. It had sent my rank skyrocketing upward. Even if I wasn’t receiving as many points as when I was lower ranked, the steady stream of opponents meant that I would breach the top ten in a week. Maybe sooner.

      “The Church of Artus has a monster in its employ,” he said. “It’s how they hide from the other churches of the divines.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t believe it. “This is common knowledge?”

      “Maybe not among the average person. But as your senior, it’s important for me to teach you about these things.” Kyle’s chest puffed up with pride. “You’re forgetting your position. Knowledge is something we should actively seek out.”

      He was right. Even if the knowledge of monsters being part of a church was hidden to the general public, Koshima Academy was a gathering of elites. Their households knew secrets that could influence governments and empower future generations.

      “So, you think Artus’ followers are going to attack the churches? maybe even the Marked Ones?” I asked.

      “Absolutely not. They’re chaotic, not suicidal,” Kyle said. “Take the Marked of the Crijik for example. He’s considered to be the least guarded because he attends this school. But to get to him, you have to fight against the teachers of the academy, the Church of the Crijik, and his father! All in one go! Why would they do that?”

      “To cause chaos,” I said. “Starting fights is what they do.”

      It seemed obvious to me. If their entire goal was to cause chaos, the easiest way to do that would be to attack the churches. Or attack something at least.

      “I have a lot to teach you,” Kyle said. “All conflict is chaos, but not all chaos is conflict.”

      “Okay, I’m listening,” I said.

      I could feel Agni moving along my hair, also listening intently to Kyle’s words. The senior student smiled as he saw how seriously I was taking him, and he waved his hands around as he spoke.

      “Tell me, what if there was a city that you knew would fight against the world one day? I’d say that a true agent of chaos would help that city to prosper. Similarly, Marked Ones are the ultimate causes of chaos in the world. Civilizations live and die by their word. Leaving them alive causes more chaos than anything else.”

      Kyle shrugged as he used the arena symbols to return the environment back to its normal form.

      “Trust me, the followers of Artus won’t be going anywhere near a Marked One for a long time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Week 2:

      

      

      
        
        [Mana: 28,820 —> 29,270.]

        [Intelligence: 83 —> 88.]

        [Pain Tolerance (V) has reached level 4.]

        [Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 7.]

      

      

      Roxxy’s household cultivation room was a single large circle pool, with several transparent lilies floating on the surface. Each one emanated waves of water mana across the room, filling it to the brim.

      The first time I’d visited, it had been a lot steamier than I’d imagined it would be. Literally. There was steam everywhere in the room, allowing the water mana to spread across every surface and skim through the air.

      Today, I was using the pool for my cultivation.

      I lay in a sea of mana, my inner calm and peace reflected in the water. I’d spent the last hour becoming one with the water around me, and my consciousness sank into it, merging into a flow of higher consciousness that swam and ebbed like the tides.

      Unlike before, I didn’t follow the intentions and thoughts of the water mana around me. I stayed separate from them, and instead sent my intentions into them.

      It was a request.

      They responded instantly, and I flicked my hand above me. The moment I performed the action, my vision was blotted out by a thin veil of water rising over me. It shimmered brightly for a single glorious second, moving at my command and crisscrossing the air above me.

      Then, it dropped back down and hit me in the face.

      As the water drained back into the pool, a massive smile grew on my lips. There was a new system notification floating in front of my eyes.

      
        
        [You have unlocked the skill: Water Manipulation.]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16 DO YOU RANDOMLY REMEMBER AN EMBARRASSING MEMORY AND PUNCH THE AIR TO GET RID OF IT?

        

      

    

    
      Roxxy’s cultivation room was a welcome respite from my daily battles and studies. The air around me was thick with steam as I floated on a pool of water, and water mana tickled my senses in a constant stream of thoughts that enveloped me from all sides. My mind was at peace as I meditated upon the intentions and motivations of my companion element.

      “You’re cheating,” Roxxy said.

      I blinked in surprise, and then immediately regretted it as a splash of water entered my eyes. The voice was garbled by the water blocking my ears, but I caught a glimpse of Roxx sitting cross-legged on top of the water.

      Before I’d gotten to know her, I hadn’t thought that she would be the kind of person to take her studies so intensely. However, when she meditated even when I had her in the view it was hard for my senses to distinguish her from the water around us. It was as though she were one with the element.

      “I’m floating,” I said. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      Today’s battle had left me tired and battered, so Roxxy had chosen to take it easy on the training. Fortunately, after three weeks, I was able to float.

      Kind of.

      “You’re asking the water to keep you afloat. That’s not the same as floating by yourself.” Roxxy didn’t accept my excuse. “Enough carping. Let go of the water.”

      There was a brief pause as I focused on my surroundings. Each mote of mana cradled me comfortingly, and I nodded at them in appreciation. Then, I relinquished control of the water around me, and my [Water Manipulation] skill de-activated.

      My head immediately sank below the water.

      
        
        [Water Manipulation had reached level 2]

      

      

      The system message taunted me, but I didn’t have time to focus on it. There was a gurgling sound, and I realized it was coming from me. My lips were touching the surface of the water and blowing bubbles as I tried to breathe. Now that my skill was deactivated, my lack of swimming skills was becoming apparent.

      “You’re not sinking as much this time,” Roxxy said. “Nice.”

      My eyes opened, and through the veil of water, I could see she was paying close attention. Unlike me, she looked completely at ease with her environment and had even brought out a book. The steam and stray drops of water didn’t dare touch the pages, and her eyes glanced at it from time to time. The title looked vaguely familiar.

      Pêlat monster springs.

      I pushed my head above the water’s surface and focused on staying afloat.

      “Did Amanda lend that to you?” I asked.

      “You bet. Monsters. Water. That’s my kind of book.” Roxxy beamed. “I’ll admit, I never really saw the appeal of these kinds of books until Amanda introduced me to them. But some of this stuff really hits a sweet spot.”

      I chuckled at the thought of a person who could do magic reading a fantasy book. On Earth, her entire life would have been a fantasy novel.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      Roxxy stared at me, her eyebrow raised slightly in interest. When she saw that I wasn’t going to elaborate she twirled her finger in the air, and the pool water wrapped around me like a shell. Then, she let go of her control, causing the water to splash around me and sending waves of it over my face.

      I spluttered and righted myself so that I was standing with my head above the water. My feet pressed against hardened water as I activated my [Water Manipulation] to form steps out of the liquid below me.

      Roxxy’s cultivation pool was at least double my body height in depth, though it was near impossible for harm to befall me within it.

      “Ha. Ha. Real mature,” I said. “I might challenge you to an arena duel for that.”

      “Bring it on.” She raised her fingers in a challenge. “I’ve been wrangling killer fish since I was a toddler.”

      “Maybe you’ll change your attitude when you see this,” I said.

      The water formed a sturdy foundation underneath me, and I stepped onto the surface, reaching for my inventory. I’d been happy all day due to the results of the latest fight. My opponent had been one a second-year student looking for a challenge, and Kyle had directed him to me.

      I’d won.

      Crijik: 273 points. Rank 10

      “Huh.” Roxxy glanced at the card. “Nice job.”

      That was it?

      She saw my crestfallen expression, and a smile tugged at her lips.

      “I always knew you were going to do it. For me, it was more of a question of when,” she said. “I’ve seen what you can do. And— Hold on.”

      Roxxy brought out her texting regent, and I saw it flashing bright green. She tapped a reply to the person texting her and, a few seconds later, a tsunami of messages followed. I stopped a smile from spreading over my lips as I recognized Gerial’s telltale texting method.

      Somehow, the two of them had started up an unlikely friendship outside of the usual group. Roxxy was naturally headstrong and capable of inserting herself into a person’s life with persistence and sheer dedication. It helped that she didn’t keep her motivations or lack thereof hidden.

      Naturally, their main topic of conversation was various conversations about Harpo, Roxxy’s magical cat companion, and other animals.

      The final text was sent, and the regent disappeared.

      “And I don’t think you’ll stop at tenth place,” she finished.

      “You say that like I’m going to ignore the massive storm of texts,” I teased.

      “If you liked talking about cats, then you’d be on the receiving end,” Roxxy said. “That’s what you get for being a bird person.”

      There was no malice in our words. It was a blessing that Gerial had found a friend to be normal around. Deep down, I knew that the main reason she could get close to him was because she was the only one in the group who didn’t know that he was a Marked One. Or that I was one.

      That was something I intended to change today.

      I’d already asked Gerial for his permission, and he was happy to give it. This time, I couldn’t be sure which of us was closer to the person being told. I’d even asked him if he wanted to tell Roxxy, but he’d argued that I’d gotten to know her first.

      I think he was just feeling anxious at how she’d react.

      Unlike Gerial, I was confident she could handle it without too much stress. When I’d attuned to water, our thoughts had intertwined, and I’d gotten a glimpse of her inner character. I’d been curious about why I could hear her thoughts, but the answer was simple.

      My [Mana Affinity] skill had opened heart and soul to the mana around me, allowing it to see me as a person in both mind and spirit. That allowed the mana to trust me, and it also meant that, when Roxxy had guided me through my attunement, she’d been able to read me like an open book.

      In return, I’d also been able to see her inner character.

      “I don’t want to interrupt you since you seem so focused, but you’re sinking,” her voice broke through my thoughts.

      “What— Oh.”

      I looked down and saw that half of my torso was covered in water. Unlike [Earth Manipulation] I wasn’t able to control water subconsciously. It would take time to reach the same level of proficiency in both skills, and it was possible that I would never have both of them at equal levels.

      My [Metal Manipulation] was already hard enough to level.

      I pressed my foot against the water, and a step formed, allowing me to rise above the surface. To my surprise, Roxxy’s usual joyful cheer had disappeared, replaced with a serious expression.

      “Just to let you know, I made sure nobody else can listen in,” Roxxy said. “You can tell me whatever it is that’s been on your mind this whole time.”

      “Now that’s just scary. Are you sure you can’t read my mind?” I said.

      “You already put a stop to that,” she said. “Which is a pity, because that was a really cool new experience for me.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t know that my skill would do that.” I rubbed the back of my head sheepishly.

      The moment I’d figured out that [Mana Affinity] was revealing my thoughts to others, I’d put a stop to it immediately. All it had required was a request to the mana, and it agreed to not share my inner self with the others around me.

      “But, yes, I can read some of your thoughts. Not by magic, just by being your friend. I like to think that I know you pretty well.” Roxxy smiled, a wisp of mischief crossing her features. “You know, I got more than just a few stray thoughts the day you attuned.”

      Surprise crossed my heart as she gestured, and her book disappeared. I noticed that she’d been a lot more comfortable around me ever since my attunement, but I’d assumed that was because we were now fellow water magicians.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Hey, don’t give me that look. I’m not trying to scare you,” Roxxy said. “There were memories, too. Most of them were jumbled and, to be honest, I didn’t want to peek. They kind of just floated into my mind and got stuck there.”

      This was news to me.

      Whatever look crossed my face at that moment, it was enough to give her pause. I’d assumed that [Mana Affinity] had shown her some of my thoughts at the time of attunement, just as it had shown me hers. But if it had given her some of my memories, then that was a different beast to tackle entirely.

      “How much do you know?” I asked.

      My tone came out a little harsher than I wanted it to, but Roxxy didn’t mind. Instead, she held up her hand, and water flitted between her fingers, forming an intricate web of liquid that crisscrossed in the steam.

      “Well, I tried my hardest to ignore everything, but I was a little busy making sure you didn’t burst from the inside out by attuning incorrectly and causing your magic to go berserk.” Roxxy shot me a pointed gaze, and a wave of shame crossed my heart.

      It wasn’t her fault that my skill had caused an unexpected side effect at a crucial time.

      “But I still got a fair bit of stuff you always have in your mind. There was a lot of Gold.” A smile tugged at her lips. “And I was there, too, since you wanted to tell me something. I’ve been waiting for you to spill the beans for weeks now.”

      “You knew this whole time?” I said.

      It would’ve saved me a lot of time if she’d told me this earlier.

      I looked at her closely. If what she was saying was true, then she had known for weeks, but Roxxy wasn’t acting like someone who knew I was a Marked One.

      Gerial hadn’t noticed any changes either, and he was an expert at picking up when people were trying to manipulate or use him.

      “I know that look. I think you’re misunderstanding something,” she said. “The bits and pieces of memories that I got weren’t enough to tell me the whole story. And, frankly, what I did see was pretty unbelievable.”

      That didn’t surprise me. Even the church considered the existence of two Marked Ones as nearly unbelievable.

      “The only reason I haven’t brought it up before now is because I knew you would tell me when you were comfortable. I hate pushing people into telling me stuff before they’re ready,” she said.

      “That’s very you,” I said. “Just so you know, when I told Amanda, she hit me with a book. So please don’t bring yours out to smack my face with.”

      “Really? She knows?” Roxxy let out a melodic laugh. “That actually makes me feel a lot better about it. I guess I understand why you’d tell everyone separately. If it’s what I think it is, then calling it pretty surprising is an understatement.”

      “You have no idea,” I said.

      I didn’t know how much she knew, but from what she was hinting at, it was probably enough to know that I was a Marked One, or that Gerial was one.

      The water grew still around me as I focused on building a platform. Wave after wave flattened and solidified until it felt as thick as stone, and I crossed my legs into a meditative position, mirroring Roxxy’s own. She nodded in appreciation. She allowed the water around her to drop into the pool, her focus entirely on me.

      I ran through the speech I had prepared in my head.

      “Hey, I just want to say, it’s never been a question of if I would tell you,” I said. “You’re my friend, and a companion. And I’ll admit, you’re my teacher.”

      I took a deep breath, and I saw her doing the same.

      “I’m a M—”

      “What’s Earth?” Roxxy interjected.

      I paused as my pre-prepared speech was interrupted, a flicker of disappointment tapping against my chest. I’d spent a lot of time working on the right words to say.

      Then, I registered what she’d said.

      “Huh,” I said.

      Then, the platform of water collapsed underneath me as my concentration shattered, and I fell into the water.
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      As I drifted through the layers of water in Roxxy’s pool, mana gathered around me in droves, keeping me safe and protected. The bottom of the pool was spacious and comfortable, and I pushed a small hole through the water to the surface so that I could breathe, but otherwise kept my position stable. There were too many thoughts running through my mind, and I didn’t want to talk to Roxxy yet.

      There was too much to think about.

      Roxxy didn’t push me to leave the water or speak. Instead, she let me spend the next few minutes basking in the comfort and safety of the elements. On the surface, I was calm, and my eyes were closed in meditation.

      My inner mind was a war zone of conflicted thoughts and emotions.

      Roxxy knew about Earth. Or at least she might. It briefly crossed my mind that she could have been talking about the element, but I quickly dismissed the thought. The way she’d said it had been different compared to how she talked about magic.

      “This isn’t what I was expecting,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure how much of my voice reached her, but her reply was crystal clear through the water that covered my ears.

      “It’s what was in your memories,” Roxxy said. “Every single one was comparing the things you saw to things from Earth. I just don’t know what Earth is.”

      “When you said a secret, I thought you meant—”

      My words cut off, and I fell back into silence. I’d been about to tell Roxxy about being a Marked One but, instead, she touched on a part of my life that nobody except me knew about. A part of me so deeply embedded in my soul that it steered my every thought and action in one way or another.

      The concept of Earth was ingrained into me. It was no wonder she had seen it when she’d seen my memories.

      “You can take your time,” her voice swam into my ears. “And you don’t have to tell me today either. or ever.”

      Her words were music to my ears. With [Meditation], I’d gotten better at separating my emotions and overcoming them. Even accepting them for what they were was an easy task. But, sometimes, I just want to sit back and let them process naturally.

      There was uncertainty in my heart. And fear. It wasn’t strong, but it was persistent. I’d prepared to tell her I was a Marked One. Every outcome had been thought of in advance, from panic to acceptance. This secret was one that would have unknown repercussions. I didn’t know how she would react.

      Between the conflicting emotions was a single thought that rose to the top of my mind.

      Did it matter if she knew?

      The person that I had once been had died, and I’d gotten past that and embraced my life in a new world. The wonders of magic, the constant threat of death, and the passing of time had been the biggest drivers of accepting my new life for what it was.

      More than logic, it was the fear of being rejected by the people that loved me most in this world that made me hesitate from telling people about my reincarnation. I didn’t know how they would react but, at the same time, I felt like they didn’t need to know. It wasn’t something that was relevant to this life, or to this world. But if someone was to know, I would want to make sure it was someone I loved or a close friend.

      Maybe Roxxy was the perfect person to start with. Just like Amanda had been for telling people I was a Marked One. Well, the decision had already been taken out of my hands to an extent.

      “Stop listening,” I said.

      This time, my words weren’t directed at Roxxy. In fact, she didn’t even hear them.

      They were directed at my guards.

      To make doubly sure they could trust my instructions, I texted them as well, forcing the water away from the paper of my texting regent book.

      There was a single flash of light as my guards sent their response. They would stop listening to my conversation until I instructed them to come back. The only caveat was that I had to keep sending them updates to show I was fine, and they would also continue to monitor me in other ways.

      As far as I was concerned, Roxxy and I were in a silent chamber all by ourselves.

      “[Water Manipulation],” I said.

      The water pushed me gently to the surface of the pool, and I lay there on my back facing the ceiling. Most of it was covered by a thick layer of steam, but I concentrated on the sound of the water lapping around my ears and the sensation of being at peace among friends.

      “So, Earth,” I said. “What do you want to know?”

      The moment the words were said, a flicker of excitement rose within me. It had been a long time since I’d had a conversation about anything from my old world. A little over three years to be exact.

      I heard Roxxy shuffling on top of the water, and I could sense her worry. She could tell that this was a delicate subject for me, and she didn’t want to say something insensitive.

      “That’s not the can-do attitude I’ve come to associate with you.” I turned my head toward her, pushing aside the water that tried to slap against my eyes. “Where’s the Roxxy flair for the dramatic?”

      “It’s back in the light-hearted discussions where it belongs,” Roxxy rebutted. Despite her tone, I saw a smile tug at her lips.

      “How about you start with what you saw?” I said.

      Depending on what memories she had seen, she could know about my old city, or even my old home.

      “I didn’t really see too much.” Roxxy shrugged. “It was more of a subconscious thing. In your memories, it looks like you’re…um, translating everything. Every animal you see has to be compared to another similar one. Every building, too. When you attuned, you thought of oceans and lakes, but you told me you’ve never seen the ocean up close, and your city doesn’t have swimmable lakes…

      “Sorry, I’m rambling.” Roxxy ran her hand through her hair. “I want to ask about everything, but that’d be selfish. I guess I’ll go to the first question I had. What is Earth?”

      I thought over her words carefully. There were ways to dispute her words. I could say that I’d seen the ocean from Gesti Sky, and that I’d actually gone to visit lakes in other cities through portals.

      Those were lies that I didn’t need to tell.

      “Earth is a place,” I said. “I guess you could call it my old home. Although, if I’m being honest, a part of me still considers it to be my home. Not better than the one I have now, but equal to it.”

      Roxxy leaned forward, the water around her rippling into waves as her excitement took over. Curiosity burned in her eyes, and I could sense the mana listening to our conversation.

      It occurred to me that this would be the first time I’d spoken this truth out loud.

      “You could call it another world,” I said. “I’m not sure how I got here. Or if there’s a reason why. But Earth isn’t like it is here. There is no magic. But, at the same time, many of the things we have here were also there, in one way or another.

      “As for how I came here, well, Amanda’s books call it reincarnation.”

      For a moment, we were both silent. She was stunned, and I was waiting for her response.

      Then, she pumped her fist into the air.

      “I knew it!” her voice reverberated across the room. “Three weeks, and I thought of every possibility for what I’d seen, but that made the most sense to me. I thought I’d be called crazy if I said it out loud.”

      “I’m going to need a bit more time to work through this than you are,” I said.

      Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I had to hold my smile back as she celebrated. Unlike me, she’d had weeks to prepare for this conversation. She was a teenager, but she was still a magician with a bloodline. The things she had seen, and the knowledge that she had, wasn’t to be underestimated.

      Not to mention her intelligence was likely to be higher than the average adult.

      “It always bothered me that you were so smart,” Roxxy said. “And I don’t mean like, intelligence. You always speak to us calmly, like you’re in control. I thought you had a skill similar to [Wisdom]. Especially since you hang out with William so much.”

      “I wish,” I said. “I have normal wisdom. The kind that comes from living for a while.”

      “And reincarnating. Like a totally normal person,” Roxxy said.

      “Exactly.”

      A hush fell over the room, and I could see the gears turning in her head. She could have been thinking up questions about my prior life or wondering how quickly she should call Amanda and William to have me sent to this world’s equivalent of a psychiatrist.

      “You don’t have to downplay it for my benefit.” Her voice was soft as it broke the silence. “That sounds like a crappy deal no matter how you see it.”

      Roxxy leaned back as a sheet of water rose behind her and formed a cushion.

      “You died, right?” she asked. “You lost everything. Your friends. Your family. Your life. The real you.”

      “No,” I said. “Not exactly.”

      There was one misunderstanding I needed to clarify immediately.

      “This is the real me,” I replied. “My time on Earth is over, but it’s not separate from who I am now. You said it yourself. It colors my memories, my actions, and my beliefs.”

      There was no hesitation in my voice, or my words. I’d had years to think about my position in life, and I’d already gotten used to the strangeness of my situation during the months of being a baby where I’d had nothing to do but think and sleep.

      “I lost a lot. But I gained a new chance at life,” I said. “I’m using it as best I can, and that includes making friends I can trust. Well, and learning magic as well.”

      At my words, I flicked my finger forward, and a ball of water rose into the air and swam around me. The mana flowed happily through the air, taking in my conversation with a single part of its multifaceted existence.

      I couldn’t tell if the mana was surprised by my words, or if they considered this as just another ordinary day.

      “I’ll say. You’ve been alive— I mean, here, for three years now. I know you’ve fought a monster. And excel in fighting. Then, there was all that stuff in Gesti Sky.” Roxxy tilted her head, and I saw curiosity flair up in her eyes. “Gah— I want to ask you so many questions. If that’s you in your childhood, I can’t imagine what kind of crazy stuff you’ve done in this other place. I mean, I’m not going to overwhelm you. Not if you don’t want me to. Just stop me if I ask too many questions.”

      “Oh, boy.” I looked into her eager eyes. “Whatever you’re imagining, I don’t think the reality is anywhere near as exciting.”

      The most exciting event in my life on Earth had been my death. Aside from that, I’d mainly lived to keep living. Eating, sleeping, and working was my entire schedule. The biggest shock would be the technology of my old world, but despite the sometimes rustic design of the cities here, the world already had most of what my old world did. And a lot of new things, too.

      There were regents that poured water into bathtubs. And symbols that heated them. Onze regents could be used for all manner of technology from carriages to floating islands.

      Other than being completely different, the technology on Earth wasn’t superior. It was just equal. That wasn’t counting the portals that were readily available and could teleport people from one end of the planet to the other in an instant.

      My heart ached as I thought about my old world. It was one thing to do so in the comfort of my mind, and another to do it while talking to someone. Nostalgia and the knowledge that I’d never return to my old world made for a strange cocktail of emotions that churned inside my stomach.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to go into that much depth with her.

      “Well, I’m not really—”

      Roxxy held up her hand to stop me.

      “Wait.” She glanced at me. “If you had a life before this one. Does that mean you’re an older person in a toddler’s body that has grown to be a teenager through concoctions and magic?”

      “When you put it like that, I sound like someone from one of Amanda’s novels,” I said. “But, yeah, that’s right.”

      Her eyes bore into me, and I felt them trying to stab into my soul. Then, she shook her head and let out a laugh. It was soft and playful, but also genuine and not mocking.

      “You’re a weird one, Silver. And I’ll need some time to get used to it. Luckily, we have some time before the portal arrives.” She motioned with her hand toward the door where the portal always appeared after the cultivation session was finished. “Let’s talk? I want you to tell me about yourself, the part you haven’t talked about yet. If you’re comfortable with that.”

      It wouldn’t be hard to call the portal early. I glanced at the door and, for a single moment, I hesitated. I then sat back and stretched my arms out, tension and stress washing away with the waves of the water around me.

      “Sure, that’d be nice.”

      I thought about all the things she might ask. Both of us knew it would take more than an hour to tell this tale. Even if we missed the portal, we could always summon another one at any time.

      “Okay, why don’t we start from the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18 MY TREASURE? IT’S YOURS IF YOU WANT IT. FIND IT! I LEFT IT ALL IN— WAIT, WRONG BOOK!

        

      

    

    
      Reincarnation was a well-known topic in this world. Amanda had almost an entire bookshelf dedicated to the genre, and I’d even had discussions with her and William about the topic. That didn’t mean Roxxy didn’t have questions.

      “What’s Earth food taste like?”

      “What’s it look like?”

      “Do they have fish?”

      “I can’t believe you think a whale is that small.”

      “What are the differences between our worlds?”

      “So, it’s like a dimensional rift?”

      “How much magic is no magic?”

      “Did you reincarnate because of a bloodline? Sorry if that’s a bit too personal.”

      The stream of questions was nonstop.

      Eventually, she overwhelmed herself with the amount of information I was giving.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I haven’t thought about it,” I said. “But there’s no way I had a bloodline that caused the reincarnation. There was no magic back on Earth. At all.”

      Roxxy sat back, her eyes wide.

      “Sounds strange,” she said. “I guess you felt the same way about this place.”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said.

      Most of my explanations had been quick and brief because Roxxy was a fountain of never-ending questions. It wasn’t just me talking. She had her own opinions on reincarnation. With magic being so prevalent in this world the idea of reincarnation being impossible seemed stronger here than back on Earth. After all, magicians worked in making the impossible possible. Since I couldn’t help her with that, she wanted to know everything else.

      That didn’t mean the conversation wasn’t fun for me. It was nostalgic and cathartic to finally talk about my old life. Memories that had been in the back of my mind for years were now put to the front and a rush of joy accompanied them. I told her everything I could remember, and then some. There was only one thing I kept quiet.

      The girl with the golden eyes.

      That was a topic I wanted to confront the Marked of Fue about. Before I knew what had happened that day, I wanted to keep quiet or else telling Roxxy anything about it could put her in danger. The churches weren’t a force to be tangled with lightly.

      Thankfully, Roxxy was avoiding the topic of my death as a courtesy to me.

      “Why do you have the same name in this world?” she asked.

      Roxxy glanced at me from the corner of her eyes, but her gaze was unfocused. Even if she had prepared for weeks to talk with me, she couldn’t absorb all the information I was giving in a single afternoon.

      “I was allowed to choose my own name,” I said. “My parents follow the old traditions.”

      My words gave her pause, and I saw her tiptoeing around her inner thoughts again. Every now and then, a topic would come up that she didn’t want to talk about for my own sake. My parents were one of those topics.

      “Right, so, your old world didn’t have symbols like ours. Or a system. Or even magic.” Roxxy frowned. “It’s kind of like you guys were born without limbs.”

      “To me, it looked like you guys were born with too many limbs,” I said. “The system freaked me out the first time I saw it. It took me months to get used to it.”

      I could still remember my panic on seeing the system message appear in front of my eyes during the first night. In my defense, there had been a lot going on at the time, so my freak out wasn’t just about the strange blue boxes in front of my eyes.

      Roxxy drifted off into a lull as she took in my words. Every sentence out of my mouth was a revelation, and an extremely strange experience. If even half of what I said was taken as the truth, then she could think over it for months and still be confused.

      Explaining that all animals on Earth weren’t magical was already a hard enough concept for her to picture.

      “I’m kind of happy,” I said. “Now that I finally have someone who knows this part of my life, I mean.”

      It was my chance to see how people would react to my news.

      “What do you think would happen if I told the others?” I asked.

      It was a thought that had been nagging at my mind throughout our entire conversation.

      She didn’t answer my question immediately.

      “Who were you thinking of telling?” Roxxy asked.

      “Gold and Amanda. William, too. Agni definitely had to be there. Oh, and Gerial. All of them are close enough to me that I can share my secret and trust them not to tell anyone,” I said.

      All of them knew I was a Marked One. If I compared reincarnating and being a Marked One, the latter secret was the bigger one. It held genuine political ramifications for the world. Religious ones, too. People’s entire worldview’s that they’d grown up with would change.

      “Reincarnating on purpose would be a big deal. There’s a reason it’s considered impossible but, in my case, it’s like I’m discovering a new magic spell.” Roxxy paused and considered her words carefully. “It’s incredible, and exciting, but it isn’t a game changer if it can’t be replicated.

      “As for other worlds existing…I already knew that. I’ve been through dimensional rifts that have magic and creatures I’d never seen before then. There are even rift colonies that have been separated so long from our world that they’ve developed their own cultures and kingdoms. There’s also the nexus world we go through when we use portals. That place is freaky. Far freakier than what you described. Honestly, the idea of having an entire race of humans in another world isn’t strange. The lack of magic is what’s strange.”

      I paused and considered her words. She wasn’t wrong in comparing Earth to dimensional rifts. In fact, for all I knew Earth could be in a dimensional rift nobody had discovered yet. Magic was strange.

      The Holy Lands were already the size of continents, capable of holding humanity in times of crisis.

      “Huh. I did think about it like that, but I wasn’t sure you would as well,” I said.

      It made me feel good to know that my story didn’t clash with her view of the world at all. It was an extension of facts that she already knew. That meant that the others would probably react in a similar way.

      “Maybe don’t tell everyone all at once,” Roxxy said. “Or maybe that’ll be better for you. Either way, I think it’s a huge deal, but I don’t believe they’ll think any less of you.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” I couldn’t keep the smile off my lips. “This has been really fun, but I thought you’d ask why I’m staying as a teenager.”

      “I think you’re playing it smart. Strength concoctions are expensive, and if even half of what you’ve told me happened to me, I’d want some stability in my life as well. Not to mention a proper education.” Roxxy shrugged. “I’m surprised you didn’t stay as a baby for a while and try to hide it so you could learn everything about this world.”

      “I tried. I failed. I was really bad at hiding,” I said.

      Roxxy giggled, and I joined in with a chuckle. Her reaction to the whole experience had given me newfound confidence. Telling my friends about my former life was no longer off the table as an option. I wasn’t sure if it would take weeks or months, or even longer, but they would know.

      For now, there were two other people I had to tell.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what do you think? Now you know that I’m not who I said I was.”

      My words reached the ears of the person in front of me, and I saw him smile.

      It was William.

      The decision to tell him hadn’t been made lightly. Now that Roxxy knew, it felt inevitable that others would, too. William was both my oldest friend, and my youngest. He deserved to know now that someone else did. He was also the wisest person I knew, and I wasn’t so stubborn that I couldn’t see the benefits of having [Wisdom]’s opinion for this issue.

      “Knowledge is knowing that you’re not the person I thought you were.” His expression shifted, and he smiled. “Wisdom is knowing that you are.”

      “That isn’t quite the answer I expected,” I said. “I thought you would be asking a whole bunch of questions. Like why I haven’t told you until now.”

      “You didn’t tell me because you were afraid I would stop being your friend,” William said.

      I wanted to hold up my hand in protest, but then I stopped. He had hit the nail on the head. The main reason I hadn’t told anybody about this was because I was afraid of losing them. My friends. My family. Each and every one of them was precious to me, and I didn’t want them to leave me because of my past.

      “Andross, I understand,” William said. “People have told me since I was born that I wasn’t their peer. They’ve attacked me for it, or all but worshipped the ground I walked on. You yourself know the dangers I face every day for being different. Making friends with people is a difficult decision for us, and I’m glad that despite your situation you chose to be friends with me. If you hadn’t then I would have been alone for years. And loneliness is a painful existence.

      “I can’t say I know what you’ve gone through. I can’t even say that I’ve felt exactly what you’re feeling. But I will say this. It isn’t a weakness to want to have a friend. Or to fear losing one.”

      I stared at William, and he looked back at me.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re wise?” I said.

      “Funnily enough, it has come up from time to time.”

      William shuffled in place, the gears in his mind turning rapidly.

      “I hope you’ve got a few hours free because I do have a couple of hundred questions—”
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        * * *

      

      A single chirp broke through the silence in my front yard.

      Okay.

      Gold tilted his head, and I could see he was looking drowsy after listening to me explain for half an hour about my reincarnation. I’d made sure nobody else could hear us, and even my parents were out of the house.

      The puffer jumped forward, his talons digging into the dirt that littered my room. Then, he let out a single chirp.

      Treat? For listening.

      “You don’t deserve a treat for every boring conversation you take part in,” I said.

      Despite my words, I fed him one anyway.

      I don’t think Gold knew where human babies came from. Or how much they knew when they were born. To him I was just letting him know what everyone went through. It was a strange fact, but one that he took in stride with every other fact he learned about humans.

      “You do know that this isn’t normal for other people, right?” I asked. “Don’t go spreading this around.”

      Okay.

      Gold gobbled down the treat and hopped onto my shoulder.

      You’re special. Understood. More treats?

      I couldn’t prove it, but I was pretty sure he was being sarcastic.
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        * * *

      

      A week had passed since Roxxy, William and Gold had been told about my reincarnation. To my surprise and relief, none of them had reacted badly. In fact, instead of leaving me, they had grown more attached. Roxxy was endlessly curious, and William was happy I’d shared something so personal with him. Gold was the only one that was normal, but he could sense my stress, so he’d started sleeping in his old nest in my room to keep me company.

      I was standing in front of Koshima Academy, alongside several students from various year levels. There were twenty-nine in total, almost ten for each year level, with the fourth-year students and above not participating in the excursion. Some looked over at me curiously, recognizing the mask tied to the side of my robe. There was no longer a reason for me to wear my mask and hide my identity, but I kept it on me as a mark of pride.

      Several teachers were also present. Mr. Black was there, and Professor Pernacles was standing to the side and, to my surprise, Wahyu was talking to both of them. The church member saw my stare and winked. In front of me, Tago of the Earth gazed down stonily at the first-year students and his counterpart Tago of Metal stood in front of the second-years.

      The headmaster was at the head of the third-year students.

      I had the feeling that he was bored now that Gerial was out of the school. He’d gone with his son for a few weeks to the church of Fue, but his duties to Koshima Academy had eventually piled up too much to ignore.

      William was at the front of our first-year group, a cocky grin on his face as he looked down on the children around him. He was acting like the spoiled brat the public thought he was, but I could tell that he’d let some real pride through his defenses.

      “I beat you,” he whispered my way.

      “I’m going to challenge you to an official duel the moment we get back,” I said. “Enjoy rank one while you have it.”

      Before he could respond, the people around us broke out into a murmur as the headmaster stepped in front of the gathered crowd.

      “Students, the portal to the Holy Land will be arriving soon.”

      His hand rose into the air, and the headmaster’s words echoed across the lawn. Around me, the students fell quiet, and I saw William stiffen.

      “Remember to keep the tracking regents on you at all times. The Holy Land is large, and we don’t want to have to chase you down. People have tried it before to avoid leaving and, no, they did not find any treasure in the extra time they bought themselves. And, yes, I will confirm the school’s policy on items found during the course of your excursion.

      “Treasures, materials, or other riches. Once you are inside the Holy Land, all you find will be yours to keep. I wish you all the best of luck.”
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      Excitement buzzed in the air as the headmaster’s words reverberated in our ears. The top ten ranked students from each year level had gathered for the departure, but all of us were already separating into our smaller groups. William was next to me as the first ranked student in the year level, and he glanced cockily at the other students, sizing them up. Each and every one of them would become a potential enemy in the coming days.

      “I feel like I’m going to burst into flames with how hard some of these people are staring at me.” Amanda’s voice flickered toward me.

      “Your hair is already bursting into flames,” I replied.

      Familiar strands of fiery-red hair swept up the air next to me as Amanda stepped beside me, followed closely by Roxxy. Their eyes were glued onto the other year levels, each of their top ten students unknown to us first-years.

      There were nine second-year students with Gerial missing. He’d gotten to rank one in his year level through skill and hadn’t received a single challenge since reaching the top spot.

      That didn’t mean that the others were pushovers. I could feel the pressure their presence caused. It settled into the air around them and mana swarmed across their bodies and clothes. The only exception was the warriors in the group. And my cousin Berlia.

      “What do you think our chances of keeping a treasure is once we find one?” Roxxy asked.

      “Some of these people could steal them from right under our noses,” William said. “But I think if we react quick enough, we can beat a few back long enough to put whatever we find into an inventory. Don’t worry, I’ll come up with a plan once we’re in there.”

      William had become the de facto strategist of the team. It helped that he’d read files on every single one of our competitors from our year level and above. Amanda also looked confident as she sized up the competition. I knew for a fact that she’d also read up on everybody.

      Most of the people were strangers to me. There were a couple of people that I recognized, but they were few and spread out far. My cousin Berlia was in a trio of second-year students, and she waved at me. She was wearing her battle dress, and I could see symbols flaring up as she activated the regent. Among the third-years was Kyle. I could see him humming to himself as he stood to the side. He was alone but didn’t look unhappy about it.

      There was a tug at my side, and I saw Amanda looking back at the first-years behind us.

      “Does that girl look angry to you, or is it just me?” she asked.

      I followed her stare and held back a groan as I saw the object of her attention.

      Cagney, the lightning and connection magician.

      Despite having four of the top ten first-years in our group, we weren’t the largest team in our year level. Five different students had grouped together, including Cagney, Shar, and Vesper. The other two were people I recognized from our homeroom class. It wasn’t a coincidence that most of them were people that we had fought against previously. They had formed as a direct opposition to us, so that we couldn’t overpower them when it came to a fight in the Holy Land.

      The final student from our year level was one of the life-magicians from our class. Unfortunately, Ouros hadn’t finished in the top ten.

      “That’s the girl I told you about. The Marked One’s stalker,” I said.

      “The one that attacked you?” a new voice asked.

      Roxxy’s head popped up from behind Amanda’s shoulder, a beaming smile plastered on her face. A small wave of guilt crossed my heart. I’d been too caught up in Roxxy’s questions about my reincarnation and forgotten to tell her about my status as a Marked One. Or that Gerial was one.

      I would get to it eventually.

      “Oh, oh, oh, you really pissed off people with that name,” Roxxy said.

      “I’m sure she’s gotten over it. Or maybe we can use that as a distraction and make her chase after me instead of any treasures we find,” I said.

      “Or we can get payback,” Amanda said. “She knows who you are now, right?”

      “Everybody does,” Roxxy interjected before I could respond. “After using the name of a divine like you did, I wouldn’t be surprised if a few tried to chase after us.”

      She had a point. A few people from other year levels were glancing at me occasionally with gazes that weren’t friendly.

      There was a chime, and the surroundings immediately grew quiet. The portal was forming. The teachers moved in front of each group, and we shuffled into straight lines, excitement buzzing in the air.

      It was time to enter the Holy Land.

      Gold chirped from my shoulder, his eyes peeking toward the portal.

      Church friend.

      “Church friend?” Amanda whispered into my ear from behind me.

      I nodded, keeping quiet as Tago of the Earth glanced at us. Wahyu was standing to the side with Professor Pernacles and another teacher. His expression was jovial, but his presence hadn’t gone unnoticed by the various students. He was the only stranger present, and I resisted the urge to look away in embarrassment as he waved at the students enthusiastically.

      The headmaster didn’t seem to mind his presence, and I wondered if they’d met before. Gerial had told me that the headmaster had always been a member of the church, even before his son had been born.

      “You will have three days of access to the Burning Lake before the rest of your cohort arrives,” the headmaster’s words spilled into the air. “Use it wisely.”

      The portal formed behind him and took the shape of a majestic door carved from white marble. It was an entrance to the nexus, but it was fancier than any I’d seen before.

      Starting with the third-years, we entered through the portal and made our way across the swath of purple mana that littered the nexus world. Out of curiosity, I activated my [Mana Sense] and examined the students one by one, being careful not to accidentally annoy the nexus by staring too hard at its walls. Most of them were fire and water magicians, the best suited for combat, though the majority of the third-year students weren’t magicians at all. They were warriors like William.

      “We’re the best,” William said.

      “Are you sure you don’t have a [Mind Reading] skill?” I asked.

      A couple of the nearby students glanced at us curiously, but most were staring forward, determined to rush out the moment they could.

      “If I did, would I tell you?” he replied.

      “Yes, you would,” I said. “Also— Oh.”

      There was a light at the end of the hallway as we reached our destination. To my surprise, it didn’t open up into a wide area. Instead, we were all led into a building with walls of red stone. There was a desk with a bored staff member sitting inside, and as he glanced up at the headmaster his eyes widened, and he straightened his back.

      “Signups are going to take a while,” William said. “I think we’re supposed to just relax while they check us out.”

      I shrugged and, slowly, the people around me grew comfortable with talking and relaxing. I’d never been to a Holy Land before but, apparently, we had taken the portal into the equivalent of an airport security check. The local authorities had to make sure we were who we said we were.

      That left a lot of time for us to roam.

      My footsteps were hard on the red stone floor, and I frowned when I couldn’t see mana within it. The entire building had been cut off from my control, similar to the way that buildings had been within Koshima City. It was impossible to manipulate the materials and cause a riot here.

      “You look like you stepped in something nasty,” a voice called out to me.

      I turned around and saw Wahyu’s grinning face greeting me.

      “Being disconnected from the earth around me feels strange,” I said.

      The church member stepped beside me, and we walked farther away from the rest of the students. The area was a lot less formal than I had expected, but also a lot more formal in other ways. I’d thought the portal would dump us in the middle of a forest. As we made our way toward the window, I was given the first glimpse of what lay beyond.

      It was all red.

      My hand pressed against the window, and I stared at the sky and land I was about to enter. Like a tsunami of blood raging above the sea, fire mana gathered and dispersed across my vision. Every now and then, a tornado would form, and mana would spout into the air and transform into a red sun that shone bright in the sky. There were shadows beyond the forest. Giant looming mountains that looked more organized than the peaks I was used to. They may have even been buildings. It was impossible to tell with a sheer ocean of fire mana blocking my vision.

      Looking at it made me feel claustrophobic. This was far more mana than I’d seen in a simple cultivation room. Even the fire plants that Amanda had shown me once weren’t this potent.

      It was a miracle that anybody could step into the land beyond and not be burnt into a crisp.

      “This is the true face of a Holy Land,” Wahyu said. “A sight that never grows old. Monsters don’t dare to enter here, and treasures form as a byproduct of its existence.”

      “It’s beautiful. And terrifying,” I said. “If my dad were here, then he wouldn’t survive a second.”

      “You’ll find that there are more protections here than meets the eye. Manaless people will be fine if they come here because, sometimes, it becomes necessary to move them here,” Wahyu said. “I’m sure you’re worried about me annoying you on your treasure hunt, but don’t be. I’m only here because the church wants to strengthen this ‘bond’ I’ve apparently formed with the academy through the building program. I’ll chit chat with the staff and try to flatter whoever’s in charge. After that, quite frankly, I’m going to use my time relaxing.”

      “Whoa. You’re such a good role model,” I said. “You have a great work ethic.”

      He clicked his fingers, and a tendril of earth wrapped around my leg, trying to trip me. I swatted it away and laughed.

      “Fine, I’ll give you a test. That way I can say you did something this week.” Wahyu hemmed and hawed as he thought over his next words carefully. “What are the titles of the church’s leading members? And a quick rundown of what they do.”

      “Geez, you sure gave me a hard one. Next test you’ll ask me to tell you the names of the seven divines,” I said. “The twelve cardinals come first. They run everything. From how dreams of the divine are interpreted to when the church goes to war. Then, the twenty-five archbishops come next. Most of them take charge of the church provinces. Finally, there are the fifty bishops. They’re often left in charge of the chapels and smaller institutions.”

      My answer was spoken quickly and with pride. It had only been a few months ago that I wouldn’t have been able to answer this basic question.

      “I hope you get your next test right because you would have failed this one.” Wahyu chuckled at my surprise. “The Marked of the Crijik is first and foremost at the top. Not adjacent and not beyond. They are part of the church and integral to it. Consider their duty as being the word of the divine.”

      An earthen tendril rose around me as I resisted the urge to smack myself in the forehead, and Gold tittered in his way of laughing. I’d forgotten the most basic part of the answer. In my defense, it was hard to picture myself as part of the church considering how much I was outside of it.

      “Right,” I said. “What now? Do I have to stay back since I failed?”

      “Absolutely,” Wahyu said. “And I’ll also confiscate any treasure you and your friends find. If you’re lucky, I’ll give you a twenty percent cut of everything I sell.”

      “Ha, good luck with that,” I said. “Sit back and enjoy your vacation.”

