





Table of Contents

Chapter 1 - Some Things Begin, Something Ends

Chapter 2 - Awakening

Chapter 3 - Pass Conceded

Chapter 4 - Familia

Chapter 5 - The Longest Day

Chapter 6 - It takes Three to Tango

Chapter 7 - A Step in the Right Direction

Chapter 8 - No News like Bad News

Chapter 9 - A Team

Chapter 10 - A Moment of Truth

Chapter 11- Dark Ritual

Chapter 12 - Instructions and Instructors

Chapter 13 - The Calm

Interlude 1 - A Hint of Thunder

Chapter 14 - Oedipus Wrecks

Chapter 15 - The House of Huang

Chapter 16 - A New Leaf

Chapter 17 - First Blood

Interlude 2 - The Looming Cloud

Chapter 18 - What Great Beast

Chapter 19 - The Woods have Wolves

Chapter 20 - Riding Hood

Chapter 21 - Breath

Chapter 22 - The Snake, the Lady and the Maiden Fair

Chapter 23 - Candles

Chapter 24 - Follow the Red Rabbit

Chapter 25 - First Impressions are Important

Chapter 26 - Secrets

Chapter 27 - Full Fathom Five

Chapter 28 - A Long Way Down

Chapter 29 - Sweet Hearts and Sweet Meats

Chapter 30 - Two Dogs on a Hearth

Chapter 31 - Some Things Never Change

Chapter 32 - Coming Home

Chapter 33 - An Old Man's Favours

Chapter 34 - Apples from the Tree

Chapter 35 - The Grind

Chapter 36 - Here be Monsters

Chapter 37 - Of Monsters and Gwen

Chapter 38 - A False Start

Chapter 39 - The Woods are Lovely, Dark and Deep

Chapter 40 - Miles to Go Before She Sleeps

Chapter 41 - Sleeping Beauty

Chapter 42 - The Very Hungry Caterpillar

Chapter 43 - Crossroads

Chapter 44 - Scar Tissues

Chapter 45 - Skeletons

Chapter 46 - A Slice of Paradise

Chapter 47 - He who Hunts Monsters

Character Summaries

Chapter 48 - Cruel to be Kind

Chapter 49 - Fortune's Fool

Chapter 50 - Close Encounters

Chapter 51 - Full Pelt

Chapter 52 - Great Expectations

Chapter 53 - Premonitions

Chapter 54 - No Harm in Trying

Chapter 55 Poor Boys and Rich Girls

Chapter 56 - A Curious Encounter

Chapter 57 - Show and Tell

Chapter 58 - When shall we Three

Chapter 59 - One Thousand and One Nights

Chapter 60 - Valkyries

Chapter 61 - True Lies

Chapter 62 - First World Problems

Chapter 63 - An Old Bird Dreaming

Chapter 64 - Into the Wild

Chapter 65 - A Favour for a Favour

Chapter 66 - Shortcomings

Chapter 67 - The Migloo Ghost

Chapter 68 - Dark Tidings

Chapter 69 - Until Dawn

Chapter 70 - House of the Rising Huang

Chapter 71 - Til the Fat Lady Sings

Chapter 72 - Sharing is Caring

Chapter 73 - So Long, and Sanks for the Fush

Chapter 74 - All work and No Lunch

Chapter 75 - Days of Our Lives

Chapter 76 - A Crooked Deal

Character and Magic Summary 2

Chapter 76.5 - Interlude 3 - Dark Waters

Chapter 77 - Anticipations

Chapter 78 - A Rose and its Thorns

Chapter 79 - The Greater the Expectation

Chapter 80 - The Harder the Fall

Chapter 81 - A Sight for Sore Eyes

Chapter 82 - When the Levy Breaks

Chapter 83 - An Unfortunate Encounter

Chapter 84 - Broken Chains

Chapter 85 - Wave Break

Chapter 86 - The Devil's Advocate

Chapter 87 - True Lies

Chapter 88 - The Widening Gyre

Chapter 89 - The Falcon cannot hear the Falconer

Chapter 90 - The Worst are Full of Passion

Chapter 91 - Reeling Shadows of Desert Birds

Chapter 92 - The Darkness drops Again

Chapter 93 - Spiritus Mundi

Chapter 94 - When Time is Short

Chapter 95 - The Salty Saviour

Chapter 96 - Come Together