      I broke away from the window and left Wahyu staring outside at the Burning Lake. I was curious to see what it looked like without my [Mana Sense] activated, but I’d know soon enough. Once I left the building, it would be impossible to see while using the skill.

      My friends had picked out their own section of the building to rest in, but before I could reach them, I was stopped by a pair of icy eyes in a flowing red dress.

      “Hey, cuz,” Berlia said. “Don’t forget that you’ve got me on your texting regent. If you find a treasure and get attacked, make sure to give me a call, and I’ll come running.”

      “To help me or rob me?” I asked.

      Berlia raised an eyebrow and considered her answer carefully.

      “Also, yes.” She smiled. “Just don’t be a stranger. Family sticks out for one another.”

      “Same to you,” I said. “Text me if you need me.”

      With a wave of her dress, she disappeared back into this group of second-year students. Unlike the other year levels, they were a healthy mix of magicians and warriors, with the exception of Berlia who used symbols and regents to fight. Each of them had split off into groups of three, and I wondered how they would fare against us in a fight.

      “It’s our turn next,” William’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

      I looked up to see him pointing at the quickly diminishing line at the security checkpoint. We made our way as a group to the staff member, and he smiled at us. Gold and Agni chirped happily as they pushed off our shoulders and glided over the crowds, avoiding the wait and reveling in their fun.

      The man held up a device that looked eerily similar to the one that had been used to scan us in Gesti Sky. I brought my ID card out of my inventory, and my friends did the same.

      A shadow towered over me as we handed the man our cards, and I saw my earth magic studies teacher, Tago of the Earth, looking over us.

      “Students,” he said. “Andross.”

      “Sir,” I said.

      We turned to him when it became clear that he wasn’t just passing by.

      “There are certain protections afforded within the Holy Land for visitors,” Tago explained as he waited for the staff member’s regent to check our ID’s. “They will work similar to the arena that our academy employs and protect you from harm, but due to the size and scope of the land, they’re mobile regents instead of a solitary room. That means they are less effective.”

      He held up four regents in his hand. They were badges with pins to attach them to our chests. I could see orange light flickering within them as he activated each regent one by one, but the swirls of mana within told me that they were onze regents.

      “Do not remove this badge while you are inside.” His tone left no room for negotiation. “It will protect you to an extent, but if you break it or overwhelm the protections, then a marker will be created, and a teacher or staff member will come to collect you. A replacement takes three days to create and, no, we will not let you go into the Holy Land without one. If yours breaks, then consider the hotel we’ve reserved as your vacation spot.”

      It wasn’t hard to guess what would break the badges in the Holy Land. Fighting between students over treasures was a guarantee, but that didn’t mean the school would stand by and let the students kill each other.

      I took the badges and placed one on my chest, handing the rest to my friends. Amanda glanced at it curiously, and then looked at the birds. I was sure that Gold and Agni wouldn’t need protection, but I saw a flicker of worry cross her expression anyway.

      “You’ve all passed the checks,” Tago noted. “Have fun inside. Make sure to stay in one place if you’re injured.”

      “Thank you, sir,” we said.

      As we made our way outside, I raised my hand, and Gold landed on it, hopping onto my shoulder. When I stepped out of the building, I deactivated my [Mana Sense] and the sea of never-ending red mana disappeared. In its place was a burning forest. No, the forest wasn’t burning. Each tree was composed of leaves of crystallized flames swaying in the wind. Their branches had veins of red crystals surging through them and the trunk. Each vein was pure fire condensed into crystal form.

      “It’s beautiful.” Amanda’s eyes were wide. “I don’t think this is possible outside the Holy Land.”

      Agni chirped in agreement from atop her head, and I nodded. The moment someone took a branch or crystallized leaf outside, the mana would escape into the air, destroying the item immediately.

      “You could meditate and try to attune to fire here,” she said.

      “Maybe once the others in our year level arrive that can be your next thing to do,” William said. “But we need to make the wisest choices with the time we have now.”

      He turned toward Roxxy.

      “Oh, oh, oh! My turn!” Roxxy’s shoulders bounced in excitement.

      “Are you sure this will work?” William asked. “We’ve only done testing in a low mana environment.”

      “If I can find Harpo in a hailstorm, I can find you guys,” Roxxy’s voice was filled with confidence. “Gather around me.”

      Connection mana flickered out of her palms as she wove a spell that pulled tight across us like a rope. There was a small pocket of resistance within me as the spell touched my skin, but I gave it permission, and it took hold immediately.

      There was a sensation of pulling within my chest, as though it were trying to reach toward my teammates. It was strange, yet familiar.

      It felt similar to when Gerial and I were near each other.

      “I can sense where all of you are, but you can also do the same if you concentrate hard enough. If you find something, then send a text and we’ll come running,” Roxxy said. “I just need to refresh the spell every twelve hours, or it’ll stop.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Let’s move out.”

      We split off quickly, Amanda and Agni pairing with me and Gold, and Roxxy leaving with William. Flickers of magic lit up across the burning forest as the students began their journeys.

      The treasure hunt had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          20 PSA: IF A DUNGEON APPROACHES YOU WITHOUT A COLLAR, PAT ITS HEAD THREE TIMES AND CLAP

        

      

    

    
      The flaming forest swept across my vision as Amanda and I ran through the leaves and bushes. To my surprise, the fires upon the branches didn’t burn to the touch and, instead, greeted me happily. Amanda had an even easier time as the fire gathered around her as she moved. They transformed into a veil of protection that grew thicker with each passing moment.

      It didn’t take me long to realize that the forest may have been beautiful, but it was blocking our view. Trying to find a magical plant among the sea of flora was like trying to find a piece of hay in a haystack.

      “What are the chances that we get attacked if we reveal ourselves?” I asked.

      “It’s not likely if there’s nothing to gain from it,” Amanda said. “The first people who find something are going to be the ones who have it the worst.”

      “Good, because I know a better way to search,” I said.

      I conjured a flight of stone steps that led above the trees and sorted them into a skyward staircase. Amanda caught on immediately and, without pausing, we lunged up the stairway and found ourselves facing the open air with an ocean of flames below our feet.

      We’d taken to the skies.

      Every few meters, I moved the stones behind us into the front, creating an infinite bridge that was held in the air by my magic. From below, it would look like a hovering platform that was constantly reassembling itself to move, and as I continued to build a bridge across the sky, there was movement from my side as a purple shape glimmered across my vision. Gold flew freely through the air and chirped in delight as he was joined by Agni.

      Both of the birds had been assigned to the sky to try and find objects of interest. Now, I could tell that it had been a mistake from the start to only send the two of them. Four pairs of eyes were better than two.

      A moment later, I spotted an irregularity in the forest.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Twelve buildings towered over the landscape. Each was a deep shape of purple, as tall as a mountain, and as wide as Koshima Academy. Underneath them were smaller buildings clustered together in nodes. They were far away enough that the houses looked like ants, and the entire area was sealed off by an obsidian wall that curved along the buildings like a snake.

      It looked like a city, or a big town, but I couldn’t see a single sign of life within its walls. Even the trees avoided it, the ground bare and barren near the walls and within them.

      “That’s sanctuary,” Amanda said. “Or at least one of them. Similar ones are scattered all over the Holy Land.”

      “That’s one of the sanctuaries?” I said.

      I’d learned about these towns in history class. Holy lands hadn’t always been protected from outside interference. When humanity was younger and still recovering from the madness caused by Artus’ descent, they’d flourished and spread out across the world. Frontier cities had been created and prospered, and it had seemed like humanity would never cease their advances.

      Then, another divine had descended. Ength.

      Like Artus, Ength’s arrival had a tangible impact on the world. Their descent birthed the first symbols, and all those that came after.

      And with those symbols came monsters.

      “Let’s grab a closer look,” Amanda said.

      The platform shifted constantly underneath us as we ran toward the empty city. I could see it clearer now, and my eyes swept across it. This was where humanity had hidden from the first monsters. A place of never-ending light and magic to help them survive. Each building was seamless in its creation, as though a single magician had taken a mountain and forced it into a more palatable form.

      Behind us was the building that we had come from. There were several more like it scattered around the Holy Land, though none were close enough to be visible to us. As far as I knew, they were the only places that people were allowed to stay in, and it included our hotel.

      Gold chirped out beside me, his eyes boring into the distant landmark.

      Empty. Why?

      “This is why you shouldn’t sleep during history class,” I said. “The monsters that drove humans into the sanctuaries didn’t stay dominant. Soon, there was no need for a place to stay safe.”

      Gold looked at me curiously as though he could tell I was leaving an important part of the story out. Probably because I was.

      After years of fighting both humans and each other, the monsters began to thin in ranks. From there, humanity had once again spread out into the wider world. But none of the human factions were content to simply leave behind the wonders that were the Holy Land. As it always had in the face of riches, humanity began to wage war against itself.

      The end result was a tenuous treaty that lasted to this day. Nobody would have dominance of the Holy Lands, and each faction kept each other in check to assure that the peace wasn’t broken. Only the younger generation was allowed in, with a few select guardians.

      Now, the sanctuaries lay empty, a shell of what they had once been.

      “I’ve never seen one of their bells before,” Amanda said.

      “Bells?” I asked.

      I turned around and squinted at the purple city. In the center of the twelve buildings was the biggest, and I spotted the bell Amanda was talking about. From afar it was as small as an apple, but I knew that up close it would likely be bigger than the tree in the front yard of my house.

      “They used to sound an alarm when monsters came into the Holy Land. Still do, probably. Nobody’s heard them ring for years. They didn’t put them on every city so I didn’t get to see any on my last trip,” Amanda said. “Just the ones that were near the major entrances and more likely to be attacked. Wait. What’s that?”

      Her excitement struck through my thoughts, and I whipped my head around to see what she was pointing at. In the air above me, a ripple had begun to spread across the air. I raised my hands, and tendrils of earth and metal emerged from my inventory, but they weren’t needed.

      The swirls congealed into a single glimmering twinkle.

      It was a red crystal.

      From a distance, it looked like a die had been carved out of rubies. I raised the platform, but Amanda was first to reach it, her shoes gliding atop puffs of flames that boosted her higher into the air. As I drew closer, I saw that the crystal was made of flames.

      Amanda grabbed it, and we examined it carefully.

      “Crystallized fire mana, just like your beads,” I said.

      “Not exactly.” Amanda had a frown on her face. “If it was this easy to gather fire mana, then my family would be out of business. This is unstable, and if I tried to bring it outside, it’d dissipate.”

      A quick look at the sky around us revealed that this crystal was an anomaly. There were no signs of other ones anywhere. That was when I noticed something strange.

      “There’s no sun,” I said.

      The moment I spoke the words, I realized that they were silly. None of the rifts I have gone to before had suns inside. All of the light around me was provided by the trees as they burned.

      “This Holy Land never goes dark,” Amanda said. “It’s one of the reasons why the academy assigned us to a hotel. They’re not worried about us getting hurt physically, but spend a few days out in the open here, and you’ll go blind permanently.”

      “If it’s that bad are Gold and Agni going to be okay?” I asked.

      My eyes weren’t feeling the strain that I thought they would when looking directly at a sea of fire, but the birds had keener sight than we did. To my surprise, both of the birds shook their heads and chirped happily.

      I protect. Keep safe.

      Agni spoke confidently, and I saw her wings puff up with fire. Gold was making sure to keep close to his companion, and both of them took off once again into the air in search of treasure.

      “I’ll do the same for you if we get into a bad spot,” Amanda said. “Flames won’t affect you here.”

      “You’re the best teammate a person can have,” I said. I gave her a thumbs up, and she smiled.

      Our journey wasn’t a quick one and, after a couple of hours, we found ourselves deep in conversation. The trees seemed endless and it wasn’t an even field. Some trees towered high above us even with my platform, and mountains in the distance dwarfed our senses as we gazed at them.

      The city was growing ever closer, and I realized that I’d been wrong. I’d compared the buildings to mountains in my mind, but they were far larger than any mountain I’d ever seen. Twelve towers cascaded toward the sky, threatening to pierce through the veil of the rift and explore beyond.

      This was a sanctuary designed to house humanity.

      “I’m glad I was born after this place was emptied. A single new symbol appears, and lives are ruined forever,” Amanda said. “I’d hate to have been alive when we couldn’t fight back.”

      There was a glimmer of sadness in her eyes, but it quickly disappeared. Out of everyone in the academy, she knew best just how easily a monster’s existence could impact the lives of countless people. Professor Pernacles had never taught us about symbol history. That was left to the history teacher and the teachings of the Church of Ength.

      The divine itself was thought of positively in society. Many people even considered it second only to Fue. After all, symbols were a blessing. The divine had given a gift to the world that helped humanity flourish and advance, even if that gift had only been realized after near extinction.

      “Do you feel that?” I said.

      There was a shift in the mana around me, and I paused the platform. Amanda gazed at me curiously but didn’t hesitate to conjure her weapons, a group of six claws made of pure flames that hovered around her.

      The first sign of danger was a rumble in my mind as the earth below us churned and roiled.

      Then, the ground attacked us.

      Below my platform, a mass of earth and stone pushed aside the trees and flames as it reached out to grab us. Pillars that resembled fingers grasped at my platform, and I abandoned it, new platforms pouring out of my inventory.

      “[Earth Manipulation],” I said. “[Earthen Spear].”

      A tidal wave of stone descended from my inventory and slammed into the incoming hand, forcing it to slow down. I felt the earth struggling against my stone as both of us fought for control over the element.

      Around me, dozens of blocks transformed into spears and shot into the ground. Each one slid through the earth trying to find the attacker. All of it was ineffective. I needed to find my opponent or I’d never hit my target.

      “[Mana Sense].”

      I immediately regretted activating my skill. All of my vision was blocked by the sheer volume of mana around us. It cluttered the air and twinkled in greeting. A moment later, I deactivated the skill and prepared my next volley of spears.

      “Andross, wait,” Amanda called out beside me. “I don’t think anyone’s attacking us.”

      My spears halted in midair, but I kept the frontal assault ongoing as the hill of earth continued to try and grab us. Next to me Amanda had her hands raised up, and Agni and Gold rested on her shoulders. Agni gave me a reassuring nod but Gold was looking down at the incoming hill curiously.

      “[Mana Communication],” I said.

      The moment my skill activated, I knew that Amanda was right. There was no malicious intent imbued into the earth. In fact, no intent was present at all. There was only earth mana, and it was trying to communicate with me.

      Come. Join. Inside.

      The moment I heard its thoughts, the mass of stone and earth stopped in its tracks. It had only been trying to communicate with me, and that was why it had reached out to grab me.

      Gold chirped at the giant earthen pillars, and then flew off Amanda and landed on my shoulder, staring down at the trees and stones that had been roaring toward me only moments before.

      “I think that’s a hill,” I said.

      “Really? I wouldn’t have guessed,” Amanda said.

      A giggle escaped her lips as she caught sight of my glare.

      “There wasn’t a hill there a second ago,” I said. “Do they usually pop up like this?”

      “Obviously not,” Amanda said. “And if something is weird, then there’s a chance that there’s something good inside. We should get closer.”

      Amanda motioned with her hand, and I lowered the platform, spears of earth and silver floating around me. If somebody or something was looking for a fight, then they would get one.

      Magical beasts weren’t unheard of in the Holy Land, but we were prepared for anything that could attack us. Amanda had her six flaming claws at the ready, and I prepared my spears. With confidence and caution, we stepped off the stones I controlled and onto the hill.

      “There could be a treasure at the other end,” she said.

      “Or something that wants to eat us,” I said.

      “I’m willing to take the chance that you’ll get eaten,” she said. “Try to throw me something valuable before you do.”

      Part of the hill opened up in front of us, and we quieted.

      It was a tunnel.

      I glanced at Amanda and a smile tugged at my lips.

      “Ladies first.”
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      We entered the tunnel at the same time, our bickering echoing off the walls but our minds keen and our eyes glued to the shadows. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but plenty of magical creatures could have sent the hill to attack us. All they would require was an earth attunement.

      I was confident in my chances of victory.

      “[Earth Manipulation].”

      The earth was my domain, and I spread my will over the world around us as we dove farther down into the tunnel. I could see through the hill, every rock and mineral making itself known to me as I moved my will across it.

      It was one with me, and I was one with it.

      Each step was illuminated by Amanda’s claws of flame and her hair. I noticed that the flaming strands of red were stronger than usual and shone clearer as well. It was like she was a torc—

      “If you call me a torch, I will light you on fire,” she said.

      “I didn’t say anything.” I held up my hands in surrender. “I can’t be held accountable for my thoughts.”

      Agni chirped in amusement at my words, and the flames on Amanda’s head grew bright red. It made the tunnel much easier to see.

      “What do you think?” I asked Gold.

      The puffer raised his head, looking and Amanda, and then back at me. He then lowered his head and studied the ground, purposefully ignoring me.

      He was smart enough not to touch that topic.

      Our footsteps echoed out across the tunnel, and I breathed in the atmosphere of comfort around me. There was no denying that there was tension in my shoulders as I watched out for an attack, but being around this much earth was refreshing.

      I closed my eyes and took in the sensation of being one with the world around me, my footsteps guided by my element and not by my senses.

      Then, something smacked into my face.

      “What the—”

      My shout of surprise came out higher-pitched than I’d thought it would, and I opened my eyes, raising my hands, and the earth around me to protect from the oncoming attack.

      In front of me was the enemy that had caused my shock and surprise.

      It was a vine.

      The plant swung in the air mockingly, and I brushed it aside. I hadn’t been able to sense it because my communication only extended to the earth around me, not the plants. The long green creeper was as thick as my hand, and it ignored the glare I sent it. The sound I’d made was less than dignified.

      Unfortunately, there were witnesses to my embarrassment. Gold tittered in amusement, and Agni chirped joyfully. Amanda stared at me with barely restrained laughter dancing in her throat.

      “Are you vine?” she asked.

      Amanda pursed her lips as her terrible pun echoed across the tunnel.

      I gripped the vine and threw it at her. She yelped, and a single flaming claw carved through the plant, turning it into ash.

      “Hey!” she said. “That’s a fine vine you’re crossing. I’m the only source of light.”

      “Nope. I’m not going to rise to the bait,” I said.

      Amanda’s head popped up beside me, her beaming smile and teasing grin digging into me.

      “You already did when you responded,” she said. “You lose.”

      “I didn’t know it was a competition,” I said. “But I humbly concede and accept your victory.”

      Amanda threw up her hands in triumph, and the tension in the air dissolved, replaced by chuckles and a feeling of comfort. The earth surrounding us wasn’t showing me any danger, and nothing attacked us.

      For the first time, I realized that I wasn’t just exploring a tunnel. I was exploring a wild zone and doing it on my own terms. Usually, I was accompanied by civilization or my parents, but here there was only myself and the nature around me.

      It was exciting.

      Right until another vine smacked me right in the face.

      “Not. One. Word,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Amanda said.

      She didn’t have to say anything. Gold chirped from my shoulder, laughing the entire way down the tunnel. A few minutes later, he stopped as we reached a dead end.

      He let out a single chirp.

      Culprit?

      Amanda and I followed his gaze and saw that he was staring at the wall that was at the end of the tunnel. A single flickering light shone as an object reflected the red of Amanda’s flames. The culprit of the attack was lodged steadfast into the wall, twinkling in greeting as it spotted me.

      “Of course,” I said.

      It was an earth mana crystal.

      This object was the source of the intent that I had felt. Now that I was standing next to it, I could confirm that the mana hadn’t created the hill to attack us.

      “They sensed my connection to earth and tried to reach out to me,” I said.

      Even now, I could hear its words in my mind, greeting me as a friend and companion.

      “You should tell them that there are easier ways to get your attention,” Amanda said. “I’ve found setting you aflame to be very attention grabbing.”

      “If you know a way to get earth to make fire, I’m all ears,” I said.

      Gold chirped a question at me.

      It grabbed you. How. Why?

      “That’s a good question.” I studied the crystal carefully.

      There were no signs that it had been manipulated and, for all intents and purposes, it was the same as normal mana, only highly concentrated.

      “I know why.”

      Amanda joined us, and I moved to the side to give her room to study the crystal.

      “The mana is so thick in the Holy Land that its intentions can manifest into real consequences,” Amanda said. “I mean, usually it doesn’t go this far. I think it might be because of your…circumstances. Not the actual…thing. Just the sheer mana in your body might be attracting it.”

      I smiled as I watched Amanda flounder with her words. She was trying to avoid saying that I was Marked, and I thanked her silently for that. With magic existing, it was hard to tell who was listening in at any time.

      Her words caused a few things to click into place. The earth mana crystal would normally be hidden underground, but it had decided to come to me directly.

      “I think you’re huge manapool is why the fire crystal appeared as well,” she said. “In layman’s terms, you’re the magician equivalent of fat.”

      The birds chirping amusement, and I looked up at her sharply.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “You’re not just fat.” Amanda’s eyes twinkled. “You’re so fat with mana that you have my own orbit.”

      “And I own it.” I waved my hand dismissively.

      I was more surprised than insulted. My manapool hadn’t been an issue before, but I’d also never been somewhere where the mana was this highly concentrated.

      “It wanted to greet me, so it formed a hill to be able to reach me.” I looked up at Amanda. “I guess that means I have more friends than you. Or at least I’m more popular.”

      “The Holy Land doesn’t revolve around a single element,” Amanda said. “Every element of mana in this world is amplified, but mostly flames. Which is why I’m more popular than you. You got a single crystal, but the whole forest is burning to greet me.

      “Although, this is strange.”

      “Yeah, I thought the hill had come alive,” I said.

      “No, not that.” Amanda pointed at the mana crystal. “I’ve never seen earth mana before. It’s really sturdy. Or maybe that’s not the right word for it. Heavy? Chunky?”

      Amanda poked the crystal, and the mana within glimmered in greeting.

      “Your description isn’t wrong. I’d say it’s stoic and steadfast,” I said.

      Out of all the elements, it was the only one that preferred to remain in one place and stay walled off from everything else.

      A smile tugged at her lips as she felt the intentions of the mana. To her surprise, the crystal retreated as she brought her hand around to poke it again, and a deep depression formed in the stone where it hid.

      “The mana thinks you’re a stranger,” I said. “I guess that’s what happens when you never talk to them before you attune to their element.”

      “Actually, it’s weirder that you can see fire mana before you’re attuned,” Amanda said. “I won’t lie, I’m kind of jealous.”

      “Good,” I replied.

      Amanda shot a ball of flames at my face.

      I laughed as the fire splashed harmlessly off my skin. She hadn’t given it any heat or added ill intentions to her attack.

      I’d been around enough magicians to know that all of them had some form of [Mana Sense]. The skill itself wasn’t uncommon, but the impact varied depending on the user. Amanda could see fire mana, and Roxxy could see water and connection mana. I could see everything except air.

      “You look like you’re realizing how special you are,” Amanda said. “Don’t go getting a big head now.”

      “I’ve always had a big head. I’m just good at hiding it,” I said.

      “You’re no William when it comes to acting.”

      Both of us chuckled and made our way out of the tunnel. There was no treasure here, only clumps of mana that waved and twinkled as I walked past them.

      Or at least that was what I thought.

      Talons gripped onto my clothes as Gold leapt onto my shoulder. I hadn’t noticed the puffer leaving, but now that he was back, I could see that he wasn’t empty handed. His talons carried a gleaming object between them, and I stared at it.

      He’d taken the earth mana crystal.

      “You realize you can’t take that outside the Holy Land, right?” I asked.

      He chirped joyfully and pecked at the crystal. He was going to use it for inscribing, just like how he’d tried with Amanda’s fire mana beads.

      I left him to his devices, and the moment that we hit the open air, he flew off into the trees. I didn’t doubt that he would be back the moment he destroyed the crystal, and as I gathered the platform together I tried looking out for any signs of rare materials or attuned plants.

      “I’m not seeing much lake for a place called the Burning Lake,” I said.

      “I think I’ll leave that as a surprise,” Amanda said. A coy smile spread across her lips.

      So, I dropped the platform several feet without notice.

      “Hey— That’s just petty!” she shouted.

      Her hair flowed with raging flames, and I gulped, pointing toward the upcoming sanctuary wall.

      “I think I spotted something,” I lied. “We should check it out immediately.”

      A flood of relief crossed through my heart as Amanda glanced at the wall and frowned. To my surprise, she didn’t dismiss my excuse out of hand and, instead, pointed toward the wall and brought her claws up to battle positions.

      “Somebody beat us to it,” she said.

      My eyes shot toward the spot she was pointing at, and then they widened. I couldn’t tell if there was actually a treasure down there, but a Koshima student was lying against the wall, his eyes glancing at the ground as water lapped around his body and dug into the earth beside him.

      He was wearing a third-year uniform, and long hair cascaded down his shoulders. As we drew closer I realized he looked familiar. Then, I saw his face.

      “Pit donkey,” I said.

      Amanda looked at me curiously, but I focused on the student. I clicked my fingers, and the stone spears that had been formed to fight the mountain hovered around me protectively. The [Heart Silver] slithered out of my inventory and formed a shield across my body, followed by two spears of metal that were ready to fire at my command.

      I was ready to rain destruction down on our opponent the moment he made a suspicious movement.

      “I’ll go down first. Stay up here just in case he attacks,” I said.

      Stone steps formed underneath my feet as I made my way down to the ground. The other student gazed at me curiously, but there was no panic in his eyes, only calm.

      “Hey, Crijik. Fancy meeting you here,” he said. “You look pretty good without the mask.”

      I looked at the third-year student, and then at the ground beside him. There was something there. A small wisp of smoke escaped from the hole he was digging with water, and I saw glitter trailing inside it.

      My mother’s lessons on valuable Holy Land plants crossed my mind, but I dismissed them as I brought my focus onto the person in front of me.

      “Hey, Kyle.”

      It was my ranking battle observer. He looked at me calmly with a smile on his lips. My identity being revealed so that I could enter the Holy Land had caused a big stir, but more important than that was that despite having seen me fight dozens of battles, I’d barely seen him use his skills. I was at a disadvantage here.

      “Why don’t we talk this out like proper friends?” I asked.

      He looked at Amanda on the platform above us, and then back to me, and a smile tugged at his lips. His hand moved up, and water filled the surroundings. One moment, the wall was clear, and the next, crystal-clear blades of liquid were closing in on me.

      “Nah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          22 I FOUGHT A PUDDLE ONCE. THE PUDDLE WON

        

      

    

    
      A long and shiny blade made of water caressed the air in front of me, reflecting the light of the forest flames behind me. It was accompanied by the scent of the ocean as Kyle filled the surroundings with water. Kyle had created dozens of blades, each swirling across his body threateningly, like ferrets coiled and ready to hunt. They shimmered with mana and the complexity of each construct was far beyond that of my spears.

      If they weren’t aimed at my throat, they would be beautiful.

      “[Flash Grass],” I said. “It’s a useful ingredient for making concoctions, but not much else.”

      “Strength potions, specifically.” Kyle glanced at the ground beside him and smiled.

      He’d been digging through it only moments before, and now that he’d stopped, I could see the signs of the ingredient. Smoke that trailed with glitter rose from the ground, and I saw hints of silver and gold sparkles that shimmered like being across the small sections of grass that had transformed thanks to the mana in the air.

      Ingredients for concoctions were the most common type of material found in the Holy Lands. Attuned plants were rare, and so were regent materials, but potion ingredients like the ones William’s family used to accelerate his growth were always in supply for those with the right amount of coin. Fortunately, the demand for concoctions meant that ingredients were always high in demand.

      “This is a little too valuable for us to give up, isn’t it?” I asked.

      My words fluttered upward toward Amanda, but the instant they left my lips, there was a shift in the mana around me. The blades of water swept toward my body, each one aiming for a vital point. Kyle struck without hesitation.

      I was ready for him.

      [Earth Creation] activated, and a dozen stone blocks appeared in midair, shielding me from the incoming attacks. They were torn asunder as water met stone but, in the instant they were pierced, I created more to replace them. It was an infinite shield that circled me and deflected every attack.

      Now that I’d entered the Holy Land, I didn’t have to hide my identity, which meant I didn’t have to stick to only using earth magic.

      There was a swirl of movement beside me as the [Heart Silver] that William had gifted me moved on its own accord, transforming into a metal glaive that shot toward Kyle. The third-year student had a moment to be surprised before he was stabbed through the chest. Except when the spear reached him, he wasn’t there.

      “Be careful, he’s got some kind of teleportation,” I said.

      I’d seen him use the teleportation spell before to move in the arena, but even when I was looking out for the spell, I’d missed its activation. It was like my eyes had been forced away from him at the exact moment he’d moved.

      A pair of piercing blue eyes emerged from thin air as Kyle appeared in front of me.

      “Don’t you know it’s rude to share someone’s skills,” he said.

      His hand reached out toward me, droplets of water peeling away from his skin and turning into tiny knives that threatened to slice through my forehead. Each one was greeted by a small stone that appeared to shield me, but he didn’t stop.

      My stones faltered as the assault grew in intensity, and I grimaced. In seconds, my metal spear would return to stab through him, and I was already forming stone ones around him. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be created in time to stop him finishing me off.

      Then, the world lit up in an orange blaze around me, and Kyle hesitated.

      The orange glow was a shield. Dozens of water knives froze in place as they touched the shield’s surface, and there was a chirp of amusement from above as Gold swooped down toward Kyle. He carried a twig in his beak as he landed on my shoulder. It was of the many shielding regents that he had made in his spare time.

      A moment later, I saw why the puffer was coming in so close. Gold hadn’t come alone.

      Six fire-red beads dropped from the sky and surrounded Kyle from every angle. Above me, Amanda and Agni oscillated with magic as they wove a spell, already bringing it to its conclusion. The red beads grew white-hot and before Kyle or I could react, a blinding flash of light crashed through our vision, and I heard him growl in pain.

      When my vision cleared, he was gone. It took me a moment to spot him regrouping near the sanctuary wall, rubbing his eyes with water and creating a veil of transparent liquid around his body as a shield.

      Then, he disappeared in a wave of fire.

      Amanda’s claws tore through the ground and air to get to him, ignoring the shield and bringing the water’s outer shell to a boiling point as they assaulted him.

      “Take your focus off the platform and use it to fight,” Amanda said. “I can take care of myself.”

      Her voice called down to me from above, and I looked up to see her stepping off the stone platform. Waves of golden flames rippled down from the skies as Agni glowed bright and transformed into a pair of golden wings. The two of them were confident in their ability to fight in the air, and they were keeping Kyle busy.

      Gold joined them, flying toward Amanda and conjuring another shield as he did so. Fire rained down on our opponent from above, and with Gold there, I knew that my teammates would be safe. That gave me the time I needed to do what I did best.

      With a flick of my wrist, the stone platform disassembled, its parts floating in the sky waiting to be commanded.

      “[Earthen Spear],” I said.

      All around me the stones that had been my shields shed their excess pieces and formed an army of spears that pointed toward Kyle. One by one, they shot toward him, aiming for the weak spots Amanda created in his shield. Coursing out from inside my inventory were blades of silver that joined the spears, glimmering bright in the light of the flaming forest.

      Silver and stone assaulted my opponent in a never-ending assault. Sweat poured down my neck as my concentration was stretched to its limits.

      
        
        [Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 8.]

      

      

      Then, something tugged at my chest.

      I frowned and focused on the sensation within me. It was coming from one of the symbols inside my mind. My water attunement. It was trying to tell me something. I listened closely, and its emotions trickled through me, coalescing into a tangible thought.

      It sensed water mana’s presence from behind me.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      The earth behind me rose up and formed a hand. For a moment, it stayed still, waiting for a command, and I turned around to guide it. The moment I turned, I spotted what I hadn’t been able to sense. There was a tangle of threads approaching me, each one made of water and sneaking closer as I continued my assault on Kyle.

      That was when I noticed that the spell wasn’t alone. There was a shimmer in the air behind it, and I narrowed my eyes as I tried to pierce through the veil.

      It looked like Gerial when he went invisible.

      My stone hand shattered as it came into contact with the tangled mess, each thread of water slicing through the stone flesh as though they were lasers. I staggered as I felt my connection to the earth being destroyed. If I had noticed the enemy spell a few seconds later, then it would have been too late.

      “Kyle,” I said.

      There was a chuckle from the invisible shimmer, and a curtain of water shifted and fell onto the ground as the spell was disabled. In its place was Kyle. A quick look behind me showed that Amanda was still focusing on her fight against the Kyle that was inside the water shield.

      “A golem?” I asked.

      “It’s my [Mirage],” Kyle said. “I’m impressed. I only know six others who can spot me. And none so quickly.”

      I wouldn’t have been able to if my water attunement hadn’t helped me at that moment, but I didn’t let him know that.

      His words were filled with praise, but I could see that he didn’t look surprised or afraid that I’d spotted him. A moment later, I looked at his hands and saw why. He’d dug out the [Flash Grass] while we were fighting his mirage. It sat in his hand and emitted puffs of glittery smoke as he gazed at it gently.

      “Is this ingredient worth so much to you?” he asked. “You’re using a lot of mana for a fight this early in the game.”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I said. “Why haven’t you put it in your inventory yet?”

      It wasn’t possible for me to grab the ingredient once it was in his inventory, not unless I stole it from him. And that was something I wasn’t willing to do so early in the game. Kyle wasn’t the kind of person I wanted to turn into an enemy. Not yet.

      Kyle raised the [Flash Grass] up to his chest and smiled.

      “That’d be boring,” he said. “As your senior, I should be teaching you how the world works. And outside of the academy, people will always consider us rivals, so let me show you what that means.”

      He raised his hand, and the threads of water spread wide, crisscrossing into the trees as they formed a large ring around me. There was a groan in the air, and I saw a dozen trunks falling onto the ground, each one causing a mighty crash that reverberated through the air. The threads of water had cut right through them.

      Then, his finger twitched, and the ring encircling me began to close in.

      With a quick step, I flung myself into the air, creating stairs of stone underneath my feet as I rose higher and higher. I could feel his magic cutting through them as I moved, but after the fifth step, the threads broke and the water fell to the ground. I’d dodged the threads, but the battle wasn’t over. Beneath me, the ground trembled in anger, and Kyle fell through the earth as a crevice opened up underneath him.

      At least, that was what was supposed to happen. The reality was a bit different.

      The moment the ground opened up underneath Kyle, he stepped into the air, mimicking my movements perfectly as he glided over a sheet of water that rose to my level. In seconds, he was beside me once again, water pelting me from all sides and stones rising to meet the attacks.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” he said.

      I shot my [Heart Silver] spear at his face.

      He laughed and raised his hand. The silver paused mid-stride as tendrils of water surrounded it from all angles. Each sliver of liquid pushed against my will as I forced the metal spear to move forward, and Kyle frowned as his control began to slip.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t. The [Heart Silver] could be manipulated with minimal effort, so all of my concentration was focused on one thing.

      Taking control of his water with my [Water Manipulation].

      A moment later, Kyle’s control slipped, and his eyes widened in surprise as several tendrils of water dropped from the sky, his spell disrupted. I couldn’t take over full control, but I could break off part of his spell. I would have to thank William again for the gift. Being able to fight with minimal interruption between metal and my other elements was perfect.

      With a push, I sent my newly freed spear straight into his chest.

      There was a jolt as it hit something solid. I expected to see a mark shooting into the air to alert the teachers that Kyle’s shield regent had been broken. Or maybe a flash of magic as the symbols activated. Instead, a chill blew over me, and the flames of the forest dimmed as a new force entered my vision.

      I saw the cause of the intrusion immediately. Something crept along the metal spear, freezing it in place without hesitation.

      It was ice.

      “Rude,” Kyle said.

      I withdrew my spear, the metal dislodging from its ice shackles without issue. Earth and metal floated around me, protecting me as best it could. Kyle had ceased his attack, and across his body, a flood of water rippled through the air, threatening to transform into a sea of blades with every shiver.

      Heat washed over us, and a chirp reached my ear as Amanda and Gold flew up next to me. Agni was still in the form of Amanda’s golden wings, and I was proud to see that my friend wasn’t sweating or twitching uncontrollably. It had taken a lot of practice to synchronize with Agni’s thoughts, but now she was reaping the rewards.

      “I wasted my time fighting a puddle of water.” Amanda’s flames flickered dangerously.

      She was embarrassed. And very, very angry.

      “To be fair, it was a very realistic puddle,” I said. “It got me, too.”

      That eased her emotions slightly, and she glanced at Kyle. Six claws of fire surrounded Amanda and gnashed and scraped at the air as they waited for her to unleash them. Underneath us, the ground had been gouged out entirely, with large swaths of tree trunks and earth burnt to ashes. The landscape was hardly recognizable, though I could see that the sanctuary wall was unharmed.

      If Kyle had been down there instead of with me, then he would have had a harder time.

      “I think I gave away more than I got here,” Kyle said.

      “You got the ingredient,” I said. “Call it even?”

      Kyle looked down at his hand, and the [Flash Grass] disappeared.

      “Not bad, Crijik,” he said. “Or should I call you Andross?”

      There was a crack in the air as something whipped against my ears before I could reply to him. My eyes shot toward the disturbance, and I saw Amanda and Kyle doing the same. It wasn’t difficult to spot what had happened.

      A giant tree had crashed into the forest floor, sending flames and dust flying high into the air. It was far away, but the sheer force of the impact sent a shockwave through the surroundings. Several clouds of dust smacked against the sanctuary’s walls and rode over them into the buildings beyond.

      I narrowed my eyes as I tried to get a proper look at the giant tree. From what I could see, it didn’t have any flames along its body and, instead, it emitted a low green-blue glow onto its surroundings. Either somebody had brought a tree into the Holy Land and was controlling it, or the tree was a magically attuned plant.

      “Well now.” Kyle’s eyes flashed, and a beaming smile broke out on his face. “That looks interesting.”

      Amanda and I looked at each other and, without hesitation, she fired her claws at Kyle. The water magician reacted immediately, sending spires of ice out of his robes. The two elements clashed, and the sky around us filled with steam.

      When the air cleared, Kyle was gone.

      “That guy is good,” Amanda grumbled.

      She didn’t release her transformation and kept her guard up. Golden flames circled her robes, providing protection and scouring the area for any potential threats.

      I looked toward the giant tree. Its blue glow tinged the atmosphere around it, and now that the dust had cleared, I could see the flames in the surrounding trees had also turned blue, mimicking the tree. For the first time since I’d entered the Holy Land, the light shifted and darkened. A storm was forming in the sky above the tree, faint signs of rain already present.

      “Should we go?” she asked. “There’s going to be others there.”

      I nodded and formed a stone platform below us. With a smooth motion, it flew toward the tree. I couldn’t see Kyle anywhere around us, but I knew he’d be there.

      “Life’s no fun without taking a few risks.”
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      Amanda and I flew toward a giant tree, its skin glowing soft blue in the sky and dust flying around its body. It had transformed the area around it into a sea of blue flames. I hadn’t seen it fall to the ground, but I’d heard the crash that resulted. Either it had spontaneously appeared from thin air, or someone had attacked it. Either way, we had to get to it quickly.

      As we moved, I checked the rewards of the battle with Kyle.

      
        
        [Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 3.]

        [Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 4.]

      

      

      “What’s that?” Amanda asked.

      I stopped the stone platform the moment she spoke, and we looked out toward the giant tree. It was still lying on the ground, shrouded by dust, but now there was a wave of pressure emanating from it. The sheer power of the magic being cast sent a wave of pain through my temple, and I winced. The hairs on my arms rose in a shiver as the tree pulsed with light and magic shredded the surroundings, cascading out of the tree and plunging into the surrounding forest.

      “[Earth Manipulation].”

      “[Fire Manipulation].”

      Waves of fire and earth shrouded our sight as Amanda and I activated our defenses. We were protected from all sides but, as a result, the tree disappeared from our vision. Instead, I focused on what I could sense with my attunements.

      Dust. Dirt. Stone. All that composed the ground was my domain. The earth below me resonated with my being, and I saw through its eyes. The trees rocked with the power of the spell that had been cast, and something was touching the surface. Multiple things. They were everywhere.

      Then, I realized what I was feeling and laughed. Water droplets touched the ground around me, seeping into the dirt.

      It was raining.

      I moved aside the shield of earth. Whatever magic the tree had used was gone, and in its place was a stormy sky that pelted the Holy Land with a shower of rain. Across its veil of clouds, lightning struck the air, illuminating the sky with every crackle.

      Strength coursed through my body as the droplets ran over my hair and robes. Each droplet invigorated my spirit and resonated with the water symbol inside me. It wasn’t the normal boost of energy I got feeling rain during a hot summer’s day. These droplets were boosting my magical abilities.

      “This is new,” I said.

      “And worrying,” Amanda said. “I don’t think anyone in our year level can do something like this. Maybe one or two of the third-years could, but I don’t see why.”

      Amanda hadn’t removed her flames, choosing to wrap them around her like a shroud. Her hand rose toward the sky, and she frowned as the drops landed on her palm and flickered past her fingers.

      Tiny puffs of evaporated water rose through the air as she supercharged the surroundings with heat and fire, but instead of washing away, the droplets circled her. They created a halo of steam and water that followed her wherever she went. I could tell the spell was waiting for her to let her guard down. When she did, it would strike.

      “That’s a good look,” I said.

      “Thanks, I hate it,” she said. “It feels like someone’s making me run a dozen marathons all at once.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I feel great.”

      It was obvious that the rain was a spell, but I couldn’t feel its adverse effects until I focused internally. My water symbol was engorged with power but, next to it, my earth symbol felt smaller than it ever had before. The spell was restricting my earth magic even as it empowered my water magic.

      My metal symbol ignored the rain’s impact entirely and stood proudly unaffected as it pulsed with power.

      Amanda raised a hand over her head, and a plume of flames roared to life, sweeping across the sky and consuming droplets by the thousands. Then, it disappeared as it was overcome by the endless torrent.

      “Do you have an umbrella?” Amanda said. “This is a waste of mana.”

      I waved a thin layer of stone over her head to block off the rain, but the halo that had formed still followed her. As a last resort, I tried using [Water Manipulation] to move it, and then immediately regretted my actions as my concentration almost broke and my stone platform started to fall out of the sky. Controlling two elements was hard enough without the additional restrictions the rain was putting on my earth attunement.

      A moment later, I’d fixed it. I definitely wasn’t ready to casually use multiple elements at once without preparation.

      “Never mind. This is just as bad,” she said. “It’s trying to challenge me at every step.”

      “I think I have a solution,” I said. “You’re not afraid of small spaces, right?”

      She shot me a look, and I chuckled.

      “Of course, I’m not claustrophobic,” Amanda said. “I’ve been entombed under the earth during our matches more times than I can count.”

      “Don’t take back those words after this,” I said.

      I reached into my inventory and pulled out a massive stone block. It was the hollow room I’d created using Wahyu’s house strengthening symbols. The stone block was taller than me by two feet and could easily fit the length of my body if I was lying down.

      “I call it the Box,” I said. “It’s no carriage, but it’ll keep you dry.”

      A silver plate was lodged in the floor of the Box, and on the side of the metal that lay within the stone block I could sense Oubliez’s symbol waiting to be activated.

      Amanda put her hand on the surface of the Box and examined it closely.

      “It’s perfect except for the name. This is the defensive regent project you were working on, right?” she asked. “When you said you’d make the stone block bigger.”

      “Yup. I’ve tried and tested it multiple times so that I could bring it out into the field,” I said. “It’s no fortress, but it can take a lot of hits.”

      “Thank Fue. This rain is creeping me out,” Amanda said.

      She motioned at me to let her inside, and a large wall of stone flew open. Amanda stepped inside without hesitation, and I saw Agni begin to transform back from gold to red as the two examined the inside of the Box.

      To my surprise, the halo refused to follow her inside, splashing to the ground the moment she stepped into the confines of the Box. Amanda breathed a sigh of relief, and the air pulsed with light as she flash-dried her robes.

      “I’ll let you know if anything happens,” I said.

      “No problem. I’ll be meditating to get back some of my mana. I’ll send William and Roxxy a message, too.”

      She gave me a thumbs up, and I closed the door.

      The rain was relentless, but now that I was alone, I took my time traveling through the sky. My control over earth was weakening by the second, so I stepped atop the flying stone box and retracted the platform and other earthen weapons into my inventory.

      That left me with my metal spears. And Gold.

      “You’re not feeling this?” I asked. “I can barely keep the Box afloat.”

      Gold looked at me, and then at the rain. Then, he snapped his beak together as he tried to catch the droplets with his tongue. It was clear that whatever magic was at play it wasn’t hurting him.

      “Good. It’d suck to be alone out here,” I said.

      His lack of reaction didn’t surprise me. As far as I knew, Gold wasn’t attuned to any elements. Or at least he didn’t use spells. He could activate regents with his mana, but their creation and use didn’t need any magical expertise.

      In the distance was the outline of the giant tree. Its blue glow shrouded the darkened sky with an eerie brightness that clashed with the veil of rain. Underneath me, the blue flames were growing brighter by the second, and I flew the Box down to get a closer look.

      “What do you make of this?” I asked.

      We were close enough to the trees that I should have been feeling their heat but, instead, the blue leaves emitted gentle waves of energy that seeped into my skin. Each drop of rain that touched the blue flames made them grow larger, and some trees had already been swept up in a tide of blue fire.

      Gold chirped and pecked at the flaming leaves, his wings flapping cautiously as I gently directed the rain away from them. Thankfully, his small size made it easier to keep the rain away from him than Amanda.

      Feel like. Cultivation. Room.

      “I agree,” I said. “Hopefully, that means that’s an attuned plant up there and not a magical animal.”

      One of the first rules I’d learned was that putting living things into inventories was difficult, to say the least. When I’d first received an inventory, it was designed to hold earth and stone. Each type of animal was different and needed a customized inventory to hold it. Or an animal taming [Class]. Which I didn’t have.

      If I found an attuned animal, I’d have to carry it in my hands. Frankly, I wasn’t sure that limitation wouldn’t prove the same for the tree. It was bigger than anything I’d imagined putting into my inventory, and because it was clearly magical, it might struggle as much as an animal would. My mother had told me that could be an issue, especially with the rarer plants.

      Gold stared at me, and then let off a series of quick chirps.

      Worried?

      “I’m just wondering if the tree will fit,” I said.

      Gold chirped again.

      What about the secret. The weapon. It is the same. Fit two in bag?

      “It’s not a secret and a weapon. It’s just called a secret weapon to sound cool,” I said.

      The moment Gold spoke, I instinctively checked my inventory. Inside it was an item I’d brought just in case something went wrong or if I found something really valuable I wanted to secure. Before entering the Holy Land, I’d had my father modify the space to allow me to put a single item into it. When he’d seen what it was he’d almost thrown a fit but, eventually, he’d relented.

      When used properly, it could change the course of an entire battle. Or so I hoped.

      “I can see why you’d think it’s the same thing, but it’s not,” I said. “That tree is attuned. It’s a different story. My inventory can hold a pretty big plant. I guess we’ll just have to hope it can fit that tree inside of it.”

      “Are you all right out there?” a voice floated through my ears.

      It was Amanda.

      She had pressed her hand against the wall of the Box and talked to it. To my surprise, it worked. If I hadn’t been focusing all of my attention on keeping the Box afloat, I wouldn’t have heard her, but I opened a small hole in the door and lowered it next to some of the blue flames.

      “Is this weird to you?” I asked.

      Amanda’s eye poked through the hole, and she glared at the flames.

      “That’s unnatural. Or at least it’s not fire magic. I think those used to be flames until whatever touch transformed them. Now, they just look like them, but they’re not real fire. I don’t want to test it with my own flames or else it might do something that I regret,” she said.

      “Weird,” I said.

      I wanted to try feeding the trees regular flames to see what happened, but I didn’t have any fire on me.

      We flew through the flaming blue forest as fast as we could, and I kept an eye out for other students. In the distance, giant trees swayed in place. Whatever had first caused it to crash had either retreated or was still there with it.

      “How close are we?” Amanda asked.

      “We’re approaching it now,” I said. “Are the others nearby?”

      “No response,” Amanda said. “Maybe they ran into something better. Or they got ambushed and are knee-deep in spells.”

      “Let’s not jinx them,” I said.

      I trusted William and Roxxy to look after themselves. The Holy Land was a large place, and there were opportunities everywhere. I had to focus on the one in front of me.

      The moment I could see the individual leaves on the tree through the rain, I opened up the Box, leaving Amanda free to soar into the air. Agni had once again transformed into a pair of bright golden wings, and waves of golden fire formed a second skin over Amanda’s body that burnt away any droplets that got too close.

      “That’s the size of the guild building.” Amanda’s eyes narrowed. “We can’t carry that back safely.”

      We’d gotten close enough that the blue glow was clearly visible. It cast a pale light onto the surroundings, and clouds circled around the tree’s head. It was clearly defined as the center of the magic.

      “Blue sheen. Strange rain summons. And it transforms flames into blue not-flames. Whatever it is, I haven’t heard of it before,” I said.

      “Me neither,” Amanda said.

      She looked troubled, and I didn’t blame her. Even if she didn’t have a water attunement, she still knew most of the materials and plants that could be found in the Holy Land. The unknown was exciting, but it was also dangerous.

      Gold returned to my shoulder, keeping a keen eye on our surroundings as we approached the tree. I could see its bark now and, to my surprise, the blue glow wasn’t coming from the tree itself. Thousands of glowing bugs clung to the side of the tree, shivering in the rain as they huddled together and crawled through its surface and branches.

      A frown crossed my lips as I spotted the glowing bugs. Something felt off.

      “[Mana Sense],” I said.

      The world around me blazed with glorious color. Amanda was a fierce golden statue as her mana crowded around her protectively, and as far as I could see, the ferocious fire mana of the Holy Land had retreated. In its place was an ocean of blue as water mana launched a relentless assault against every other element.

      Then, I spotted the abnormality I’d felt when looking at the tree.

      “Strange,” I said. “The bugs are glowing, but they’re not magical. Neither is the tree.”

      I could feel the mana’s intent within the rain as it focused on suppressing all other magic, but it didn’t originate from the tree. Instead, I sensed other presences in the forest around us. They were people, and strong ones, too.

      Three in total.

      “We’re under attack,” I said.

      A beam of green light shot toward me, forcing me to separate from Amanda as I moved to the side with the Box in tow. The attack had come from below and, underneath the blue flames, a head of green hair sprouted.

      Before I could get a closer look, a wave of flames washed over my vision. Amanda retaliated immediately, and the air turned crispy as steam showered over the forest. I expected our opponent to retreat, but I could see through my [Mana Sense] that they were standing still.

      The moment Amanda’s fire touched the blue flames, she shuddered and cut off the spell. Her flames writhed in pain as they fought against the sea of blue, and I saw them glow bright before they were consumed, transforming into blue flames.

      “That’s not an attuned plant.” Amanda grimaced. “Someone’s unlocked a new bloodline ability and kept it secret.”

      Underneath the blue flames, green and blue mana gathered at the person’s fingertips as they prepared to fire again. Now that I could see it clearly, it was the same type of mana as the rain around us and the source of the intent I could feel behind the spell.

      Amanda was right. The tree had been a false treasure chest used to lure us into our opponent’s domain.

      We’d fallen into a trap.
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      Rain pelted the back of my neck as I stared down at the forest of blue flames. Through my [Mana Sense], I could see three figures below me, although only one had made a move against us. All I knew what that they were a nature magician, but that was enough for me to work with. Mana gathered around their hands as they looked up at me, and I saw a new spell being cast.

      I threw the Box at them.

      The stone room smashed through the trees with ease, its symbols activating at my command. Blue flames licked against its side, and the student jumped back as their spell was interrupted. I flew up, my feet supported by metal, and met with Amanda. A crash reverberated through the air as the Box struck the ground, dirt and broken branches crashing. I’d have to check it for damage after.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but this bloodline magic belongs to Oalice Batri. He’s a second-year student,” Amanda replied immediately. “I didn’t know he’d unlocked his bloodline. We should get out of here.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice.

      “I sensed two more somewhere down here,” I said. “How’s your magic holding up?”

      Flames gathered nearby as Amanda made her way toward me.

      “I’ll be better once we’re out of here. Whatever those blue flames are, they’re forcing me back,” she said. “And this rain keeps restricting me more and more.”

      There was a low cry from her back as Agni agreed with her. I’d seen what the blue flames had done to her fire, and I knew going down there was a risk. Even though we had been ambushed, there was no reason for us to stay here.

      “All right, let’s leave,” I said.

      With a wave of my hand, the Box returned to me, and I saw its surface was unharmed. The symbols glowed brightly, and I started flying toward the edge of the storm. Amanda followed close behind me, both of us accompanied by a group of stone spears. My [Heart Silver] swirled across my body protectively, waiting for my instructions.

      It didn’t have to wait long before the first enemy appeared.

      His form was outlined by the rain, droplets circling him in a series of halos as he gazed down at us. He was wearing a second-year uniform, and I could see the contempt in his eyes as his eyes swept over my face.

      “Oalice Batri, I’m assuming?” I asked Amanda.

      She nodded, her eyes glued onto the second-year.

      “First-years?” he asked. “I’ve read about you two. Amanda Mitri, and Andross Silver. The fire attunement is worthless to me, but your mana is helping. And you, why does your earth attunement feel perfect for this. Wait, no. That’s a water attunement I’m sensing.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, but I also don’t like the sound of that,” I said.

      The rain around me lit up as Amanda unleashed her magic onto the second-year. She unleashed a stream of flames, but the instant she moved, the mana around us coalesced into a wall in front of our opponent. Fire met water as their magics clashed. With each wave of Oalice’s hand, the rain grew denser and threw itself into the flames, overwhelming them. I could see the flames petering out as they struggled to maintain their form.

      So long as Amanda was inside the storm, she wouldn’t be able to fight properly. I shot stone spears at him, expected him to stay still and try to use the water to cut Amanda down but, instead, he dodged them, and the water surrounded us from all sides. He clasped his fingers together, and the flood of rain grew tighter, forming a ball of water that kept us trapped inside.

      Amanda’s flames grew fiercer as she tried to burn us an entrance, but the student on the other side closed off any holes she forced open.

      “Hold me for a second,” I said.

      Amanda broke off her attack, not hesitating to swoop down and clamp her hands onto my arms. Swirls of fire aided her in holding me up, and the stone platform collapsed under my feet as my stone spears flew into my inventory. I’d completely disconnected my [Earth Manipulation]. I took a deep breath as my concentration was freed up, and I turned my head to face the wall of water boxing us in.

      Being held up by my arms in the air wasn’t the most dignified position, but it let me do what I needed.

      Blue mana swirled across my vision, and I focused on resting control of it from my opponent. It wouldn’t have been possible if the rain wasn’t boosting my magic beyond its normal limits. I could feel my water attunement overflowing with power as it was filled to the brim.

      “[Water Manipulation],” I said.

      The moment I activated my spell, the water froze in place. My will entered the spell, and I focused on communication with it.

      Free us. Friend?

      I sent my intentions into the mana, and it buzzed with confusion as I did so. I was asking it to do the exact opposite of what the spellcaster had asked. It wasn’t an easy task, and I felt the caster’s will clashing against mine as we vied for control of the element.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t skilled enough to wrestle away control of a spell from someone this powerful. Kyle had been surprised by my water attunement, but Oalice had sensed my attunement before I’d had a chance to surprise him.

      Thankfully, all I needed to do was create a distraction.

      The moment that Oalice’s attention was off Amanda, she raised a golden wing toward the wall of water and sliced through it, steam and golden flames crashing through my vision as a hole appeared.

      With a tug of her hands, she threw me out of the water unceremoniously. The water closed around Amanda as the hole closed, and I plummeted through the air. There was a flash of light around me as the [Heart Silver] flew out of my inventory and formed steps that I used to walk along the sky. Alongside the metal came a dozen spears made of stone.

      “[Earthen Spear],” I said.

      I pointed toward Oalice, and half a dozen stone spears appeared in front of me and shot toward him. My earth attunement felt weaker than ever before, but the second-year couldn’t erase my magic entirely. The first of my spears stabbed into his side, and he was forced to dodge the rest. The rain began to move as he instilled his will into it and forced the droplets to grip my spears.

      The sphere of water that was holding Amanda shattered as he was forced to focus his attention elsewhere. A pillar of fire washed over Oalice, and I saw him grimace as the rain draped around his body protectively. Amanda was free, and incredibly angry.

      That was when a flash of light glimmered below me, a shining beacon in the eyes of my [Mana Sense]. “Watch out!”

      Amanda broke off her attack at my shout, just in time to avoid a beam of green light aimed at her chest. It had come from the forest below us, but I couldn’t see the shooter.

      Oalice retreated the moment her flames dissipated, and I could tell from his expression that he wouldn’t be returning to the fight anytime soon.

      Amanda frowned at the ground as her hands poised to rain fire down on the newcomer.

      “That person who keeps shooting at us looks like—”

      Her voice cut off as another plume of green light gripped the space around her. Amanda winced, but I could see that whatever our opponent was doing, it wasn’t directed at her. From within the light, a hundred small dots spread out across the air. Seeds. Each one shot into a droplet of water, and the moment the two elements collided, the seeds transformed into bushels of fully grown and lush greenery.

      Then, the plants exploded into life around us, their roots piercing the rain to stab at us. I dodged the first few but quickly saw that the plants were forming a barrier around us, boxing us in much like the rain had. No matter how I looked at it, the situation was strange. The second-year students weren’t trying to harm us, but they also weren’t letting us go.

      “They want to keep us within the storm,” I said.

      Amanda nodded, her eyes tracking our opponent’s movements through the rain. Her flames were dying down as the torrent continued, and I could see wisps of smoke clinging to her robes as the fires along her hair were put out.

      We didn’t have much time. Even if the magic couldn’t suppress her attunement forever, a single stray attack destroying her defenses would set us back for days.

      Which made it all the stranger that our opponents weren’t attacking us in our moment of weakness.

      “Let me try something,” Amanda said.

      She raised her hand toward the formation of plants boxing us in, and two red beads appeared in her palm. With a smooth motion, she threw them at the foliage. I closed my eyes in time to avoid being blinded by the white-hot flames that spewed forth from the beads, and I heard a yelp as the plants were burned to a crisp. When I opened my eyes, the man behind the spell stared at Amanda with wide eyes from the forest ground.

      “Bet you didn’t think I could do that in this rain.” A smile tugged at her lips. “Or that we could reach you even with your weird attunement suppression.”

      Before he could reply, my [Heart Silver] spear crashed into his side. It was followed by five other spears that shot toward him without hesitation.

      The student took one look at the incoming artillery and fled farther into the trees. In moments, he disappeared from our sight.

      I commanded my metal to stop before it followed him through the forest. There were still two others out here’ and I didn’t know where they were. Not to mention the one I’d just fought wasn’t out of the fight. My spear hadn’t done enough damage to finish him off, but his retreat gave us the breathing room we needed.

      “Come on,” Amanda said.

      Her golden wings brushed against the rain as she flew across the sky, and I followed her on top of the Box. Our destination was the edge of the storm, where the rain was thinnest, and the forest flames were red.

      “Wait. Something’s not right,” I said.

      My [Mana Sense] was still active as I moved through the sky and, through it, I could see something had changed. It wasn’t the rain or the clouds.

      The tree looked different.

      My eyes narrowed as I gazed at its surface. The glowing blue bags were still shivering as they clambered upon its bark, but now, there was another light mixed with them. It was soft green, and it began to push through the surface of the tree as the storm raged on. It was mana.

      “That tree has magic now,” I said.

      Amanda turned toward me and shifted her gaze toward the tree.

      “How?” she asked.

      “I’d like to know myself,” I said. “I can definitely sense mana within it.”

      We looked at each other and, without hesitation, we both moved toward the tree. I made sure to keep my [Mana Sense] active, but the students had retreated for now. I wasn’t sure how much longer Amanda’s fire attunement could hold out before the rain overwhelmed her, but I trusted her to let me know before it reached that point.

      The tree was bigger up close, and each of the bugs on its surface was the size of my hand. I’d never seen them before, but looking at them up close confirmed two things for me. The bugs weren’t magical, and the tree was filling with mana.

      “Courus bugs. They make a good nightlight but not much else,” Amanda said. “Oalice probably put them here to lure us in by making the tree look magical in the rain.”

      “It looks magical even without them,” I said. “But it wasn’t before.”

      I placed a hand against the tree trunk and frowned. It was filled with magic, but I couldn’t sense an elemental attunement within the bark. It was an ordinary tree that was filled to the brim with mana that it couldn’t handle.

      “It feels like someone is overfeeding it,” I said. “Got any ideas?”

      Amanda’s hair flickered with flames as she examined the tree. They were weaker now, but whatever magic was in place couldn’t get rid of the flames entirely. It could only suppress them.

      She ran a finger across the tree’s surface, her eyes glued to the bark as she tried to see beyond the surface. I kept my focus on trying to find our opponents. I didn’t want to let them sneak up on us again while we were distracted.

      “Okay, I see what he’s trying to do here,” Amanda’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “That makes sense.”

      I waited for her to explain her words, but she was lost in thought.

      “Great. But I didn’t hear what you were thinking,” I said.

      She looked up, startled, and I let out a chuckle as the flames in her hair turned bright red.

      “The Batri family don’t just restrict magic, they siphon it off for future use,” she said. “If Oalice has unlocked a bloodline ability, then he might be doing the same thing here with our magic. He’s siphoning the power of our attunements from us and putting it into the tree.”

      I looked at the tree again as she spoke and frowned.

      The tree was filling up with mana, and I considered her words carefully. If she was telling the truth, then our magic was being forced into the tree, and it was causing a reaction. He’d wanted to lure us here so he could steal our mana.

      “So, he’s trying to force this tree to attune?” I asked. “Does that even work?”

      “Maybe. I’ve seen stranger things happen,” Amanda said.

      She shrugged at my expression and pointed at the tree.

      “Finding an attuned plant in a Holy Land naturally is tough, let alone leaving with one, but as long as we’re in this storm, all he needs is our magic, and he profits. He probably doesn’t even care what attunements we have.” She frowned. “That’s why he brought his own tree. I doubt anybody else has an inventory specialized for holding it. Most people expect smaller plants to attune or to just find magical materials.”

      “Its size also stops anyone trying to steal it from him. They’ll be visible for miles,” I said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Only if you’re thinking of stealing this guy’s magic tree when it attunes.” Amanda grinned.

      “Great minds really do think alike,” I said. “But first, we need to find a safe spot to plan.”

      I searched for the nearest exit. The forest was hiding our enemies, and the edge of the storm was too far away to fly to. If we were attacked on the way, our opponents could keep us here until their spell had siphoned all our magic.

      The only place left to go was up.
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      Rain cascaded down my hair as I rose into the heart of the storm. Above me, the tree the clouds moved in unison to form a perfect eye that gazed down at upon the forest of flames. The closer we got to the clouds the more rain tried to force us down, but I ignored the storm and focused on ejecting us from the arena our opponents had created.

      Gold flew beside me as the Box ascended into the clouds, and I felt the magic suppressing my earth attunement begin to falter. A moment later, a fiery red sky appeared once in my vision as we crashed through the clouds and entered the wider Holy Land. We were free.

      
        
        [Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 3.]

      

      

      “Ow,” I said.

      I turned off my [Mana Sense] as fire mana once again took over the skies. Thanks to my level up, I could see it clearer than ever, but that also meant my headache was worse. The mana was too dense to look at directly, and even though the spell had driven it away temporarily, a painful amount of it was gathering above the clouds and waiting to return back to the forest.

      Gold chirped as he landed on my shoulder, his chest puffing out proudly.

      Shield. Fight. Good.

      “Yeah, you did great, buddy,” I said.

      I fed him a treat, and he gobbled it down happily. His shield had saved me from Kyle, but the second-year students hadn’t tried to attack us at all.

      Instead, they had already stolen more of my magic than I wanted to give.

      Looking below, I could see the giant tree clearly through the hole in the clouds. It was glowing brightly even without looking at it with my [Mana Sense]. My attunement was no longer being blocked, and I could sense the earth below me cheering at my return. Flames gathered from across the sky as Amanda’s magic returned to her as well, and I saw her breathe a sigh of relief.

      “I could burn it from up here,” she said. “At least that way we know our magic hasn’t benefitted a thief.”

      She wasn’t serious, but I saw her fingers twitch and transform into flames at the thought. Gold tittered in encouragement, and she shot the puffer a small smile.

      “Maybe we’ll call that our Plan B,” I said. “Is there any way for us to take that tree away from them when it attunes?”

      As my earth attunement once again pulsed with power, I put the Box back into my inventory. In its place, I created a series of thin platforms that let me hover in the air without issues.

      I couldn’t see the second-year students, but I knew they would be waiting for us down there. If they weren’t fighting off other intruders, then they would easily be able to deflect our attacks. Flying off with a giant tree wasn’t an easy feat even if I wasn’t being attacked.

      With enough stone, I could encase the tree and move it, but that wouldn’t solve any of the other glaring issues.

      “We can’t cut it too much, because we don’t know if that’ll destroy it.” Amanda frowned. “But running away with a tree the size of a building doesn’t really work either. It wouldn’t fit inside the hotel room. Maybe we really would benefit more from burning it down. At least then the Batri family won’t grow too strong.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing, but if Amanda said she wanted to stop that household from growing stronger, then I was happy to help out. It didn’t feel good to have my magic stolen to feed their ambitions.

      “It sounds like you guys are stuck between a tree and a hard place,” a voice called out.

      Our eyes shot toward the source of the voice. It was a familiar figure.

      “Kyle,” I said.

      A set of long teal robes billowed in the wind of the sky as the third-year student laid down on a bed of water, his arms holding up his head as he gazed at the empty sky. I hadn’t seen when Kyle had approached us, but I couldn’t feel any ill intent from him.

      “You changed clothes,” I said.

      “Lady Mitra burned my uniform.” Kyle frowned. “Do you know what it’s like walking around naked in a forest? It’s the same as walking naked everywhere else. Embarrassing.”

      “I hardly grazed your clothes!” Amanda protested.

      “Well, they smelled like smoke.” He waved his hand dismissively. “And I’m not walking around with smoke-filled robes. I have more class than that.”

      I found it hard to believe him after he’d told us he’d gone naked rather than walk around in smoke-filled clothes.

      “But that’s beside the point. Listen, I think we all know what’s happening down there. The moment I touched that rain, I figured it out, and I’m assuming it didn’t take long for you either,” Kyle said.

      Amanda and I shot each other a look, privately agreed never to tell him that it had taken us an entire battle and then some to figure it out. Kyle raised an eyebrow at our expressions and chuckled.

      “From the looks of things, they’re turning any and all mana and attunement energy into a water attunement for that tree. Tell me, do either of you need a water-attuned plant?” he asked. “Or can we team up and sell it for a tidy profit.”

      “I’ve already attuned to water,” I said.

      “And I’ve got no water affinity,” Amanda added.

      Gold chirped into my ear, and I nodded. The puffer wasn’t sure if we could trust the third-year student, but I couldn’t deny that Amanda and I didn’t have many options available. We couldn’t steal the tree and carry it to the hotel without being pursued by every person in the Holy Land.

      “We’ll hear you out,” I said.

      “Great! Then, we’ll have no problems carrying our bundles of coins back to our organizations,” Kyle said. “So, what’s our first plan of action?”

      I could see that he already had an answer in mind, but it wasn’t hard to guess what that was.

      “We need to speed up the attunement process,” I said. “The sooner the tree attunes, the better, since more and more people will come to investigate it.”

      “I can do that.” Kyle grinned. “If I’m given some time to work alone.”

      My eyes scanned the forest below for any signs of movement. Only two of the second-year students had tried to tie Amanda and me down in the storm. I wasn’t sure where the third one had gone but, considering the size of the tree and the allure of riches, it wasn’t a stretch to guess that others had tried to investigate.

      Within the next hour, it wouldn’t be a surprise to see the place swarming with competition. Even the threat of magic suppression wouldn’t stop the students from trying to steal the tree.

      “But there’s no reason we have to be inside their battlefield to do so,” Kyle said. “We can help it attune right here if we want to.”

      He sat up, the water underneath him swirling into the form of a carpet. There was a wide grin on his face, and he clapped his hands together. The moment he did so, a ball of water appeared beside him, and I could see it growing bigger by the second. With every passing second, the clouds underneath us grew dimmer, though only the top layer was affected.

      He was absorbing the storm water.

      I felt my water symbol reacting to the magic within the droplets. Even though they weren’t touching me, they were still providing power to me.

      “Ahh, that’s a nice feeling. Like eating ice cream after being burnt alive.” He grinned. “If Master Batri could control who his magic buffed, then he’d be a superstar for any organization he joined. As it is now, it’s worthless since it’s empowering his enemies as well.”

      “I don’t think you need me for that,” Amanda said. “And even if you did, I’d rather not touch the stuff.”

      “Relax, I’m not planning to help the tree attune until we figure out a game plan,” Kyle said. “But the moment you two cause a distraction, I can pump it full of magic and watch the fireworks fly. That is, if you can handle the fighting portion?”

      He dropped his control of the water, and I watched it fall back into the clouds. Out of curiosity, I focused my attention onto a section of the water and froze it in place.

      
        
        [Water Manipulation has reached level 3]

      

      

      “Yeah, that bloodline spell is definitely helping me,” I said. “I can give them a pretty good bombardment from up here, and my abilities aren’t going to be too weak down there if it comes to that.”

      The water I was manipulating was the size of my body, which was far larger than the fistful I could normally manipulate. This storm held prime conditions for me to practice in.

      “Do bloodlines usually work like this? Its more beneficial than I’m used to,” I said.

      The most Amanda’s bloodline had ever done for me was give me a tan. And that was because her brother had cooked everyone around him by accident when he’d unlocked it.

      “This is the power of an elemental bloodline,” Amanda said. “The Batri household is going to grow in power just by his existence. And if he brings a water-attuned tree back to them, then I’d say his status as the next head of his household is guaranteed.”

      The ramifications of her statement were likely dire for multiple families in Koshima City, or even the wider world. Unfortunately, I had no idea what those ramifications would be. For all I knew, this bloodline family was in direct opposition with Roxxy, or Amanda.

      It didn’t matter to me. In the end, whether or not Oalice Batri got stronger was a non-issue. I just wanted to see if I could take his tree.

      “Wait, you have an elemental bloodline. Are you just saying this to tell me you’re amazing?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” Amanda said.

      She didn’t even try to hide her smile.

      “Bloodlines and confidence, I can’t name a more common pair,” Kyle said. “You’d think the Marked Ones didn’t exist with you lot around.”

      The water magician was standing now, and his voice resonated with the clouds. I could sense his will spreading over the water below us, trying to seize control of it. Whether or not the students in the forest could feel his actions was something we’d find out soon. For now, I could tell that he was trying to keep his actions subtle.

      Amanda watched Kyle with interest but, in her hand, I could see her tapping away at her texting regent. She’d brought it out when I wasn’t looking.

      She fidgeted from side to side as her wings kept her afloat. We’d been up here awhile, and I knew that her mana wasn’t infinite. The only reason she hadn’t transformed Agni back into her bird form was that she didn’t trust Kyle.

      If he attacked us and broke my stone platform, then she’d be a sitting duck.

      A moment later, my texting regent shone inside my inventory, and I took it out to find a series of messages from Amanda.

      [How much do you trust Kyle? It’s not like he can’t backstab us. We also don’t have much of a plan.]

      [Also, Roxxy and William still haven’t replied to my texts.]

      I took a second to think about my reply. The truth is that I didn’t know Kyle that well. In fact, I hardly knew him at all. But during our talks at the arena, he’d come off as a confident and trustworthy person.

      Amanda shot me a look, and I nodded.

      “So, we keep them distracted while you help it attune,” I said. “But if we get to the tree before they put it in an inventory, we need to carry it out. That’s going to be tough to do in broad daylight.”

      Kyle turned toward me, and I caught him smiling as he glanced at Amanda’s texting regent.

      “It’s simple. I have a skill called [Mirage]. It lets me transform water into a copy of a single object, while also hiding that object from sight if I choose to,” he said. “If you two can protect me while I prepare my spell, then I can have the tree whisked away before anybody notices.”

      Silence reigned at his words until the only thing that I could hear was the rain pouring down from underneath me.

      Telling people about skills in this world was a matter of trust and deep connection. Even family members didn’t have the right to ask you what your skills were, and nobody could force you to tell them. For Kyle to tell us meant that he was giving us access to a part of his repertoire that could be used against him. Whether by us or by anybody we told.

      “Okay, I can see from your expressions that you weren’t expecting that.” Kyle raised his hands flippantly. “Oops, looks like the cat is out of the bag. So, what do you guys think?”

      “It’s simple,” Amanda said. “I like it.”

      The light of her wings grew soft as she spoke and, a moment later, the golden flames began to retract as she withdrew her transformation. Ripples of golden fire washed over us as she returned to normal, and I made sure that a stone platform was waiting for her as Agni appeared on her head.

      Kyle had trusted us with knowledge of his skill, the least we could do was trust him not to attack us the moment we let down our guard.

      “I need to recover some of my mana,” she said. “Do we know how long the tree will take to attune?”

      “Master Bitra would have been planning this for a while so the tree was likely specially prepared. In a mana-rich area like the Holy Land, all it would need is a little push to attune.” Kyle hummed. “It’d take a few days normally, but those fellows are likely to speed things up a bit.”

      He pointed toward the forest below us, and before I could spot who he was talking about, there was a flash of light and an eruption cracked through the air. The resulting blast caused my platforms to wobble, and I focused on stabilizing them and making sure Amanda and I didn’t plummet into the storm.

      Other students had started to enter the fray.

      “I think this works better for us,” Kyle said. “If everyone’s distracted, then they’ll be too busy to notice us.”

      Another explosion rocked the forest, and part of the storm was blown back, the clouds reforming a moment later.

      “But if there are too many people, we won’t be able to defend against them,” Kyle added.

      “I think we can increase our odds a bit,” I said. “Gold?”

      The puffer on my shoulder chirped as I called his name and moved closer to me to hear what I had to say.

      “Go and find William and Roxxy,” I said.

      Gold looked at me, and then down at the storm. I knew that Roxxy’s connection spell was working for him and that he could find our teammates, but he was reluctant to leave us alone to deal with the swarm of students converging on the tree.

      “Trust me, we’re going to need all the help we can get with this.”

      Magic flared into existence below me as the first battles began.

      Gold took one final look at the storm and nodded, his beak twitching as he raised his wings and flew off my shoulder. A few seconds later, he had disappeared into the horizon, in the general direction of Roxxy’s spell. I watched him go with a calm heart.

      The tree hadn’t attuned yet, but a quick peek with my [Mana Sense] showed me that it was engorged with mana, and magic was beginning to swirl in patterns within its body. The addition of more students was speeding up the process immensely.

      Soon, it would be time for us to make our move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          26 DOES ANYONE ELSE THINK IT’S WEIRD THAT I CAN’T SEE WIND? NO?

        

      

    

    
      The battle below us was growing fiercer by the minute, and it was clear that the second-years had given up on keeping people inside the storm. Now, they were fighting to kick people out as more students joined the fray. The tree glowed bright with magic as the magic of the new arrivals was added to its flesh, and I could see the explosions moving farther away as the fighters tacitly agreed not to break the tree.

      Whether or not that agreement would stay in place once the tree had attuned was a different story.

      “I’m spotting four new combatants, and at least two of them are earth magicians,” I said. “They’re two different groups, so they’ve decided to attack each other.”

      My senses were heightened by my connection to the earth below me, but I could feel the other magicians snatching away control as they fought for the tree. Seven students in total had arrived so far, but the second-year students were still the biggest threat as the largest group present.

      Their trio matched our trio.

      “What are we dealing with exactly?” I asked.

      In our group, William and Amanda were the designated people identifiers. They knew our enemy’s strengths, and their weaknesses. Amanda rested her fingers against her head as she thought over the documents she’d memorized before the excursion.

      “Oalice Batri is the cause of this storm. He’s a pure water magician and his favorite arena tactic is drowning people in coffins of water. I’m not sure if he can do that while he has this spell activated. The person who fired at us from within the trees was Freid Batri, Oalice’s cousin. He’s a life and nature magician that specializes in growing plants. Mostly weeds. Honestly, he doesn’t have much to fight us with, but he’ll be annoying to pursue in the forest.” Amanda shot off their key details one by one.

      Then, she paused as she gazed down at the battle below and frowned.

      “The last person in their group is probably their friend Grec. He’s a wind magician. His arena information is scarce because he mostly goes for private duels. He got most of his points from extracurricular activities,” she said. “Watch out for sudden gusts of wind.”

      I’d never fought a wind magician before. I wanted to, but Gerial hadn’t sparred with me yet, and the rest of the wind magicians tended to avoid the arena. In an open area like this storm, I would have to be on my guard for attacks coming from any angle.

      Neither of us had run into the last of the trio, but I was sure that we would if we tried to steal their prize from them.

      “I think a couple of those people down there are first-year students,” Kyle said.

      The third-year student was watching the battles below us with interest. From the numerous explosions rocking the forest, we knew that one of the people fighting had to be a fire magician. That only left one unknown.

      “I only know one other earth magician in our year that’s here,” I said. “Shar. Which means his partner down there must be Vesper. They’re earth and water magicians, respectively.”

      “If that’s them, then they’ve got a big group behind them,” Amanda said. “Most of the first-years teamed up together.”

      I frowned as I considered her words. Even if the other first-year students had split up like we had, it was possible they weren’t too far from each other. One wrong move, and we would give them time to call for backup.

      Cagney was the person I was most worried about among the first-years. I didn’t want to fight a lightning magician in the middle of a storm.

      “I guess I should start making a move,” Kyle said.

      He yawned and stretched his hands out wide. The water carpet he was sitting on rippled out, and handles formed on it for easy gripping as he prepared to move out.

      “What are you going to do?” Amanda asked.

      “I’m going to feed it,” he said. “If your friends don’t get here in time, then prepare for my signal.”

      He disappeared before Amanda could object, and she was left standing in the air with her hand outstretched in protest. She looked at the empty space where Kyle had been, and then gave me a sour look.

      “I can’t help it if he’s erratic,” I said.

      “He’s your friend!”

      Despite her words, she didn’t lose sight of the battle below. Both of us could feel a pressure growing in the air as the tree continued to absorb mana, and an extra sparkle in its hide told me that Kyle’s magic had started to add to it. It felt like I was in the presence of a person who was about to attune.

      Amanda huffed, raking her fingers along her hair as she focused on the seven students fighting below.

      “Let’s get to work,” she said. “This tree is going to attune any moment now.”

      Agni chirped in agreement, and I straightened my back, my eyes piercing through the clouds as I tried to spot the combatants. Now that Kyle was out of sight, I could finally start using my mana properly instead of holding back to avoid suspicion. So long as nobody had their sights on me, I could get away with using a bit more mana than normal.

      “I need to go under the clouds if I’m going to have a hope of seeing these people,” I said.

      Amanda nodded, and I summoned a fleet of storm blocks around us. The moment the rain touched my skin, it would begin to erode my ability to manipulate earth.

      That meant I had to come in strong and fast while nobody knew we were here.

      It was time for a bombardment.

      “Now,” I said.

      As one, we dove into the eye of the storm. The moment we broke through the cloud barrier, we were assaulted by the torrents of water. Each one drained my earth magic and empowered my water symbol, but I focused on finding the fighters below me. Six of them were magicians, and easy to find with my [Mana Sense]. It helped that they were all too busy fighting each other to hide their presences. Amanda spotted the last one and fired a puff of flames toward him for me to see.

      In seconds, all seven of them were in my sights.

      “[Stone Grasp],” I said.

      The first stone block warped and writhed as it transformed into a stone hand. Then, a second block followed it. And a third. And a fifth. And a twentieth.

      Fifty hands hovered around me, waiting for my command.

      I pointed toward the seven figures on the ground, and the hands fell from the sky without hesitation. Each [Stone Grasp] was barely visible through the rain, and the groups were separated so none of them would know that I was assaulting all of them at the same time.

      My spells crashed into the first combatant like a flood, and I saw the person jolt in surprise as his head was gripped and crushed by one of the stone hands. They retaliated with a stream of water that cut through the stone, but ten more hands fell onto the magician in quick succession. They hugged his body until it burst and, a moment later, a mark flew into the sky as his defensive badge was broken.

      “That’s Vesper gone,” Amanda said. “Good aim.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      The initial volley had taken out one of our opponents, but both of us knew that the real battle would start now. Shar raised his hand at the moment he sensed that his partner was in danger, but before he could save Vesper, he spotted the hands heading toward him and clasped his hands together, sending a tornado of dirt to block them. With both of our earth attunements weakening due to the rain, it wasn’t hard for him to break the [Stone Grasp] spells, causing them to shatter and implode as they neared his body.

      Each of the other teams reacted instantly. The moment my spells entered their spheres of control, the students reacted with their own.

      One person tried to wrest control of the stone away from me and broke the hands apart. That was the other earth magician aside from Shar.

      Oalice’s group defended themselves using the rain around them. Most of my attacks failed before they could touch skin. Twelve of my hands reached the nature magician before they were violently thrown away by a gust of wind. A figure appeared in front of them.

      That was the wind magician we hadn’t encountered yet.

      The final combatant was the most interesting. Instead of using magic to counter my spells, he ran a sword through every single stone hand as they approached him. He was a warrior.

      He raised his hands toward us in triumph as he skated the last stone hand, and his lips moved as he shouted into the wind. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I imagined it was something along the lines of, ‘You’ll have to do better than that.’

      His celebration lasted a full second before Amanda’s flame claws smashed into him, creating an explosion that swept over the forest and momentarily brushed back the blue flames that had spread across the treetops. A mark appeared in the air, and the flames swept aside as Amanda canceled her spell and directed the flames away from the student so he wouldn’t be harmed.

      “Two down. Not bad,” she said.

      “Humble words, but I can see the smile on your lips,” I said.

      Amanda shrugged and pointed up into the clouds.

      We made our way up through the storm as we retreated back to safety. Our strategy was simple. We would bombard the other students from above with spells, and then exit the magic draining storm to recuperate and prepare another round of spells.

      So long as we held the high ground, we couldn’t lose.

      “One of them is chasing us,” Amanda reported.

      I spared a glance down toward the ground and saw that one of the second-year students was following us into the air. He wasn’t standing on a platform to fly, and he didn’t have wings either. He glided upward without a care in the world as if swimming.

      He clicked his fingers, as though casting a magic spell, but my mana sense didn’t see anything. And there was only one element that I’d never been able to see while it was active.

      It was the wind magician.

      Invisible coils wrapped around my legs and stomach, the air itself turning against me as I flew through it. There was a single moment of quiet as the storm stilled, and the water paused.

      “Oh,” the faint whisper escaped my lips.

      I was dragged from the sky, wind tearing at my clothes as it forced me into a freefall. Clouds and rain tore past me as I plummeted toward the ground. The magician wasn’t trying to bring me closer to him. He was going for the kill.

      Metal coiled around my body and tried to lift me into the air, but it failed. It was impossible to fight against the control that he wielded as the storm itself turned against me. The blue flames of the trees grew closer and closer, each one threatening to burn me alive and stab me with tree branches.

      If I hit the ground at this speed, I’d be done for.

      A piercing light shot into my eyes, followed by a wailing explosion. Half a dozen fireballs rained down from above me, each one aimed at my chest. Amanda was flooding the air with spells.

      Four of the fireballs reached me through the rain, and each one exploded violently as they touched my skin. There was no heat inside them, or danger. Their target wasn’t me. It was the wind around me.

      The wind magician grasped at his head as his control over the wind was blown apart. Each coil that wrapped around me had disintegrated, and the violent disruption to the surroundings had crushed any chance he had of regaining control before I hit the ground.

      A golden figure blazed through my vision, disappearing behind my back as Amanda caught me. The moment my momentum stopped, we both careened to the side.

      “Geez, you’re a heavy one,” she said.

      The golden wings on her back lit up at her words, and I knew Agni was laughing.

      “Excuse you, I’m not fat. That’s the rain you’re feeling. And the metal,” I said. “Let’s drop down here.”

      Amanda let go of me, and I regained control of my body as a metal platform formed beneath me. Tendrils of silver wrapped around my limbs so I couldn’t be knocked off course, but we didn’t go back into the air.

      It was clear that we couldn’t head back into the skies. The wind magician would be on the lookout for us and, next time, he would bring his team to finish us off.

      “At least we’re the second biggest team in this forest now,” I said. “All we need to do is distract the others until Kyle’s in position.”

      A pulse of magic disrupted my words, and I flinched as the blue flames in the trees around me burst into life’ They weren’t attacking us, instead, they grew into a pile of burning pits as trees and bark turned to ash under their weight. I moved what little earth I could to form a protective barrier around us, but we had bigger problems.

      In the air above us, the tree’s glow had reached a crescendo. It bathed the storm in soft green light, and pulses of power emanated from it in ripples, knocking back bugs and rain in a shimmering wave of power.

      “Aw, pit donkeys,” Amanda said.

      Blue fire spread across the Holy Land, a storm filled with lightning raged across my vision, and a burst of pressure weighed down against my chest. The tree was starting to attune, but I was sure that this wasn’t how it was meant to happen.

      “Something’s gone wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          27 I KNOW I SAY THIS ALL THE TIME BUT, THIS TIME, I REALLY AM GOING TO PUNCH THAT TREE

        

      

    

    
      When a human attuned to an element, they were always accompanied by a revelation. A deep sense of connection and trust needed to be established during the process, and an unshakable bond was born after.

      Watching the forest dissolve into a sea of blue flames as an unstoppable storm raged across my vision, I could say with certainty that the tree wasn’t just connecting with nature on an emotional level. Its roots spread beneath me, absorbing the blue flames and, in the sky, its leaves glowed a brilliant green as they sucked in the rainfall greedily. Cloud and branches became one, and flame and root connected inseparably as the blue fire spread across the tree’s body but didn’t harm it.

      The tree was joining together with nature itself.

      “Is this normal?” I asked.

      I’d never seen a plant attune before. For all I knew, this was the standard for each attunement. Or it was a one in a million occurrence that I was lucky to witness in my lifetime.

      Amanda’s expression told me it was the latter.

      “Holy Fue.” Amanda gaped at the tree. “I have no idea what that is.”

      A crash resonated through my ears, and I turned around to see the forest overturning. The blue flames were consuming them from the inside out. Half a dozen trees flew toward us, guided by the rising storm winds. A wall of earth rose from the ground and deflected the trees, and I winced as part of the wall was scattered by the impact.

      Within my mind, I could feel my earth attunement blooming with power.

      “My magic is back,” I said.

      “Mine, too,” Amanda said.

      Her words were stolen from her lips by a gust of wind, and I stared up at the storm that raged above us. Swaths of clouds were being absorbed by the tree, merging with it like cotton candy on a stick. I would have thought that that would make the storm calm, but the elements raged against the transformation in a fight against nature.

      All around us, the wind ripped trees and flames from the ground and sent them flying across the Holy Land. The only consolation was that the storm was only raging at its center.

      The outer edges were deceptively quiet, and I doubted anyone looking casually would see anything stranger than a glowing tree and low hanging clouds. Of course, if they looked with more than a casual glance, they would see how strange the situation was.

      “There has to be an unknown factor at play,” Amanda said. “Something like this doesn’t just happen. If only this damn thing hadn’t taken so much of my mana, I’d try burning it down right now.”

      “Wait. It’s taking our mana?” I said. “Oh, crud.”

      Thoughts raced through my mind as the landscape screamed. The tree’s glow resonated through the Holy Land, unmarred by the storm. In fact, the storm aided its call as it was absorbed, its clouds transforming into the treetop of the tree, and its glow illuminated the decimated forest around me.

      It had been absorbing mana. My mana.

      The mana of a Marked One.

      “I think I might be slightly responsible for this,” I said.

      Amanda and Agni stared at me, and I saw their eyes widen as they realized what I was implying. Amanda’s gaze shifted from me to the tree, and she smacked her cheek, pinching it for good measure.

      “No. Maybe? No.” Her face shifted from confusion to surprise, and then back to confusion. “Even if you’re here, this isn’t the kind of thing that would happen. I think. You’d need so much more divine mana to induce a change like this, especially since we haven’t been inside the domain that long. Maybe. This is kind of uncharted territory for me.”

      To my surprise, Agni reached out toward me and let out a single chirp.

      Your mana. Not enough. Not at fault.

      A loose branch whipped toward me, but before it could slash my chest, Amanda’s hand tore through it, flames spilling out into the air. The branch disintegrated on impact, and ashes spread across my uniform, only to be blown back by the fierce gale that hounded us.

      “I’d love to agree with you two, but the killer tree is making a compelling case against you,” I said. “Speaking of which, can the other students survive this?”

      “If they hide, yes,” Amanda said. “But something tells me nobody’s going to give up this chance.”