Chapter 97 - Picking up the Pieces

Chapter 97.5 - Epilogue for Arc 1- No Birds Sing

Chapter 98 - No News Like Bad News

Chapter 99 - Cabin Fever

Chapter 100 - Stifling

Chapter 101 - Creepers and Crawlers

Chapter 102 - O Captain

Chapter 103 - Respite

Chapter 104 - Detour

Chapter 105 - Taken

Chapter 106 - Suspicious Minds

Chapter 107 - An invitation from a Doppelgänger

Chapter 108 - A Sliver of Silver

Chapter 109 - A Meeting at the Threshold

Chapter 110 - Cold City

Chapter 111 - More ways than One

Chapter 112 - To Skin Some Cats

Chapter 113 - Remember Me

Chapter 114 - Introspection

Chapter 115 - No Longer Alone

Chapter 116 - A Tale of Two Towers

Character Summary 3

Chapter 117 - Hold on and Let Go

Chapter 118 - Human Nature

Chapter 119 - Risk and Reward

Chapter 120 - Visions and Revisions

Chapter 121 - Spotty Hands

Chapter 122 - Night Whispers

Chapter 123 - A Matter of Face

Chapter 124 - Halcyon Days

Chapter 125 - A Course of Course

Chapter 126 - Off to see the Wizard

Chapter 127 - Dog Whistles

Chapter 128 - Questions and Answers

Chapter 129 - A Trojan Gift Horse

Chapter 130 - A Gift once Given

Chapter 131 - Prepatory

Chapter 132 - Fault Lines

Chapter 133 - The Great Divide

Chapter 134 - Picking up the Pieces

Chapter 135 - Regrets

Chapter 136 - Mixtures and Admixtures

Chapter 137 - Skinner's Box

Chapter 138 - Queries and Answers

Chapter 139 - Good Neighbours

Chapter 140 - Knots

Chapter 141 - The Age of Experience

Chapter 142 - Orientation

Chapter 143 - Lessons of Life

Chapter 144 - A bob on the Snout

Chapter 145 - Classes and classes

Chapter 146 - Mo Money, No Problems

Chapter 147 - Routine

Chapter 148 - The Troubles

Chapter 149 - Paternal Issues

Chapter 150 - A Charmed Life

Chapter 151 - Fight or Flight

Chapter 152 - The Wrong way to Duel

Chapter 153 - Indigestion

Chapter 154 - The Greener Grass

Chapter 155 - The Damned

Chapter 156 - When the Red Mist Rolls in

Chapter 157 - Blood and Guts

Chapter 158 - Hesitation at the Threshold

Chapter 159 - Between Concrete and a Hard Place

Chapter 160 - Once more into the Breach

Chapter 161 - No Place should Murder Sanctuarise

Chapter 162 - Mightier than the Sword

Character Summary 4

Chapter 163 - Dreams of Tomorrow

Chapter 164 - Balance in all Things

Chapter 165 - Rest and Relax

Chapter 166 - Of Peaches and Men

Chapter 167 - Shadows on the Wall

Chapter 168 - For Thou art with Me

Chapter 169 - This Far, no Further

Chapter 170 - Nighthawks

Chapter 171 - Great Anticipations

Chapter 172 - No Mitigating Nourishment

Chapter 173 - Nothing Quite like Loneliness

Chapter 174 - Pinky Promises

Chapter 175 - Detours

Chapter 176 - Laughing the Night Away

Chapter 177 - Tempus Fugit

Chapter 178 - Hai Five

Chapter 179 - Goats and Monkeys!

Chapter 180 - Frogger

Chapter 181 - A Model of You

Chapter 182 - Bush Meat

Chapter 183 - Happy Campers

Chapter 184 - Come a-Waltzing Matilda with Me

Chapter 185 - Her Beauty and her Terror

Chapter 186 - Silencing the Lamb

Chapter 187 - Karma Comes Calling

Chapter 188 - Millstone

Chapter 189 - Calamity Gwen

Chapter 190 - Truth will Out

Chapter 191 - A Series of Unfortunate Events

Chapter 192 - The Black Goat

Chapter 193 - How to Make Gravy

Chapter 194 - Confessions of a Dragon-Kin in Hangzhou

Chapter 195 - How Much do I love Thee?

Chapter 196 - How to fold a Paper Tiger

Chapter 197 - Whetting the Appetite

Chapter 198 - The Undertow

Chapter 199 - A Stick in the Mud

Chapter 200 - Curtain Call

Chapter 200.5 - Interlude - A Prickling of the Thumb

Chapter 201 - Green-eyed Gwen

Chapter 202 - To her Door

Chapter 203 - The Cuckoo Crows Thrice

Chapter 204 - Don't Dream its Over

Metaworld Spellcraft 




Description
Gwen Song awoke in a world that was not her own, in which everything she was familiar with had been replaced. Instead of airplanes and electricity, this 21st-century Earth is ruled by magic and dragons; humanity survives in a land of magical beasts and otherworldly beings, protected by shielded enclaves and magical constructs. Follow Gwen across the world as she struggles to rebuild her life in this strange new reality. Behold a tale of adventure, friendship, and (of course), magic! Witness as she grows from a simple grade school student to a fully-fledged Mage, through university and beyond, discovering the secrets of a world made unreal by magic and mysticism. Glossary and Magic System Explained (Up to Ch 150) Glossary and Magic System Explained (Minor Spoilers up to CH 350) Metaworld Wiki made by Readers Voting for the novel :: Voting button Volume 1 Amazon (US) the book is in all markets as well. Volume 2 Amazon (US) the book is in all markets as well. V1 Google Play, iBook, Kobo, Nook and Playster Link V2 Google Play, iBook, Kobo, Nook and Playster Link Please leave a review or just copy / paste your RR reviews! Metaworld-Meta-fics : "Strictly Caliban" From the always catty @Wandysama And "An Islander's Meta-Journey" from young gun @Bartimeus The Mysteries of Fudan, and Other Rumors From the Metaworld Strategic Magic by kjoatmon Farewells - The Strange Life of a Quarter-Elf From Sydney Metaworld Audiobook : AGROSQ Audio Discord is now boosted and has Mods! JOIN OUR DISCORD SERVER FOR CATS









 
 Gwen Song awoke to the melody of Grande Valse blaring with the strength of an air siren.
 
 Reflexively, she groped for her smartphone, making the familiar sliding gesture to unlock. Instead, her vague fingers encountered the strange sensation of physical buttons. A moment of frantic fumbling ensured, then a sound began to stream:
 
 “BBC World Service, September 21st, 2001: An ancient Red Dragon has destroyed a section of the London Metro, resulting in over two hundred dead and thousands injured, paralysing the city. Authorities have linked this latest incident to similar occurrences involving Magical Creatures carried out by the anti-tower cabal known as Spectre- Magister Livingstone, Mayor of London, calls the latest terrorist attack a day of infamy…”
 
 More terrorism, Gwen groaned wistfully. Finally she found the mute button.
 
 Slowly, synapses dulled by Moet & Chandon ignited one by one.
 
 Red Dragon?
 
 What’s that, a new euphemism for WMDs?
 
 Wait— Her mind performed a double-take.
 
 The date was correct. It was September twenty-first — but the year appeared to be missing a decade and a half. It had been 2017 when she stumbled into bed, but the report had said 2001.
 
 Regaining a measure of lucidity, she inspected the brick in her hand to confirm the date, only to be bemused by an alien device constructed of ceramic-seeming material, with a screen that looked nothing like back-lit LED. 
 
 The only clue that it may be a Nokia was the bloody ringtone.
 
 She turned the device over.
 
 No logo. No ports. No battery sliders.
 
 This isn’t her iPhone.
 
 Her brain throbbed.
 
 Could she have been roofied? In her office, at her very own corporate party? That would be absurd. Even if she had, there were security guards and staff who were sober enough to send her to a hospital. Concurrently, her joints were on fire. She was dizzy and light-headed, hungry and hollowed out. Additionally, the sickening sting of digestive acids lapped at her throat.
 
 But for now, she chose calm over panic.
 
 She inspected her surroundings.
 
 Firstly, she was sleeping in a single bed.
 
 Secondly, she wasn't naked or anything. She wore her PJs, although, for some reason, her silk nightie had transformed into coarse cotton. A sloppy, cheap-looking duvet covered her body. The print was vaguely familiar—a horrid, half-faded floral design commonly used for IKEA curtains.
 
 The bedroom felt claustrophobic; the ceiling low and oppressive.
 
 Recognition dawned.
 
 Isn't this her old apartment? From when she was a kid? Why was she in the bedroom of her adolescence? What had happened to her bayside home? Her French-windows?
 
 The bedroom to which she now occupied had existed only in the distant past.
 
 She had been in high school, living with her divorced father.
 
 “Is this a lucid dream?!" she muttered to herself.
 
 Her voice!It was youthful and sweet and without the abuse of all-nighters, scalding coffee, and copious amounts of alcohol.




 
 
 
 The whole thing feels like a cult, Gwen cynically assessed the assemblage of students and staff. All around her, the cohort separated into rows standing before ten crystal spheres. The 'Awakening Crystals' reminded her of E-meters she saw once on Castlereagh St.




 
 “So, what do I do?” Gwen's trembling lips begged for an answer.
 
 By now, her eyes were moist with the distress of her devastating evaluation. The pitiful look she projected gave the instructor such a pang of guilt that he felt his iron mien falter. After all, the girl's future was nothing if not bleak.
 