      As though they’d heard her words, three figures appeared in the sky. I could barely see them through the rain and the trees, but their magic lit up through my [Mana Sense].

      Three separate streams of magic surrounded the tree, green, blue and one that was composed of pure wind. I watched as each of them began to work on a different task.

      One stopped the raging storm, carving a path through the fierce gales. The next stopped the rain and directed it to form a wall to protect the group as they made their way through the sky. The third glowed bright green as he connected with the tree, life and nature magic weaving a tapestry of love and attention.

      They were trying to communicate with it.

      There was a crackle of lightning within the cloud branches of the tree, and its body glowed in response to the magician’s call. Then, a large branch closed in on them, crushing the wall of water that protected the group. Three bodies dropped from the sky as the tree swatted them out of its domain like they were flies.

      Three separate marks shot into the air as the tree decimated the group’s protection regents.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      I moved immediately, taking to the skies with nothing but stone and metal protecting me. All around me, stone hands appeared in the air and were immediately buffeted by the storm, trying their best to stay by my side.

      “Save them,” I said.

      Without their protection regents, the three people would be helpless. I couldn’t take the chance that something would happen if they hit the ground. My spells fired off one by one, and I watched as they zoomed toward the three falling bodies.

      
        
        [Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 4]

      

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief as all three of them were caught. The wind magician was knocked out, but Oalice looked in my general direction and gave me a weak wave of thanks. Then, he collapsed into a pile on my spell. I was surprised that he didn’t immediately try to escape. I’d been worried that he would try to leave and make another run for the tree, but it looked like he had common sense. Or was unconscious.

      In moments, my spells were sending them away from the storm and toward the calm sections of the Holy Land.

      The surroundings lit up as Amanda appeared beside me, golden wings once again flapping fiercely behind her back.

      “What are we going to do?” Amanda asked. “I don’t think the teachers can ignore this one. They’ll probably be here in a few minutes.”

      “In a few minutes, this entire place will be gone,” a voice spoke out from beside us. “I think I may have fed it a little too much mana because, aside from that, I have no idea why this would be happening.”

      Kyle appeared beside me, his hair a mess and his teal robes soaking wet. His expression was calm, although I could see a wave of confusion under his stable exterior.

      I didn’t blame him. He had no idea that the tree had absorbed the mana of a Marked One.

      “Gone? What do you mean?” Amanda asked.

      Kyle pointed up at the sky and gestured at the tree. Sparks of lightning were coursing through its cloud branches, and several fought against a tide of blue flame veins that were creating new pathways through the tree.

      “That’s chaos.” Kyle said. “An ordinary tree can’t contain this kind of power. It’s like a symbol paper that’s taking in too much mana. When it reaches the breaking point, it’s finished.”

      I didn’t need him to tell me what that meant. When symbol papers overloaded, they disintegrated into nothing. Or exploded.

      Something told me that the tree wasn’t going to go quietly.

      “If this thing blows up, that’s not going to go well for us,” I said.

      “As your senior, I should tell you that pointing out the obvious is just a waste of time,” Kyle said. “But, yeah, this ain’t good.”

      “Did everyone else get out?” Amanda asked.

      My awareness spread through the earth around me, trying to find signs of Shar, Vesper, or the other students we’d seen fighting.

      “I think so,” I said. “I’d sense it if one of the earth magicians was still around.”

      “Good enough for me,” Kyle said. “So, are we going to go and try and get a piece of that thing before it explodes?”

      “Are you crazy?” Amanda asked.

      I didn’t say it out loud, but a part of me agreed with her. The entire area for kilometers was being torn apart, and that was just a byproduct of the tree’s transformation. When it had gone after the second-year students, it had disabled them with a single swipe.

      “It could be worth a lot of money. Or better,” Kyle said. “Plus, it looks fun.”

      Amanda hesitated. I knew that she didn’t care about the money, or the fun, but she also wasn’t the kind of person to miss out on a golden opportunity. We didn’t know what this tree could do, but if we could contain it, then it would be a treasure that could elevate all of us into a higher position.

      Well, maybe not me, but we had no idea what benefits it would provide.

      “I have Gold’s defense regents,” I said.

      My words were for Amanda and Agni not Kyle. Several twigs appeared in my hands, each one of them a complex regent created by the puffer to protect us in dire situations. Because I was reluctant to use them, I’d taken to hoarding them in my inventory even when Gold kept creating new and better ones. They were too valuable to waste on arena spars, but they were perfect for today.

      “One try,” Amanda said. “I love adventure as much as the next person, but if that tree slaps the consciousness out of you guys, I’m taking you out of there.”

      “Deal.” Kyle chuckled.

      “Make sure you stay safe as well,” I said. “These are simple to use. Pour in mana and a shield will appear.”

      I handed a dozen twigs to Amanda, and she nodded somberly. She knew better than anyone how the regents worked, having had her life saved by them once before.

      Next, I brought out several for Kyle but, to my surprise, he rejected the offer.

      “I have a few tricks up my sleeve that I can use,” he said. “We don’t have long to think up a game plan. Do you guys think we should wing it?”

      The crackling of lightning and rumbling of thunder disrupted any replies as light spilled forth from the tree. This time, it was the healthy green glow of a magical plant. Red flames fought against blue as the lightning at the tree’s top shaved off a section of its mighty trunk, leaving behind a burnt exterior.

      “Okay, we have to go. Now or never,” Kyle said.

      Amanda and I leapt into the air without hesitation, and Kyle joined us from the side. His robes billowed in the wind as he glided on a stream of water, and a manic grin spread across his face.

      As we grew closer to the tree, the clouds above us rumbled, and sparks of electricity flew through the air. There was a surge of mana from within the cloud as streaks of lightning shot out toward us, and I raised my hands to greet them.

      “[Earth Creation].”

      The lightning was quick, but it crashed and crackled helplessly as a tunnel of dirt and stone formed in midair around us. As I weaved my magic, and the lightning raged as it tried to find a way through. After a few moments, it dissipated, and I opened up holes within the walls around us to show us what was happening outside.

      Fire and lightning gathered at in the treetops, the storm raging as the tree loomed over us.

      “I think that tree is looking at us,” I said.

      “You know what, I think you’re right,” Kyle said.

      My [Heart Silver] formed a spear that I gripped in my hand, and I tightened the formation of stone around us. Amanda’s body glowed with golden light as six claws of fire surrounded her, and I saw her clasping Gold’s regents tightly in her hand. Judging from the lightning forming above its branches, it wouldn’t give up without a fight.

      We had one chance, and the tree knew we were coming for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          28 I BLEW UP A TREE

        

      

    

    
      Strangely enough, fighting a tree had never been on my bucket list. Even as a kid, I hadn’t tried to have a go at the big and gentle giants whose branches billowed in the wind. As I gazed upon the storms that brewed in the skies above us and the blue flames that swept across the giant tree’s surface, it was clear that this tree was more than a worthy opponent.

      Hopefully, I’d be able to tell people that I’d won.

      “Treasures go to those who are prepared,” Kyle said. “If you guys are confident in your safety, how about we split up?”

      The third-year student glided across the air on a sheet of water, and a stray blast of lightning lit up his eyes. I could see the excitement within them, and the anticipation in his posture.

      He was having fun.

      “Okay,” Amanda said.

      I showed her a curious look and saw that she was trying to tell me something through her posture.

      “All right.” I agreed. “But stay safe.”

      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this from the man who called himself Crijik to start fights,” Kyle said.

      A moment later, he disappeared with a wave, moving toward the top of the tree. Instead of following his path, I turned toward Amanda and saw her gazing at the tree, its house-sized branches swaying violently in the wind.

      Then, I realized that they weren’t swaying randomly. Dozens of glowing bugs were being swept off of the tree’s body with each swing of a mighty branch. It was attacking anything that got near it.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with this thing, but it’s clearly attuned to something,” Amanda said. “Can you see anything?”

      She nudged her head toward the branches, and I swept over them with my [Mana Sense]. All I saw was different types of mana clashing violently. Life, nature, fire, earth, water, and even lightning.

      Then, I spotted a single bright spot of mana.

      “Over there,” I pointed toward it.

      The area I’d spotted the anomaly in was one of the bigger branches, and its surface was the size of an airplane. We dodged past branches, lining, and the occasional glowing bug, and landed on it quickly.

      In front of me was a small sprout growing out of the main trunk. For some reason, it shone brightly in my vision and, unlike the other sections and branches, it wasn’t violently collapsing.

      “It’s this branch,” I said.

      I placed a hand on the trunk and scanned it with my [Mana Sense]. Now that I was close to the tree, I could see past the violent storms and flames to check within the tree’s inner self.

      What I saw horrified me.

      Within my vision, I saw the magical being in front of me. It was incomplete and incompatible with itself. One moment, the tree was attuned to lightning, and then it was attuned to water. It switched to nature, and then to fire. The shifting presences hurt to look at, and I was surprised that the tree was still clinging to life. With so many different types of magic coursing through its veins, it should have imploded the moment it was born.

      Instead, it was dying a slow and agonizing death.

      “Did I do this to you?” I whispered.

      My question went unanswered as my words were dragged away by the howling winds. One way or another, my mana had impacted the events of today. I would have to be more careful in the future.

      “Yeah, this could work,” Amanda said. “Do you have a way to take it out safely?”

      I withdrew my senses and focused on the prize in front of me.

      “I think I do,” I said.

      The branch I was aiming for was tiny compared to the house-sized behemoths threatening us. It was hardly bigger than my arm. Despite that, I could feel the harmony in the magic within it. The reason it had lasted so long compared to everything else was because a stable connection had formed between the attunements within it.

      Unfortunately, all of those attunements were still growing in power and fighting each other for supremacy. The moment a single element grew stronger than the others, the peace would be broken.

      The temporary harmony wouldn’t be enough to save the branch’s life, but it meant that it would live a few seconds longer than the giant it was growing out of. If I was going to extract it, then I needed a way to stop the elements from growing in power. Otherwise, they would continue to clash within the branch until all that was left was ash.

      There was only one way to stop the branch from imploding. A bottle appeared in my hand, taken carefully out of my inventory.

      It was the time magic that Gerial had given me.

      Every night, I used it to freeze my body in preparation for activating my Mark. Gerial had been clear in his instructions. If I took it, my body would freeze in time. It wouldn’t grow, or progress, and even my skills and levels would stop.

      Exactly what I wanted to do with the attunements inside the branch.

      I knew that it wasn’t that simple. The time magic worked differently from person to person. Gerial had given me enough for my body, and possibly enough for any grown man. But the tree was gigantic, and its magic was unstable. Most of it was collapsing under the weight of its own power, and the time magic couldn’t stop things from being hurt or dying.

      It was impossible to halt the time of the whole tree, but a smaller section would be possible. I just had to remove it first.

      The silver in my hands formed a blade, and I cut through the blue veins of the branch, flames spewing forth from the tree as it wailed in protest. Clouds sprang forth from the treetops, and lightning gathered together, threatening to overwhelm me with a sudden burst of attacks. At the corners of my vision, mighty branches the size of my house crashed toward me, destroying everything in their path.

      The moment the lightning left the clouds, it was met with golden fire.

      Amanda hovered above me, her hand outstretched as a wall of flames enveloped the air, staving off the lightning and burning through the trunk of the tree. With a flap of her wings, she shot into the air. At the tip of her finger, a small orb of flames glowed white-hot, and she met the branches of the tree with laughter as she split the wood with her concentrated flames. Blue fire threatened to overwhelm her, but she ignored it and crashed through the incoming branches as I worked on cutting the piece of tree in my hand.

      I didn’t have time to concentrate on freeing the branch and defending myself. I had to rely only on Gold’s handiwork.

      A few bolts of lightning made it past Amanda’s barriers, and they met with orange shields as I activated Gold’s regents. Each attack was devastatingly strong and, soon, half a dozen shields had been broken through.

      In a few more seconds, my defenses would falter.

      Then, the silver jolted as the resistance faded, and the glowing branch fell in front of me, held in place as I clasped it with metal.

      The branch was free.

      I weaved the time magic as carefully as I could onto the branch. It wasn’t difficult to use since the spell was designed for the everyday person to wield. A single day was all I needed to use for the branch. I wasn’t sure if that time would allow it to stabilize, or if it would only keep the branch intact until the moment it ran out, but that was a risk I was willing to take.

      The time magic stretched over the branch, and its crackling dimmed. At first, I thought I’d killed it, but looking at it with my [Mana Sense] showed that everything within the branch was calm. The ever-fluctuating attunements were still within it, as was the magic, but now they coexisted in harmony, frozen in place and staying there instead of clashing.

      “It worked!” I shouted.

      A figure wreathed in flames dropped beside me.

      “Good, because this place is about to blow,” Amanda said. “Where’s Kyle?”

      I looked across the exploding tree as magic and nature threatened to tear it apart. At the top section of the tree where the clouds were at their strongest, I saw the third-year student holding his hands up high, rain and lightning showering his body. A wide smile was spread across his face, and he took in the attacks without a care in the world.

      He looked like he was having the time of his life.

      As though sensing my eyes on him, Kyle turned toward me and beamed. He gave me a small wave and smile, and then disappeared. The lightning and rain wavered, unsure where to go now that their opponent had disappeared. They settled for bombarding the only section of the tree that hadn’t been destroyed.

      My section.

      “I guess that means that he’s fine,” I said.

      My hands clasped together, and a wall of dirt appeared and blocked the lightning strikes. Each bolt tore a chunk out of my spell, and I was forced to refill the wall with stone blocks from my inventory. Then, they were destroyed as well. The lightning was growing fiercer, and the tree creaked and groaned as its trunk began to tear apart. The clash of flames and storm was reaching its peak as they consumed what was left of the tree’s midsection.

      “We’ve gotta go,” Amanda said.

      A thousand shrieks pierced the area as the tree trunk cracked into two pieces, its bark and insides protesting as they were shredded by lightning and blue flames.

      In the next moment, we were falling,

      The section of the tree we’d been standing on only a moment before was crashing to the ground as it was forcibly cut off from the main trunk, and wind buffeted my body and cut off my shouts. As the ground grew closer, I put the branch into my inventory and focused on a solution to get away from the dying tree.

      I reached into my inventory and pulled out the strongest thing inside. It was the Box.

      A quick glance to my side showed Amanda and Agni falling alongside me, their transformation broken by the sudden change of events. Amanda shot me a look, and I gave her a thumbs up.

      Then, I focused on getting us to safety.

      [Earth Manipulation] activated, and the Box flipped open, the door hanging wide as the stone block swallowed us whole. I softened the walls inside as Amanda, Agni, and I smashed into the incoming room. The moment I came into contact with its walls, I focused on moving the Box out of the tree’s assault, its branches crashing all around us and the winds threatening to knock us aside.

      The door to the Box swung wildly in the breeze and refused to close as my mind failed to grasp it. Violent motions weren’t conducive to magical cooperation. All I could do was hold on tight and watch as we moved through the air.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long because, a second later, the tree exploded.

      The shockwave of energy split the sky and reverberated through the Holy Land. Waves of blue flames crashed against the sanctuary’s walls, the giant buildings standing defiantly against the onslaught of nature.

      A moment later, it was finished.

      The storm’s winds calmed, and then disappeared as though they had never existed. The wave of blue flames evaporated into thin air, and the giant tree that had held so much magic inside of it was torn in half, ashes and broken branches scattered across the area that had been its domain only moments before. There were also a lot of dead bugs, their glowing bodies dimming as their corpses lay scattered across the destruction.

      A quick check showed that the branch sat in my inventory and glowed a soft green. Two cloudy petals hung precariously off of a twig growing out of its side, and crisscrossing its surface were a dozen blue veins filled with fire.

      “Great. All that for a piece of wood,” I said. “Funnily enough, I think I’d do that again. Is that crazy?”

      There was a groan beside me as Amanda rolled over onto her back, her uniform blackened by the ash of the tree. Agni chirped, her voice low and tired. The two of them had spent more time transformed than ever before, and it was showing in their weary expression.

      “I didn’t think that would be so terrifying. Or so fun. Did you know I managed to go my entire life without fighting a tree?” Amanda said. “And now if people ask me if I’ve fought a tree, I get to say that I have. But I guess I also have to say that the tree won.”

      Amanda shifted her head to the side to face me, and her hair illuminated the ground. Agni was beside her, soot falling off the phoenix’s feather coat as she ruffled her feathers. Both of them had smiles on their faces, or so I assumed for Agni. I could definitely see one on Amanda.

      “If anyone asks, we blew up the tree,” I said. “That sounds much more heroic than getting smacked out of the air by a branch.”

      “Deal,” she said.

      Agni let out a low chirp, and Amanda’s head shot up. I followed their gaze and spotted a wave of water approaching us. At first, I thought it was Kyle, but then a head of blonde hair and a muscular teenager with a cocky smile stared down at us from the sky.

      It was Roxxy and William.

      “We’re here to help!” Roxxy said.

      Her proud declaration was met with zero applause as I collapsed back onto the ground, my head digging into the dirt. Amanda managed a weak cheer, and Agni followed with a puff of flames. The phoenix looked like she’d already recovered.

      A pair of wings obscured my vision as a puffer dropped down on top of me, and a pair of beady eyes looked down at me curiously.

      “Hey, buddy,” I said.

      Gold chirped, and I took a treat out of my inventory for him to eat, but he ignored it and chose to sit down, settling down on my chest and making himself comfortable as I lay on the ground.

      “What happened here?” William asked.

      I paused, and then a smile tugged on my lips.

      “We blew up a tree.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          29 ALL THE PAIN WAS WORTH IT. I’M NOW ONE TREE BRANCH RICHER!

        

      

    

    
      The hotel that the academy had put us in wasn’t as nice as my family’s in Gesti Sky, but it came close. This was the kind of luxury I’d never had back on Earth. I’d wanted to explore more of the Holy Land, but after I tried standing up to greet the incoming teachers, I’d discovered that my body refused to move. After withstanding winds as strong as a hurricane, dozens of lightning strikes, and finally an explosion that sent me flying across a forest, my limbs had given up on me.

      I’d reluctantly gone to take advantage of the five-star bedding accommodations and spa treatment offered to all the guests at the hotel.

      Sue me, I’m not a masochist.

      Amanda had done the same, and with the amount of ash and water that had drenched her, she’d chosen to take the day off. The headaches that had formed from seeing so much lightning up close hadn’t helped.

      It didn’t take much to convince me. One bath, and I was ready to ditch the outside world for the creature comforts of hotel living.

      “Never mind. I want to do this all week instead,” I said. “Who needs magic when you have technology?”

      Two pairs of eyes followed me through the room, Agni and Gold chirping in amusement at my words. The two birds looked far better than I did. Gold was puffed up with pride at how well his regents had worked, and Agni was sitting elegantly on a nearby chair with her plumage back to its usual cheerful glow.

      It didn’t look like she’d dived straight into the heart of a storm and landed on a flaming tree.

      Her chirps filled the air as I took out my lunch from my inventory.

      Fight. Good. Any levels?

      “Well, now, that’s a personal question,” I said. Then, a smile cracked through my neutral expression. “But yeah, I got a few levels.”

      
        
        [Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 5.]

        [Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 4.]

        [Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 4.]

        [Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 3.]

      

      

      Of the levels I’d received, it was [Stone Grasp] that surprised me the most. It had leveled more than once in a single day, but before today, it had been stuck. It took me a few moments to thing over events and figure out what I’d done differently.

      I’d used [Stone Grasp] as a weapon and as a tool for saving people. Both uses had given me a level up, which meant that both were equally valid for the spell.

      With the weight of the world of taken off my shoulders by my period of relaxation, I collapsed onto the couch and groaned. The stress of the day had piled onto my body without me realizing it. In the grand scheme of things, I’d barely stepped outside into the Holy Land, but that also meant I still had plenty of time to explore.

      “Status Screen,” I said.

      
        
        Name: Andross Silver

        Class: Second Chance

      

      

      
        
        Level: 1

        Health: 100/100

        Mana: 11,340/29,220

        Vitality: 10

        Intelligence: 83

        Wisdom: 11

        Stamina: 8

        Dexterity: 14

      

      

      
        
        Available stats:

        Class: 10% to any stat (unassigned)

        Free stats: 10 (unassigned)

      

      

      
        
        Skill list:

        * Earth Creation (VI): Level 4

        * Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 2

        * Earthen Spear (II): Level 8

        * Stone Grasp (II): Level 5

        * Metal Manipulation (II): Level 4

        * Water Manipulation: Level 3

        * Meditation (VI): Level 1

        * Fear Tolerance (II): Level 3

        * Pain Tolerance (V): Level 4

        * Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

        * Mana Manipulation (IV): Level 3

        * Mana Sense (IV): Level 5

        * Mana Affinity: Level 1

        * Mana Vitality (II): Level 1

        * Mana Sanctuary (II): Level 2

        * Mana Communication(I): Level 4

        * Spirit Communication (II): Level 5

        * Symbol Inscription (II): Level 3

        * Celestial Convergence: Level 1

        * Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 2

      

      

      My manapool had increased a lot in the last month. I’d been hoping to activate it every day, but my mana regeneration wasn’t that quick. Instead, the guards had been given permission to help me recharge my mana. They provided me with concoctions to bring my mana back up to full each day but, a week ago, they’d said that they’d need time to restock.

      Ever since I’d started to get to know the church, they’d taken to helping me with little things like that.

      I wasn’t sure how much the tree had absorbed from my manapool, but the sheer size of it meant that I hadn’t even noticed the mana trickling out. Most of it had been used up in the frequent fights out in the Holy Land. Summoning stone and casting spells constantly weren’t a cheap endeavor.

      The lightning and the Holy Land’s mana had also caused me quite a few headaches.

      Thankfully, the hotel was devoid of the dense fire mana that caused my [Mana Sense] to be useless in the Holy Land.

      A quick peek to my side revealed two curious birds, both leaning toward me with their feathers buzzing with excitement.

      “I see you guys staring at me with those sparkling eyes,” I said. “Well, it’s not going to work on me. Amanda’s not even here to check the branch with us.”

      Their stares intensified, and I sighed, giving in immediately and bringing out the branch that I’d taken from the tree. The moment it left my inventory, its soft green glow filled the air, and I stared at it in wonder.

      An attuned plant. An object so rare that it could create an entire household on its own. Gold leaned so far forward trying to see it that he almost fell off his perch. Agni let off a small puff of flames as she crept toward the branch.

      “[Mana Sense],” I said.

      With tender movements, I brought the branch to my lap and let my [Mana Sense] flow into it. Every secret the branch held was displayed to me on a silver platter.

      The leaves held echoes of the storm and clouds, lightning crackling within their veins. Along its foundation, blue flames furrowed deep into it, cold to the touch. There were even stones embedded in its side, growing out of the branch as though they were a natural part of its life.

      Fire, water, earth, nature, life, and lightning.

      I could feel that the branch had attuned to each of the six elements in its own way, but it wasn’t a stable connection. There was an ethereal tether between the symbols as they flickered in and out of existence within my mind.

      A frown crossed my features as I noticed the anomaly, and I dug my senses deeper into the branch. One by one, the elemental symbols revealed themselves to me and, one by one, they disappeared before my eyes.

      I was struck by blinding pain and let out a shout. The sight of the symbols was burned into my mind, but their lack of existence was what hurt the most.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      I’d definitely seen six symbols. But I’d also seen them disappear.

      My eyes glued onto the branch. Its soft green glow was the only constant, and that existed because of the branch’s natural affinity to life.

      There were times when I had to admit that I couldn’t figure out something on my own. My specialty was symbols and earth magic. Whatever was happening to this branch was beyond my capabilities.

      “Hey, do you two have any ideas?” I asked. “Careful, this branch really hurts your head to look at.”

      Agni and Gold swooped down, their talons clacking on the floor carefully as they examined the branch. I left them to their work, confident that they wouldn’t destroy the branch we’d worked so hard to obtain.

      Well, they probably wouldn’t.

      “What are your thoughts? Is it attuned?” I asked.

      Gold tapped his beak on the floor sheepishly, and I recognized the stance he took when he was defeated. Just like me, his specialty lay in a different field, and he couldn’t work out what was happening.

      Agni, however, had a different perspective.

      None. And all.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      I squatted down next to the phoenix and watched as she nudged the branch carefully toward me. When I sent my [Mana Sense] into it, I saw the same thing as before. The six elemental attunement shifted from one section to the next, each circling each other cautiously. They flickered in and out of existence, the symbols ghostly and pale.

      Agni chirped as I gazed at the attunements.

      Attuned. Not attuned. Same time.

      I held up my chin with my hand and frowned.

      “Does that mean I risked my safety for a dud?” I asked.

      If I was understanding Agni correctly, the branch hadn’t attuned to anything at all, but it also had at the same time. That was a paradox that I couldn’t wrap my head around. It was impossible for someone or something to be attuned yet not attuned.

      It went against the natural order of all the magical laws I’d learned.

      The phoenix shook her head at my words and peeped.

      Treasure. Can choose. Which want.

      “Oh? Oh. OH.” I jumped up at her words. Excitement flickered within me as I considered the implication. “Are you serious?”

      Agni nodded her head and cheeped.

      Your mana. Into symbol. Of choice. Stabilize. Maybe.

      I looked at her suspiciously as her tone grew less confident. Agni raised her wings in the bird equivalent of a shrug and turned her head to the side.

      “Maybe?” I asked.

      She tittered.

      Chance break. Chance explode.

      That didn’t sound good. But I knew that with every opportunity, there also came risk. I couldn’t create a regent without breaking a few materials, and I couldn’t expect any less from a branch that was infused with six different types of magic. It was a miracle I’d been able to keep it alive this long.

      Gold’s head perked up as he listened to our conversation. He looked at the branch and back at me, his eyes sparkling.

      What will. You do?

      I didn’t answer straight away. Having a choice between six different elements was more than I could’ve asked for. Two of them I’d already unlocked, but nature and life were only a stone’s throw away from earth. They would benefit me greatly.

      Fire was also an option, since it was next in the line of elements that I wanted to learn. Especially now that I was in the middle of a Holy Land with the densest concentration of fire mana I’d ever encountered.

      And lightning was the rarest of the basic elements.

      However, this wasn’t a decision I could make on my own.

      “I’ll need to check with Amanda to see what she wants to do,” I said. “We both worked toward this, and we both deserve equal awards. You guys, too.”

      Agni shook her head.

      Gold. Not there. Agni. There.

      The phoenix puffed its body up proudly, and I saw her sneak a cheeky chirping laugh while she watched Gold flail. The moment she’d spoken, the puffer had fallen to the ground in shock.

      Kidding. All friends. All share. Gold shield help.

      “Exactly, we all played a part,” I said.

      I didn’t want to see Gold panicking further.

      With a flick of my wrist, I sent the branch back into my inventory. Thankfully, the inventory didn’t reject it. I decided to let Amanda rest for a while longer. There was plenty of time to make a decision, and even if something unexpected happened, I still had plenty of time magic left.

      “Did I hear someone say treasure?” a voice called out to me.

      I raised my head and looked toward my room’s entrance. There was a tall teenage boy there, his eyes scanning the room as he walked in.

      “William? I thought you were exploring the Holy Land,” I said.

      After handing Amanda and I over to the teachers, we’d both insisted that William and Roxxy continue to explore. There was no guarantee that what we’d found would be the only reward the Holy Land would give us. Ingredients were common, and there was good money to be made.

      “Look outside, the day’s already gone past,” he said. “It’s nighttime.”

      I looked outside of his words and stared at the same fiery-red horizon that had permeated the Holy Land since before I was born. I heard a chuckle from behind me as William took a seat.

      “Made you look,” he said. “But seriously, this place can mess up your internal clock. Anyway, I came to check the goods.”

      “Of course, you did.” I smiled, taking the strange branch out of my inventory. “Take your best swing at it. Not literally, please. I don’t want it to break.”

      Gold and Agni shuffled back as William took the branch in his hand. He was quiet as he examined it, and I shuddered in fear when he gave it a couple of experimental swings.

      I told him about Agni’s theory, and he nodded, his attention only half on me.

      “This is valuable. And weird. Really, really valuable and weird. It shouldn’t be possible for this branch to live this long.” He looked up at me. “You used Gerial’s gift on this, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. I hadn’t hidden any of my attunement ceremony gifts from him, although he had been present when I’d received most of them. He knew about Oubliez’s symbol and Gerial’s gift. As did Amanda and the birds.

      William ran his fingers over the branch gently. He avoided the cloud leaves and their lightning but stopped at the veins of blue fire and examined them with interest. Finally, he looked up at me with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Have you considered selling this?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          30 A MILLION HANDS HAS TO BE BETTER THAN ONE, RIGHT?

        

      

    

    
      The branch in William’s hand crackled with magic as he held it up for inspection. I wasn’t inclined to disagree with him very often, mostly because, with his [Wisdom] skill, he almost always gave me solid suggestions but, this time, I took my time replying to him. After a few moments, he looked up from the branch and toward me.

      “Don’t give me that look. Selling it is a viable option. You do know what an auction is, right?” he asked.

      His cheeky smile let me know that he was joking.

      “I’m just wondering what I can get from it. I know gold coins are great, but I don’t think they’ll be better for me than potentially attuning to a new element,” I said.

      “Gold coins are great, you’ll never hear me say otherwise, but that’s not quite what I meant.” William shook his head. “There are auctions that allow you to accept trades. If you want an item and have something the owner wants, just offer to trade. Or better yet, put the item for auction, and then put a list of what items you’ll accept in the bidding. That way people might bump up the price so high that you get more than you were expecting.”

      Then, his eyes twinkled.

      “Actually, you might not even need to put one element up for trade. Put up a trade for all six attunements, and whoever offers exactly what you want you just make the branch attune to their desired element. That way you don’t limit yourself to only reaching the bidders of one plant.”

      His words were solid, and his argument, too, but I expected nothing less from William. It was a good option to take if I wanted to. There was just one problem.

      “I’d have to use part of my time magic every day to keep it stable. The longer it stays unattuned, the more time I give up,” I said.

      It was possible for me to simply pick one of the attunements and be done with it, but I wanted to do things properly.

      “What do you normally use your time for?” William asked. “In this case, the trade might be worth it even if we have to take some time to decide which element will give you the most value.”

      “So far, I’ve been using it to activate my Mark every night that I can but, if I’m being honest, I don’t know if the extra mana is worth it,” I said.

      It was something that I’d been considering lately. The time magic was useful, but I was gathering mana in hopes of maximizing every stat I could to avoid dying during my ascension. If I could be using it on other more lucrative projects, then I would. Obviously, I couldn’t sell the time. Gerial would kill me, or at least be devastated. But if using it on the branch was an option, then I was willing to do so.

      “Your words hurt me. I just want you to know that. I am hurt,” William said. “I’m not even going to talk about the priceless time magic you’re using, but extra mana is something that people kill for.

      “Three hundred and fifty mana could be the difference between being able to cast enough spells to work for a living or get a promotion. If a person finds themselves in trouble, then that mana could fuel the spell that saves their life. Or, heck, maybe it’s why your girlfriend dates you. I’ve heard of mana diggers before.”

      “Those options all sound really depressing,” I said.

      “To you, the guy with infinite mana?” William dismissed my words with a wave of his hand. “More importantly, you’ve got the option to get something you really need. Not just an item to fulfill a passing fancy, but something that can help you travel down a genuine life changing path.”

      I sat back and took in his words. To my side, I could see Gold leaning in eagerly. His ears picked up every single mention of riches and opportunity, and even Agni listened intently.

      “An ice attuned plant would help you more than any of these elements. Or maybe even a full set of materials that can be used to create a metal cultivation room,” William said.

      I stared at him and considered his words. The only reason I hadn’t thought of doing that kind of trade was that it seems so ridiculous. Ice attuned plants could be used to create an entire household of magicians with a mid-tier element. If it was so easy to acquire one, everyone would do it.

      Thinking that I could trade for one with this branch was sheer arrogance. Or so I’d thought.

      “You really think I can get something like that for this branch?” I asked.

      “Let’s say you picked the most valuable element, lightning. Do you know how hard it is to find a lightning attuned plant? For one thing, they have to be born where lightning mana is naturally dense. For another, lightning mana tends to kill any and all life that approaches it,” he said. “It’s harder to find a lightning magician than any other basic element, not just because the element is harder to attune to but also because it’s so rare to find it in a stable state.”

      William raised the branch to his eyes and watched the sparks of lightning crackling between the leaves.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if somebody out there offered to trade you an ice attunement plant. Or even enough materials to form your own metal cultivation room. Maybe both,” he said. “And I’m only using those as examples. The actual list of items that can help you is much larger. Symbols, regents, blueprints, magic aids. The point is that you have to think about what you could get, not just what you have in front of you.”

      “That’s easier said than done when I have no idea what I could get,” I said.

      William placed the branch down, and I took it back into my inventory. We sat there in silence for a few moments as I took in his words. It was nice to talk to William about these things. He always thought with the bigger picture in mind.

      He stood up a moment later, and I could see him fighting back a yawn.

      “I’ll get you a list,” he said. “You should get some sleep. Fighting a tree is no joke.”

      “It was a mighty opponent,” I said.

      William made his way to the door, and I found myself wondering about my options. He’d given me a lot to think about today. It was only when we stopped at the entrance, and he turned back to look at me that I saw a sparkle in his eyes.

      “By the way, I’ve compounded a new list of questions about, well, about you know where,” William said. “I’ll be honest, I haven’t been able to stop adding to the list for a week.”

      “Really? I’m happy to answer them,” I said. “You aren’t the only one with questions, Roxxy still hasn’t run out either.”

      I knew he was talking about Earth. Roxxy was just naturally curious but, in William’s case, it was like he was trying to write an academic paper. Any and all information was absorbed, no matter how worthless it sounded. He was like me when I first arrived in this world, except in reverse. He snuck a glance at Agni, who preened as she chirped in conversation with Gold.

      “Never mind, I’ll ask them next time,” he said.

      A few minutes later, I’d gone to bed, the curtains closed and the endless light of the Holy Land out of sight and out of mind. Gold and Agni were chirping in conversation, but that quickly turned into background noise. But I had a problem.

      I couldn’t sleep.

      Thoughts and adrenaline coursed through my mind and body like a chorus of muscle-bound apes. I’d fought a tree. It didn’t sound very exciting but, as I fell asleep, the memory of the battle was burned into my mind. Lightning had struck at me, and I’d flown into the center of a living storm. And I’d even gotten a branch for my troubles.

      I didn’t even try to unravel the mystery of the branch. The entire situation would require further investigation if I ever wanted to get to the bottom of it.

      “Yeah, okay, I’m not sleeping just yet,” I said.

      Gold and Agni stopped chirping as I spoke, both of them turning to look at me. Gold clacked his beak together, and I got the general gist of what he was implying.

      What will. You do?

      “Something caught my attention today. Other than the giant magic tree,” I said. “[Stone Grasp].”

      A large stone hand appeared in the middle of the bedroom, and the birds stared at it in confusion. It was the size of my torso, and its fingers were extremely clunky.

      No matter how I looked at it, this was a spell designed for battle. The hand could squeeze the life out of an enemy or make my opponents give up by dragging them into the air and dropping them. But, this time, I didn’t have an opponent for it to grab.

      Instead, I went to the kitchen and took out a cup, placing it on the bedroom floor.

      “Could you hold that cup?” I asked.

      The stone hand turned toward me as though it was confused. A moment later, it flew over to the cup and with a clumsy swipe it tried to grab the object. It failed.

      The stone hand knocked the cup over, and if it had been filled, it would’ve spilled liquid everywhere. My spell didn’t give up there. Five times it tried to grip the cup in its giant fingers, and four times it failed. On the fifth, it held up the cup triumphantly, and then promptly disappeared as its task was completed.

      The cup broke from the fall.

      Gold chirped with laughter, and I shot him a smile.

      “I can’t improve unless I’m willing to break a few cups,” I said. “Let’s try that again.”

      This time, I created my own cup so that I didn’t end up breaking all of the ones that the hotel had put in the room. Once upon a time, my [Earth Creation] had been clumsy, but now I could summon a basic cup or plate without issues. I could even make it look fancy and smooth out the rough edges with my [Earth Manipulation].

      It was soothing to know that I’d always have cutlery and dishes wherever I went.

      “[Stone Grasp],” I said.

      This time, I tried to imagine a slender hand appearing. Not a clunky giant designed for war, but a flexible limb that could be used for tasks.

      A smaller hand appeared in front of me, its shape and size much closer to my imagination than I’d expected from a first try. It was likely because of the practice I’d had with my [Earth Creation] skill, but the five fingers were now thin and long, and the size of the spell was only as big as my head.

      “Could you grab that cup and bring it to me, please?” I asked.

      The hand gave me a hand equivalent of a nod, and I found myself nodding back. I didn’t have to be polite to my spells, but I didn’t want to insult the magic behind them. It was a strange habit I’d likely brought back from Earth. Back when I was younger, when I used to bump into furniture, I’d apologize to it.

      This time, the stone hand only took three tries to lift the cup and, instead of disappearing, it brought it right to me. It pressed the cup against my head. The moment the cup touched my temple, the stone hand disappeared. I watched helplessly as the cup fell to the floor.

      The floor broke.

      Agni and Gold’s amused chirps filled my ears.

      “I see where I went wrong,” I said.

      Then, a blue box filled my vision.

      
        
        [Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 6.]

      

      

      “Never mind, I’m a genius.” I raised my hand triumphantly in the air. “I think that’s the fastest I’ve ever leveled up in a skill except for [Earth Creation] when I was a baby.”

      Gold nodded his head. The puffer having been there since the beginning. Agni was a little more confused, but she happily chirped her congratulations.

      More happy. Than receive branch.

      “I think it’s just a different type of happiness,” I said. “I earned the branch, but the significance of it just hasn’t hit me yet. The skill’s level up is immediate feedback that my test worked.”

      With a wave of my hand, I brought out a book from my inventory and scribbled down a few notes. The spell. What I’d done with it. And what my thoughts were. It was one thing to figure out a new use for a spell, it was another to have level up so quickly.

      The only conclusion I could make was that the spell’s level was trying to catch up to the high level of ability I was displaying. Not just in controlling the stone, but in creating it. The slender hand I’d formed had mostly been a result of my [Earth Creation] practice, but it was still a more skilled application of the [Stone Grasp] skill than I should be capable of.

      It was the only reason I could think of for the quick level up. Or I could be making up completely false reasons for the level up with terrible logic. Either way, I felt ecstatic.

      “[Stone Grasp],” I said.

      A slender hand appeared, and I grabbed the cup again. I didn’t change the words I used. Instead, I changed the image of what I wanted it to do in my mind. Magic was more visual than verbal. If my mind pictured the stone hand placing the cup in my hand, then I was hoping it would do so.

      It took two attempts for the stone hand to grasp the cup. And then it dropped it straight into my hand and disappeared.

      My test was a success.

      Theoretically, this meant that I could replace a few tasks with my spells. Maybe more than a few depending on how much they could do.

      Could I make them write an essay for me?

      “I hope this doesn’t make me incredibly lazy,” I said.

      Gold chirped happily, and I turned my head to listen to him.

      Join me. Already lazy. Fun.

      I chuckled and turned toward the bed. Testing spells was fun, but I needed sleep. I also wanted to save my mana for any encounters I had in the Holy Land.

      Hopefully, the guards would be able to provide me with more mana concoctions soon. Otherwise, I had to wait days for my mana to recharge.

      “Night, guys. Let’s hope tomorrow is a relaxing day,” I said. “But still filled with treasure.”

      Gold and Agni chirped their agreement, but I didn’t hear them.

      I fell asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          31 I’VE BEEN TRICKED, BACKSTABBED, AND QUITE POSSIBLY BAMBOOZLED!

        

      

    

    
      A loud knock at the door woke me up, and I groaned as my eyes took in my surroundings. The stone cup was still embedded into the floor, but Gold and Agni’s perches were empty. I’d left the door open for them so they didn’t have to fight the handle when they woke up, and they’d been nice enough not to wake me up with them.

      Right now, they’d be flying through the hotel or outside in the Holy Land.

      The knocking on the door continued, forming a steady rhythm as the visitor got carried away and started to turn it into a drum solo. I could already guess who was on the other side.

      “I’m coming. I’m coming,” I said.

      By the time I reached the door, I was interrupting an entire performance. On the other side stood Roxxy. Her blonde hair was tangled, and she was still wearing her pajamas, but she buzzed with energy as her foot tapped against the floor.

      “Hey, hey, hey. And good morning.” Roxxy beamed. “I heard there was treasure.”

      I raised my hand to my head and winced. The light of the corridor hurt my eyes. For some reason, I felt more tired than usual, which was strange because I hardly ever felt tired.

      “Roxxy, what time is it?” I asked.

      “There’s light outside,” she said.

      With those words, she shuffled past me, collapsing onto the couch and sinking into the cushions. From the bags under her eyes, I had a sneaking suspicion I’d woken up a lot earlier than I’d planned to.

      “It’s the Burning Lake, there’s always light outside,” I said.

      “Okay, then I guess it’s nighttime. Technically,” she said. “But I woke up early and decided to spread joy.”

      I looked at her, and then to the kitchen. This world had coffee, or at least something that had a kick like it, but I hadn’t brought any with me. Instead, I opted for heating up some water and making tea. The actual heating regent looked like a simple bowl, and I had the urge to examine it as I activated the heating symbol array and watched the water boil.

      Fortunately, copying the array was legal. But also very difficult. Maybe I could sneak a peek when nobody was looking.

      I was startled as Roxxy’s head peeked over my shoulder.

      “Did you have this over there?” she asked.

      “I already told you about electricity, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, the lightning that works like mana.” Roxxy nodded. “Remind me again why you used something so dangerous?”

      “Because it’s useful,” I said. “We do the same in this world. If this array overheats and somehow the safety symbols fail, it’ll explode and take half the room with it.”

      Roxxy nodded, her eyes sparkling as she strode back to the couch. Her words stuck with me as I waited for the water to boil.

      The devices of my old life and this world being so similar yet different was a constant in everything I saw. Both were shaped similarly, and had the same function, and both could backfire and hurt the user if they were used improperly.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d considered the differences between the technology in this world and my old one.

      Humans in this world still needed to fulfill the same functions as on earth. They needed warm water and transportation. Even animal companionship was the same. The only thing different was how they achieved all these things. Instead of metal, they used magical materials. And instead of electricity and wires, they used symbols and symbol arrays.

      A small ding interrupted my thoughts as the regent finished boiling the water.

      “Your tea.” I handed Roxxy the cup.

      It was the same one I’d created yesterday. I sat on the couch and allowed the furniture to embrace my weary muscles.

      “I’m guessing you want to ask me even more questions?” I asked.

      I didn’t mind talking about my time back on Earth, but it was lucky that I’d asked my guards not to listen in on my conversations when they were private or else they’d have some questions of their own.

      Then again, I couldn’t blame Roxxy or call her careless because she didn’t know they existed.

      “So, so badly.” Roxxy nodded. “But not today. I, um, kind of came to your room second. And now I’m scared.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Who did you go to first?”

      The answer slammed the door open before Roxxy could respond, bright red and orange light illuminating the room as strands of fiery red hair entered my vision.

      It was Amanda. And she looked pissed.

      “You woke up Amanda?” I asked.

      “I woke up Amanda,” Roxxy said.

      Roxxy batted her eyelids innocently as she crawled behind me, making sure my body was between her and the girl whose hair and fingers were aflame. I didn’t blame her. If there was one thing I had learned to respect since meeting Amanda, it was that she wasn’t a morning person.

      Fire mana gathered across the living room as Amanda scanned every inch of it with red eyes. The moment she spotted Roxxy, the blonde’s fingers dug into my shoulders and her palms rattled against my back.

      “Kill him, not me,” she said. “He never warned me you weren’t a morning person.”

      Roxxy pushed me forward, and Amanda seemed to notice me for the first time. She blinked in surprise and narrowed her eyes.

      For a moment, nobody moved as we each waited to see what the others would do. Then, Amanda turned around and spotted my open door.

      “I’m stealing your room,” she said.

      With those words, she stormed into my room and shut the door behind her. Roxxy and I stared as the light of her flames crept out from underneath the door gap, but they died down quickly, and I knew she’d fallen back asleep.

      I immediately turned to face Roxxy, my eyebrows raised.

      “You tried to sacrifice me.” I raked a hand through my hair. “I’ll remember this.”

      “What’s a little light betrayal among friends?” She beamed. “Besides, I knew she wouldn’t kill me while there were witnesses.”

      I crossed my arms, and she poked her tongue out at me.

      “Thanks for the save.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know, we have something similar here.”

      Roxxy’s voice was soft against my ear. I wasn’t sure if she was whispering because she didn’t want Amanda to hear her talk about Earth, or because she was deathly afraid of waking up the fire magician. I suspected it was the latter.

      “A kettle?” I asked. “Yeah, I’ve used them.”

      Her hand gave my shoulder a light slap, and I saw her holding back a smile.

      “Not a kettle. I mean the wires, and electricity,” she said. “I mean, I wasn’t sure at first since it was just something I’d heard of as a kid. I had to ask my mother about it, which was a real hassle.”

      “Wait, really?” I asked.

      This was the first time I’d heard of something like this.

      “Yeah, I don’t remember anything as fancy as a kettle being mentioned, but when I was young, my mother used to tell me stories about golems made of wires and powered by lightning. Apparently, there was a time in history when they were pretty common.”

      She drew her knees up to her chin, resting her head as she fell into her childhood memories.

      “I used to love that stuff when I was young. Stories about magical times when symbols weren’t around and adventurers had to dive into danger headfirst, usually coming out with riches and more babes than they could handle,” she said.

      Roxxy smiled, and I chuckled at her words. I thought about what she was saying and wondered what kind of mother would read her daughter stories like that.

      “Don’t give me that look, they were fun,” she said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      My eyes widened, and I pretended to examine my hand. I don’t think my innocent act fooled her.

      “Well, maybe I don’t remember what I was going to say,” she huffed.

      Roxxy stared at me, and I stared back. Despite her words, I knew that she couldn’t resist telling a good story. And after she had brought Amanda into my hotel suite, I wasn’t going to give her the joy of seeing me back down.

      A moment later, she threw her hands in the air in frustration.

      “I won’t play your games,” she said, “but I will tell you my awesome story.”

      A smile tugged at my lips, but I hid it before I annoyed Roxxy for real. She waved her hands animatedly in the air as she weaved a tale.

      There was a mechanical golem, and the lovely damsel that it fell in love with. A wicked scientist who to stop them but, in the end, the entire city gathered together and approved of their love.

      It was a children’s story.

      More importantly, the golem was described as being powered by lightning and being created by a manaless person.

      “It’s all true, you know,” Roxxy said as she finished recounting the final act. “I mean, the technology, not the romance story.”

      I sat back and considered her words.

      “That does sound kind of like the stuff that was in my world,” I said. “But if machines exist here, why aren’t they more widespread?”

      “Because it never got the chance to take off,” Roxxy said.

      Her posture shifted, and her expression changed. I straightened my back as I recognized that she was about to talk seriously. What she said next wouldn’t be a child’s tale, but hard facts and logic that she’d gathered.

      “I tried looking through my mother’s records for more signs of this kind of technology, and two things kept coming up as obstacles,” Roxxy said. “The descent of Artus and Ength. Obviously, it’s not a coincidence that the two major periods of strife where we were nearly driven to extinction are what made my research so hard.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      When Artus had descended a thousand years ago, madness had descended upon the world. People had been compelled to destroy all signs of order and law, and even deeper than that, they wished to erase all forms of language.

      Books had been hunted down and burned. Records were lost, never to be recovered. And the subsequent wars had made sure that nothing of significance remained of that time.

      It was only when Fue descended that the madness had stopped, but the damage had already been done. Civilization had been brought to the brink of collapse, and it had taken hundreds of years for humanity to recover.

      But I’d never paid too much attention to what had happened after that.

      “Obviously, I can’t tell you what happened before Artus,” Roxxy said. “But after him, people spent a couple of hundred years rebuilding and just trying to survive the wilds. It’s the three-hundred-year period between that rebuilding and Ength’s arrival that I found the most information.”

      I leaned forward, and Roxxy puffed up when she saw that she had my full attention.

      She reached into a bracelet on her wrist, and a book appeared in front of me. It looked old and worn. The pages were falling apart, and even the soft breeze generated by her hand moving seemed like it would cause the book to disintegrate.

      “I present to you, the compiled works of the subject of lightning-powered golems,” Roxxy said proudly. “This is one of the only copies, but it was dirt cheap because nobody wanted it. Honestly, I read through the notes, and they aren’t too detailed. You can blame monsters for that. They came right as this stuff was being developed.”

      My finger brushed over the cover of the book, and I opened the pages delicately. There were a few basic diagrams and a lot of notes’ Books hadn’t always been widespread. Before symbols had arrived, most people had to write the books out entirely on their own. Even if they had magic to help them, it was a tedious task.

      The subject of the book was lightning-powered golems. In the introduction, there was a paragraph defining the difference between lightning golems and lightning-powered golems.

      From what I could see, the book looked like a rudimentary attempt to branch off into the kind of machines and technologies I was used to.

      “Of course, it was all abandoned when symbols appeared.” Roxxy waved her hand dismissively. “We had to come here to hide from the monsters, and they didn’t really leave much livable space when we returned from the sanctuaries. Or even intact cities.”

      She trailed off and yawned.

      “And by the time everything was rebuilt, symbol usage had become common and was much easier to manage,” I said, completing her train of thought.

      Maybe our worlds weren’t too different after all.

      Regents were much easier to manage in some ways compared to machines. A lot of people had mana on this world and were walking batteries for the regents. Onze regents didn’t even need recharging and gathered their power from the ambient mana in the air. Machines couldn’t do that, or at least I hadn’t used any that could when I was back on Earth.

      This world had developed technology that was more convenient for it.

      The smile I’d been holding back finally broke out as I put the book in my inventory. Even if it was barely similar to what I used to use back on Earth, a sense of nostalgia still tickled my heart.

      “Thanks,” I said. “This couldn’t have been easy to find.”

      “Yeah, well, I thought it’d be nice if you felt like this place wasn’t so different from your old one.” Roxxy shuffled back into the cushions. “I know a thing or two about establishing connections, and it’s always easier to transition when things are familiar.”

      I didn’t tell her that I already considered myself to be part of this world. It was the thought that counted, and I was happy that she’d gone out of her way to try and make life easier for me.

      The topic shifted, and I found myself waking up fully as we spoke. I hadn’t realized how early Roxxy had woken me up. None of the students in the adjacent rooms showed signs of waking until the two-hour mark had passed.

      That sign was Amanda opening the door to my room and looking out into the living room. The moment she appeared, Roxxy’s eyes widened, and she held a cushion up to the air defensively.

      “She’s not going to kill me, is she?” Roxxy asked.

      “It was good knowing you,” I replied.

      Despite my words, I knew that Amanda probably didn’t even remember her anger. She stepped toward us, and her eyes fell onto me, a smile breaking out.

      “Did somebody say treasure?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          32 A SANCTUARY? THAT MUST BE THE SAFEST PLACE IN THE WORLD!

        

      

    

    
      The rays of the morning sun were nonexistent in the Holy Land, and five stone cups lay broken on the floor as I focused on practicing my [Stone Grab]. Enough of my mana had regenerated, and I was confident in going outside for another day of exploration. The spoils of war from the previous day were currently in the hands of Roxy and Amanda, the two girls staring intently at the branch as it switched from attuned to unattuned.

      “I can’t believe you let me yap on and on about ancient history when you had something like this in your inventory!” Roxxy smacked her cushion lightly against my side. “This is a genuine treasure. The kind of stuff you only hear about in stories.”

      “It’s also giving me a headache,” Amanda said.

      She handed the branch over to Roxxy and massaged her temples. Then, she paused as a floating stone hand offered her a cup of tea. She took the cup and jolted in surprise that the hand disappeared the moment she did so.

      “It doesn’t do that when you fight me,” she said.

      “The spell reacts differently to different goals. I think,” I said. “As far as I can tell, it thinks that it’s goal is to defeat an enemy when we’re in battle, and so it stays active until the fight is over, and then sticks around to make sure you’re not going to attack again.”

      “Also, I’ve usually destroyed them before it gets to that point,” Amanda said.

      “That, too,” I conceded.

      Amanda turned her attention back to the branch, and I followed her gaze. Now that I had more time to focus on the impossibility that was the piece of the magic tree we’d fought, I could see it for what I truly was.

      A big chest full of money and opportunity.

      “I think the auction is a good idea,” Amanda said. “I’m happy to wait for William’s list.”

      “Screw the list. I say we ditch the Holy Land right now and put it up for auction,” Roxxy said.

      She buzzed with excitement, her hair whipping around her as she moved her attention from the branch to us. Both she and Amanda had gone back to their suites to prepare for the day and came back, and we were only waiting for William to arrive.

      Gold and Agni were having the time of their lives exploring outside, only returning once to grab food from me before flying off again.

      “Well, I’m hoping we find a few more things in here before leaving,” I said. “I’d be lying if I said the first day didn’t get my hopes up for more riches.”

      “Careful. Get too greedy, and you might find yourself with nothing,” Amanda said. “We don’t know how long that stability will hold.”

      I hadn’t gotten the chance to tell her that I’d used time magic to stabilize it, but a quick check of the branch let me know I still had a few hours left until I had to refresh it. The only reason I wasn’t telling her right now was because it would raise questions with Roxxy.

      To my surprise, neither of the girls could sense the time magic at work, and after a quick scan through my memories, I realized that William couldn’t either. He knew it was present, but he could only see the attunement.

      “By the way, this isn’t natural,” Roxxy said.

      My head perked up at her words, and she held the branch out to me. She poked one of the blue veins with her finger and frowned.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it, but something with the ability to switch between attunements should explode like the tree did,” she said. “I should be holding a pile of ash.”

      “Magic,” I said. “I guess we just have to accept the impossible has been made possible.”

      It wasn’t possible normally, and I knew that. The explosion was being held together by time, but I was certain that the initial cause of the strange phenomena was the tree absorbing my mana. Technically, this one branch held the power of two Marked Ones.

      That was enough to make anything possible.

      I gently pried the branch from Roxxy’s unwilling hands and put it back into my inventory. It had only occurred to me later that my inventory shouldn’t have been able to handle the magic of the branch. Technically, I was putting an attuned magician inside of it, but the inventory hadn’t exploded or spit the branch out.

      It probably had something to do with the fact that the branch was also unattuned at the same time.

      “We should head out now”,’ I said. “I’m sure William will meet us at the entrance.”

      “Roger that, Captain.” Roxxy beamed.

      I may have taught her a couple of Earth expressions. Luckily, a lot of them intersected with common sayings on this world.

      We made our way through the corridors and soon stepped out of the hotel. My skin soaked in the heat as my eyes were bathed in the light of the ever-burning forest.

      “Hey,” a voice called out to me.

      I turned around expecting to see William but, to my surprise, another familiar figure approached. It was one of the people I’d been fighting yesterday.

      Oalice Batri. The bloodline inheritor who had brought the tree into the Holy Land and stolen my magic to attune it.

      My expression hardened, and the boy hesitated as he saw my stony gaze. He took a deep breath and powered on, stepping up to me and holding out his hand. I shook it, more out of politeness than anything else.

      “Andross, right?” Oalice shot me a grin. “Thanks for yesterday. We were in a real bind, and not everyone would go out of their way to help the competition.”

      He shifted uncomfortably, and I saw that he had more to say.

      “Also, thanks for saving my friends,” he said. “I know they would have been seriously hurt if you hadn’t intervened.”

      My emotions softened at his words. There was a sincerity in his gaze I couldn’t deny, and it wasn’t his fault that his tree had gotten out of control. Well, it was partially his fault, but only because he’d activated the spell.

      Either way, I was glad to hear that both of his friends were okay. They’d been taken away by my stone hands during the fight, and the teachers hadn’t told me anything about them even when I’d asked.

      “At least it won’t happen again,” I said. “We’ve been given a lesson that magic trees and the Holy Land don’t mix.”

      “Oh, no. My family was thrilled with the results. We didn’t know what would happen, but they didn’t suspect something as spectacular as that,” Oalice said. “Don’t tell the others, but I’ve got six more prepared. One for each day!”

      I stared at him with wide eyes, but he wasn’t joking.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful this time,” he said. “If you want to find me, my group will be trying out the southwest today.”

      He ran off before I could stop him, and I made a mental note to avoid that area entirely. I’d already risked life and limb trying to get one branch, and I’d been lucky the tree hadn’t exploded instantly. Fighting a whole new tree without knowing what would happen was not a good idea.

      For all I knew, it would grow limbs and start beating me to death immediately.

      “That household is going to gain a lot if his plan succeeds,” Amanda said. “Having six attuned plans is no joke. That’s a dynasty of households right there.”

      She was right. Without me there to mess up the results, Oalice’s family would have a chance of reaping six attuned plants in their Holy Land harvest.

      It was a reward that would make any noble household salivate at the mouth. Even a single attuned plant could change a family’s destiny for the better.

      “I don’t like that,” a voice said.

      A head popped up beside me, and I stepped to the side to let William through. He was wearing an immaculate golden tunic and, at his side, hung a cobalt blue sword. It didn’t have a sheath, and he wasn’t wearing a belt, but it stuck to his clothes like glue.

      All of us had ditched our uniforms in favor of our preferred battle clothes. I changed into the white robes Gerial had given me, the silver threaded eye in the middle staring out at the world as I moved.

      “I spent all morning preparing this and, let me tell you, it wasn’t an easy task because my dad kept asking me what we’d found,” William said.

      He stuck his arms out, and I saw that there were two scrolls, one in each hand. I took one, and Amanda took the other.

      It was grouped into three sections. Stuff that I would need. Stuff that Amanda would need. And stuff that could be purchased or treated for if we split the amount we earned from the prize or traded for two or more items. To my surprise, her list was bigger than mine. I’d thought that with my inscribing and attunements that I’d have the bigger one.

      Amanda raised an eyebrow as she read through her list, and she looked up at William with a questioning gaze.

      “I included things that your family can use to climb up the political and business ladder,” William said. “You’re the heir to the Mitra family, so it was only logical.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I repeated.

      I put the scroll away. There would be time to go through it while we were moving through the Holy Land.

      “Speaking of household politics, the Batri family has a lot of businesses that compete with mine,” William said. “So, I think I’ll take a stroll through the southwest section today. If that’s okay with you, Roxxy?”

      “You couldn’t keep me away from an opportunity like this if you tried,” she replied. “I want one of these magical tree branches as well. Maybe even the entire tree if I can get it.”

      She bounced from one foot to the other, looking out across the forest in anticipation. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that an event like yesterday wasn’t likely to happen.

      At least she would get a chance at stealing an attuned plant. Or maybe not, judging from how William looked. He didn’t make his move often, but when he did, it never went well for the person he was working against.

      “Maybe we’ll try the opposite way, then,” Amanda said.

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “I can see our last two members.”

      Everybody looked up at my words, and I smiled as two shadows swooped down from the sky. Gold and Agni chirped happily as they drooped into the group. The puffer plopped onto my arm, and the phoenix landed gently onto Amanda’s head.

      “I see you two had a great time,” I said. “Did you find anything good?”

      Gold chirped happily and dropped something from his talon onto my hand.

      It was a rock with symbols carved into it.

      “Another regent already?” I said. “You really are a genius.”

      The puffer preened at my praise and puffed his large chest out cockily. Then, he happily accepted the multiple treats I handed him. Now that the group was back together, we could begin our exploration for the day.

      Roxxy clapped her hands together, and we turned to face her.

      “Huddle up!”

      She cast her connection spell, and I felt a familiar tug at my chest that pointed me toward the person I was thinking of. It was eerie how similar it was to the sensation I got when Gerial was nearby.

      Thoughts crossed my mind as Roxxy weaved the last section of the spell.

      Did the Crijik cast a connection spell on my body? Or was it just the impact of having two Marked Ones existing at the same time?

      “Done,” Roxxy said.

      I shook the thoughts out of my head and turned them toward my magic as I brought stone out of my inventory and formed a platform for traveling. Roxxy did the same, creating two giant fish made of water that swam in the air waiting for her command.

      It was hilarious seeing William forcing himself to mount it.

      Within minutes, Amanda, Agni, Gold, and I were traveling through the Holy Land. The two birds flew freely through the air with joy as Amanda and I focused on the ground. It was easy to miss the signs of magic materials, and I squinted to look past the red flames that danced on the trees.

      “Where did you want to go today?” I asked.

      Amanda glanced over the side of the platform and laughed as Gold flew up from below, his wings brushing against the windswept strands of her hair.

      “As long as it’s not tree-related, I’m happy to explore wherever,” she said. “Let’s go check out a sanctuary.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said.

      It wasn’t hard to find the nearest sanctuary city, even though we were in a different part of the Holy Land than yesterday. They littered the rift dimension like moles. I made my way toward the first sanctuary I saw. Once again, humongous buildings appeared in my vision. Each one looked like they had been carved from a single rock and stood as tall and proud as mountains.

      Once, they had housed the remnants of humanity, but now they were a tourist spot for those lucky enough to get inside.

      The gigantic wall surrounding the city wasn’t hard to bypass, my platform floating over it gently like a surfboard going over a wave. There were over a dozen mountainous buildings, and countless small ones, but I landed my stone platform as close to the entrance as possible, just missing it and touching down on a nearby street. It let me get the lay of the land and also experience how the city was meant to be.

      That was when I noticed a peculiarity in the surroundings.

      There was somebody already here.

      A man stood in the middle of the empty street and looked up at me in surprise. Then, he gave me an enthusiastic wave.

      “Wahyu?”
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      The sanctuary that we had entered went as far as my eyes could see. Mostly because my eyes were obscured by the gargantuan buildings that loomed over me. The street that Amanda and I had landed in started at the gate built into the wall and ended at the biggest building in the city, a giant purple monstrosity. Any architect with a sense of style would cry at the sight, and I wouldn’t blame them. It was clearly built for utility and not for aesthetics.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” a voice floated toward me.

      It was Wahyu.

      The man’s inscription tattoos reflected light into my eyes as he moved. His voice was directed at me, but his eyes shone as they explored the sanctuary around us.

      I couldn’t see what he saw. Every single building looked the same to me, purple splotches that were fine if you needed a place to live but not good for much else.

      A shadow crossed over my vision as Gold landed on my shoulder, and I scratched the puffer’s neck as Wahyu stepped next to me and raised his hand in greeting.

      “Hello there,” he said. “I’m Wahyu.”

      His words were directed at Amanda, and she bowed lightly in return. To my surprise, she moved her hands in front of her heart in the structure of an eye. It was the traditional symbol of prayer used in most of the day churches, but especially in the Church of the Crijik.

      “Hi,” she said. “Lovely to meet you. Andross had told me that you’ve been a huge help to him.”

      I coughed lightly in embarrassment as Wahyu’s face lit up. The man turned toward me with a gleam in his eye and clapped his hands together joyfully.

      “A huge help,” he said. “A huuuge help.”

      “Weren’t you meant to be making connections with the teachers?” I asked.

      I decided to cut through the conversation before he became insufferable, but I could see it was already too late. The man’s eyes gleamed in the light of the Holy Land as he turned toward me, not bothering to hide the smug grin on his face.

      “They’re all busy,” Wahyu said. “Something about investigating an exploding tree. More importantly, let’s go back to talking about what a huge help I am.”

      I shot Amanda a glance, and she held back a smile. Gold chirped at Wahyu, and the church member pretended to listen intently, although I was almost certain that the man couldn’t understand the puffer.

      “He says that Andross’ inscription skills have increased tenfold since you started teaching him,” Amanda translated.

      “Yes, yes. That’s true’ You wouldn’t happen to be willing to tell that symbol teacher of yours what you just said, would you?” Wahyu asked. “The man’s been avoiding me like I’m carrying a plague.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I said. “Okay, we’ve got to get going now.”

      A hand shot out and stopped me in place. Wahyu’s head popped up in front of me, and his smile blossomed as Gold chirped in amusement.

      “Do you know how few breaks I get?” Wahyu asked. “It’s rare that I get to spend quality time with my students.”

      “Really? Because it looks like you’re on break all the time,” I said.

      I moved my hand and quietly activated [Earth Manipulation]. A tendril of dirt snaked around his ankles and, with a sharp motion, I pulled his leg to the side, tripping him.

      Then, I realized that nothing had changed. He had moved his foot before I’d been able to catch it.

      “You’re going to need to try much better than that, my student.” Wahyu laughed joyously. “But don’t worry, I’m feeling fabulous thanks to all your compliments, so I’ll leave you to your exploration. Just don’t go running into any exploding trees. Oh, and think fast.”

      With a wave of his hand, the dirt around me exploded into hands that tried to grab me. I dodged every single one of them, and when I looked back at the street, Wahyu was gone, leaving behind a very surprised Amanda and Agni.

      I didn’t spare his sudden attack a second thought. He was just getting me back for the one I’d attempted.

      “You realize I’m going to have to hear about that all year now?” I said. “I work with the guy. He talks. A lot.”

      “He seems nice.” Amanda ignored me. “What were those things on his arms?”

      As she spoke, she began to walk, and we fell into a comfortable pace. My eyes scanned the buildings for any physical changes in the environment. My [Mana Sense] didn’t work outside, so if there was something to find it would be equally hard for everyone to find it.

      That was assuming that anybody was there.

      “They’re inscription tattoos,” I said. “I don’t know what materials he used, but the green and blue metal travels across his whole body. I think I’ve seen three or four symbols on his back. And quite a few on his arms.”

      Amanda paused in front of a building that looked more like a store than a house. Although it was hard to tell when there was no furniture. She opened the door gently and gave the place a quick scan. She shook her head as she spotted nothing and moved on to the next one.

      “Are you saying that he’s a regent?” she asked. “Like, a living regent.”

      “I’m not sure that’s even possible,’ I said. “I’ve never actually seen him use them, but l think it’s more like he’s channeling the energy of the symbols and using it to fuel his magic. Either that or it’s decorative, and he’s really into tattoo fashion.”

      Gold shook his head, and I glanced at him in surprise.

      “Do you think they’re real?” I asked.

      Gold chirped.

      Yes.

      “Huh. Do you know what they do?”

      As we spoke, I formed a stairway in front of me, climbing up until I could see over the roofs of the houses. There was nothing there, so I dropped back down. Gold glided around me chirping up a storm.

      No. Sense. See. Cool. Fashion.

      I couldn’t catch every word, but I got the feeling he wanted to get a tattoo.

      “It might be a passion project,” Amanda mused.

      “That wouldn’t surprise me. My dad says that every scriber finds a project they’re fanatical about at least once in their lives. But their system for making the regent usually boils down to hard work. My dad took a year to make a regent once, and I hardly saw him sleep,” I said.

      The smaller buildings were a bust.

      Even Gold and Agni looked upset at the lack of treasure. Both of them lifted off and flew into the air, their chirps disappearing quickly. Not even the talk of symbols could keep Gold away from potential riches.

      “Is there a gold inscriber?” Amanda asked. “I bet their project would be fun to see.”

      “I’ve never heard of one,” I said.

      My father, my grandmother, and even Professor Pernacles were all silver-ranked scribers. It was a far cry from my tin-rank, but the gulf between gold and silver was even further apart than tin to silver.

      Usually, when somebody spoke about a gold-ranked inscriber, they meant that the inscriber had reached gold rank in another specialty, and they just happened to also be an inscriber.

      “Actually, I’m not sure who gets to decide that,” I said. “If there is no gold-ranked scriber, do potential candidates get elected by vote?”

      “You’re asking the person who doesn’t even know if there is a gold scriber,” Amanda said.

      I chuckled and was about to respond when I felt something strange in front of me. I paused, and Amanda followed my lead. Her hands immediately transformed into flames as she began to weave spells around her. My mind focused on the sensation of intrusion, and my senses dove into the ground. In seconds, I was able to discern what was making me feel uneasy.

      Somebody was moving across the earth.

      Tap. Tap.

      Tap.

      A glint of light was the only warning I got before I was attacked. I raised my hand into the air as an object moved toward my feet.

      It was a knife.

      I hadn’t seen where it had to come from, or who had thrown it, but I didn’t need to. The weapon paused in midair as my [Metal Manipulation] took control over it. It wasn’t made out of silver, so I put it in my inventory to return later.

      I’d recognized the knife the moment I saw it. It was one of Berlia’s. That meant that my cousin was exploring the sanctuary and had seen me before I saw her.

      It was also blunt. It would’ve hurt a lot if it had touched me, but it wouldn’t gave given me any permanent injuries.

      “That was a greeting,” I said. “It wouldn’t have had me even if it had reached me.” What I didn’t mention was that it would have sliced the air right underneath my delicates if I hadn’t stopped it. Clearly, my cousin was sending a message and having fun at the same time.

      “What kind of person sends a message with a knife?” Amanda asked.

      Her hair was lighting up with fury, and I raised my hand to grab her attention before the misunderstanding could grow.

      “Sorry, sorry. That was my cousin. You know, the crazy one,” I said.

      “That was her?” Amanda asked.

      The flames that composed her hair quieted but didn’t disappear. Instead, she looked around at the street warily. We were in an open position and ripe for attacking.

      “Can you find her?” Amanda asked.

      “Berlia doesn’t use magic. So, my skill wouldn’t find her even if the air wasn’t filled with fire mana,” I said. “She was with a team last time I saw her, but instead of risking a major headache, I can try something else.”

      I activated [Earth Manipulation] and spread my focus onto the vibrations I’d felt before. Normally, I would use [Mana Communication] to ask where my opponent was, but the thoughts and emotions of the fire mana would drown out any reply.

      Amanda stood guard as I scoured the area. Flames erupted into life around me, and a wall of fire protected my body.

      “She must’ve gone inside a building,” I said. “Because I can’t sense anything—”

      My words cut off as there was a tug at my chest.

      “Found them?” Amanda asked.

      “No. Not that,” I said.

      There was another tug in my chest, and I stood up. I’d felt it before, as though someone was reaching out to me.

      Then, a moment later, it was gone.

      “Did you feel that?” I asked.

      Amanda looked at me with concern and shook her head.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I felt something in my chest.” I saw her look and rolled my eyes. “I meant Roxxy’s magic. Or maybe another type.”

      “Send a message, I’ll guard,” Amanda said.

      The texting regent was already in my hand. I sent a quick text to Roxxy and William, and a few more to Gerial. A single tug in the chest didn’t mean much, but it was always better to be safe than sorry.

      As I put the regent away, there was a flash of light as Amanda’s flames were pierced. A single ball rolled to a halt next to me, and I frowned. It was freezing to the touch, and I could already tell it wasn’t made of a material I could control.

      It was a weapon designed to counter both Amanda and me.

      “I think we found your cousin,” she said. “Biggest building, straight ahead.”

      “Maybe she’s claiming territory,” I said. “Or maybe she’s found something. Either way, we don’t lose anything checking.”

      I stepped forward, and the earth around me came to life, dirt walls rising into the air to protect me as I moved across the street. This time, I didn’t take to the skies. I’d need all the earth I could get against Berlia.

      The hunt was back on.
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      Amanda and I made our way slowly down the street as we kept an eye on the buildings around us. The attacks so far had come from the biggest building in the city, but Berlia had teammates, and we had no idea where they were. It was as tall as a mountain and was centered straight in the middle of the complex. Every major street led to it, and it offered a perfect vantage point to spy on us.

      “What are we going into here?” Amanda asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied.

      She lifted her hand into the air, and Agni swooped down from the sky. Gold followed quickly after, and I parted the earthen wall I’d created to allow him to land on my shoulder.

      There were several disadvantages to fighting a scriber.

      They had no set fighting style. Or rather, they weren’t limited to fighting in a single way. One day, they could inscribe violent sun symbols to detonate a house, and the next, they could place enough water symbols to drown a target while they slept. I wasn’t under any illusions that my cousin had shown me everything in her repertoire during our spars.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t prepare Amanda for some of what she would encounter.

      “Her dress tends to alternate between summoning four elements to empower her attacks. Ice, fire, wind, and water. None of them are as potent as a magician’s control, but she’s tough to handle up front,” I said. “I try to gain a bit of distance before going for the kill.”

      That was my fancy way of saying that I ran away from her until I could stab her with a spear.

      “Didn’t you tell me that she makes her own clothes?” she asked. “Remind me to ask her if she does commissions.”

      The thought of Amanda running through the battlefield with one of Berlia’s dresses followed by waves of fire crossed my mind. It was a terrifying image.

      I resolved to ask my cousin about it as soon as possible.

      My eyes were partially blocked by the dirt and fire protecting me, so I used my connection to the earth to make up the difference, projecting my senses across the ground for kilometers.

      Tap.

      A single footstep radiated across my mind.

      “[Earthen Spear].”

      A spear formed quicker than lightning and shot off toward the source of the sound. A dozen more formed in the time that it took to fly to its target, but they paused in midair as it hit a wall.

      Then, the wall exploded.

      Flames cascaded through the air from the building and decimated my spear. Before I could react, Amanda was already there, her hands raised toward the incoming fireball.

      The explosion split up into four quarters as though cut by a knife. Four separate streams of fire fluttered through the air and weaved around Amanda as she took control of the flames. In seconds, they turned from deadly to playful as they danced across her robes and joined the walls of flame she’d already created.

      A single marble rolled out from the eruption, streaks of fire blazing across its surface.

      “She did that to show off,” I said.

      I could hear Berlia’s mocking laughter bouncing across the air, and it wasn’t in my imagination. There was sound coming out of the marble, and I could see an intricate symbol array carved into it. It was clear to me now that I hadn’t heard real footsteps.

      She’d fooled my senses with a marble.

      “How is she doing that?” Amanda asked.

      I could see her surprise’ and I didn’t blame her. Even though texting regents existed, phones didn’t. It was uncommon to find recordings of voices unless they came with video recorded by regents that were almost too expensive to exist.

      “She has a low range regent that can transmit her voice,’ I said. “I’ve only seen her use it a couple of times.”

      One of my earliest memories was being at William’s birthday party and seeing Berlia use the communicator for the first time. It had shocked me because it was the first sign of phones existing that I’d seen. Though I’d later found out the reception was terrible.

      “She has to be close by,” I said.

      “What are the chances that she’s found something valuable?” Amanda asked. “If she’s got nothing, then this is a waste of time for us.”

      I paused and thought about the question seriously. My cousin and I had gotten closer over the semester, but that also means that I’d gotten a glimpse into the battle maniac that she was. I wouldn’t put it past her to start a fight just for the sake of it.

      I then considered the attacks she had sent against us so far. The knife had been a warning, and Berlia had used the ice-element marble to show us that she could pierce both of our defenses.

      Which made the last attack nonsensical in comparison.

      “That last trap used the fire element, which you’re obviously a master of. There’s no reason for her to do that after her first ones targeted our weaknesses so precisely. I’d say that she set it a while ago and didn’t know what kind of people would stumble across it. In fact, I wager that she spent a fair amount of time setting that and probably others as well.

      “There’s something here. And it’s taking them a lot of time to extract it or they’d have run already.”

      Amanda nodded, and her flames spread out into the nearby houses. They pawed around the rooms like limbs as they searched for people hiding from us, and I raised the wall of dirt until it lifted off the ground and covered the sky.

      Within moments, a thin sheet of dirt formed an umbrella, blocking us and half the street from sight. I couldn’t trust any of the buildings nearby. Each and every one of them could have been rigged with a trap of some kind.

      “Run,’ I said. “I’ll bring us up.”

      Amanda and I dove forward, and the floor burst as stone steps appeared in front of us. Without pause, we rushed up the stairway, and I dismissed the stones we passed. The dirt umbrella covered our movements from the building we knew Berlia was in, but I still kept an eye out on the nearby houses and shops.

      “Gold. Left,” Amanda said. “Agni. Right.”

      A small figure dipped from above the dirt umbrella as Gold broke through and made his way toward the left of the street. He’d been watching from above and knew not to touch any of the buildings for fear of explosions. He held a shielding regent in his hand just in case.

      To my right, I could see Agni as she moved in and out of the buildings, searching them for signs of recent arrivals.

      “Up,” I said.

      The steps we were moving on split in half and separated as I felt a presence arrive from above us. It tapped against the dirt, and then a bang reverberated across the surroundings as contact was made.

      Something was trying to break through the dirt umbrella.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      Three stone hands appeared around me as I pinpointed the location of the intruder. This time, I was sure that it was a person kneeling on the umbrella I’d created. The stone hands roared through the air and three holes appeared the moment they approached the dirt.

      Each of them was obliterated in an instant.

      “That’s just rude,” I said. “I think that’s a warrior.”

      Amanda nodded, and five claws of flame smashed through the air. I let them through the dirt and, a moment later, three different explosions rocked through the air. It took all my concentration not to lose control of the earth around us.

      “I’m going up there,” Amanda said.

      Agni appeared the moment she spoke, and waves of golden flames reverberated through the air as the phoenix transformed into a pair of golden wings that merged with Amanda’s back.

      Then, she flew toward the stone umbrella, and I opened the sky to let her through. I caught a quick glimpse of the battle above as claws of flame clashed against a girl wearing gauntlets before the dirt closed, and I was alone.

      In front of me was the building Berlia hid in.

      “This better not be another trap,” I muttered.

      I wasn’t sure where the third member of Berlia’s squad was, so I kept an eye out on my surroundings. This time, when I approached the wall, I saw what I couldn’t through the earthen spear I’d shot out.

      Various symbols were inscribed on small plates Berlia had stuck onto the entrance of the building. Barely visible, closer to paper than anything else. She’d also made sure to hide them with paint, which told me that she’d been here for a while.

      Fire. Explosion. Water. Spikes. Tar. Stick.

      They were barely connected symbols, but they would work perfectly to stop any intruders who didn’t know how to spot symbols.

      I disabled them all in seconds.

      There was a shout from above me, and I saw a figure jump over the edge of the umbrella. She made it two feet before Amanda’s claws caught her shoulder and dragged her across the sky. A pillar of flames followed them, but the warrior’s tunic flickered, and Amanda’s attack died a moment later.

      “[Stone Grasp],” I said.

      Stone hand after stone hand appeared and shot toward the warrior. At the same time, two of the claws exploded, and I could see the target was stunned. It was the perfect opportunity.

      A moment later, Berlia’s teammate was flying across the Holy Land, a stream of hands dragging her through the air.

      I directed them to squeeze her until her shielding regent broke, but I lost sight of her the moment I stepped through the door to the main building. I turned toward the room I entered and found myself standing in a massive foyer.

      It was time to focus on my side of the battle.

      I took a single step inside the foyer and paused as I beheld my cousin’s handiwork. There were hidden symbols everywhere, most of them disguised by the natural shadows and uneven angles inside the room.

      She’d put traps on the walls, the floor, and even a couple on the ceiling. The entire foyer was a death trap.

      Silver streamed out of my inventory, and I directed it to every symbol I saw. Each blade struck the plates in a different way and sharp lines destroyed each of the tablets before they could activate. It was something that was impossible to do unless the attacker knew the symbols at play and could disable them with precise strikes.

      It was a pity for my cousin that I was also an inscriber.

      The sound of flapping wings came from behind me as a bird entered the building, and I frowned as I heard its entrance.

      “[Earthen Spear].”

      Without turning back to look at it, I summoned half a dozen spears and sent them without hesitation straight toward the bird.

      Then, I turned around and saw a white dove behind me.

      It exploded the moment the spears touched it, and green liquid spilled onto the floor. Some of it coated my metal, and I felt my control of the element temporarily weaken for an instant. Then, it returned.

      I looked at the corpse of the bird regent and bent down to examine it.

      “The Jâl specialty,” I said.

      I’d last seen these birds in Gesti Sky. They were one of the main creations of my family. The only reason I’d attacked first and asked questions later was because their wings didn’t make the same sounds as real bird wings. That was because the regents used symbol arrays to fly, and the wings were only aesthetic.

      The sound of flapping wings hit my ears again, and I raised my head to see Gold shooting straight through the doorway, followed by half a dozen doves.

      I waved my hand, and the doves smashed headfirst into the stone wall that appeared out of thin air. An explosion rocked through the entrance of the building, but the only thing that reacted was the stones.

      The sanctuary walls were tougher than I thought they’d be, but they’d also been designed to defend against the monsters that followed humanity through the rift.

      “Solid work, buddy,” I said.

      Gold landed on my shoulder chirped happily.

      Fake bird with no ice cream. This time.

      We made our way through the foyer and up a flight of stairs, disabling traps as we went along. Now that Gold was with me, he scouted ahead and spotted the symbol plates before I could reach them. Most of them were disabled with a quick swipe of his talons, and the ones he couldn’t cut were swiftly destroyed with my [Heart Silver] blade.

      The stairs led to a massive corridor with what seemed like an infinite number of rooms attached to it. The corridor itself stretched out for miles, and I could see several other big branches deeper within.

      It would take hours to search each room individually. I would have to take a risk instead.

      “[Mana Sense].”

      The room blazed with color and, to my relief, the fire mana was less dense inside, although not completely gone. A pang of pain crawled up my temple as the fire mana flooded through me, but I ignored it and tried focusing on anything that looked different.

      Even if I couldn’t see my cousin, if she was standing near a magical item, then I’d be able to see it.

      “There she is.” I smiled.

      I shot down the corridor, and the traps began to lessen in number until they dwindled to nothing. Berlia hadn’t had time to place anything else down.

      Good chirped as we neared the location. The door to the room my cousin was inside had a giant symbol plastered onto it. Instead of exploding, it was designed to make me look another way whenever I turned toward the room.

      With my [Mana Sense] active, it was easy to spot. Oubliez’s symbol was dozens of times harder to see.

      A single cut later, I opened the door to reveal a glowing blue room. Embedded in the center of the room was a giant crystal the size of my head. My mother’s lessons rattled in my head as I spotted familiar identifiers, but then I saw a figure standing next to it, trying to pry it loose with an inscriber tool.

      “I made it,” I said.

      Berlia’s head shot up, her red dress looking purple as the blue light of the crystal illuminated her body. She moved in front of the item immediately, a challenging smile on her face.

      “Hey, cuz.”
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      My cousin acted the moment she spotted me, her address billowing as dozens of snow-white doves appeared in the room. Each of them dive bombed toward me, and I crushed my fingers into a fist, stones shooting out of my inventory and slamming against the oncoming horde. All of the regents exploded, and elements of all kinds swept over the small space. They threatened to tear me apart, but the moment the first dove exploded, a shimmer of light appeared in front of me.

      It was an orange shield.

      Gold chirped as he landed on my shoulder, and I brought out another shielding regent for him to hold in his talons. I wasn’t going to assume that Berlia had fallen prey to her own abilities.

      Smoke filled the room, and I realized what my cousin was trying to do. If I couldn’t see her through the smoke or my earth, then she could do some real damage to me.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      My stone hands flew directly into the chaos without hesitation. Each one patrolled through the smoke, trying to find an enemy to grab onto. I couldn’t see my cousin, but I knew from our previous fights that if I let her get close, she would finish me quickly.

      It was a bad time to be fighting in a tiny room.

      “Do you see anything?” I asked Gold.

      The moment I spoke, something shot past my stone blocks. I raised my hand and conjured a stream of metal that cascaded over the object and coated it. I could tell from the contact that it was a marble.

      I waved my hand to throw it away but, when my silver moved, the marble began to vibrate, and a piercing wail filled the room.

      My mouth opened in a wordless cry as the sound threatened to shatter my eardrums. Then, it disappeared as another shield flickered to life. Gold chirped and dug into my pocket, pulling out another twig from my inventory. I could see that the shield he’d conjured this time wasn’t the one I’d handed to him. It was a rock he’d taken directly out of my stash.

      Just as I was about to retaliate, there was a tug at my chest, and I looked toward a nearby window. Someone was trying to find me. The feeling started softly, but then grew fiercer as the magic activated again. Gerial, William, Roxxy, or Amanda. I quickly ran through the options in my head, then dismissed the distraction.

      My gut feeling told me that it was Amanda. If it was, she would just have to wait.

      Half a dozen projectiles entered my personal space during my moment of distraction, and I cursed as I tried to deflect them all with my metal. I failed.

      The resulting explosion knocked me back out into the corridor.

      My vision went blank for a moment, and I instinctively brought together my stone blocks and metal to form a wall in front of me. Gold glided beside me. He was unharmed because the puffer had jumped off my shoulder the moment he saw the attacks coming in.

      I stood up, but before I could move back into the room, an idea occurred to me. Just because Berlia was inside didn’t mean I had to be.

      “[Earth Creation].”

      Giant pillars of earth were brought into existence by my spell.

      All of them were inside the room I’d just been kicked out of.

      There was a brief instance of silence as the entire room filled with dirt and stone. Then, I felt a presence trapped against the wall as my magic engulfed her.

      “[Stone Grasp].”

      The stone within the earth coalesced around my opponent, and there was a brief instance of struggle as she brought out several marbles and flung them at the encroaching stone. It only stopped the pillars for a second. Then, her defensive regent shattered under the weight of my spell.

      I immediately dismissed the spells and threw all the dirt around me into my inventory.

      Even with the earth gone, there were still signs of the battle we’d fought; smoke escaped through the windows, and several types of goo and liquid had splashed onto the floor. In the middle of it all was Berlia and the crystal she’d been trying to pry free from the ground.

      I took a step forward, and there was another tug inside my chest.

      This time, I turned to face the window. I looked out and saw Amanda crossing through the air, flames trailing behind her. The warrior she’d been fighting was nowhere to be seen.

      I brought out my texting regent and shot off a message to Amanda.

      [The material they were guarding was a [Calming Crystal]. A really big one,] I sent. [But it’s stuck on the floor. Do you have anything to remove it?]

      [I’ll be right there,] she replied. [Tago picked up my opponent. William might have something to free it.]

      I snuck a glance at the crystal and remembered what my mother had taught me about it.

      It helped with meditation in general, and also aided in soothing disruptive emotions. People using the crystal could reach a meditative state easily, and for those families with members that hadn’t obtained the [Meditation] skill it would greatly accelerate their time needed to unlock it.

      There was another tug at my chest as Amanda tried to figure out which room I was in.

      “If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve prepared subtler traps.” Berlia chuckled.

      She was lying on her back as she recovered from the series of explosions she’d been exposed to. Now that the mark of her badge had been activated, the teachers would come to get her soon.

      Her dress hadn’t been damaged, the regent absorbing most of the attacks, and for that I was grateful. Intricate regents took a lot of time and effort to create, and losing them wasn’t just painful because of the cost. And the inscriber put part of their heart into their original creations.

      “I guess this is the part where you tell me to back off,” she said.

      “No, I’m good.” I held my hand out toward her. “This is the kind of reward that can be shared.”

      She clasped her hand in mine, and I pulled her up. A pillar of dirt helped me by pushing against her back, and Gold offered her a wing.

      I could see her surprise and confusion as she stood in front of me.

      “Really?” Berlia asked.

      “Of course, we’re family,” I said.

      “Sharing isn’t exactly the Jâl family way,” she said.

      “Yeah, I kind of felt that was the case.” I shrugged. “But, technically, whatever I do is the Jâl family way. And I’m choosing to share. At the very least, we can mediate until the teacher gets here to pick you up. Then, maybe they can help us pry this rock free.”

      We both turned toward the crystal in the center of the room, and a frown flickered over my face. I couldn’t use [Earth Manipulation] on the sanctuary floor. They’d been specially treated against magical manipulation.

      Just in case, I tried it anyway, and then shivered as my consciousness bounced back from the purple material.

      “I tried using the hardest chisel in my collection, but I didn’t leave a dent,” Berlia said. “We spent the night here trying to break it free. Except for Genine. She got ambushed, and her badge broke on the first day.”

      It took me a second to register her words, and I saw my cousin’s posture soften as she spoke.

      This was her version of small talk.

      “My metal bounced off it during our fight,” I said.

      Waves of silver left my inventory, and a dozen spears and blades formed. With a flick of my finger, I directed them toward the crystal. Each and every one of them failed to pierce the floor and the material.

      “Maybe I can burn it out of the ground instead,” a voice spoke from behind me.

      Amanda strode into the room, Agni by her side.

      “Please, don’t try that,” I said.

      She shot me a smile and walked up to my cousin, greeting her and updating her about her teammate. Berlia didn’t look surprised. Their team probably had a way of telling how each other were doing.

      My attention turned back to the crystal, and I knelt to examine it. The interior was crystal clear but, occasionally, a swirl of blue light appeared within it and winked at me. It was these lights that illuminated the room and each of them lasted about twenty seconds before disappearing.

      “How do we use it?” I asked.

      My mother taught me how to identify the crystal, but not how to activate it. Gold jumped from my shoulder and pecked at the item, his head bobbing up and down as he examined it. His long leg stretched out, and he scraped at it experimentally with his talons. Then, he looked at me and shook his head.