 But the crystal told no lies.
 
 Whatever it had presented at its conclusion, was whatever the poor sorceress drew for her lot in life.
 
 “You should be able to cast basic spells without issues,” the Instructor attempted to soothe her confusion with a delicate tone. "Having no affinity also means you have no real drawbacks for accessing different schools, so you could work on being a utility Mage, maybe a machine operator?"
 
 The look of chilling despair on the girl's frail, white face bespoke her desolation.
 
 “Look.” He glanced over at Yue and Elvia, still being congratulated by her fellow students. “You’re close friends with the Fire girl right?”
 
 “Yes Sir,” Gwen replied, still stunned by her commonness.
 
 What was the point of being taken from her perfectly fine life, only to be thrust into a mediocre role in the midst of a eugenic apartheid? Gwen couldn't help but be reminded of an old Bard's musing - that as flies to wanton boys are mortals to the Gods, they pull our wings for sport. Was it mere chance that she was plucked from the apex of her life in Sydney and deposited into this depressing canyon of despair? If there was 'sport' in it, it was certain at her expense.
 
 “I'll put you down as Evocation since you will have access to it. It's also the cheapest and most time efficient to train, but from here on out it's going to be just you. The school will provide what we can of course, but…”
 
 The look on the instructor’s told her more than she needed to know. It was no concern for the school to include her as a low-tier student. All low tier students received the same resources anyway until they could somehow distinguish themselves. She would be one more in a sea of nameless faces that dotted the place like the decor.
 
 “Thank you, Sir,” Gwen answered finally, unsure if her Instructor had helped her or prolonged her suffering.
 
 The Instructor nodded and jotted down in his scribe pad her new classification.
 
 Gwen Song - Tier 1 Evoker.
 
 “Good luck.”
 
 The rest of the grade soon passed their examination.
 
 The junior Mages were assigned to their respective Schools of Magic.
 
 Gwen was in Class II.
 
 As promised, she was in Yue's class. To their surprise, the new darling of the grade, Elvia Lindholm, was also included in class II.
 
 Thankfully, Debora was in Class III.
 
 Looking around, Gwen saw vaguely familiar faces who ignored her. The snub was unpleasant. Her unique family drama over the last two years meant that she seldom had time for friends. For now, however, she had bigger problems, like the fact that she was a wayward soul stolen from across space and time then untimely deposited in a delicate body.
 
 She was one amongst thirty students who were Evokers. It was, after all, the staple of Mages everywhere. Beside the group were the rarer Mages, an assortment of Abjurers, a few Transmuters, two low-affinity Diviners, one low-affinity Enchanter, and so on.
 
 The specialists who emerged were:
 
 Yue, tier 4 Fire EvokerJasmine, tier 2 Ice EvokerOwen, tier 2 Earthen EnchanterJuergen, tier 2 Water Illusionist Patrick, tier 1 Water Conjurer




 
 
 
 When she was eleven, Gwen's parents separated. Custody, alimony, property splits, embittered family taking sides and caustic dialogue all took their toll. It had been a terrible time for the teenage Gwen, who through it all, tried to take care of her brother Percy.
 
 In the end, she powered through and believed herself stronger for surviving the drama. She suffered a few psychological tics- but it was nothing a North Shore therapist couldn't resolve, especially aided by pharmacology, the 'magic' of her old world.
 
 She had believed her past behind her, yet here she was, ambushed by her second adolescence.
 
 The district they lived in, Forestville, was primarily for working class Mages and NoM civilians. The streets were narrow and cramped, and her area of the neighbourhood, lovingly designated Zone 11, was filled with stifling habitat blocks smothering one another’s access to sunlight, ensuring that the vast majority of residents lived in permanent shadow.
 
 "Oi, Lover!" "Give us a kiss sweetheart!" "I could play with those legs for days!"




 
 
 
 Turbulent thoughts tormented Gwen through the night.




 
 There's blood on her sheets.That is, Gwen's scraped knee had bled over her sheets.




 
 The week came and went, then it was time for Gwen to go.
 
 With her father's latest lover still lounging in the living room, Gwen felt no obligation for an amicable departure as the last of her boxes were packed.
 
 Her only regret was leaving Percy.
 
 Her brother seemed precociously aware that in a few years, the distance between himself and his sister would only continue to grow. As such, their parting the night before had been bittersweet. The guilt of having left her little brother in her past life, combined with the sentimentality of her usurped experiences, made the moment melancholic.
 
 They would always be siblings, of course, but this was a world far more meritocratic than her old one. Already, even at the tender age of thirteen, she could sense the wane kindness in his face. He possessed a natural arrogance born out of necessity and circumstance. Percy attended a Selective High School. Their Aunty once said that if he awakened 'properly', she would move him to Prince's with a paid-tuition. When Gwen tried to impart her worldly wisdom for the last time; Percy had the glazed look of someone who thought very little of her advice.
 
 No heartfelt hugs, no thunderous dramatics. Just a wry smile.
 
 "That all Miss?" The Removalist topped up his three-wheeled trolley and asked for final confirmation.
 
 Gwen looked back at the Forestville apartment and saw her father still fuming in the kitchen, her brother's door slightly ajar.
 
 "Yeah." She shut the front door. "That's it."
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The last of the boxes were pressed and packed for recycling as Gwen sat on the single bed of her new home for the next two years. Yue wouldn't be here for another day. Elvia said she would be moving in on the first day of the new term, the following Monday.
 
 For the moment then, Gwen had the place to herself. She resented these moments, for idle minds grew anxious.
 
 I was one traveller, long I stood... looked down one as far as I could...




 
 
 
 The terrible news of Gwen's 'true' talent spread like the thirteenth-century quasi-magical bubonic plague. She quickly left the main building before a mob could pick up enough momentum to start throwing textbooks.




 
 Spring ended with November; then summer came on with its stifling heat.
 
 Fair-skinned and petite, Elvia wilted like a rare white flower.
 
 Gwen likewise melted in a most un-ladylike manner, legs akimbo, a spaghetti-string singlet loosely hung over one shoulder, its sheer cotton stuck to her stomach like wet rice paper.
 
 She must have died, and this is hell, Gwen moped. What kind of magical world lacked air conditioning? She hadn't experienced an Aussie summer without air-conditioning since she left home at sixteen. Even the youth hostel had air-con.
 
 Beside the sweltering Gwen, Yue was as cool as a cucumber; her affinity for Fire meant she naturally regulated heat in her body. Gwen's bodacious companion wore a comfortable singlet that barely hung on for dear life.
 
 “How come.” Yue looked at her friend. “How come we both bought small, and your one fits?”
 
 “Humblebrag?” Gwen moaned, too tired to return a volley.
 
 “Funbags,” Elvia added an acute observation.
 
 “What have you being teaching her?” Gwen wailed. “My innocent Evee is despoiled!”
 
 “They grow up so fast.” Yue sobbed. “Just the other day she was making eyes at a boy.”
 
 “I was not!” Elvia protested.
 
 “No no!” Gwen wailed, "Evee is mine! For now and forever!"
 
 The girls fell about in laughter, making the room hotter.
 
 'Knock! Knock!'
 
 “Ahem!”
 
 A cough came from the doorway; the door opened just a peep.
 
 "I er... knocked, but you all appeared to be pre-occupied," mumbled a voice from the hallway.
 
 Gwen grabbed the closest linen, though her modesty proved was a futile effort; she was too tall for the meagre fabric. Besides her, Elvia dived for her bed, throwing a silken shaw over her cut-off shorts.
 
 "Oh yeah..." Yue seemed to recall something. "I invited a cooling glyph."
 
 The door opened. A young man about the girls' age entered nervously.
 
 "I am not er... interrupting anything am I?" asked the young man apprehensively.
 
 "Thank the Magus you are here." Yue bounced up to greet the young man.
 
 Their guest averted his eyes. On his right, Gwen was looking defensive and hostile, to his left, Elvia hissed like a cat. Trapped, their intruder found great interest in the old art-deco lighting fixtures.
 
 "Ladies..." Yue placed her hands together. "This is Jun, a wonderful young man whom I have recruited to our cause." She nodded at Jun, who was still reeling at the girl's attire.
 
 "Jun, do the thing."
 
 The girls turned to look at Jun, who was now the colour of beetroot.
 
 "Excuse me," Jun muttered, making the circular Sigil of the school of Abjuration.
 
 A sound of crinkling filled the air, then the temperature plummeted. A thin sheet of ice seemed to form in the air around Jun, before finally coalescing into a semi-dome ball of frost that radiated cold.
 
 Yue flourish with a bow, twirling her off-hand floridly.
 
 "Ta da~ "
 
 The heat in the room dissipated and a cool breeze began to circulate. Gwen felt as though she was in one of those improbable air conditioning commercials where hot and bothered women became emancipated by Mitsubishi split-air systems.
 
 Yue patted the cushion of the two-seat couch in a come-hither manner.
 
 "Sit."
 
 Hawkishly, the trio watched as Jun sat on the edge of the couch, scratching his nose nervously.
 
 "This is Jun Murrow." Yue paused for dramatic effect. "Abjurer, affinity 2, Ice."
 