      Berlia watched the puffer with interest and turned to me when he was done.

      “Usually, we’d make it the core material of a regent and activate it whenever we want to.” She hummed and kicked the crystal gently. “In its natural state, it should activate when we begin meditating.”

      “Let’s give it a try.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Amanda and I spoke at the same time, and we both paused as we waited for the other to continue their sentence. Then, we chuckled as we realized we’d both stop talking to let each other talk.

      “Actually, I think my time is up,” Berlia said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Instead of speaking, she turned toward the entrance of the room. I followed her gaze and took a step back because I realized someone was standing there.

      Tago of the Earth filled the doorway, his posture perfectly straight. His stone body didn’t convey emotion well, but I’d spent enough time with him to know he was looking at us with amusement. His gaze lingered on the crystal, and then he turned toward my cousin.

      “Student Berlia,” his voice rumbled across the room. “I will escort you back to the hotel until a new defensive regent can be supplied to you.”

      “Yeah, I figured as such. Thank you, sir,” Berlia said. “And thank you, Andross. It was a good fight.”

      “I’ll try to see if I can snag some time with the crystal for you later,” I said.

      My cousin gave me a hug and, a moment later, she was gone.

      Then, I heard footsteps outside the room, and it took me a moment to realize that they were coming toward us not moving away. I tensed and raised my hands as my mana swirled within me, ready to strike. Beside me, Amanda and the birds did the same.

      Just because we had won the fight against my cousin didn’t mean that other people wouldn’t come and try to steal our prize.

      “Hi, hi,” a melodic voice called out.

      Roxxy’s head popped up from behind the door, and she gave us an enthusiastic wave. We immediately disengaged, and the room grew noticeably dimmer as Amanda’s flames retreated.

      “Hi,” Amanda said. “You got here fast.”

      “This time, we came as soon as we could,” she said. “We ran into Tago and followed him to you guys.”

      She stepped through the door, and William strode through behind her. He paused, and I saw his eyes widen as he took in our prize.

      “That is a big [Calming Crystal],” he said. “We may have to cut off the lower half. Nothing I have on me could dream of denting these buildings.”

      “Then, let’s give it a try at full power before we break it,” Roxxy said. “I checked, and there’s nobody else nearby.”

      She bounced into the center of the room, and the rest of us followed in the wave of her enthusiasm. William glanced around, and I knew what he was thinking. Now that my cousin was gone, I could see that the light of the crystal was noticeable from outside.

      I covered the surroundings with a thin layer of stone, and I hoped the shadows would make it look like the room was empty. Or at least not worth approaching.

      The six of us sat down in a square formation around the crystal. Gold and Agni sat on my lap and Amanda’s head respectively. The birds closed their eyes, and their bodies puffed up and deflated as they took deep breaths.

      It didn’t take long for [Meditation] to fully activate.

      As the time passed, I felt a steady rhythm forming. The mana within the crystal twinkled as the five of us breathed in and out, and it rippled in and out of our surroundings in conjunction with us.

      Every twitch I made was mimicked by the mana. Every exhalation brought a sense of closure from my surroundings.

      It was unity. Connection.

      It hurt.

      A lot.

      I frowned. There was something wrong. A crawling sensation stemmed from within my skin and bones as I fell deeper into meditation. Then, the mana of the crystal pulsed, and I found myself seeing the world around me clearly. And the world inside me as well.

      That only made the pain clearer.

      The crawling quickly turned into pinching. Then it turned into searing pain as a thousand needles crawled through my flesh, tearing at everything they found as they searched for a way out of my body.

      It was only thanks to my [Pain Tolerance] that I didn’t scream in agony.

      I felt a single tug inside my heart.

      “Guards,” I called out weakly.

      “Are you okay?” a concerned voice echoed in my ears.

      It was Amanda, but her voice sounded like it was coming from far away. The others moved around me, but I wasn’t focused on them. Or on the seven bursts of power that I felt coming from my guards as they appeared inside the room.

      The tugging at my heart wasn’t stopping. I recognized the source instinctively, like it was part of me. I thought it was Amanda this whole time. But I was wrong. Someone had been trying to contact me, and it was only now that I’d stopped and mediated that I realized it was happening.

      Somehow, my connection with them had been blocked until the crystal cleared my thoughts. Like a path that was newly uncovered, I could see a connection pulsing from within me and heading outward.

      The moment I re-opened the connection, a rush of power shot through me, and I buckled over in pain.

      It was Gerial.

      He was activating [Celestial Convergence].

      The searing pain grew sharper as mists of purple expelled from my pores. It was mixed with a divine golden presence that overwhelmed the mana around me as the divine mana inside my body was expelled into the surroundings.

      My Mark and my divine mana were working in conjunction, forming a portal above my head.

      I couldn’t stop it.

      Nor did I want to. Gerial was pushing through the connection, and I could sense his despair. And his urgency. I clung onto consciousness as the journey began and groaned. This pain was what Gerial had gone through each time I’d activated the skill. I’d had no idea that it hurt this much for him as well.

      Through teary eyes, I saw my guards surrounding me, standing at every corner of the room with their swords drawn. Amanda and Roxxy were being moved to the sides of the room, and William was watching me closely, his eyes wide. I could tell he was trying to figure out what to do before it became a major issue.

      Then, I felt something.

      It was like someone stepped over my heart. It squished inside me as an object far bigger than me roamed through me.

      A person was coming through the portal.

      “Gerial is in trouble. Prepare yourselves,” I gasped the words out.

      The portal lit up the surroundings, the crystal’s glow a mere gust of wind compared to the gale of my mana’s golden radiance.

      Then, there was a change.

      A shadow fell over me, and a single body, beaten and bloody, fell through the portal. It was instantly caught by one of my guards.

      The others formed a perimeter around me, and something hit my nose.

      It was the scent of fire and something else. I wasn’t sure what, but the first thing to come to mind was the branch in my inventory.

      The body that had fallen from the portal turned to me, its face bruised and cut. Its lips spoke out, and I tried to push past the pain and concentrate on what they were saying.

      “Close the portal.”

      I clenched my hands together and focused on the portal above me. Purple mist swirled in the air and began to back into my body. It felt like trying to fit a bag that was already full. The mana didn’t come back. It had been used up to create the portal in the first place.

      My friends’ emotions were palpable, and I could feel their panic as the presence of my divine mana began to disappear. I huffed, the mental and physical taxation almost overwhelming me. The portal was closing, but it would take a few seconds.

      My eyes were drawn toward the bloody body in my guard’s hands.

      Even as damaged as he was, I recognized him.

      “Gerial?”

      I buckled over in pain, and I heard a shout, but all my focus was drawn toward the portal above me. It had yet to close, but within its steps, a shadow loomed.

      Something else was coming through the portal.
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      A thousand needles stabbed at my skin as the portal above me activated. Whatever was on the other side was trying to force its way through, and I could feel it slithering through our connection. My friends reached out toward me, but it was my guards who were the first to act. The surroundings screamed with power as they struck at the portal as one, and I screamed with them as the pain was returned to me tenfold.

      Through the purple mist and golden light, shadows writhed in pain and anger. Then, in a burst of fury, the shadows gathered and lashed out. 

      Dozens of tendrils whipped out from the portal, most smashing against my guards, and yet more reaching out for everyone in the room. Hands wrapped around me as William appeared by my side and flung me across the room. There was a single moment of frozen time as he raised his sword and deflected an attack, and then I fell to the ground, and the shadows noticed me.

      One of the tendrils rose above me, and I saw what we were facing. 

      It was a thin limb, pale purple and leathery. Lining up across its skin were bone hooks, barbed and mired with red as blood dripped from the thorn-like appendages. A shiver ran down my spine as I thought of the blooded mess Gerial had become. 

      With what little remained of my concentration, I willed my [Heart Silver] to form a spear and strike at the limb. The metal weapon flew true and clashed with the limb as it dove down to strike me. Purple blood spewed forth as the spear cut through the limb and, for a moment, I thought that I’d won.

      Then, I felt the silver crumble under the force of the limb’s attack, not enough to break the weapon, but enough to move it out of the way. The tendril struck my chest, and one of its hooks cut through my robes. Pain seeped from the wound, but I felt something else as well.

      A familiar feeling washed over me, and a shiver ran down my spine.

      I was being watched.

      Something touched my shoulder, and I was brought back to the reality of the situation in front of me. A loud squawk entered my ear, and an orange shield flickered to life around me. Gold flapped his wings threateningly as the shield forced the hooks off me and expelled the limb from its domain. 

      I breathed a sigh of relief and used the momentary respite to focus on closing the portal. The purple mists withdrew into my body, and the golden light of my mana scattered at my command. Above me, the portal dimmed and began to shrink. Everything the edges of the closing portal touched was cut without mercy, and I could see a dozen of the attacker’s limbs retreating as purple blood spewed across the floor. 

      With a concerted effort, my guards launched a final attack.

      Releasing an earth-shattering wail, the being on the other side retreated, and the portal disappeared. The last of the purple mist withdrew into my body as my skin seared and my muscles screamed. 

      Silence stretched for what seemed like an eternity but was, in reality, a single moment. Roxxy and Amanda were surrounded by flames and water, and I could see William with my guards. 

      With Gerial. 

      A drop of blood fell from my chest and onto my hand, but I barely noticed it as my eyes were glued on my fellow Marked One. All of us looked at Gerial’s bloodied body in shock. Then, his hand twitched, and a weak groan escaped his mouth.

      I raised my hand toward my fellow Marked One. 

      “Gerial—” 

      “He’ll be okay,” Amanda said. “Worry about yourself first.”

      I blinked in surprise as I noticed my friend. She rushed over to me during the commotion, and as she looked at me, a pair of beady eyes stared alongside her. Agni chirped at me from Amanda’s hair. 

      Fine. Fight over. Check self.

      Now that she mentioned it, I did feel a little weak. In fact, I felt like my muscles had been drained of all their energy. The sheer amount of pain I felt had overcome my [Pain Tolerance], and I could see blue boxes filling my vision even as I dismissed them. There would be time to check them later.

      Right now, all I needed was enough energy to stand up.

      My body collapsed on itself the moment I tried to move. There was no energy in my legs, and my bones felt like they were jelly. Gold let out a concerned chirp, and I tried to raise my hand to scratch his neck, but my fingers trembled, and I could barely control them.

      “Stubborn pit donkey. You have friends,” Amanda said.

      “You’re one to talk,” I replied.

      She had a cut on her arm, the creature’s hooks cutting right through the fabric of her robes.

      Amanda waved her hand dismissively as I spotted it. “Could’ve been worse. I had to deflect three of them at the same time without burning any of you,” she said.

      Two pairs of hands scooped me up and clamped onto me tightly. Amanda supported me from the left, and her arm crossed beneath mine as she raised me up. Roxxy stood to my left, one hand supporting me and the other pressing against my chest. I could feel her washing away the drops of blood as she cleaned the wound the hook had caused. I winced, but it was nothing compared to the pain I had been feeling only moments before. I’d been lucky and only received a shallow cut.

      Roxxy was being surprisingly quiet, but her eyes moved from person to person as she pieced together the situation. Even in her shock, she stood firm as she helped me up. And when she saw me looking at her, she plastered a reassuring smile on her face. 

      “Heck of an excursion,” she said. 

      “I’m already missing the hotel room,” I said. “I don’t even care if I spend the rest of the week sleeping.”

      “You and me both,” she said.

      Our conversation was short and, despite the light-hearted words, I could feel the weight on my chest as I saw my guards taking care of Gerial. One of them was pouring a concoction into his mouth, and I could see the glow of life mana shimmering from their body with my [Mana Sense]. Most of the guards had fallen into defensive positions around me and Gerial, and a couple of them had disappeared. 

      Where they’d gone was pushed to the back of my mind as a figure detached from the group. William walked toward me with his sword drawn and a sheen of nervous sweat across his brow. His eyes followed my gaze as it rested on Gerial. His expression shifted, and it was mired with worry and confusion. Then, he hid his emotions and turned back to me. 

      “They’re contacting his dad and summoning a portal,” William said. “For him and for you. Neither of you are going to be staying here. It’s the wisest decision.”

      His tone told me there would be no argument. I was leaving the Holy Land, and I didn’t feel the need to object to that. Gerial was hurt, but we had no idea how it had happened or what had tried to come through the portal.

      “What was that thing?” Roxxy asked. 

      “That was a monster,” a voice said. 

      I whipped my head around to face the voice and growled as pain shot through my temples. Amanda and Roxxy shifted my body, and I saw the newcomer. 

      It was the captain of my guards.

      He was wearing the one-eyed mask that all my guards wore, but I could see from his stiff posture that he was still on guard. His words registered a moment later, and Amanda stiffened beside me. I wanted to ask how he could be sure, but his serious expression stopped me.

      “We need to leave,” he said. “Take this.”

      His hand shot out, and a glowing blue crystal appeared within it. It was the [Calming Crystal]. He had sliced it clean off the floor. The sound of flapping wings reached my ears as Gold took off from my shoulder and gripped the crystal in his talons. A moment later, the puffer brought it back to me, and it disappeared as he put it into my inventory.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I said. 

      Gold chirped, but before I could interpret his words, the guard captain’s body turned into a blur. At first, I thought he was going to move me, but then he reappeared beside the window, his sword raised.

      Then, the floor began to rumble. 

      “What now?” I asked.

      I didn’t expect an answer, but as the tremors became an earthquake, my heart sank. Amanda and Roxxy shifted toward the window, and I caught a brief glimpse of something scarring the empty sky of the Holy Land before a shadow covered my vision. 

      The guard captain was back, and he held a concoction in his hands.

      “Sir, drink this,” he said.

      He held it up to my lips, and I drank it without hesitation. Power coursed through my limbs, and I felt like I’d been given a new chance at life. 

      I broke away from the girls as my muscles began to return to normal. I opened my mouth to thank the captain but saw that he’d moved next to my other guards.

      All of them burst into a flurry of activity.

      The surroundings flushed with light as all but one of my guards unleashed their magic in preparation for whatever was coming. The only one who didn’t move was the guard that was looking after Gerial. I could see Gerial’s wounds healing, but he showed no signs of moving or talking. It was like he was asleep.

      As I watched my guards at work, I noted that each and every one of them had mana floating around them. They’d told me what they were capable of when debriefing me, but seeing it in person was different. I’d only gotten a brief glimpse of their power once when they’d cut down Oubliez. Now, I could confirm that none of them were limited to magic. Each held their swords by their sides, and symbols blazed to life on the hilts. Each one of my guards was both a warrior and a magician. The best that the church had. 

      It made me worry about what could have gotten through Gerial’s guards. 

      “Andross,” William’s voice called out to me.

      He’d gone to the window and was looking out into the sky. I moved to join him and felt the weakness in my muscles and bones disappearing by the second. The earthquake around me was annoying, but the tremors were weakening. Roxxy had already moved to join William, and Amanda walked beside me, keeping pace with my footsteps as power flooded through me. Even the cut on my chest had started to disappear.

      A moment later, the rumbling stopped, and as I looked out the window, my eyes widened.

      The sky of the Holy Land was being torn asunder.

      Within the highest peaks of the air a giant tear split the heavens apart. The ever-present day created by the flames below was drowned out as a crimson light spewed forth from the sky and, in an instant, my vision shifted and writhed as we were bathed in a deep red glow.

      It was like a horrid malady of blood had infected the world. 

      A new sensation scratched at my mind and shifted my focus. Within the air, bubbles of mana appeared, strangely warped within my [Mana Sense]. One moment, they weren’t there, and the next, they littered the sky. Pockmarks of magic that hurt to look at and burned my eyes. I couldn’t describe the feeling looking at them brought to my heart. All I knew was that my mind was uneasy.

      It was like a seeping wound had spread across reality. 

      From each bubble, dozens of people emerged, their bodies pressed against the tear. There was no sweeping declaration as they appeared. Or display of power. But I broke into a sweat at the sight.

      Each figure wore twisted crimson masks and robes that draped over their malnourished forms. Each one radiated power, and in my [Mana Sense], they shone brightly with magic, even through the dense fog of the Holy Land’s fire mana. 

      At their head was a single man, his magical power warping the air around him. It was so strong that if my [Mana Sense] wasn’t activated, I would still be able to see it. 

      He was flanked by two people, but my attention was stolen as he raised his hands and crimson light shot into the sky. 

      Behind the man, a giant light appeared and formed a shape in the air. It was a symbol. And a message. My heart sank as I recognized it. It was one of the first symbols I had ever learned. And it was an emblem everyone was taught to fear from birth. 

      It was the symbol of Artus.

      The Divine of Chaos.
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      The world of Ioa had been a very different place a thousand years ago. I didn’t know what kind of technologies they had, or how their magic worked, but the ancient civilizations had been widespread at the very least. Then the divines descended, and everything changed. Fue, The Crijik, Ength, Mehta, Vita, and Inné, each had shifted the world in subtle but noticeable ways. And each was now worshipped by the world they had changed.

      Before all of them, there was Artus.

      Madness had swept the world in a wave when the first divine had descended, and nobody knew what was happening. They couldn’t. Civilizations were destroyed overnight, and those that had been stricken mad by chaos sought peace by destroying every vestige of order they could.

      Whether it was the institutions that had guided them all their lives or the authorities that kept them safe, all were destroyed. Books and knowledge of the era had been lost, and chaos had reigned. It was only the descent of the second divine, Fue, that had quelled the rage and saved humanity from the brink of destruction.

      Yet, Artus’ followers had lived on. For a thousand years, they had been hunted by every church and organization in the world. They were a plague of chaos, and their might was equal to any church, but they had one fatal weakness.

      Chaos refused order.

      By their nature, followers of Artus could not cooperate. Temporary alliances could be made, and armies could be used to wage war, but they always disbanded in the end. The only orders they followed were those of their Marked Ones, and after years of being followed and attacked, the Church of Artus was a crippled shadow of its former self.

      Which was what made the sight before me so terrifying. Dozens of people bearing the Artus crest floated in the air above me, each rippling with power.

      Some had on mere rags, torn asunder by time and weather. Others held their hair back in combs, lavish clothing draped over their bodies and opulent jewelry covering their hands. There was no rhyme or reason to their looks, armor, or formations, and they were scattered and isolated. More importantly, most were hurt.

      Several were pale, twitching and sweating as they floated in the air, and I recognized the signs of mana depletion on their bodies. Some held their arms close to their bodies, battered and bruised, and several had cuts or were missing limbs altogether. A few wore tired grimaces, ignoring the pain and shattered appendages as though the wounds were papercuts. But it didn’t matter how hurt they were.

      Even injured, they were a terrifying force. Each bore the power that bordered on the upper end of bronze-rank. Most exceeded that. Twelve in particular stepped forward, each rippling with a power that reminded him of William’s father. They all carried different weapons but, unlike the others, they had stepped into a vague formation, a fact that hadn’t gone unnoticed by the others.

      Behind the procession, a new portal formed, larger than the others. A monstrous roar bellowed out from within, and I saw a dozen tendrils striking against the barrier between realms. Unlike the followers of Artus, this being wasn’t human, and thus the sanctuary wouldn’t let it in easily. The monster’s body flickered in shadows behind the portal, almost impossibly large. I shuddered as I thought of what it would do once it crossed over.

      The man at the head of the procession was unfathomable.

      He wore a mask that was a cacophony of black and red swirls, and power radiated from him in waves, covering the Burning Lake and drawing all eyes toward him. He led the procession in the loosest of terms, but as he stepped forward, he stilled and tilted his head to the side, his eyes glimmering behind his mask.

      A faint smile crossed his lips, and he turned toward the sanctuary, his eyes examining the ground below. His stare broke through the flames of the lake and avoided the buildings around me. The man knew exactly what he was looking for and where it was.

      He was searching for me.

      No, not me.

      “He knows Gerial is here,” I said.

      A hush fell over my surroundings as my words hit the people around me, but I was already on the move. My stone box appeared with a wave of my hand, scooping up Gerial and shutting tightly, the strengthening symbols blazing within it.

      I was fast.

      The Church of Artus was faster.

      An orb of red energy flew from the leader’s hands toward the sanctuary, and the color drained from the world where it passed. The light of the flames turned dull and gray, they clouds shifted and twisted into crude caricatures of themselves, and the purple walls of the sanctuary cracked and groaned as the orb approached, its power threatening to obliterate the ancient buildings from existence.

      Several shadows flickered around me, each one exploding with power. As one, my guards rose to the sky, each one raising their swords to meet the flurry of magic and chaos. The world warped and twisted as sword met spell, and as I ran, I could sense a change in the atmosphere. The magic of the Burning Lake brimmed with activity, reacting to the magic in play.

      The guard captain was the first to arrive. His sword glowed with the light of a sun as it rose to meet the orb, and as they clashed the air screamed, and waves of energy washed over the sanctuary.

      Struck by the glancing blow, the spell went awry and flung out to the edge of the sanctuary wall. The colors of the trees and flames drained away, turning gray and lifeless as though they were stuck in time. The ground became a mass of glass, and gold, and coal. Boulders grew where there had been only dirt, and then they were torn apart and became plants, twisted and writhing in profane agony. Glancing at the aftermath sent a spike of pain through my mind as magic clashed with reality, twisting it in irregular ways that defied common sense.

      This was chaos magic.

      “GO.”

      William’s roar struck me like a thunderstrike, a powerful hand grabbing my side and flinging me back, and away from the window. His words broke me out of my reverie and, as my feet hit the ground, I ran.

      Two figures ran beside me as Roxxy and Amanda moved as one, water and flames appearing in unison as they activated their magic. A faint light blazed at my side as Agni appeared, chirping up a storm with Gold in tow. Finally, William joined us, blue crystals shifting over his legs and upper body, forming an armor of gemstone. Together, we ran toward the nearest window, and as I jumped out, I glanced over my shoulder.

      The situation wasn’t good.

      My guards were strong, far stronger than most of the individuals in the sky but, in the end, they were only five people. They couldn’t stop everybody. Dozens of followers descended upon the sanctuary, each one readying for battle as they flew.

      “Hit the ground,” I shouted.

      Amanda was the first to react, diving without hesitation onto the street, quickly followed by the others. The buildings around the sanctuary couldn’t be manipulated by [Earth Manipulation]. Thankfully, the street had no such restrictions.

      A hole opened wide as I parted the street underneath us, and we dropped into the depths of the Burning Lake. Tendrils of earth caught each of us, drawing us deeper into a tunnel of my own creation, and I forced the stone back over the street, covering the entrance from prying eyes. With a single gesture, the earthen tendrils placed everyone on their feet, and we hit the ground running, the tunnel growing deeper and farther each second.

      “What the divines is going on?” Roxxy half-asked, half-shouted. “What was that thing? No, never mind, survive first. Questions later.”

      “Exactly,” Amanda said.

      Her red hair glowed bright, filling the tunnel with light, and I turned to William, giving him my full attention.

      “At least a hundred of them were present. Most were injured,” I said. “I saw at least a dozen that felt like your dad. And the one in the lead…let’s say I’ve never felt someone like that before.”

      My words sounded like a report, which was exactly what I wanted them to be. Each new fact would help William’s [Wisdom] skill work better.

      “Move toward the waystation we used to enter the Holy Land. We need to get closer to everyone else. The curators of the Burning Lake keep a big presence to deter invasions and, more importantly, they have control of the sanctuary defenses,” William ordered. “Our pursuers will catch up to us in seconds. Prioritize Gerial’s safety and your own and leave us behind if we fall.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You have to do that,” Amanda said. “His death would be devastating. Both of yours would.”

      I hesitated at her words. “I—”

      A strand of water whipped out in front of my eyes, and I turned to see Roxxy trying to get my attention.

      “I don’t quite get what’s happening, but just think of it like this. They want Gerial, and you have Gerial,” she pointed at the stone box floating beside me. “If we get left behind, then nobody is going to care about us. They’ll probably leave us alone, or at least not attack us as one. Which means we’ll have a better chance of surviving.”

      I shot her a grateful smile. That was a much nicer way of putting it. It also made sense.

      Before I could respond, the ground above us shook, and I felt something fighting against my manipulation of the earth around us. I focused on the sensation, and my control over the surroundings tightened. I wasn’t going to lose when it came to a clash of mana.

      “They’re here,” I said. “How did they find us so fast?”

      Even though they had been close, our pursuers shouldn’t have been able to spot us underground.

      My warning was accompanied by a flash of light as something tore the street apart above us, exposing the tunnel to the light of the Burning Lake. Half a dozen figures floated above us, the first of the followers to arrive, and one held a blade of steel that dripped with dirt.

      They hadn’t been able to take control of the street, so they’d destroyed it.

      “Kill them,” the swordsman said.

      There was no hesitation as the six descended on us, and I felt their killing intent envelop me as they prepared to strike us down. Three blazed with magic, water, wind, and fire conjured from their hands in an instant, and the other three held weapons that they brought to bear down on our heads.

      They never reached us.

      “You dare attack my students?” a familiar voice reverberated across the surroundings.

      Darkness eclipsed the sanctuary, and three of the figures disappeared instantly, the sound of breaking bones hitting my ears as something struck them faster than I could see. The other three deflected the blow and were blown back and out of sight.

      It only took me seconds to identify the cause.

      A mass of stone and magic cascaded like a tidal wave as far as the eye could see. It surged through the trees and enveloped the buildings. It thrummed with power and heat as it smashed into the followers of Artus and, above all, it roared with anger, rippling with the fury of its casters.

      Two figures floated above us, the source of the magic that had struck.

      Tago of the Earth, its stone body emotionless as it faced the followers of Artus, and next to the golem stood Mr. Black, his hands glowing bright purple and crackling with energy.

      The teachers of Koshima Academy had arrived.

      Any relief at their arrival was short-lived as a wave of force sent tremors through the ground as something crashed against the teacher’s spells, tearing the stone and magic asunder with a flash of power.

      “They’re here,” William said. “We need to run.”

      I nodded, pouring my will into the ground below us. Bit by bit, I could feel the earth submitting to my magic, and it eagerly waited to follow my requests.

      “Get ready to leave at my signal,” I said.

      One by one, the followers of Artus dropped from the sky, cautious but unafraid. A single golem and magician weren’t enough to deter them. The two teachers weren’t enough to face off against the might of a church.

      Which was why they hadn’t come alone.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my favorite symbol studies student,” a man spoke beside me. “How could I face your grandmother if you were to be hurt.”

      I turned to face the source of the voice, and the white-haired man strode forward confidently. His eyes twinkled with mirth, and he held a walking cane in his hand that tapped lightly against the ground as he moved. Each tap lingered in the air.

      It was Professor Pernacles.

      There was no mana in his body, nor did he hold a weapon, and yet the followers of Artus hesitated.

      “Ah, so you recognize me. And yet, with all this magic, and all this power, not a single one of you is an inscriber,” he tutted. “The profession of order and formations is beyond your kind. Unfortunately for you, it is my specialty.”

      The followers of Artus attacked as one, spells lighting the air as the professor stood before them. A wall of stone rose to block them as Tago resisted them, but a single wall wasn’t enough. The stone shattered instantly, and though some fell with it, the rest of the attackers rushed toward our group, toward Pernacles.

      He simply stood and clicked his fingers.

      From his hand, a world was born.

      Locked within his palm, I could see small black boxes brimming with symbols, each one a powerful regent. With a push they leapt into the air, and they glowed brightly as they were activated. As they flew into the sky, life began to flow through them, and they merged to become something greater than the sum of their parts, a conduit for immaterial concepts to become reality. The gigantic regent churned, and roiled, and grew without end. In seconds, it dwarfed the battlefield. As the followers of Artus drew nearer, it swelled, and the pressure it emitted intensified.

      In seconds, it had become like a gigantic hull of obsidian was bathed in the light of the Burning Lake as it hovered in the air.

      It was a warship.

      “Fire,” Professor Pernacles said.

      Hundreds of symbol arrays burst to life at his command, and a burst of white light erupted across my vision as a wave of destruction was unleashed from the massive warship. The followers of Artus halted as spells and weapons rose to meet the attack. Half a dozen attackers continued forward, confident in their defenses. They all burnt to a crisp

      “Andross,” a gruff voice caught my attention.

      “Mr. Black,” I said.

      The class teacher had used the distraction to lower himself toward us. His gaze lingered on the stone box beside me.

      “Your friend, Wahyu. Do you know where he is?” Mr. Black asked.

      “Wahyu?” I stared at him. “No, I haven’t seen him. I’ve been a bit distracted by the people trying to kill me.”

      “Find him,” Mr. Black ignored my barb. “Or make your way to the waypoint. Both will keep you safe.”

      His gaze was deadly serious, and a shockwave against Tago’s stone wall reminded me that I didn’t have time to argue. Or ask questions.

      “I— Okay, I will. Thank you,” I said.

      I didn’t tell him to stay safe, or to come out alive. There were no guarantees of those kinds in this battle. The ground shifted beneath me as I manipulated the earth to move. Beside me, my friends were swept up in the earth’s grasp. Within seconds, we were airborne, Gold and Agni flying beside us as we made our way across the Burning Lake.

      We left behind a world erupting with power.

      The teachers of Koshima Academy had engaged the Church of Artus.
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      “Keep low and prepare to hit the ground.”

      The others nodded at my words, and I willed the mass of stone I’d used to carry us lower until it was near the ground. I’d formed a platform of stone around us, and it shifted and warped to avoid hitting the trees as we flew across the Burning Lake. The sounds of the battle behind us were growing fainter, but I could sense the magic at play even from a distance. It was like cradles of magic were erupting across my senses, and then disappearing, each one a different spell.

      The teachers and my guards had apparently kept the more powerful figures from following us, but I had seen others emerging through the trees and searching. There were simply too many people to stop them all.

      All of them were looking for Gerial.

      I could feel him there, held safe by the stone walls around him. Gerial had taken a lot of damage, too much for me to assess, but so long as I kept him inside, he would be okay. I hoped.

      He was moving, but he wasn’t conscious.

      We leapt through the air, and we burrowed through the ground. Every few seconds, we changed directions, refusing to follow a linear path toward the waypoint. If we could lose our pursuers, then it would make the entire trip to the waypoint easier.

      “William, how much do you know about the Church of Artus?” I asked.

      “I’ve studied them, just as I’ve studied every organization in the world.”

      “The man in the lead, the one who shot that first spell at us,” I said. “Who is he?”

      “His name is Thail,” William said, a bead of sweat dripping from his brow as he called his sword back to him. “He is the only remaining cardinal of the Church of Artus.”

      “So, their leader?” I asked.

      “Sort of.” William hesitated. “He’s the cardinal, which means the twelve stronger people I saw behind him should be the archbishops, or maybe just bishops, but the Church of Artus doesn’t hold elections, or loyalty. They despise organization as a concept. Their archbishops win their titles through force and, above them, the cardinal is strong enough that nobody else objected,”

      “Why are they here?” Roxxy asked.

      “The reason for the attack is obvious. They live to bring chaos, and their magics are powered by it.” William frowned. “Killing a Marked One would empower all their ranks, at least until Gerial’s successor is found. I am more concerned about how they managed to find him. Marked Ones don’t advertise their location for all to see. Where was he when he was attacked?”

      “He was with the Marked One of Fue,” I said. “Nobody else should have known about that.”

      William went quiet, and I could see the gears in his head turning as we made our way through the forest of flames.

      “Perhaps they didn’t,” he said. “Maybe they attacked the Church of Fue and encountered Gerial instead.”

      “Which means they had enough strength to take on the forces of two churches,” Amanda said. “And that would explain why so many of them are hurt.”

      “Strange.” William frowned. “By their very nature, the followers of Artus don’t cooperate. And they’re not known for bowing to authority and adhering to hierarchy. An attack of this kind is more than just rare, it’s almost unheard of—”

      William’s words were cut off as I flung his section of the platform away from me. In its place, a sword appeared, pulsing dangerously as it began extracting the mana from the tree it had embedded into. A single flash of movement at the corner of my eyes was the only warning I’d had.

      “Kids? How cute,” a voice said.

      I looked up to see two figures floating in the air. A man and a woman. The man waved his hand, recalling his sword into it with a flourish. He dropped onto the ground in front us, his movements too quick to follow with my eyes. There was no magic flowing through him, but every movement he made caused my senses to scream of danger.

      Next to him, a single box had been flung out of the way, falling to the ground as my concentration broke. I froze as I saw it. The man was standing next to Gerial, and my fellow Marked One was defenseless.

      “I’ll kill you for that,” the man said.

      He stepped forward, ignoring the stone box beside him. With a mighty heave, the man threw his sword again, and I waved my hand and created a mass of stone above me in the perfect shape of a shield. The weapon dug into it but was stopped cold. My earth creation training had paid off.

      Amanda’s gaze narrowed, and she stepped forward, her body wreathed in flames.

      There was a burst of light as balls of fire erupted from her hands, forcing the swordsman to retreat. With a deft movement, he stepped aside, dodging a stray fireball, and he raised his hand, recalling his sword into it and preparing to retaliate, only to be hit by a torrent of water that smashed into him and threw him deeper into the woods.

      “We’ve got him,” Amanda said.

      “Yeah.” Roxxy nodded.

      Together, the girls rushed through the trees, pursuing the attacker. Agni followed close behind, her flames strengthening with each passing moment. Before I could follow, a dozen knives dug deep into the stone shield, gouging out chunks as deep as my head.

      A cackle broke through my thoughts as the woman approached me, her eyes maddened and red. She wore a dusty plating of cracked red and brown clay, her hair matted and dangling over her eyebrows. Her body blurred with each movement, moving so quickly that my eyes could barely see her actions. Thin threads of mana were attached to the knives, plunging them deeper into the stone and causing it to groan.

      In seconds, the knives had pierced through the stone, traveling directly into my chest. Or at least they would have, but as they drew near me, the world turned orange as a thick shield sprung up around me. A bubble of protection had stopped the knives in their tracks.

      Gold chirped, a shield twig resting in his talons.

      Before the woman could react, the ground around me erupted, and dozens of stone spears shot toward her. A smirk crossed her lips, and she waved her hands across her field of vision. Thin strings of mana spread out in a net, stopping all the spears in their tracks. My will clashed against hers as we fought for control over the mana within the spears and, soon, all we could focus on was each other.

      Which meant she didn’t see William behind her.

      The woman’s smirk disappeared as a sword pierced her stomach, and she fell like a stone to the ground. William dropped in front of me, his gemstone armor wrapping around his legs.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      An explosion answered my question, Amanda appearing from within the trees. Her hair was wreathed in golden flames, and the fire behind her had formed two wings of flames. Roxxy was close behind, her blonde hair thick with a veil of water that she’d used to defend herself from the effects of her companion’s magic.

      “I love this place,” Amanda said. “Everything explodes so much better.”

      “We’ll send the Holy Land a thank you card later,” I remarked.

      I could already see movement in the skies above us as more followers started to descend. They were too far to spot us immediately, but I wasn’t going to take any more risks. I waved my hand, and the ground opened up below us, dropping us into a tunnel.

      We ran as quickly as we could. I made sure to keep the stone box that held Gerial next to me this time, though it was undamaged because neither of the followers had attacked it.

      Something was strange about that, but I couldn’t figure out what.

      “How did they find us so quickly?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” William said. “Nobody should be able to track us.”

      “I’m sure there’s a skill or spell for that,” I said.

      “No,” William shook his head. “Constantly being under the threat of kidnapping has its benefits. I’ve got regents on me at all times that work to keep me hidden from all kinds of detection. They should be working on all of you as well.”

      I stared at the ground, my mind racing. I’d been controlling the earth around us to help us escape, but maybe that had backfired on us.

      “Are they detecting my mana?” I asked.

      “Can’t be that,” Roxxy interjected. “The strength of the mana of the Burning Lake should make that impossible.”

      “And with all of the spells going off around here, our magic should be harder to sense than a grain of sand on a mountain,” Amanda said. “Something else is going on here.”

      My response was cut off as Gold let out a panicked chirp, and I felt something crash against the earth. It wasn’t an attack, or even magic. Instead, it felt like a gigantic mountain had been smashed into the ground, causing the entire Holy Land to tremble. My chest ached where the tendril of the monster had touched it, and I frowned.

      In response to the earthquake, the will of something vast pressed against mine, gently nudging me away.

      The result was the earth spitting me out like I was a piece of used chewing gum.

      I heard the others shouting in surprise, and as I crashed onto the ground, I saw William already springing to his feet. I raised my hand, creating spears of earth in preparation for an attack, but none came.

      We were alone.

      “Oh, heck,” I lifted myself up with a groan. “What the heck was that?”

      Something had snatched my control over the earth from my grasp, but it hadn’t felt like it had malicious intent. I poured my magic back into the ground and was met with a resounding ‘no’ as it rejected my will. Something else had taken over it, and their authority exceeded that of my magic.

      My created stone obeyed my commands with ease, but the earth below me was impossible to manipulate. I swayed on my feet, and my head pounded from the suddenness and violence of the intrusion. The only piece of earth I’d managed to keep steady was the stone regent that housed Gerial. It moved almost independently from my body around me.

      A hand reached to steady me, a pair of bright eyes watching me with concern.

      “Hey, you all right?” Roxxy said.

      “I feel like I just got hit by a truck,” I growled. “I can’t control the earth anymore.”

      “The flames of the trees aren’t responding to me either,” Amanda said.

      “Yeah, I think I know why, too.” Roxxy pointed behind me. “Check it out.”

      I followed her gaze and found myself staring at a nearby sanctuary. Its once drab purple buildings had transformed into a rainbow of colors. Every sanctuary within the Holy Land had ejected a mass of mana that burned bright in my vision. It was a cascade of different elements that combined to form a mass of spells that flooded the world around us. Some were shields. Others were commands. Most I couldn’t tell what they did, but I felt their power.

      “Somebody activated the sanctuaries,” Amanda said. “The Holy Land is in lockdown.”

      For hundreds of years, the sanctuaries had defended against all types of magic. They’d had to. And now, once again, their defenses had been activated, forcing power away from any and all potential invaders. Including me.

      “That’s great,” Roxxy said. “That means that the church will be crushed soon, right? They can’t fight against defenses designed to protect against armies.”

      “No,” William interjected. “That’s not how it works.”

      There was a dire expression etched onto his face as he absorbed the sight of the activated sanctuary.

      “The sanctuaries weren’t designed to hold back humans,” William said. “Back then, humanity only had one enemy in mind when they retreated to the Holy Lands and building their defenses. And they’ll only activate when they detect the presence of that enemy.”

      A hush fell over us at his words, and my expression grew grim.

      I could remember the portal behind the Artus followers, and the monster within it. The same monster that had attacked Gerial. The earthquake hadn’t been a result of a spell or attack.

      The monster had entered the Holy Land.

      “Where did it go?” Roxxy asked, her voice a whisper.

      I stared into the distance, wondering the same thing. The monster had been hidden behind the portal, but it had been gigantic.

      It should have been visible to everyone in the Burning Lake.

      “The earth around us wrenched us out for a reason,” I said. “If the monster isn’t in the sky, then there’s only one place for it to go. What do you think, William?”

      William’s expression was enough to confirm my fears. The earthquake had been the sound of the monster burrowing into the ground.

      “We can’t risk going underground anymore,” Amanda said.

      I nodded.

      Now, it was clear to me why the sanctuaries had taken control of the elements around us. Monsters could come in any form and wield any type of magic thanks to the twisted symbols within their beings. In other words, the best way to defend against them was to make sure that there was nothing they could control. There would be other defenses in place, of course, and I had no doubt that there were ways to defend against the monster within the sanctuaries, but that when they had been manned by thousands of people. Now, they lay empty, and all they defended were the ruins of a time long past.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      I beckoned stone into existence and formed a new platform around us. Thankfully, the defenses hadn’t taken away my ability to use magic or to manipulate my own stone. The chances were strong that [Stone Creation] had been a rare skill even in those tumultuous times.

      Within seconds, we were speeding through the forest again, the trees rushing past.

      “Is it really a coincidence?” Roxxy’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Everyone finding us, and now the monster appearing.”

      “What do you mean?” Amanda asked.

      “Well, maybe it’s been the monster the whole time?” Roxxy asked. “What about the magic it has?”

      “It’s impossible to know without figuring out what its symbol is,” I said.

      “No, I mean, the thing that’s tracking us,” Roxxy said. “Something attacked us through that portal Gerial dropped out of, and it touched you guys. What if that’s how we’re being followed? See, look there.”

      She pointed at my chest, and then Amanda’s arm. The cuts were still fresh where we’d been tagged by the creature. Both injuries had been caused by the mass of hooked tentacles that had emerged from the portal Gerial and I had formed.

      The monster’s hooks.

      “Oh, no.” Amanda raised her arm, her eyes widening as she spotted the cut.

      With all the fighting, I had already forgotten about my own, but as I gazed down at my chest, I felt a familiar sensation sinking down into the depths of my skin. I was being watched.

      “We have to split up,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Amanda’s reply was swift.

      I glanced at William for confirmation, and he held his head low.

      “They’ll be here any second,” I said. “You and Roxxy weren’t hit, which means if something is watching us through our wounds, then you can run.”

      Questions I couldn’t answer swirled through my mind.

      Could the monster hear us? Could it be listening, even now? I wondered. No, then it would have known Gerial was in the Box when we were attacked. The followers of Artus would have gone for it. There had to be restrictions.

      “Then, you and Gerial won’t be safe, and this will have been for nothing,” William said.

      “No, not quite,” I gestured at the stone box carrying Gerial, careful not to say his name out loud just in case the monster could hear my words. “The two who attacked us ignored that.”

      William followed my gaze and frowned.

      “We have to split up,” William said.

      “Yeah, take it, you and Roxxy,” I said.

      Roxxy stepped next to the Box at my words, water pouring out of her robes and caressing the stone walls gently. She lifted it off the ground, and I disabled my [Earth Manipulation] skill. The Box tilted precariously before righting itself a moment later.

      “I can hold it.” She nodded at me.

      She didn’t look happy about the fact that she would have to leave us to defend ourselves, and neither did William.

      “He was attacked the same way you were,” Roxxy said. “Doesn’t that mean it’s useless to split up? We should stay and fight.”

      “No,” to her surprise, it was William who interjected. “Andross is right. They should have gone for it. They didn’t. We have to use the facts we have, as little as there are. And one of us can’t defend Gerial alone, not while we’re holding him.”

      I stared at the Box that held my fellow Marked One. There was a single thing different about the Box that could be hiding Gerial’s presence.

      Oubliez’s symbol.

      The monster had managed to hide from Marked Ones and Koshima Academy. The senses of another monster wouldn’t pierce its veil. It might have been the only thing keeping Gerial alive. An irony that wasn’t lost on me.

      A burst of magic to our side interrupted us.

      More followers were catching up to us now, and I could see them moving through the skies to reach us. Power billowed across the heavens in waves as they powered spells, and they were met with a flurry of stone spears and fire.

      My stream of [Heart Silver] flowed around me like liquid, ready to strike at my enemies.

      “Go,” I said.

      “Stay safe,” William said.

      With a faint rustle, the two disappeared into the trees, carrying Gerial with them. The followers of Artus hesitated, and a couple of them broke away to pursue the two. The rest, however, stayed on a direct course toward Amanda and me.

      I was right. They hadn’t known Gerial was in the Box.

      A thin shadow broke off to my side as Gold raced into the air, accompanied by a burst of flames as Agni joined him. As Agni’s flames flooded the air, Gold’s shields protected her from the burst of attacks that was sent toward them. Both were too small to be hit easily, but my chest tightened as I saw a bolt of purple energy nearly hit Gold in the wing.

      “Let’s get Gerial to safety,” I said.

      Amanda shot me a look of confusion, but I tapped my ears, and she nodded. If someone was listening, then I was going to play the part of bait as long as long as possible.

      In the skies above us, Gold and Agni had forced most of the attackers to slow down, and I took advantage of that by wrapping our bodies in stone and flinging us across the forest. A platform formed underneath us as we flew, and I settled onto it, dropping Amanda off beside me. The waypoint was closer than before, but we had walked for a long time before reaching the sanctuary, and now it was costing us.

      Then, a sensation tickled against my mind. There was magic in the air. Familiar magic. It whispered of safety and intimacy.

      It was calling to me.

      “Is that you?” I asked.

      Amanda stared at me in confusion and shook her head.

      The pulse of magic was closer this time, and it grew stronger with each passing second. It was a beacon guiding me through the Holy Land, strong enough to pierce through the magics that obscured my magical senses. As I drew nearer, I finally recognized the source of the magic, and a smile crossed my lips.