 Elvia's blue eyes peeked out from behind her pillow. Gwen straightened her singlet before shaking Jun's hand.
 
 "Jun.""Gwen.""Elvia," Elvia called out from afar."Hi."




 
 
 
 'Putt! Putt! Putt!'




 
 Gwen awoke, presided over by a resplendent angel in a trainee's scrubs. The Celestial looked just like Elvia; only she was attaching an I.V drip onto Gwen's wrist.
 
 “Healing Word."
 
 A familiar tingle of Positive energy infused Gwen's chest, stitching her bruised flesh. Slowly, her throbbing injury dissolved until all discomfort ceased. Gradually, Gwen's refocused eyes became drawn to a silver-winged badge on Elvia's collar, consisting of two crossed staves with twin serpents.
 
 "Congrats on getting your licence..." Gwen languished voice addressed her companion.
 
 "Thanks," Elvia replied, her cheeks as fresh as pippins, but then the girl's tone took on a sterner note. "Why did you and Yue both get injured! That's so irresponsible! I wasn't even there!"
 
 Gwen felt a pang of guilt. In hindsight, the impression she had made was matched only by her recklessness.
 
 "I couldn't have summoned the Shield otherwise..." She tried to explain logically. "It took everything I had, next time..."
 
 "Hmmph!" Elvia snorted. "There won't be a 'next' time, at least not without me nearby!"
 
 "Sure thing, Evee," Gwen touched her friend's slim white fingers in an attempt to appease her upset. "How was your test?"
 
 "Fine, though I wasn't in danger, not like you guys," Elvia recollected. “It was difficult having to triage twenty patients by myself, but everyone did fine. Uncle had to make minor adjustments, but I passed with flying colours."
 
 "I am glad to hear it." Gwen breathed out.
 
 The door of the infirmary opened without so much as a knock.
 
 "She awake?"
 
 Yue entered the room like a storm.
 
 "Yeah, just about."
 
 "Hey, Yue."
 
 "Gwen!" Yue leaned into the bed and gave her friend a suffocating hug. "I got some great news! Because of the school's crop of 'advanced' students, we're going to have a personal instructor! The Sydney Tower is sending one of their own!"
 
 A private Instructor? Gwen mused. That IS good news. Ordinarily only the elite private schools had individual Instructors.
 
 "Other than that, how are you feeling?"
 
 "I am just a bit tired," Gwen confessed.
 
 "The drip is a saline solution, it should get your hydration up," Elvia informed them. "I am afraid I haven't learned Lesser Restoration yet."
 
 "Take another nap,” Yue advised. "You totally out of mana."
 
 "I think I will."
 
 “One more thing.” Yue stopped by the door, trailed by Elvia. “You’re up for another session at the Cog Chamber. The Principal says to get it done as soon as you can. Before the Instructor arrives.”
 
 "Alright."
 
 A second session would be immensely helpful, Gwen though, applauding Principal Bartlett's assistance. She needed to figure out what those strange black phenomena had been.
 
 With her friends gone, Gwen sunk into the soft linen covers of the infirmary bed and thought about the near future to come. She had finally attained her short-term goals, and now her immediate concern was the real-life trial by fire and combat.
 
 Blackwattle's top Acolytes would delve in groups deep into the Green Zone to perform mock-Quests. These were different each year, sometimes retrieving an object an examiner had planted, sometimes returning with the evidence of completing a subjugation.
 
 Her first hunt.
 
 Her first kill.
 
 Mayhap her first injury.
 
 Aye, now there's the rub. Gwen bit her lip until she tasted a hint of iron. She'd never so much as gutted a fish before, and now she was supposed to kill? Not only that, but a living 'being' in the shape of a person?
 
 Could she handle it? She wondered to herself.
 
 What would happen if a creature wounded her?
 
 She imagined herself freaking out, hysterical, unable to concentrate. She who hadn't even so much as broken an arm in all her years - now had to contend with the possibility of a Magical Beast ripping out a chunk of her flesh.
 
 More importantly-
 
 Could she stay cool if Yue or Elvia got seriously injured? Would she freeze, freak out, or flee?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Elvia stayed behind after her shift and waited for Gwen to wake before going home together. The dorm had set up a small celebratory dinner for the victors; when the duo entered the communal dining, cheers and applause welcomed them to the tune of pyrotechnical cantrips.
 
 Dinner was already in full swing amidst a sumptuous feast of Wildland creatures. Rawson had spared no expense, tapping deep into the scullery's budget to make a meal worthy of Blackwattle's prodigies.
 
 Once again Elvia bore witness to the appetite of teenagers, with her fellow students packing away enough food to feed a battalion of soldiers.
 
 “Gwen! Elvia.” A familiar voice called out.
 
 The girls turned to see Jun, comfortable in jeans and an indy band shirt, a drink in each hand. Her future teammate had been the first to Message and congratulate them.
 
 “For us?” she took one off his hands.
 
 “Of course.” Jun had a habit of grinning with only the left side of his mouth, smiling lopsidedly.
 
 “Here we are, ladies…”
 
 A second voice greeted them. It belonged to a young man with a mop of fair hair. Their guest was clean cut in a white t-shirt and jeans, identified by a tattoo on his right hand in the form of an eye.
 
 “Henley Lucas Prince, at your service.” The young man bowed, careful not to spill the drinks he held. Gwen took the stemmed glasses and thanked their new companion. She passed one over to Elvia.
 
 “Gwen Song.”
 
 “Elvia Lindholm.”
 
 “Henley is a Diviner,” Jun spoke on his companion's behalf. “Tier 2 Air, not that it matters. He's pretty handy with Magic Missiles though.”
 
 Divination was the one school that required no particular affinity with elements. Its staple spells, however, were incredibly useful. True Strike, Detect Hostility, Detect Magic, Detect Poison and Find Traps- no other School of Magic possessed so much utility.
 
 The girls' eyes lit up.
 
 “Hey, my eyes are up here,” Henley quipped.
 
 “I can vouch for his expertise,” Jun butted in. "Though not for his personality."
 
 “I can find any lost key within a radius of three hundred meters,” Henley humbly bragged. "And mark any target so that your spells could unerringly strike it.”
 
 Gwen immediately thought of her trouble with the Guiding Bolt - the one imbued with a positive charge. Could Henley be the solution to her problems? If so, she would have to ensure that the boy was suitably loyal to their cause.
 
 Swinging the flute-glass in an arc, she turned her hazel eyes onto Henley's surprised face. Shifting her upper body, shoulders squared for maximum elegance, Gwen unleashed a devastating smile.
 
 Henley gulped, failed by his Divination.
 
 “I think she likes him,” Jun said cautiously, looking to Yue for confirmation.
 
 Yue measured Henley over from head to toe.
 
 “Hey, look but no touch,” Henley's scalp crawled.
 
 "How good's your Divination?" Yue asked.
 
 “Impeccable.” Henley’s voice took on a more flamboyant tone, “Shall I invoke the rite of Seeing and gaze into the uncertain future for you? To scry the invisible and make known the unseeable?”
 
 “Ergh, mate...” Jun's face turned bright pink. For whatever reason, all Diviners develop a tic for the theatrical.
 
 “Alright, what's Elvia thinking?” Yue pulled the surprised girl before her, presenting her before Henley like a ritual sacrifice.
 
 “Detect Thoughts!” Henley announced, a halo of sorts materialised over his head.
 
 “Oh no…” Elvia cowered. Where could this possibly be going?
 
 “Ask me anything about yourself…” Henley began.
 
 “Are you wearing a bra today, Evee?” her companions blurted in tandem.
 
 Elvia turned to stone as per the tier 6 Petrify.
 
 Henley’s face went from white to red, then to a deep scarlet.
 
 “Yep, he's the real deal,” Yue noted.
 
 “Very effective, good mana conversion ratio,” Gwen added professionally, sipping her coke.
 
 Elvia turned to her roommates with flashing eyes.
 
 “You guys! Hmmph!” she huffed and puffed as her friends fell about in hysterical laughter. To everyone’s surprise, she slapped Yue across the chest, then slapped Gwen across the buttocks, drawing curious eyes from around the room.
 
 Jun turned to Henley, now polymorphed into a beetroot.
 
 “You alright?”
 
 “Yeah… yeah…” He glanced at his friend cautiously, “How old did you say the healer was?”
 
 “Same age as the others, fifteen I am sure.”
 
 “Alright.” Henley looked sceptical.
 
 “What's wrong?”
 
 “…”
 
 “Well?”
 
 “… She’s not wearing a bra.”
 
 “…”
 
 “Seriously?”
 
 “Yeah…”
 
 “Poor Elvia,” Jun lamented after a moment. “Maybe she should eat what her friends are eating.”
 
 “I feel like I committed a crime,” Henley moped miserably. "She looked twelve or something."
 
 “Chin-up, we’re only sixteen you know. You’re not awakening to something strange, are you? All healers look youthful; it's the Positive Energy.”
 
 “I sure hope not…” Henley shook his head, his mind still thinking of the wondrous Bolivian salt-flats.
 