      “We’re going the wrong way,” Amanda said.

      “This way is better,” I said. “Trust me.”

      She looked at me, then back at the waypoint. “I do, but I think they might be trouble.”

      Her voice held a hint of panic, but her expression steeled, and flames warped around her hands, merging with her as she became one with them. A single glance behind me showed me the threat she had spotted.

      A group of seven headed toward us from the side of the sanctuary.

      At their head was Thail, cardinal of the Church of Artus.

      Six robed figures followed his wake, all archbishops of the Church of Artus. They were the strongest force the church had, aside from the cardinal, but they were also the most damaged. Several held their arms limp at their sides. My guards were nowhere to be seen.

      “I’ll hold them off,” I said. “Keep going forward, and don’t look back.”

      “What’s over there?” she asked.

      “Help,” I replied. “Now, go.”

      The stone around her transformed into a hand that dragged her away before she could protest and, with a mental push, I sent her toward the magic I’d sensed. If I was right, what was there would be my only hope of survival.

      If not, then at least she’d have gotten away.

      A set of purple feathers dropped down from the sky, landing on my shoulder. In the distance, Agni followed Amanda, the phoenix’s flames were glowing golden, and I knew she would combine with Amanda to make sure the fire magician could return swiftly.

      “Hey, buddy.” I gave Gold’s neck a scratch. “You still have time to get away, you know.”

      Gold flapped his wings, smacking my cheek with his movements.

      No. Secret weapon?

      “Secret weapon,” I confirmed. “Get ready.”

      Gold squawked a warning, and I looked up to see thirteen figures gazing down at me from the air.

      Seven archbishops. One cardinal.

      The cardinal stepped forward, his eyes resting on me, irises tinged with red and black mana. The man wore bright red robes, with a single cut running down their side, but no blood to be seen.

      “Child,” Thail’s voice reverberated around me. “Hand me the Marked of the Crijik.”

      He had flown through the battle with confidence and wore a dismissive smile on his lips. He hadn’t hurried, nor had he been panicked. To him, their victory had been an inevitable conclusion.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied.

      The cardinal frowned, a single instance of annoyance that quickly disappeared.

      “Noble, but foolish. We know you have him.”

      “You say that, but what if I’ve already sent him away?” I shot back.

      In response, Thail raised his hands, and a pulse of mana spread out through the area. When it returned to his palms, it glowed faint purple and gold. I recognized it immediately. It was my mana. His demented smile twisted further as the purple and gold mana dissipated.

      “Your lies mean nothing before me, but this…” Thail’s eyes locked onto me. “I see, you’re hiding him in your body. A unique skill, perhaps?”

      “You have no idea how right you are,” I said.

      “Then, he will die with you,” Thail said.

      The mood shifted as he spoke, and the seven archbishops stepped forward. As one, their hands rose toward me, and through my [Mana Sense], I could see their mana shifting and twisting in ways that were eerie to look at. With just a glimpse, I could tell that Chaos magic didn’t play by the same rules as other magic. It was as though the mana were being forced into unnatural angles that defied their natures, and by the time their spells were formed, each mote of mana had taken on a darkened hue that dripped blood red from the center.

      But I didn’t just spend my time watching.

      The moment the archbishops began to move, I reached into my inventory, searching for the only item that could help me. At the same time, I called upon the infinite well of golden mana within me, preparing to unleash all of it. Andross Silver the student couldn’t compete against the power being shown in this battle.

      Andross Silver the Marked One could.

      In seconds, I had found the item I was looking for, and with a hurried pull, I wrenched it out of my inventory, placing it behind me. I saw my attackers hesitate as the item loomed over me, casting a shadow across my body. Then, they saw what it was, and they laughed.

      It was a tree.

      Specifically, it was the tree from my front yard. Also known as Gold’s house. I had brought it to fight for a Holy Land treasure when the time was right, but now it would save my life.

      “A tree?” Thail tilted his head, confusion and disdain crossing his features.

      “Now, Gold,” I said.

      The puffer squawked as I spoke and jumped off my shoulder. He landed on the tree behind me, pressing his talons into the bark gently as he activated the symbols on the tree. For years, Gold had carved symbols into every section of the tree, even before I knew they existed.

      The puffer chirped at me.

      Mana.

      I placed my hand against the tree. Gold didn’t need mana to activate his symbols since he had created them for his own use, but my mana would empower them. And make them stronger. For every strike they would use, I only needed to add a tinge of divine mana to help the already powerful shields. A fraction of what others used, with more to spare. Much more. The more I had, the stronger the symbols would become.

      And I had a lot of mana.

      Without hesitation, I gave the tree access to my mana reserves and, instantly, a single symbol lit up, and a familiar orange shield appeared around me. It was one of Gold’s earliest designs. When he was inexperienced, he had started with simple shields.

      Then, a dozen more bloomed into existence. Each growing more complex with every new iteration.

      They were followed by another hundred.

      In an instant, a thousand symbols graced my vision. And the number continued to grow. But not every one turned into a single shield. Gold hadn’t stuck to symbols for long. Soon, he had moved on to symbol arrays.

      When those arrays activated, they caused the shields to merge and become something greater than the sum of its parts. The orange glow around me thickened, and before my eyes, each symbol array bloomed a mammoth shield, their existences calling out to me like the mana did, the sheer weight of their existence resisting the chaos magic gathered above me.

      Thail’s face shifted, his mockery disappearing as his eyes widened.

      “Kill him,” Thail shouted. “Do it now.”

      The cardinal signaled to his followers, and the archbishops fired their spell, seven streams of magic falling toward me in unison. They didn’t shape the magic into intricate designs, or even use it to manipulate other objects. Instead, they had simply sent a stream of raw power toward me to obliterate me in the blink of an eye.

      Magic met shield, and I refused to avert my eyes as the sky blazed with power. With each passing second, I felt the symbols draining my mana, seeking it out hungrily as they used it to empower the shields they created. At the same time, Gold’s figure zoomed through the tree, activating every symbol he had carved throughout his life.

      Within seconds, the archbishops hesitated, their mana reserves depleting rapidly as their stream of unfocused magic spread out like a tidal wave. On each of their faces, I saw confusion, and then panic. The shields alone were powerful, but when filled with my divine mana, they became unstoppable.

      And when it came to mana reserves, there were only seven others in the world who could compete with me.

      As each archbishop focused on me, I felt a disturbance in the atmosphere. It was subtle at first, as gentle as a shift in the wind. A buzz of energy that tickled the edges of my senses and bade me greeting. With each passing moment, it grew stronger, unperturbed by the ongoing battle.

      Something was coming.

      Thail’s head rose to face the disturbance, and his eyes narrowed. The cardinal raised his hand, an orb burning black and red within it.

      As spell left his hands, the sky turned gray, drained of its color. The orb ripped through the shields piece by piece, each symbol turning gray and decaying into ruin as the chaos corrupted their very existence. A low hum grew from the orb and quickly became a shriek as reality struggled to stay together in the orb’s presence.

      The shields buckled as the orb hit them, and I felt my mana reserves take a massive hit. A wave of gray brushed against the surroundings, draining all that it touched. In the center of the phenomenon, the orb continued to break through the shields, dozens cracking and breaking into pieces and the symbols on the trees shattering with them.

      In seconds, it had broken through, reaching out toward me to crush my like a bug.

      “[Iron Tierkris].”

      A man stepped out in front of me, a single glowing hand reaching out to stop the orb before it could hit me. He had dark hair and green and blue symbols carved into his body, his muscular form towering over me as he held the chaos magic in his palms. Then, with a single clap of his hands, he crushed the orb, and it folded out of existence, the screams of reality silencing.

      It was Wahyu.

      “You will not touch a hair on his head.”

      The archbishops renewed their attacks with increased vigor, but as they prepared a new round of spells, the sky around them lit up, and a rain of fire interrupted them, each moving to avoid the barrage. A girl wreathed in golden flames glided through the air, landing on the tree above me. Amanda’s fire passed over the branches harmlessly, her eyes on the people she had just stopped.

      “Is this who you were expecting?” she asked.

      I nodded, relief washing over me.

      Wahyu stepped forward, magic spilling out of him like a pillar. It was the same magic I had felt calling to me in the distance. Whispers of force and strength caressed the space around me as he moved in front of the archbishops and raised his head to stare at the cardinal.

      “Makes quite a sight, doesn’t he?” a new voice spoke out beside me.

      A familiar wave of bright teal hair swept over my vision as I spotted a teenager in a Koshima Academy uniform approaching. He walked with a calm expression.

      “Kyle?” I stared at the senior student in concern. “What are you doing here?”

      Even if Koshima was home to future powerhouses, a single student couldn’t fend off the attackers of the church. Not without risking their life. Kyle could have left for the waypoint at any time, hiding in the safety of the Holy Land’s keepers with the other students.

      Why had he chosen to stay here?

      “Of course, I’m your senior, remember? And as your senior, I won’t let you just go off and get yourself killed.” He gestured at Wahyu as the tattooed man stood off against the church. “Nice guy, by the way. The first thing this old loaf did was corner me, demanding to know what was happening. As if I knew a thing, ha.”

      Kyle smiled, his confidence not diminishing in the presence of the powers before us. He strode forward without hesitation, watching the archbishops with interest as they descended on us. Each one fired a stream of chaos magic, and they were met with stone and shields to deflect them.

      “Now, now.” Kyle raised his hand. “There’s no need for that.”

      A pulse of magic echoed across the surroundings and each of their spells disappeared, draining into his palm like it was a black hole. He licked his lips, sighing with contentment. Then, his grin disappeared, and his expression darkened.

      “Halt and rejoice.”

      Kyle’s voice crashed against me, raw unadulterated power crackling over my skin. His hands burned with magic, the water he usually used twisting chaotically and shifting between black and red. It was chaos magic.

      But it was his eyes that shocked me. “What—”

      His pupils blazed dark red, each the shape of a drop of blood, yet they shone bright against the backdrop of his irises, both of which had turned pitch black. I had only once seen another set of eyes similar to them. Gerial’s.

      They were the eyes of a Marked One.

      For a moment, all was still, and a shadow towered over Amanda and me as Wahyu stepped in front of us, his stance defensive. The archbishops stopped, their eyes widening in surprise. Even the cardinal halted, his lips curling downward as he spotted Kyle.

      They bowed low, their surprise wiped away and replaced with respect and awe.

      “We greet Artus, he who has been Marked by the Divine of Chaos, leader of the Church of Artus.”
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      The world fell silent as their words hit my ears. Before my eyes, I saw the archbishops and the cardinal of the Church of Artus bowing, irrefutable evidence that Kyle was who he said he was. There was a single ironclad rule among the people of this world that the divines and their Marked Ones were the highest authority in the land, equal to the emperor and higher than kings.

      Above me, I heard a gasp of surprise and confusion as Amanda heard their words, her fiery barrage halting. Despite the fact that they were no longer being attacked, the archbishops didn’t dare move and retaliate.

      Kyle’s fury held them back.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked, his voice soft, but his anger carried it across the wind.

      Each of them was frozen, not daring to respond.

      Taking advantage of the break in fighting, Wahyu moved toward me, his statues glowing brightly, and his body billowing with power. He wasn’t a magician, not in the common sense. Instead, I could sense the symbols embedded in his skin providing him with energy of a different kind. It was as though his body was transforming due to the concepts they contained, strengthening beyond that of a human.

      As he flanked my side protectively, he noted my lack of surprise, and a small smile crossed his lips.

      “You knew?” he asked.

      “Did I know that you were an incredibly powerful individual? No, but I guessed it,” I said. “I knew the church wouldn’t send a low-ranked symbologist to teach me the ways of the church, but I didn’t think you’d be this strong.”

      “I’d have to be, to be a cardinal.” Wahyu’s eyes twinkled. “Don’t look so surprised. No other person would be suitable to examine your candidacy as a Marked One. Nor would we dare send someone of a low rank to look over you.

      “Cardinal,” I repeated the title. “Doesn’t that make me feel special, though I suppose nothing should be a surprise. Not after that.”

      I nodded toward Kyle, the Marked One of Artus. The world fluctuated around his being, chaos floating out of his robes like water spilling across the surroundings.

      “Why is he here? And why are you two together?” I asked.

      “As to why he was in Koshima Academy, I’m not sure. As to why I was with him, I thought he was behind this,” Wahyu said, his face darkening. “I was wrong.”

      Above us, the archbishops separated as the cardinal stepped forward. Thail’s eyes never left Kyle, and I could see caution within them. Unlike the archbishops, he didn’t bow in awe or grovel. Instead, the magic around his body fluctuated as though he was preparing to attack.

      “Where is it?” Kyle’s expression was calm, but his voice betrayed his fury.

      Thail’s brow furrowed, “I don’t—”

      “I am no fool. The sanctuaries have activated, and I see my followers gathered in droves to fight together. They are taking orders and moving as one, which is impossible. So, tell me, where is the monster that has warped your minds and turned my church against me. Where is Yeux.”

      Yeux. I instantly memorized the name.

      William was right, a monster had broken through into the sanctuary. The conversation I’d had with Wahyu and Kyle back at the academy ran through my mind. Both of them had spoken of monsters that had allied with the Church of Artus, and both of them had seemed certain that they existed. Now, I knew why they were so certain of their words.

      “He sees you,” Thail replied. “As he sees all.”

      “I didn’t ask what it sees, I asked where it is,” Kyle said.

      “He is in our eyes, and in our minds, watching and waiting for the moment to strike,” Thail replied. “He has guided us in your absence, allowing us to spread chaos across the continents. He has even brought us to the precipice of greatness. a Marked One lies on the brink of death, ready to be slain once and for all.”

      “You will kill nobody, and harm nobody else,” Kyle said. “You have lost your way, Thail.”

      “Your ways are flawed. For months now, we have been without guidance as you went gallivanting on your own to play student. Too long has peace reigned without chaos to disrupt it.” Thail’s disgust deepened with every word. “Every day, we grow weaker, but as soon as the Marked One of the Crijik is dead, chaos will spread across the land once again, and we will rise.”

      “This isn’t chaos, it’s just violence,” Kyle dismissed his words immediately. “I order you to go back and wait for my command.”

      The cardinal laughed at his words, and I tensed, but a single rustle of movement to the cardinal’s side showed me that the archbishops didn’t agree with the man’s sentiments. Each one of them held confusion in their expressions, but none of them doubted the orders of the Marked One.

      ‘He is not your Marked One. He is an imposter.’

      I froze as I heard the voice wash over me. It didn’t come from my surroundings, and nobody spoke the words. Instead, the voice reverberated across my mind. Each word was spoken in a different tone, and by a different person. It was old, ancient, and young at the same time. Spirited, and yet weary, dreadful, and yet filled with hope. The wound in my chest ached as I felt the presence of something nearby.

      “We’re being watched,” I said.

      Kyle looked back at me, a grim expression on his face.

      “Yeux has the ability to see. So long as it touches you, it will forever see what you see. It sees through your eyes. It sees through your thoughts. All sight is granted to it, and all sight is taken away at its command.” He gazed down at the ground, following my mana. “Why now, after so long?”

      ‘I have no more use for you. Now, all you are to me is an obstacle. Just as all Marked Ones are. And so, each of you must be eliminated.’

      The ground trembled as the voice spoke. Its tone was mocking, and with every word that it said, Kyle’s expression hardened.

      ‘In your absence, I have done what you have failed to do. I have made us strong. I have unified us. Your eyes had become my eyes. Your thoughts had become my thoughts. Your church has become my church. I see all, and when you are gone, I will find the new Marked Ones before all. They will worship me, as your church worships me. They will die for me, as you will die for me.’

      As the monster spoke, I spread my mana below my feet. The tree that had housed Gold for years was destroyed, most of its symbols shattered by the cardinal’s attack, which meant I was free to use my mana as I wanted. There was resistance as the sanctuary’s defenses fought against my control but, this time, I wasn’t using ordinary magic. Golden mana drained away from me, subtle as first, then quicker as I tried to find the source of the voice.

      My will could not be contested, for it was divine.

      It didn’t take me long to find something wriggling below the surface. Tendrils covered in hooks slithered through the earth, twitching as my mana came into contact with them. They were large. Far larger than the body of the other monster I’d fought, Oubliez, had been. Each one was as long as a whale, and as thick as a building.

      A monster could grow to gargantuan proportions within seconds after its birth. How long had this one lived?

      It was impossible for me to tell.

      “I’ve found it,” I said. “It’s directly below us.”

      Wahyu and Amanda hardened at my words, and they glanced at the ground nervously. With a single gesture, I conjured stone platforms under Wahyu’s feet, lifting us into the air. We quickly joined Amanda, still perched at the top of the tree, and Gold flew around me, jumping onto my shoulder.

      A quick look showed us that my actions hadn’t gone unnoticed. Once again, the monster’s voice reverberated across my being, mirth and curiosity mixed with malice and cruelty.

      ‘I cannot see the Marked One of the Crijik, but I can sense his mana. Surrender him to me, and you shall live.’

      Only the archbishops hadn’t moved. As I gazed at them, I felt something shifting in the air around them. A subtle kind of magic that I had never felt before. It slithered through their beings, each and every one of them stiffening, their eyes glazed over as they stared at their Marked One. Horror slowly grew over their faces, and anger overcame them. It was as though all of them were seeing him in a new light, and it wasn’t one that favored him.

      I narrowed my eyes. This was power of the monster’s symbol. The archbishops saw what the monster wanted them to see, and from the looks of things, they weren’t seeing a Marked One. They were only seeing an enemy.

      “He’s an impostor!” the cardinal shouted. “Kill them all.”

      A rain of stone spears greeted his words as I attacked immediately. Within the stream of spears showed glimmers of silver light as I mixed in the metal and fired it at the archbishops. There was a roar from my side as Wahyu and Amanda unleashed their own magics in turn.

      Wahyu jumped into the air, his body glowing as he raised his fist to engage the archbishops. He wasn’t afraid to be hit by their attacks, and as he moved, six claws made of fire covered his sides, fired into the air by Amanda.

      “Protect her,” I told Gold.

      The puffer chirped as I handed him his regents from my inventory, joining Amanda in the air with several shielding twigs clutched into his talons. None of us had waited, and none of us trusted that the battle would be over that easily.

      Kyle was no different.

      The Marked One of Artus raised his hands and something cut through the air in front of him. They were thin strands of water, each one shifting between red and black as chaos infused the boy’s spell.

      Each one wrapped around the cardinal, threatening to cut him in half, but as they reached Thail, he shifted in slight ways, dodging every single strand. Then, he clicked his fingers, and the spell was blown apart.

      Which meant that he was too distracted to see the metal spear I’d sent after him. It flew in through a blind spot toward the side of his head, and I pushed it with all my might through his body. Except when the spear arrived, it hit thin air. The cardinal had dodged the attack, moving to the side, even though he couldn’t see it.

      “What?” I exclaimed.

      With a twist of my hand, I redirected the spear toward Thail, but he raised his hand, a thing veil of red appearing to block the weapon. The spear froze in midair, but as the metal touched the veil, it exploded into a mass of liquid silver, wrapping around his body and squeezing tight. There was a moment of panicked struggle as the cardinal was held down and crushed. Then, a burst of mana exploded from his body, destroying the bindings that held him.

      He was blown back by the attack, but he hadn’t been damaged by it. Any retaliation was stopped immediately as an army of stone spears shot up after him. I appeared next to Kyle, nodding at the Marked One. His identity reveal had come as a surprise, but there was no time to dwell on it now. There were more important things to do.

      “How did he do that?” I asked. “He dodged my attack even though I hidden from a blind spot.”

      “Yeux sees what we’ll do before we do it,” Kyle said. “There are no blind spots.”

      “Can’t you stop them?” I asked.

      “They can no longer see me,” Kyle said. “They see what Yeux wants them to see. Maybe the monster showed them a scene of me unveiled as a fraud. Or perhaps they saw me attack them without warning.”

      “A monster that controls sight, great.”

      Shards of stone rained down on top of me, and I felt my stone spears being destroyed in an instant. They had only delayed the man for seconds.

      I looked up to see the cardinal returning, chaos mana pulsating across his body. “Incoming!”

      Thail extended his hands, and two lines of magic as thin as wires swept across the ground. Everything they touched withered and turned to dust, with the exception of the trees, which grew younger and healthier. I didn’t need to get hit to know which effect would happen to me.

      “[Chaos Manipulation],” Kyle’s voice swept across the surroundings.

      The two lines of magic warped at Kyle’s words, flying toward him. Instead of dodging the attack, he took them head on, absorbing them into his chest. His pained grimace showed me that he had gone unharmed, but I looked away, trusting that he’d be okay.

      With a click of my fingers, I threw my stone platform into the air, meeting the cardinal head on. Stone filled the air as I summoned it from my inventory and used my mana to create it where there was none before. I gestured toward Thail, and the stone warped into deadly spears that shot out at him, each one aiming for a different section of his body.

      None of them hit.

      Every spear I threw was dodged, and every blow I struck was mitigated. It felt like I was fighting someone who could see the future. I withdrew a stream of silver from my inventory, manipulating it into a solid block. Almost my entire stock was depleted, the block growing until it was the size of a car.

      Then, I threw the block at Thail, the cube shining as it smashed into the cardinal.

      It wasn’t elegant, but it was effective.

      Thail broke off his spell, his magic dissipating as he raised his hands to defend against the incoming cube. With the force of a truck, the mass of metal slammed into the cardinal, and I heard something break.

      Five lines of chaos magic struck the cube at the same time, breaking past the metal and forcing me on the defensive as they struck the air around me.

      “Kyle!” I called out.

      I dropped down next to my fellow Marked One, and a blood red shield appeared around us, blocking the beams. Kyle grunted as they hit, five deadly lasers crossing over to become a single attack.

      But my attack wasn’t over.

      The cube had been cut into pieces and, with a single gesture, the silver broke into separate sections, forming a net that flew toward the cardinal and threatened to coil around him and crushed him like a bug.

      As the net reached the cardinal, his eyes glazed over, and I felt the strange sensation of an unknown magic in the air.

      Thail dodged the net with a deft movement, the metal passing by him harmlessly.

      The monster had interfered.

      “Annoying,” I said.

      Instead of bringing the net back around to tangle with the cardinal, I pulled back, my thoughts racing. The man was cocky, and powerful, but that didn’t mean he could face off against two Marked Ones without issues. Judging from the sheer amount of power being displayed, Kyle would be enough to handle the cardinal by himself but, ultimately, Thail wasn’t the issue. The being that was controlling the battlefield was allowing him to intend with us by granting him its power.

      The cardinal wasn’t the only one benefiting from the monster’s interference. To my side, I could see Amanda struggling to hit her targets, each of her attacks dodged by the thinnest of hairs. Several red beads glowed dangerously before exploding, the shockwave knocking aside one of the archbishops, but the rest dodging with plenty of time to spare. When every attack could be seen, they could be dodged.

      “There has to be a weakness,” I said.

      It wasn’t lost on me that the monster hadn’t showed itself yet.

      “There is,” Kyle replied. “Yeux can’t guide them if it’s in battle. Its mind is vast, but it is still a monster, focused on self-preservation and destruction, and engaging it will draw all its focus to its attacker.”

      “Then, I know what to do,” I said.

      There was an explosion above us, and the archbishops scattered. Wahyu was standing, a grin on his face, but he was also holding his arm at his side, and I could see that half of it was swelling up, and the other half was shrinking. There was a burst of mana from within his body, and his arm righted itself, unraveling from its injuries as though they had never occurred.

      “Wahyu!” I called out. “Separate them and leave the rest to me.”

      Wahyu nodded, and his eyes gleamed with joy. I wasn’t sure if he was happy that I was giving him an order as a Marked One or if he was a battle maniac. Maybe it was a bit of both.

      “Can you handle your cardinal?” I asked. “Because I’m going to need you to.”

      “Look at that, a junior giving orders to his senior, how thrilling,” Kyle said. “Don’t worry, if I couldn’t handle a person of his caliber, I would revoke my status as a Marked One myself.”

      A new shield appeared around him, and he rose into the air, water flowing underneath his feet like a stream that rose toward the heavens. Mana gathered in his hands, forming coils of power that cut through the wind and threatened to break the world around them.

      This time, it burned gold.

      I waved my hand toward Amanda, and she flew down to me, caution in her eyes. Her golden flames dissipated, and Agni appeared on her head, giving me a tired chirp. Gold swooped down, his shielding regents used up and gone.

      “It’s like they can read my mind,” she said. “Every single time I think I’m about to hit them, my attacks miss.”

      “Yeah, I have a plan for that,” I said.

      I could still feel the monster below us, its gargantuan body unmoving. I wasn’t sure if it was simply confident that it would win the battle without making an appearance, or whether it couldn’t move because it was focusing too much on what was happening above it.

      Either way, it had picked the wrong area to hide in. The earth was my territory, and I would suffer no trespassers into my domain.

      Wahyu and Kyle completed their jobs admirably, pushing the archbishops and cardinal back respectively. Their job was made easier by the fact that, as far as the enemy was concerned, Amanda and I were the lesser threats in the first place.

      In an instant, they had lured their opponents far from us, which gave me time to act.

      The ocean of golden mana within me had been partly depleted, but as I reached in, I discovered that its depths were deeper than I had thought. I reached in and reaped the rewards of years of pain and training. My senses spread to their maximum across the ground, and as I took dominion over it, I felt a tremor beneath me. The monster had noticed my advances and was moving to stop me.

      There was a shout as one of the archbishops was struck in the stomach by Wahyu and sent flying. They had failed to dodge at the last second.

      Yeux’s focus was waning.

      A voice filled my mind, ancient and solemn.

      ‘You who have been attached by my flesh, I see what you see. I see you.’

      “I see you, too,” I replied. “And, trust me, you’re not the first monster I’ve seen. That one tried to kill me, too. Now, it’s dead.”

      Laughter filled the air, dignified yet playful, mocking yet joyful.

      ‘I see your thoughts. I see all. Fear me, for I will be your end.’

      As my magic surrounded the monster, I got a feel for how truly gargantuan it was. It alone had probably caused most of the tremors I’d felt while running across the Burning Lake, its burrowing shifting landscape as it moved. More strands of mana wrapped around it, but Yeux didn’t move.

      “No matter what you say, how you act gives you away,” I said. “You aren’t almighty. You can’t even move, can you?”

      The monster didn’t answer, but the reason for its stillness was clear. It was fighting battles on multiple fronts and had been since the beginning of the invasion of the Holy Land. Its symbol was mundane in the simplest sense of the term, the ability only impacting the physical.

      Yeux could see everything and aid its allies, but that didn’t mean it could process all the information without shutting down all other necessities.

      “Get ready to blast it to hell,” I said to Amanda.

      Before I could unearth the monster, there was a squawk of panic beside me, and I glanced to my side to see Agni flapping her wings in confusion, Gold quickly joining the phoenix. Both of them hovered around Amanda, and I froze as I spotted her.

      “Andross…something’s wrong…” Amanda’s voice was weak.

      She limped toward me, holding her right arm as it fell limp by her side. It was dripping dark red. With each step, drops of blood fell to the ground, hissing and bubbling in the heat of the Holy Land.

      I hadn’t seen her be attacked or even felt a disturbance nearby.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Amanda opened her mouth to respond, and her eyes widened as the ground trembled beneath her. Before she could move out of the way, a tendril of purple flesh pierced through the earth, its hooks shining menacingly as it pierced her stomach.

      It was sudden. Too sudden. I couldn’t respond, let alone help her.

      She went flying through the air, her stomach pierced and bleeding. Rage tore through my reason as she hit the ground, the light draining from her eyes, and I conjured a dozen stone spears to shoot through the appendage and tear it to pieces. Then, a shadow lunged in front of the tendril, and I paused.

      No. Don’t.

      Gold cried out, diving in front of the tendril and forcing me to pull back my attack. On the other side, I saw Agni doing the same, the phoenix crying out in panic, but as she approached the tendril, it lit up with mana and sent an attack flying my way.

      It had shot out a claw made of fire.

      “[Stone Creation],” I said.

      A shield of stone appeared in front of me, blocking the fire claw before it could hit me. It was a move I had practiced hundreds of times in Koshima’s arena, and I had thrown it up instinctively because that was what I’d always done with my opponent. The thing in front of me wasn’t a tendril.

      I was being attacked by Amanda.

      “Amanda, it’s an illusion!” I shouted. “No, not quite. It’s messing with our sight.”

      The tendril stopped, and its mana dissipated.

      “Andross?” she asked. “I saw you die.”

      “Think of Oubliez,” I said.

      Amanda swore, and I didn’t blame her. There was a reason why when monsters appeared, they were hunted down within seconds. Most couldn’t hide their true natures, and so, when they were born, the guilds and companies like Zodiac knew how to find them and when they were dead.

      Yeux was different, just like Oubliez. One had invisibility and illusions. The other manipulated sight.

      Both were designed to stay hidden and survive.

      “Nice try,” I said, “but I’m used to that trick.”

      Yeux was silent, then the ground rumbled, and Amanda appeared once again. She was pale but otherwise unharmed, and she blinked in surprise as she spotted me, anger crossing her features.

      “I almost burned you alive.”

      Yeux’s voice entered my mind again before I could respond to her.

      ‘Give me the Marked One, and I will let you live.’

      “Let me guess, so you can kill him? I’ll pass.”

      ‘Foolish child filled with a false belief of superiority. Do you truly believe you stand a chance against me? It matters not. I will kill him. As I will kill you. The Marked Ones, the old man, and the girl, none of you will survive tonight.’

      There was no doubt in its voice. No hesitation. No remorse. Yeux had decided our fates the moment we entered its gaze. Maybe it would never have let us go, but it didn’t matter. Monsters alone could destroy cities. Churches could destroy armies. Both were dangerous threats but, together, they formed an enemy that couldn’t be underestimated.

      Yeux had sent the Church of Artus after us and had hurt Gerial. It had almost made me kill Amanda, and I didn’t know whether my teachers and guards were alive or dead, all because they’d been trying to save me life.

      Whatever excuses I had for wanting to hide my status were no longer sufficient. They couldn’t be. Not if this was the price to pay.

      “I guess my peaceful life couldn’t last forever.”

      A heavy sigh escaped my lips, and I turned to Amanda.

      “I’m going all out.”

      My words were clear, and I saw Amanda’s eyes widen. She opened her mouth to protest, but then pursed her lips as she saw my expression. Instead, she gave me a single nod of acceptance.

      I turned toward the ground, trusting her to move to the skies. The flapping of wings hit my ears, and Gold and Agni moved back with the trick of the tendril that was Amanda, the birds flying in unison through the skies. The trio had taken my words literally, just as I’d hoped.

      “You wanted to meet the Marked One, is that right?” I asked. “Well, be careful what you wish for.”

      With a single gesture, my mana responded to my commands, activating and spilling out of my body. I didn’t inject it straight into the earth like I normally did, nor did I use it as a spell. A sense of domination and command expelled through the surroundings as mana dripped from my pores, swirling across my body like the stars of a cosmic ring.

      For the first time, I unveiled my golden mana to the world without the restrictions of the church.

      ‘This is impossible.’

      “So, I’ve heard.”

      The ground’s rumbling transformed into a quake as Yeux finally made its move, its colossal body shooting through the earth. I could see the archbishops and cardinal jolting in the distance as Yeux’s attention turned fully onto me, but it had made its decision too late.

      “[Mana Sanctuary].”

      A blaze of golden light reverberated across my vision as a wave of mana burst from my body, flinging to the farthest corners of the Burning Lake. The grass around me knelt, greeting that which had given them birth. The trees bowed, primal terror racing across their cores.

      Within my chest, I felt two symbols thump in unison, both representing two elements I had unlocked.

      Earth and metal.

      While I had forced myself to stay hidden, I had always been limited in using them. Secrecy was the aim for most of my new life, but no longer.

      Now, I could go all out.

      The world itself had accepted my authority and surrendered to my divinity.

      Below me, the earth caved instantly, merging with the golden mana to become something more than it had been before. My senses spread across the ground, and across the Burning Lake. Above me, the flames dimmed, afraid to offend me with their light yet, through my connection, I could feel their joy, and anticipation, and as my mana touched them, they submitted to my will, their mana was now mine to command.

      There were no distinctions. Water didn’t exist. Earth didn’t exist. Metal didn’t exist.

      There was only the divine. 

      “[Earth Manipulation].”

      Yeux rocketed through the underground, and I could sense its tendrils rising to grab me and crush the life out of me. It was would upon me in seconds, a giant of epic proportions hellbent on killing me.

      I was faster.

      When I’d hidden my golden mana, I could only convert it into earth mana slowly. Within seconds, I could create enough earth mana to raise an Olympic swimming pool. Maybe more. But that was then. Now, I was using the mana I’d always held within me. My true source of power. Each mote of divine mana was infinitely more powerful than what I’d used before. And I’d expelled an ocean of it into my surroundings.

      The world disappeared before me as the elements responded to my will, titanic skyscrapers of earth rising at my command. I rose with the towers, my golden mana spewing forth like ash from a volcano and lighting a beacon across the Burning Lake.

      Hundreds of buildings formed underneath me as I flew into the air, and the five main towers continued onwards, each one a pillar of the city of earth that had formed around them. A dozen feet. A hundred feet. A thousand feet. In seconds, the landscape had changed and was unrecognizable from its previous self.

      The five towers rose until they pierced the sky.

      An inhuman wail hit the air as something rose with the towers, pierced through the side by them as they fought against its presence. The towers ripped through its flesh, and tore at its skin and, with a mighty crash, the being was wrenched from its hiding place, the light of the Burning Lake illuminating its horrid form.

      It was Yeux.

      “Hello.”

      I stared down at the colossal monster as it tossed and turned.

      A large bulbous sack was attached to its head, or perhaps was its head, and pulsed dangerously with rings of orange mana, and dozens of twisted purple tendrils oozed dark liquids as they clung to the buildings that had formed around them. The monster was an octopus. Or something that had resembled one.

      ‘In all my years, I have never seen such sights. Where is this?’

      Yeux’s voice echoed in my mind, its massive tendrils wrapping around the buildings that had trapped it. For the first time, I heard uncertainty in its voice, and a hint of fear.

      The monster wasn’t used to the unknown.

      “I— Oh.”

      I paused when I saw the buildings that had formed from my spell.

      A city rose as far as my eyes could see, across the sanctuaries and beyond, my mana spreading my will as far as it could take it. Once, there had been dirt, and trees. In their place, a city had been birthed. Earth and metal sculpted by my instincts and commands had risen and twisted into the form of familiar skyscrapers and buildings that towered over the burning lake.

      Five tall skyscrapers had appeared, surrounded by hundreds of buildings, each carved from my deepest thoughts and memories. Deep within the ground of the Burning Lake had been deposits of metal, and they had created the foundations of the buildings. However, where there was meant to be glass, there was stone, and where parks had once been, there was dirt. Modern buildings were surrounded by dirt lakes, and stone streets led into familiar alleyways.

      It was a familiar view, and a comforting one, too. There was nothing else like it in this world because it wasn’t a sight that belonged here, but it was also something I had seen thousands of times in my mind palace, and in person.

      My spell had recreated my home city from Earth.

      And stuck in the middle of it all was a monster as big as the tallest skyscraper.

      Yeux let out a roar, its swollen head caved inwards, and its orange glow intensifying. With a single twist of a mighty appendage, it crushed the buildings around it, freeing itself from its stone prison. A single flap of decrepit purple skin opened, and then another, and another, revealing large pupils and irises that were all pitch black.

      Hundreds of eyes stared at me, each filled with rage and fury.

      ‘What are you?’ Yeux asked.

      A low rumble escaped my chest at its question. Laughter, born from annoyance and anger.

      “Greetings, Yeux. I am Andross Silver, Marked One of the Crijik.”

      My eyes rifted toward the golden ocean of mana that surrounded me, shining bright for all in the Burning Lake to see.

      “And you have monumentally pissed me off.”
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      “What in the name of the divines just happened?” William asked.

      A golden glow had bathed across his vision, blinding him, and before he knew it, he was flying through the air, carried by a pool of water alongside the stone box Gerial had been placed inside. When his eyes had recovered, he was laid out next to Roxxy, and her eyes were glued to the sky.

      “It’s Andross…I think?” Roxxy said.

      She was staring at a plume of golden mana that danced across the air, vibrant and rejoicing. Normally, the sight of it would be out of William’s ability to spot. He wasn’t a magician, nor did he have the relevant skills to sense mana and magic.

      But this wasn’t ordinary mana.

      A harsh pressure weighed down on him, crushing his body and soul with its might. It draped the world in its authority, each movement drawing his eyes toward it. William felt as though he were gazing at a hundred thousand emperors, each with their own wills and pride, and yet they obeyed the command of the person above them, the Marked One of the Crijik.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” William confirmed.

      The mana flowed freely through the air, so grand in scale that it was almost impossible to fathom. During their training, Andross and William had clashed using divine mana in their spars, but this wasn’t the same. Then, Andross had used hundreds of mana at most, and he was always holding back, even if it was subconsciously. Now, when William looked up at the sky, he could feel the unrestrained domination.

      Simply looking at it made him want to bow, and that was after he’d been in its presence hundreds of times.

      There’s no going back now, he thought.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Roxxy interrupted his thoughts. “The city, I mean, not the mana.”

      William looked down and jolted, his body only avoiding a fall because the water covering him held him tight. The world had transformed around him. They stared at the buildings, each one alien and unfamiliar. William had visited the world over, from the lowest of slums to the mightiest of palaces, and he had seen architecture that would boggle the mind and bent the rules of reality. However, he had never seen anything like this.

      Roxxy thought differently.

      She had only caught glimpses of it within Andross’ memories, but the city’s origins were clear to her. Each building, each street, and even the odd car carved from stone was familiar to her. Earth, the strange world she knew he was from. Andross had recreated his home.

      A shout interrupted their contemplation, and they looked up to see a man in red and black robes staring at them. He held a bow and arrow in his hands, and the tips glowed with dangerous teal light.

      “No rest for the wicked,” William said. “Go down. I think we can use this new environment to our advantage.”

      Roxxy lowered them behind a large convenience store just as the follower of Artus fired, the arrow smashing through half the stone store before stopping. William grimaced, and his sword appeared in his hand. To his side, the water gathered around Roxxy in a protective wave, preparing to smash through the air to get to their enemy.

      They still had to survive until they could reach safety.
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        * * *

      

      Streaks of red and black enveloped the sky as chaos magic rained down upon a single figure bathed in silver, green, and brown light. The seven strongest followers of Artus, the archbishops, had weaved a net of spells that was designed to kill even the sturdiest of knights.

      Wahyu lay in the center of the formation, sitting calmly as though meditating.

      His struggle had been long and arduous, and he hated leaving the side of his Marked One, but Andross had commanded him to do so. That was the key to it all, and why he had been training his protégé in the history and discipline of the church. Even if Wahyu fell today, he would have no regrets. He stared as golden light bathed the horizon, his mana threatening to surge out of control. Even gazing upon the golden mana made him want to prostrate and submit himself. And he could see his attackers faltering in turn, each one struggling to cast their spells while in the presence of a higher power.

      “What is that? What have you done?” the archbishop in the lead asked.

      “What makes you think I’m the cause of that commotion?” Wahyu asked.

      “We know who you are, Cardinal.” The man’s brow furrowed, damp with sweat. “We’ve prepared for a person of your level. No amount of trickery can save you now.”

      The followers of Artus intensified their efforts, struggling successfully to keep Wahyu trapped in their net of magics. They could see and feel the magic that had been unleashed, but none of them could accept its existence.

      A single sound broke through their thoughts. It reverberated across the air and tickled their ears.

      Wahyu was laughing.

      “Truly, you have lost your way if it has been so long since you have witnessed this sight, subjects of chaos. For the holiest of visions has honored us with its presence.”

      His words fell on death ears. None of them could comprehend what they were witnessing. They thought it impossible.

      Only he recognized Andross Silver, second Marked One of the Crijik.

      “Rejoice, for you have been graced by the presence of a divine.”
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        * * *

      

      Artus gazed into the golden wave that enveloped the world and smiled. His church had betrayed him, and they had earned nothing from it. The Marked Ones of the Crijik still lived, and they fought for their survival.

      “What is that?” Thail asked.

      For a brief instance, annoyance broke through Artus’ heart. But then it was swept away as he felt a tremor around him. 

      It was a shift in the order of time and space. A feeling so subtle that it barely crossed the line of existence and non-existence. It was imperceptible to most, and he suspected only he and the other Marked Ones could sense it.

      Fate was growing uncertain. Chaotic.

      “That’s, my dear Cardinal, is why I came here,” Artus said. “It was instinct at first. A slight disturbance that drew me away from you all. But my, oh my, what a find. To think you nearly ruined it.”

      His anger billowed out, pushing aside the pressure of the golden mana that tried to force him to submit to its will. He would not bow to it, or grovel, for within his own being, there was a mass of golden mana the same as it.

      With a single thought, he drew it out, spooling it over his hands.

      “The Marked One of the Crijik has made his move,” he said. “His reveal is imminent, and unpreventable. Which means you are of no further use to me.”

      “Join us, and we can finish him together,” Thail said.

      “Foolish peon, so destitute that you can no longer recognize the source of your own power.” Artus dismissed the man’s words with a frown. “No, Andross Silver will not die today. I will not let him. For his existence can bring a new age of turmoil and strife, the likes of which have never been seen before.”

      Artus motioned with his hand, and the air warped around him. As the golden light of Andross’ mana grew to a crescendo, so, too, did the presence of chaos, and with every second that passed, he grew stronger. He could sense the presence of others now, trying to break the barriers between realms. The Church of Artus had breached the Holy Land, and the world outside was responding.

      “This is chaos.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have monumentally pissed me off.”

      My words echoed across the empty roads of the city, past the stone streetlights and over the highways and streets that crisscrossed its surface. The trees that littered the city were no longer green and brown. They were red with flames. Large swaths of the Burning Lake had dipped low, their ground harvested of materials by my mana so that the city could be born. Looking at it was nostalgic in a way, but it also reminded me of what I had lost, and what I had gained. I no longer held any longing to return there. At most, I only felt curious if there was a way to return.

      It had stopped being my home long ago.

      Yeux shifted, its tendrils tearing apart buildings as it moved into a more comfortable position. A hundred eyes gazed at me, pitch-black and narrow. Unlike Oubliez, it was a being as alien as could be, its purple flesh pulsating gently under the light of the Burning Lake.

      ‘Through my eyes, I have gazed upon every Marked One of this generation. You are not one of them. Yet, I know that none have died.’

      “That’s true,” I said. “Though you almost succeeded in killing my brother in bloodlines today.”

      ‘A new one. How strange. How chaotic. How fortuitous. Today, three Marked Ones shall fall.’

      Yeux’s words were accompanied by a pulse of mana, its bulbous head’s glowing orange rings shifted in color, switching to silver. They were filled with connection mana. I felt my chest ache where the monster had attacked me, and the world around me shifted, my sight warping and twisting into something new.

      The monster was using its magic on me.

      ‘I see all. I know all. Gaze upon my works and despair.’ Yeux’s voice was like barbs to my ears. ‘See what I have seen and comprehend that I am beyond it.’

      Before my eyes, a thousand memories bloomed into existence.

      In one of the memories, a child touched by Yeux at birth grew and died before my eyes. His life lessons, his passions, his horrors, his fears, each and every experience of his life was recorded by Yeux.

      A bird gazed down at an encampment, its eyes absorbing every detail of the defenses without raising a single alarm.

      A magician pored over tomes he’d recovered from ancient ruins. When he was done, he hid the manuscripts where no one would ever find them, for he did not want his enemies to gain the knowledge within. He was unaware of the eyes that watched from within his soul. His secrets were laid bare, and his knowledge was stolen without his knowing.

      “You can’t trick me, Yeux,” I said.

      I sent a burst of will into my golden mana, and it trickled down over the city I’d created, bathing Yeux in its glow. Just as I’d suspected, it was reaching out for me with its tendrils, trying to grab me in its grasp. With a single thought, one of the five skyscrapers cracked at the foundations, toppling onto the monster, and causing it to retreat. Dozens of tendrils were crushed.

      The monster screeched in pain, but it didn’t relent.

      ‘I have watched ten thousand lives. I have lived ten thousand lives. None may compare to me, not even the divines.’

      Another pulse of magic shot out at me.

      More memories spread out across my mind, like tales spun from a cosmic loom.

      This time, they were Yeux’s own.

      Once, deep in the seas, a monster had been born. As always, humans hunted it down, and though it had tried to fight, there were too many of them, and they cornered it. Yeux knew it was going to die, yet it did not hesitate to fight. It hated humans. It hated all life. The symbol that twisted inside its body clashed against reality, bringing in a concept that had never been seen before.

      It also gave Yeux pain. Unbearable pain. Reality itself rejected monsters because of the symbols inside them and tried to crush them wherever they went.

      But as the humans closed in on Yeux, they had been slain. Their bodies had warped and twisted, and in their place was a woman with dark black eyes, with pupils that were red like blood.

      The Marked One of Artus.

      Not Kyle, but one of his predecessors from over two hundred years ago.

      She had picked up Yeux and bound him in a cage of chaos. It wasn’t physical, it was mental, and it was maintained by the Marked One herself. Only her power could contain the monster, though she would often assign members of the church to maintain the cage when she left its sight.

      The church had found use for Yeux. They had allowed it to grip their most hated adversaries. A single touch was all that was needed. All their plans could now be seen without their knowledge, and every single expedition they sent would be known of in advance.

      From then on, nobody could catch the Church of Artus.

      Yeux had grown, and its network had expanded. The Church of Artus had given it access to their mightiest enemies, and it had used the advantage well. Two hundred years was a long time, and a dozen eyes soon became a thousand, and then ten thousand. Members of all organizations fell into its grasp, from the empire of the timeless emperor to the inner circles of the mercenary companies that made a living by hunting monsters.

      When the people the monster had touched had children, Yeux would use its magic to hide from their sight and sneak a tendril into the child’s chambers, grazing it with a single cut.

      From then on, entire lineages were under its spell.

      It was the solemn duty of all Marked Ones of Artus to keep Yeux under control. It was their greatest asset, but also their most dangerous. Kyle had disappeared, the first Marked One in history to do so without leaving a guard over Yeux.

      The church had grown weak, and not just because of Kyle’s absence. Once, order and chaos had been in flux, with neither gaining on the other. Now, creation had stabilized, and chaos was at a low. And so, the cage over Yeux’s mind grew brittle.

      Then, it cracked.

      The monster had been cautious at first, thinking it a trap. Then, it had grown more confident as the days passed. Yeux had whispered into the minds of hundreds of followers in their dreams and showed them visions of their future glory under its rule. With those who were stubborn, it had exploited their deepest fears. To those who were tempted, it gifted them visions of their greatest desires. Soon, all succumbed to its will. With all the preparations it had done, it had only needed weeks to take over the church that had long controlled it.

      Such was the power of monsters, and why they were feared across the world for their existence.

      Yeux needed a way to establish its power, and to grow the abilities of its new army. So, it had hatched a plan to cause chaos.

      Yeux would slay a Marked One.

      It had already touched so many within the churches over the years, and their predecessors were no different. It knew every mystery and had access to every secret they held. Once it had sifted through their memories and sights, it had figured out where they were hiding the Marked One of Fue. The ultimate target.

      Which only left it one question.

      Why had the Marked One of Artus left it alone?

      ‘You are the reason.’

      Yeux’s voice echoed in my mind.

      ‘He was drawn to the only thing that could move a Marked Ones of Artus. Chaos. But it was not ordinary chaos. No, that would not have made him put his guard down so foolishly. He sensed something else. A change so vast and grand that he had to find its source, lest it perish before it could birth the chaos he saw within its existence.’

      What was more chaotic than a dead Marked One?

      One that was alive, and that wasn’t meant to be. One whose mere existence would send the world into turmoil, and whose opponents would risk launching wars to eliminate.

      Kyle had left to find me. And then when he did, he had stayed at Koshima Academy to watch over me. To make sure I wouldn’t pass away before I could empower him.

      I had unleashed this monster.

      ‘I have much to thank you for. I will remember you when you die, as I remember all. For I cannot forget.’

      Its magic pulsed once more, the monster showing me dozens of the lives it had witnessed. There was more. Much more. Far more than I could comprehend and see. Dozens of memories shifted and swirled, growing in number. Entire lifetimes were displayed before me, their emotions and experiences a tapestry of existence.

      Yeux didn’t just see what they saw through their eyes. It saw what they thought, and what they dreamed. It knew their pasts, as well as their deepest secrets and desires, and could predict how their futures would play out. Every person it had ever touched had become part of its tapestry, a weave of gargantuan proportions.

      Even my memories would be added to its collective, eventually.

      Maybe I could speed up that process.

      “So, you see what I see,” I said. “I knew it before, but now I truly understand what that means. Well then, how about a little taste of something new.”

      As Yeux neared me, I focused on the connection between us. It was similar to the one Roxxy had formed with me, but instead of transferring my memories by accident, this time, I focused on doing it on purpose.

      I sent the monster my family, and the memories of my city. From the high planes to the mightiest explosion of a nuclear bomb, I sent it all. A world as eldritch and celestial as the palaces of this world, with machinery and technology that were unrecognizable.

      With those memories came emotions, each one flooding into the creature. Wonder and joy. Happiness and pleasure. That which I had felt a thousand times over in my old life, as well as what had caused it.

      And, of course, I sent through the memories of my death. Every agonizing second. I had replayed that memory ten thousand times in my mind, and it had only ever gotten worse as my intelligence stats improved my memory.

      I sent through my pain. The turmoil. The suffering.

      Yeux froze as the unfamiliar memories and unfiltered emotions coursed through its mind.

      ‘Reincarnation… To think…’

      Its pensive reflection on life stopped as I stabbed it with another skyscraper.

      The monster’s scream hit the heavens as I forced the tip of the second skyscraper into its side. I had been aiming for its head but, at the last moment, Yeux had read my thoughts and dodged the attack. Blue blood splashed over the city, flooding a nearby house.

      In retaliation, another burst of connection mana left the monster, and I was assaulted by new memories. Knives stabbed into flesh, and burning buildings collapsed onto torsos, and then were quickly replaced by other, more gruesome forms of demises.

      A thousand deaths replayed in my mind. Each one different from the other, but no less painful.

      The flood of emotions and horrid sights incapacitated me. My mana warned me that Yeux’s tendrils were coming after me, but as I shrugged off its mental attack. I was too late to respond. One of them clipped my stone platform, sending me flying.

      Then, another caught me in its grasp.

      I was dragged down into the depths of the city, more tendrils surrounding me in seconds, and a hundred eyes gazed at me, anger, and pain coursing through them. I tried to cast a spell, but I couldn’t cast any other spells. My mana reserves were less than a trickle. I had used it all to conjure the city, and to fight against the monster. So, I called the earth I’d already subsumed to me, but Yeux moved as I toppled the buildings around it, dodging each one despite its size.

      It was reading my thoughts, predicting what I would do before I did it.

      A light blazed in the distance, and a rain of magic belted down onto Yeux’s skin, causing the monster to bellow with rage. A fire magician hovered in the air, accompanied by two birds, each staring down at us with concern and fury.

      It was Amanda.

      ‘Such hope brings me joy, but she could never have saved you, for I see her thoughts, too.’

      She rained fire onto Yeux, and the monster laughed. It moved me through the air, throwing me into the path of the flames. Each one died as Amanda dismissed them, horror in her eyes. She couldn’t launch another attack without Yeux placing me in its way. Her eyes grew cold as she drew back, Gold and Agni chirping up a storm as they came up with new plans.

      It didn’t matter. The monster knew she would never risk my death.

      ‘Tell me, in your old world, what do you call that which transcends all else.’

      I didn’t answer, and I didn’t have to. The word floated up in my mind, and Yeux saw it as clearly as a movie.

      ‘A god. Yes, a suitable title indeed,” Yeux’s voice rumbled deep in my mind. “Before you were born, I was gazing upon humanity in its dregs, watching as they carved out a meager living in this hostile world.’ Yeux’s voice rumbled across my surroundings and pierced through my mind. ‘I have seen kingdoms rise and fall. Powerhouses and institutions have grown above all others at my whim. And have crumbled for insulting me. For two hundred years, I have watched. I have waited. I have grown. I am beyond churches and armies. Above mortals and monsters. I am divine. Lowly, insignificant, Marked One, bow to me. For I am a god.’

      There was no doubt in its words. Or remorse.

      Only cold certainty.

      Yeux had lived countless lives and survived a thousand battles. It had manipulated the world on a scale I couldn’t comprehend. The monster saw what I saw. It knew what I knew. My every thought was laid bare, my memories displayed proudly for the monster to see.

      Bar one.

      There was a single memory that the monster hadn’t seen. A memory that it couldn’t see. My own mind refused to recall it, and my sanity screamed at me to forget it. For years, it had laid dormant in me, haunting me, but now I conjured it willingly.

      “No,” I replied.

      ‘No?’

      Yeux’s voice rumbled across my ears and slunk across my mind. There was a hint of disbelief, and incredulity. But there was no caution. The monster had me in its grasp, and it could see no way I could escape.

      ‘Your thoughts are correct. There is no way for you to escape,’ Yeux replied. ‘Your thoughts are my thoughts. Your eyes are my eyes. Your memories are my memories. Your emotions. Your insecurities. Your secrets. I have seen them all, just as I have a thousand times before. There is nothing I have not seen. There is nothing you can do to stop me.’

      I ignored Yeux’s words, focusing on the memory I had hidden long ago. My own subconscious fought against me, struggling to cover the memory in a mesh of fog and panic.

      For my mind, this memory was worse than death.

      “Call as many of your memories to your aid as you wish. None will help you.” Yeux’s tendrils slithered through the flames and caressed the destruction as it approached.

      Then, I found the memory, and I dragged it from the depths of my screaming mind.

      “No, nobody can help me, not anymore,” I said. “Nor can they help you. I’m sorry, Yeux. Truly, I am. Even a monster doesn’t deserve what I am about to do.”

      A world of flames appeared in my mind, and I sent the memory to Yeux.

      There was a single moment of hesitation from the ancient creature. I could feel it searching my memories for the full memory I’d conjured. I could sense it failing. Before it lay an unknown land, one that it couldn’t find no matter how hard it searched through my being.

      “Where is this?”

      “My home. From this world, not my old one, though not as I know it. Once, when I was a child, I saw it destroyed. I saw this entire world destroyed. And now you, too, are witnessing this destruction, minus one key part.”

      “You lie. Yet, I can see that you do not lie. This world is real, yet not. And this memory is incomplete, but I cannot see what is hidden from me. Impossible. How are you hiding your memories?”

      There was a hint of trepidation in its words. It was fear.

      A single smile crossed my lips.

      “They call it the First Night. And I am hiding nothing. You simply aren’t strong enough to contain the memories I hold.”

      Yeux could sense something was wrong. Its tendrils crushed my bones, and pain spiked through my arms, but my [Pain Tolerance] skill activated, and I persevered, dragging my hands to my inventory and taking my mask in hand.

      “What are you doing?”

      For once, the monster didn’t know what was happening, nor could it see my plan.

      “You already know what I’m doing. I’m taking off my mask. But you don’t know why, do you?”

      “I see your thoughts. Your mask hides you, but I have found you and will always find you no matter where you hide. It cannot hide you from me.”

      “You would be surprised what this mask can hide. Don’t worry. I’m done hiding. From you. From the world. From everything.”

      I drained the remaining mana that resided within the mask, and with a helpless sigh, allowed the symbols within to go silent.

      For the first time since it had been created, I deactivated my regent.

      “Your attempts to distract me are pitiful. The death throes of a helpless being.”

      “I know about your kind. More than most people. A monster is empowered by the symbol in its body. You cannot turn it off. You do not want to turn it off.” My breathing was growing ragged, the pain cascading past the limited of my skill. “But I’ve seen your memories. I’ve seen your sins, and I see your fear. You’re a little monster basking in the omniscience provided by your sight, but you’re only a watcher gazing onto a pond thinking it’s the ocean. Now, you can’t see what I’m planning, and that terrifies you.”

      As the monster broke my body, my mask clattered onto the floor, inactive and discarded.

      The mask’s last bits of magic flickered out as it hit the rubble created by the battle. Its shadows, its protections, and its symbols. All of them were inert.

      “Lowly Marked One. You know nothing of me. Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      “You are mighty, Yeux,” I said. “But let me tell you a secret.”

      My laughter spilled out into the air, and I stared at the sky. I gazed upon the abyss of stars, into the burning depths of the sun in the sky.

      And something stared back.

      “You have never seen a god.”

      Beyond the sun’s flames and the world’s destruction, something crawled the line between falsehood and existence. An impossible being whose form melted the barriers of sanity and madness. The stars stilled as it unveiled its presence, blackened appendages bathing in golden flames as they cracked the sun open like an egg.

      A single eldritch eye looked down upon creation, searching for that which had escaped its view, and a single moment stretched out into an eternity. The flames had died down now. The universe had quieted, holding its breath. For a moment, there was peace.

      Then, it found me.

      Once, I would have run from its sight in terror. That time had passed.

      Rising, my head up high, I beheld the full majesty of a being beyond my comprehension, and I was not alone. Yeux thought what I thought. Yeux saw what I saw. Yeux screamed as I screamed. Together, we gazed upon that which dwarfed worlds. We gazed upon the divine. We gazed upon the end.

      We gazed upon the Crijik.
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      “Insanity is safe,” my mind whispered to me. “Insanity is freedom.”

      A million shards of reality floated around me as the physical realm shattered before my eyes. What was real had become false. What was false had become real. I could feel Yeux’s tendrils gripping me, yet I could feel outside of my body. I could feel inside of it. My mind expanded infinitely yet was so tiny I could cup it in my hands. All was pervaded by a sense of emptiness for, truly, reality did not exist. It was an illusion, like life, and death, and creation, and destruction. A single truth expanded out across the sea of totality that was my sight.

      Nothing was eternal.

      ‘No,’ a voice rumbled across my mind. ‘NO.’

      The voice crashed through my mind, and the world returned, reality snapping back into place. It only took me a moment to realize what had happened. All around me, I could see the burning world of the First Night. Yeux’s magic was no longer focused on me, nor was it forcing the image of the First Night into my eyes. I was truly witnessing what was before my eyes.

      The Crijik was certainty, and ruin, and its mere presence broke the concept of reality. I hadn’t called forth a memory, or a dream. I had summoned the divine itself.

      And above me, Yeux resisted the Crijik.

      The titanic monster drew upon the memories it held within it and the connections it had formed. Hundreds of thousands of lifetimes called in to defend its mind, to cover what it had seen.

      Each burned before the might of the divine.

      I could feel them burning, the insanity of the being transcending the physical and mental. The Crijik scorched the memories, it seared the connections, and yet Yeux refused to let go. The monster refused to die, even when it had no choice.

      Yeux’s existence was a candle lit by every sight that had ever been and ever would be. Hundreds of thousands of lives. Millions of years lived. From the mightiest of magicians to the lowliest of slum rats, each was used to fight against the divine.

      Yet, I knew the truth before me. A candle couldn’t withstand the power of a hurricane.

      The divine could not be witnessed by any other than its Marked.

      A pulse of magic greater than the others ignited the world around me. I felt Yeux’s symbol crack, and break, its very existence draining to empower the spell it had cast. And all around me, each connection strengthened, the final ploy of a monster at the end of its rope. I felt my own connection to the monster strengthen, and through that connection, I saw what it was doing.

      Yeux had attached its own life to those it had once watched over, calling on their lives to defend its own. It had sacrificed its own body to push the limits of what it could do.

      It was taking over their sight. It was taking over their minds.

      And still, the Crijik stared.

      A mighty scream ripped through my mind, a hundred thousand voices joining in unison as Yeux forced them to bear the brunt of the divine’s existence. They were young. They were old. They were rich. They were poor. They were powerful. They were powerless.

      They were dead.

      The world went quiet, the screaming stopping. Yeux had lost.

      And yet, I still lived.

      I shut my eyes, refusing to gaze upon that which should not be witnessed. The madness clouded my mind. The emptiness refined my soul. Insanity leapt across my being, eating away at me. And still, I refused to look.

      “You have found me,” my words rose to the sky, infinitesimally small compared to the destruction around them. “Now, let me be. I am your Marked One, and now the world will know it. Is that not what you want?”

      I wasn’t sure if it had heard me. Or if it had understood me. The Crijik was ethereal, and beyond creation. To try and guess its thoughts would be to try and capture the wind in my hands.

      A moment passed.

      Then, another.

      When I opened my eyes again, the First Night had disappeared, and the Crijik with it. My head pounded, trying to forget what I had seen, and my cheeks were wet, tears staining them. Above me, the titanic form of Yeux lay still and silent. Its limbs had gone limp, each tendril lying dead at its sides.

      Then, a voice bellowed out in my mind, ancient and solemn.

      ‘Bow to me, for I am a god.’

      I froze as Yeux spoke, horror growing within me.

      Its head shifted, a flicker of silver running through the rings within. A hundred eyes opened, each dripping with tears, staring off into an abyss only they could see.

      ‘Bow to me, for I am a god.’

      “Yeux?” I asked.

      Despite my apprehension, I took a step forward, watching the monster as it wept silent tears. Yeux didn’t respond. It didn’t even know I was there. Inside its eyes, there was no intelligence, or fear.

      There was only madness.

      ‘Bow to me, for I am a god.’

      

      With a single gesture, I brought a skyscraper onto its head, crushing the monster. There was no struggle. Or labor. What was once a monster was now a husk of itself.

      I was putting it out of its misery.

      “Andross!”

      A voice thundered out across the surroundings, and I looked up to see Amanda falling from the air, landing beside me with a soft hop. Gold accompanied her, looking at me in concern.

      Agni swooped down a moment later, looking drained but proud. She nestled into Amanda’s head, sighing with exhaustion.

      “What was that?” Amanda asked. “Something tried to grab me, like, magically, and Agni stopped it. Then, I heard you screaming. And that monster. I— Are you okay?”

      I didn’t speak to her. I didn’t know if I could. Language was dissolving within my mind, and words were becoming impossible to grasp. Even my own thoughts were abandoning me, each one stretching out until they were unrecognizable.

      A single sight caught my attention through the swamp of ruin that was taking over me.

      The followers of Artus were dropping from the sky.

      “You can relax now,” Amanda said. “The fighting is over.”

      “Good,” I said.

      The last thing I saw was her hands rushing to grab me, then the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      William stared at the ground in front of him. Moments ago, he had been fighting for his life alongside Roxxy, both of them fending off followers of Artus as they ran for their lives. Those same followers now stood perfectly still in front of them, their eyes gazing off into the distance.

      The sense of unease he’d felt after he’d been touched by the monster had also disappeared. Andross had slain it, and the battle was over. But, for a moment, he had felt something try to grab him. To connect with him.

      He hadn’t even noticed he’d been touched.

      Only Roxxy’s intervention had stopped him from being sucked into the spell. Connection mana swirled around her, pouring into his body. If his guess was correct and the monster could see what they saw, then it had been sheer luck that Gerial hadn’t been spotted within the stone box.

      Inside would have been pitch-black, too, which would explain why the monster hadn’t know where the Marked One was.

      “If that spell had been connected to you for more than just a few hours…” Roxxy muttered. “No, best not to think about it.”

      William nodded. What hadn’t happened shouldn’t be dwelled on.

      He had to find Andross.

      “Wait, they’re saying something,” Roxxy’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

      Roxxy moved toward the nearest follower, but William stuck out his hand, stopping her. He could hear the words the followers were speaking from where he was. It was the same phrase, spoken repeatedly, and he frowned as he heard it.

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”
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        * * *

      

      “What is happening?” Wahyu asked.

      Today had been a strange day for the tattooed man. He had fought against the Church of Artus, he had witnessed the unveiling of a Marked One to the world, and he seen an ancient monster slain. Each was an event that would happen only rarely, even during his long life.

      However, it was what had happened after Yeux had perished that confused him.

      The seven archbishops of Artus had pursued him and harassed him, refusing to let him go to the aid of his Marked One. Each had brimmed with power and spun spells that caused the surroundings to ripple and twist with chaos. Now, those same powerhouses were standing still in front of him, each one gazing at him with empty eyes.

      None of them aimed spells at him. Or even saw him.

      Magic and power both failed to jostle them from their reverie. Each one spoke in unison, repeating the same phrase with emotionless expressions.

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      He could see the same phenomenon happening all around him. From the depths of the Burning Lake to the sanctuaries, the fighting had stopped. The followers of Artus had all become spellbound by a strange stillness that had caused them to drop from the skies and to cease all battles. Some had died immediately. Others simply stood around in a daze, not caring about the world around them.

      “Tell me, did the monster do this to you?” Wahyu asked.

      Their reply was the same, the only words they’d repeat for the rest of their lives.

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      Wahyu waved his hand, and power erupted from his body, focused on his tattoos. Within seconds, the remaining followers were gone, blasted into oblivion. He was curious, but he didn’t have time to waste on their insanity.

      He had to find Andross.

      After all, it was his duty to protect the Marked One of the Crijik.
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        * * *

      

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      A flash of anger crossed over Kyle’s heart as he gazed down at Thail, the person who had once been the sole remaining cardinal of his church. With each passing second it grew clearer that the man’s mind was riddled with madness. All that remained of his once keen intellect was a dull pair of eyes, and lips that repeated the same sentence across the surroundings.

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      It was the same insanity that had swept across his followers.

      He had seen his followers fall from the sky and collapse on the ground, each repeating the same sentence. None of them responded to his magics, nor did they have life in their eyes. All were gone except for him. Yeux’s death had struck a blow more powerful than any other his church had ever faced.

      With a single flick of Kyle’s fingers, the Thail’s head flew off his shoulders, landing on the ground with a thump. The unnecessary loss of power angered him, but there was nothing he could do to fix it. He brought chaos and reveled in it, but he did not cure it.

      The Church of Artus was crippled. Corrupted by a monster they had allowed into their midst.

      However, it was all worth it.

      “Andross Silver, Marked One of the Crijik,” Kyle murmured.

      The Church of the Crijik had gained an impossible advantage. A second Marked One, born while his predecessor was still alive. Kyle hadn’t known what had drawn him to Andross. Not at first. All he’d held was a faint sense of something grander, and the scent of a larger chaos that was to come. The boy had exceeded his expectations countless times over.

      Kyle could feel Andross’ presence, weak but alive. It cascaded across the air, forming a fountain of power around Kyle. Andross Silver’s existence was chaos, not because of who he was but because of what he would become to the world, and chaos was Artus’ domain.

      “We will meet again,” Kyle said.

      The Marked One raised his hand and sliced off a piece of the chaos. It was a single slither of the whole, but he trembled as he grasped chaos greater than he’d ever felt before. When today’s events were made public, that same power would spread across the world. With a deep breath, he absorbed the energy into his being and weaved a spell of chaos that spread across the air around him in a circle, forming a portal.

      Nobody could predict what would happen now. Not even the churches. For the first time in a thousand years, the delicate balance of power was tilting.

      It was perfect.

      With a single step forward, he disappeared, leaving only a whisper of magic to show that he was ever there.
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        * * *

      

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      The flash of the sword was the last thing the maddened person saw, their chant cut off as they died. A single moment passed, and his head slid to the floor, his killer already moving on. 

      Fifteen bodies lay on the floor, unmoving. 

      “What a waste,” the man said.

      He looked back at the people he had slain. Each wore the ceremonial garbs of Inné, the Divine of War, and had been part of the worshipping procession that gathered at the hall once per day. They were strong, more than most, and were devout. Each one had held a high rank within his church. Which made their sudden turn to madness all the more confusing.

      The hall was large enough to hold a thousand people without straining. But now, it was empty aside from himself. Only moments ago, it had been filled with worshippers, but he’d ordered them to leave, and they had followed his words without hesitation. 

      After all, his word was law.

      As was the word of all the Marked Ones of the divines. 

      His footsteps weighed heavy on the ground. Each one left a crack on the marble under it as he failed to restrain the power within his body. Within his mind lay the memory of countless hours of practice, and in his chest swam an endless ocean of gold mana. For years, he had trained and practiced for the upcoming ceremony. 

      His ascension.

      Now, several of his closest worshippers and companions were lying on the floor dead, their minds compromised. It was an ill omen to have this happen so close to his ascension. It would take time to heal this wound, and that was time he couldn’t spare. But he wouldn’t leave his church unprotected while his successor was still young. His son deserved better than that. 

      As the last drop of blood fell from his blade, he knelt in front of the altar and lowered his head. 

      “Inné, sole of the world to ascend to divine, and honored ancestor, please give your guidance unto me,” he said.

      His words echoed across the chamber, bouncing over the bodies on the floor and against the walls dipped in symbols and mosaics. Anyone with eyes could see that his words had reached deaf ears. The room was silent. 

      Then, the air stilled.

      A single moment came and went, and a smile tugged on the Marked One’s lips. No sign of communication could be seen, or disturbance in the mana around him, but still he stood with confidence. 

      “I understand.”

      He surveyed the room with a heavy heart. His ascension would take place in six months. He would join the others in his family who had given their lives to the ancestor. And he would make sure that when the time of his ascension came to pass, the Marked of the divines would be there. 

      All eight of them.
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        * * *

      

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      The bishop’s words reverberated across a thousand ears, accompanied by the sounds of weeping. The Church of Fue had been attacked, and the Marked of the Crijik had been struck down defending their own Marked One. It was a stain they would bear for centuries. Perhaps millennia. Yet, that was not why they wept. They wept for their friends, and their families, they wept at the sight of the madness that had overtaken all the monster had touched.

      Two bishops. Dozens of priests. Hundreds of followers. All of them chanted the same words over and over again, with no sign of breaking the insanity that had claimed them.

      Each of the afflicted were gathered together in a grand hall decked with gold and silver. When the final bishop was placed reverently onto the ground, the doors to the hall opened once more, and a hush fell over those gathered.

      A single girl glided through the entrance, her golden eyes surveying all those under her purview.

      Alyssa, Marked of Fue, had arrived.

      She marched with purpose. She strode with confidence. All who saw her felt calm, and the chants of the maddened died down, each one submitting to the presence of a being they could not compete with.

      “What was once whole, is now broken.”

      Alyssa’s words were a whisper, yet all that they touched fell to their knees.

      “What is broken, will be made whole again.”

      Alyssa did not ask or beg. Nor did she demand. For the Marked of Fue was beyond this world. She was beyond mortal and immortal, beyond monster and human, beyond magic and faith. She was order and authority. She was creation and destruction.

      She was divine.

      A thousand voices sung out in prayer, their will unshakable, and their belief unending. The madness that gripped the minds of hundreds retreated at her presence, erased from existence as her magic spread. A single moment spread out into an eternity under her purview as she reached the first of her kneeling followers, and she placed a hand on their head. They bowed low, and each of the others soon followed. She did not command them to, nor did she acknowledge it, for true divinity required no orders to be respected.

      “What was once broken, is now whole.”

      They expected to see anger and fury. But in her golden eyes, there was only pity and mercy. 

      Her followers touched their heads to the ground, and gratitude filled their hearts. They didn’t remember what drove them to madness, but none were surprised that they had been saved. 

      Their belief in their Marked One was unshakeable. 

      Life and death. Time and space. None held sway over her, and none could deny her will. She was above them, and it was through her grace that all was allowed to exist.

      For she was Fue.

      Divine of Creation. 
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        * * *

      

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      The woman’s words echoed out across the night sky. Once, she would’ve been heard by many, and her plight would bring a river of tears from friends and family. Now, there was only a small village, situated in a desolate landscape that had long been devoid of life. She was one of many that was under the monster’s spell and, for that, her friends wept. 

      Each of the spellbound were brought together by their fellow villagers. They weren’t stopped from speaking, nor were they killed. The village allowed the spellbound voices to grow into a crescendo. In moments, their chant reached the top of the mountain their village had been built around. 

      “Bow to me, for I am a god.”

      A dozen of the eldest villagers gathered around the group with their heads lowered in respect.

      If they were to lose the spellbound, it would be a harsh loss, for there were so little of them left. With the descent of the divines, those who remembered the old traditions dwindled each year. The people who followed them were even fewer.

      So, they watched, and waited.

      A single cry broke through the air. It ran across the mountain side and swam through the skies. The clouds parted to make way for its message, and the rocks buried themselves deeper to avoid it, but they were not the receivers of the call.

      Plants, animals, dust, emotions, and thoughts. 

      Where the sound touched, all died.

      A figure wreathed in golden flames unfurled in the sky. Across the mountains and lakes, its light shone. For the eyes of the world, it unveiled itself.

      But none of the villagers saw, for their minds were destroyed. 

      The group that had been spellbound was quiet now, as were the people around them. Across the village and the mountain, all sounds had died. Not a single gust of wind dared disturb the world when in the being’s presence. 

      Not even a single whisper of life remained in the village. The last of its followers had perished, and it gazed down upon the domain of death it had created. And then, with a single breath, it washed the mountain with golden flames. 

      And from that breath, life was reborn. 

      It crossed over the mountain, raising plants and animals from their eternal slumber. Decades had passed without change, but now the mountain was filled with greenery and life. Creatures burrowed into the dirt, and flowers turned their heads toward the sky. It was a paradise, and the villagers would feast every day for years to come. For they, too, could now move, walk, and talk. 

      The former spellbound wept tears of joy, free of the madness that had taken hold of them. Their friends rejoiced at their return, but not a single sound was made. Each of those who had been gathered kept their eyes and ears closed, for they knew the sight of the guardian would be too much to bear. 

      A moment later, the presence disappeared, and the sky once again grew dark.

      None of the villagers had seen it, but all of them knew what had happened. There was no anger or resentment for their deaths, only gratitude. They knew better than any that the gifts of their guardian were just and merciful. It wouldn’t let them suffer, and for that they were eternally grateful. 

      To those who had experienced death, it gave life. 

      To those who suffered in life, it gave youth. 

      To those inflicted with madness, it gave clarity. 

      To those who could not remember, it gave memory. 

      To those yet to come, it gave strength. 

      To all, it gave the gift of the phoenix.
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      A hundred thousand lights illuminated the darkness of the night as I gazed down at the city from my window. The air was thick with mana, enough that I could see it cascading across the air like a tidal wave. If my father was here, then he would have perished the moment he came into contact with the mass, and yet the people within it walked calmly. None in the city were below bronze rank, and most were higher. They had been born into the mana, and their bodies were molded by it.

      This was Death, the capital city and home of the Church of the Crijik.

      It was a morbid name, but it wasn’t a surprising one. Each capital city owned by a church was named after their divine’s aspect. Creation, Nature, Symbol, War, Life, and Death. If the Church of Artus had a city, they would have named it Chaos.

      Right now, the city was in disorder. There was a hushed atmosphere across the streets, as though people were stuck between celebration and panic. There had been a story spreading for the last two months, ever since the Marked One of the Crijik had been attacked by the Church of Artus. The tale had stemmed from the survivors of the attack and quickly spread across the world. It was a report that was more of an anecdote, and little worse than a rumor.

      A single, impossible rumor.

      But if it was true, then it would change the world. Though nobody knew if it would be for the better, or for the worse. All were waiting with bated breath for the Church of the Crijik to reject the reports. To say that the survivors were lying and spreading falsehoods.

      To deny the existence of a second Marked One.

      However, the church had been quiet. For two months, it had stayed silent, and so the world watched, and waited.

      I wasn’t in the city. My resting place lay over it.

      Gazing down upon the world from above was a single structure that graced the sky with its presence. A hundred miles long and wide, it was a mass of metal and stone that glimmered like a jewel when it was hit by the light of the sun.

      It was called The Eye, and it was the center of power of the Church of the Crijik.

      Two months had passed since Yeux and Artus’ followers had attacked the Burning Lake. For one and a half months, I had lain unconscious, my mind clinging to a thin veneer of sanity as it struggled to comprehend the sight of the Crijik.

      Only my previous experiences had allowed me to keep my sanity.

      Now, it was with me, like it had been before. Just like I was watching the people below, I could feel the Crijik watching me. It was always watching me.

      “Are you ready?” a voice interrupted my thoughts.

      I tore my gaze away from the window and saw a familiar figure leaning against the door to my room, his purple eyes resting on me as a smile drifted across his lips.

      “Gerial.” I rose to greet my friend. “You can walk now?”

      My fellow Marked One looked worse for wear despite the best healers of the church tending to his care around the clock. One week of healing had covered the worst wounds, but the magic he’d been struck by had been powered by chaos, which had hampered the healer’s efforts considerably.

      Considering how he’d looked before the healers had gotten to him, I was just happy he could breathe. For a while there, I hadn’t been sure he would make it out alive.

      “I can do more than walk.” Gerial pushed off the doorframe and held out his hand. “Watch this.”

      He raised a fist, and I saw something clenched within. Then, he opened his hand, revealing a bird-shaped biscuit. There was a flash of purple from behind him as Gold flew into the room, landing swiftly onto Gerial’s arm. With a burst of speed, the puffer’s beak dropped down, and then rose, the biscuit firmly planted within.

      Gold had gobbled the treat up in an instant.

      “I’ve mastered summoning magic.” Gerial beamed. “And all that’s needed to do it is an unhealthy snack.”

      “Gee, that’s real magic,” I said, my tone dry. “I guess I’ll never be able to solve the mystery of Gold’s growing belly.”

      Gerial chuckled and stepped forward, but as he strode toward me, his leg faltered, and he fell forward. Gold chirped in surprise, throwing a shield up to prevent his fall, and I leapt forward, resting my hand against his chest to keep him from hitting the ground.

      His breathing was hurried and ragged, and his heart pumped against his chest.

      “I’m okay, I’m okay,” he said. “I just…get like this sometimes. After what I saw. Or didn’t see. I-I don’t know.”

      I stayed silent, helping him to his feet again.

      In truth, I hadn’t been sure he would survive. Nobody had. The church had healed his physical injuries in hours, but it was the injury to his mind that was keeping him awake at night. He wasn’t aware of it himself, at least as far as I could tell. He still thought the followers of Artus had done something to his body.

      Gerial didn’t remember seeing the Crijik. He couldn’t. He was barely conscious when he had. But just like the others across the world, he had been dragged into the First Night.

      Unlike the others, he had survived.

      “How are you doing?” I helped him back up, giving him a shoulder to rest on.

      “Better,” Gerial said. “But not perfect.”

      I suppressed the grimace that wanted to form on my face. Gerial was playing up his strength, but his pale expression betrayed his weakness. When he saw my stare, he shot me a weak grin and gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      “Chaos magic is a pain to heal,” he said. “But all it will take is time, which I have plenty of.”

      He chuckled at his own words, and I shook my head. No Marked One had plenty of time, regardless of what they did in life.

      “That’s a heck of a morbid joke,” I said. “But they do say that laughter is the best medicine.”

      “William and Amanda said the same thing. Because the three of you keep visiting my quarters and making me laugh, I think my recovery had been delayed by weeks.”

      “Ha, you know you love it,” I said. “What about Roxxy?”

      “Roxxy, too,” Gerial said. “Did you know having a talk with a friend about being Marked is hard? So many questions.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I said. “Just try not to get overwhelmed.”

      Gerial shrugged. “She won’t let me. Nor will the church.”

      Gold chirped at his words, and Gerial smiled.

      “Yeah, this guy, too,” Gerial said. “Careful, I might bring out a feast to tempt him to live with me.”

      There was a knock at the door, soft and respectful, and his smile died. I couldn’t see who had knocked, but I knew what they wanted. With a gesture of my hand, Gold jumped onto my shoulder from Gerial’s arm.

      “It’s time,” I said.

      “Yes.” Gerial nodded, “it is.”

      The Church of the Crijik spanned all five continents, helping countless people with an army of followers, priests, and bishops. But at the top of the organization lay two powers that led it. The Marked Ones of the Crijik, and the Council of the Crijik, composed of the twelve cardinals. They held the final approval of my status as a Marked One.

      Now, the highest powers of the Church of the Crijik had summoned me.

      No, that wasn’t quite right.

      They hadn’t summoned me. Or demanded I see them. They wouldn’t dare. However, they had let me know that a decision was to be made today. One that would impact the world, and one that I knew had been coming for a long time.

      “Let’s go, then.” I helped Gerial out the door.

      The moment I stepped outside of my room, my guards surrounded me. Each one was an unfamiliar face behind a mask, but there were two less than there had been before. Gerial’s guards had taken a larger hit, having been in the center of the attack on their Marked One.

      They had fallen in battle against the followers of Artus.

      “Sir.” The guards bowed low as one.

      “At ease,” I said.

      My words did nothing to put them at ease. People couldn’t be ordered to have a fun time and relax, especially not after the damage that had already been done. However, I chose to ignore them as I walked down the corridor.

      The Eye was a gargantuan monolith filled with magic and regents so powerful it hurt to look at them. It was also a place of peace and beauty. Along its corridors were tapestries woven from the finest silks, each displaying the proudest moments of the church’s history. Cheering crowds praised a knight standing over a slain monster. A hundred worshippers bowed before a priest who dispensed food to the poor. A child smiled brightly as they were gifted a rare class. From the proudest of victories to the humblest of triumphs, each tapestry painted a picture of the church’s influence and its good deeds.

      Most prominent of all were the histories of the Marked Ones, each one meticulously crafted by hand and slowly added to over hundreds of years.

      I ran my hand across the wall as I passed the murals, careful not to damage them.

      It was strange to see my predecessors. Each one was a divine among men, and each one was young. Too young. None had ever aged past their prime as their Marks stopped them from progressing past that point. It also stopped them from living past the age of twenty-five, a fact that became ever clearer as I passed by the murals. There were only two missing from the collection.

      Gerial’s mural was not yet finished. Mine had not even begun.

      That would soon change.

      “There’s two of us to tackle the problem now,” Gerial said.

      I nodded, a smile crossing my lips.

      There was more artwork displayed as we got closer to the council chambers. Statues had appeared, both large and small, depicting various creatures and figures. There was even a small-scale model of The Eye. The largest and most prominent statues were the seven leading up to the chambers.

      They were status of the divines.

      Mehta and Vita were formless, so their statues represented that fact. Mehta was shown as a carving of the winds and tides. Vita was a single seed, sprouting with life. Ength came next, its statue a mass of pillars and orbs that glowed from within with a light brighter than the sun. I felt a sense of familiarity from the statue, as though I was looking at a living symbol. Perhaps the original creator had based their interpretation of the divine on a real symbol. Inné’s statue gave me pause. It wasn’t special, or horrid. In fact, it was quite plain. It was also human. Inné was depicted as a muscular man wielding a sword, his face obscured by a metallic veil.

      Artus was a mass of limbs and liquid, blood red and onyx black featuring heavily in the divine’s statue. Looking at the artwork brought along faint screams in the back of my mind and stirred my emotions. It was an uncanny effect, and I looked away quickly to find myself staring at the next statue.

      Fue was depicted as a being of infinite glowing gold wings. Seeing her statue brought a sense of calm and peace.

      A final statue was fixated against a pure white wall, and its side were caressed by two purple curtains trimmed with gold. It was a single unearthly being, almost uncanny to look at, with masses of tendrils sprouting out and a single warped eye gazing toward the sky.

      The Crijik.

      They had gotten the details eerily correct. Though I didn’t know how, considering nobody was supposed to have ever seen the Crijik before.

      A familiar light greeted my eyes as I looked at the windowsill beside final statue and saw a bird perched on top.

      “Agni,” I said fondly.

      The phoenix chirped at me happily, and the guards eyed her warily but, for the most part, they were used to her presence.

      Come to. Say hi.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      William, Amanda, and Roxxy were down here as well. Somewhere. The church had given them special permission to be treated on The Eye, and they were given top-tier healers, as well as accommodations and meals. I’d been recovering for most of my stay, but Gold had visited all of them and gotten suspiciously fatter with each passing day.

      I wanted to see them all and have a proper chat, but first, there was something more important I had to do. We stopped in front of a door, ornate and gargantuan, and I placed a hand against the frame, taking a deep breath.

      “Gold, stay here with Agni,” I said. “You, too, Gerial.”

      The two birds looked at each other and then Gold flew off my shoulder, joining Agni by the window. Gerial’s grip on my side loosened, and a guard stepped forward to help the Marked One.

      “Are you sure?” Gerial asked.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him and raised my hand questioningly.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me to hold my head up high?” I asked. “Or maybe to not slouch. You know, all that big brother stuff.”

      “You already are,” Gerial replied.

      Huh.

      He was right.

      I gave the door a firm push, and it swung open. Within the room were twelve chairs. And sitting in those chairs were twelve people.

      No, not people. Monsters.

      Twelve pillars of magic greeted me, their mana enveloping me in a wave of power. Each was a foundation of the church, and a legend renowned across the world. Each held more wealth and power than could be imagined. Looking upon them hurt, but I held my gaze steady.

      They were all looking at me.

      To anyone else, they would be an insurmountable obstacle. Compared to the stare of the Crijik, they were insignificant.

      “Andross Silver,” a voice spoke. “We thank you for accepting our invitation.”

      The speaker was a man sitting on the right side of the room. Nobody was perturbed that he had chosen to speak over them. The twelve were equals in every meaning of the word, with only one person above them.

      “Thank you for inviting me.” I nodded at the figure.

      Wahyu nodded back, a faint smile on his lips.

      “We are here today to lay to rest the rumors that there is a second Marked One of the Crijik,” Wahyu continued. “Either by rejecting the notion in its entirety, or by accepting it and incorporating it into our teachings. What say you?”

      His question was directed to the eleven others sitting around the table. They each had a different expression on their face, but none looked reluctant or upset. These were people who held the world up on their shoulders, and they acted like it.

      I wasn’t so calm. Sweat beaded in my palms, and my heart pounded against my chest. But I wasn’t afraid or worried.

      As far as I was concerned, I had proven myself a dozen times over.

      A single figure broke the silence, a woman who looked young, but whose magic felt as ancient as the Burning Lake.

      “Wahyu has submitted his report, as have others. There are no more doubts. No more obstacles. No more suspicions. We are in the presence of a miracle. We are in the presence of a divine.”

      As one the twelve figures bowed, their immeasurable power bending to my whim.

      “The church officially greets Andross Silver, Marked of the Crijik. From today onward, may the world now know your name and rejoice.”
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        The story will continue in Mark of the Crijik 5!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING THE BURNING LAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Burning Lake to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like J.F. Brink (TheFirstDefier), Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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        Alphonso Richt— Expert botanist. Genius chemist. Recently unemployed. 
        Burning down the lab will do that. But every cloud has a silver lining, and after being let go from his most recent job for unsanctioned experiments, Alph is given the chance to blow off a little steam with a cutting edge new game that isn’t even out of beta.
        It's called Nova Terra.
        Logging into a fully developed fantasy world, Alph discovers a new field of study called Alchemy that instantly captivates him, allowing him to bring his unique insights and scientific knowledge to bear as he explores the wonders of magic. Plus, no one really cares if his potions explode in the game.
        Mad Master Alchemist is a new LitRPG story from Seth Ring, bestselling author of Battle Mage Farmer and The Titan Series. Set in the world of Nova Terra and starring the unforgettable Alph, if you like immersive storytelling, rich fantasy, and epic adventures with a slice of friendship thrown in, you’ll love this novel. 
        Pick up Mad Master Alchemist today and uncover the mystery of Nova Terra!
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        He WILL protect this town.
        Glenn Redwood has longed to become an Adventurer since he was a young boy, and has focused every waking moment since he turned 14 on leveling and growing stronger.
        Answering the challenge of the Gods of Luxtera, he has fought Monsters to prove himself again and again. He has earned the right to travel the world and protect its people... but the Gods have other plans.
        After they choose Glenn to become a Town Guard, he is charged with protecting his small town and everyone within. His dreams of traveling the world seem all but impossible. Even so, as he upgrades his new Town Guard Class, Glenn learns that one doesn't need to travel abroad to find challenge, adventure, friendship, and even love.
        And the people he wants most strongly to protect may have been in his small village all along.
        Don't miss the start of a new action-packed LitRPG Adventure with strong-to-stronger progression, strategic battles, endearing characters, and slice-of-life elements.
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        Trapped in a Dungeon. There's only one way out. Kill or be killed...
        An AI calling itself Schema has assimilated earth into its System. As a consequence, everyone gained access to status screens, power-ups, and skills. This AI turned these concepts from fiction to fact. It's easy to become intoxicated with leveling up and becoming stronger. To some, it's too good to be true like living out a dream.
        For Daniel, however, it's closer to a nightmare.
        He's in a bit of a predicament. Cracks in our dimensional fabric have unleashed terrifying beasts from dark, abyssal places. Schema organizes these cracks into dungeons, giving the native species of the planet a chance to fight back.
        Daniel finds himself stuck in one of these dungeons. It's time to break free, by any means necessary.
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      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!
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