 “Anyway, that's the five of us then,” Jun continued.“ I’ll head to the Head Office and get the admin done.”
 
 “They need to sign too,” Henley added.
 
 “No problems, I’ll drop by again."
 
 They clinked and finished their drinks.
 
 “For the Field Trip!"
 
 "Aeee!" Elvia dodged an enraged Yue while beside them, Gwen cackled.
 
 Henley and Jun blinked, overcame by unbidden anxiety.
 
 The girls would pass Survival and Orienteering class, surely?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Gwen made her second trip down the familiar hallway to the Cognisance Chamber. It was a rare boon to have another visit beyond one's annual review, for each exhibition of the chamber’s powers drained a significant volume of crystals. During one of their early morning chats at the school gate, Gwen had lamented the early termination of her last visit, and the wisened Principal must have taken note.
 
 She signed in at the counter.
 
 The chamber was the same as before. Gwen took her place in the middle, then awaited the ignition of the illusory enchantment. The room dimmed, space and time folded, then she was once again within the arena of her mind.
 
 Her Evocation sigil glowed happily, pulsating amongst the indefinite space of the Astral Plane, an occasional arc of Lightning broadcasting a spiderweb fissure of Lichtenberg figures.
 
 Right, here goes, she muttered internally.
 
 Gwen summoned the lightning serpent that she had conjured prior. Rather than an electric elver, it was now akin to a ball python; she could see within its translucent body little motes of elemental lightning sparking back and forth.
 
 She reached out with her mind for the space beyond the Evocation nebular, expanding her consciousness, searching for those little black motes that gave off a sickening feeling of vertigo. The light of her Lightning added a dimension to the darkness that had not existed before, though Gwen was confident that this too, was merely an illusion of her mind's making.
 
 She soon rediscovered her quarry.
 
 Unlike her first endeavour, there no longer seemed to be a host of the little grub-like creatures lingering so close to the Evocation sigil, more than likely frighted off by the overflow of energy.
 
 There!
 
 She felt it! That sudden drop in the pit of her stomach like she had stepped into the air. She moved closer, figuratively speaking, finding a whole cluster of the creatures thick enough to form a black void. The cumulative effect of seeing the larval swarm made her immediately nauseous, as though she had motion sickness.
 
 Gwen drew back. It was too much; she could feel her Astral Body shuddering.
 
 Yet, she felt simultaneously drawn towards the vortex of inverted space, where the leech-like creatures seemed to suck in all light, their oily hides darker than black.
 
 What IS this thing? Gwen felt herself haplessly moving forward. Vaguely aware of the fate that awaited the curious cat.
 
 She reminded herself that none of this was real; that all of this was inside her head.
 
 Here was the Cognisance Chamber, after all, and all of its projections were merely manifestations of her Astral morphic field. She had never heard of anyone dying in the chamber; as for what her strange visions portend, there was only one way to find out.
 
 Gwen suppressed an instinctual desire to flee; instead, she pushed herself towards the mass of writhing larva, at which point the vertigo ringing in her head became a screeching static, freezing every nerve in her body.
 
 With a fatalistic air, Gwen thrust her arm down to the elbow into the swarm.
 
 She may as well have assailed a bucket of dry ice.
 
 Shit, did I fuck up? A sudden paranoia engendered within the recess of her mind. The agony was at such a pitch that she felt on the verge of cracking a molar.
 
 Oh, God! She gulped for air, is this what giving birth feels like? Two walnut-sized kidney stones jostling for space?
 
 Below, reflected in the Cognisance illusion, tenebrous, inky liquid from the worms was now seeping into her Astral Body. Within her mind, the torturous pain had grown abstract and exquisite, combining with her anima, seemingly without end.
 
 With a shuddering force of will, Gwen tightened her grip, crushing something with the texture of gelatine.
 
 ENOUGH! Gwen pleaded to the void that she had done enough. She was at her limit.
 
 "Go!"
 
 Gwen released her lightning serpent, a bright sliver of starlight piercing the void. The darkness retreated like a tide, instantly fading into the neutral nothingness of the Astral Plane.
 
 Opening her hand, she saw within her palm motes of darkness, embedded within her flesh, appearing and disappearing at the edge of her vision.
 
 What a horrid, gut-churning, brain boiling trial! But she had powered through. That was the crucial thing. Come bushfire or flood water; she would never doubt her will to get shit done.
 
 The projection waned, indicating the end of her session.
 
 Just in time too. Gwen exhaled. That was a close one.
 
 With great anticipation, she made her way out to collect her Student Card.
 
 What would have changed? What would it say now? She couldn’t wait.
 
 A new element perhaps, maybe another School of Magic?
 
 That would be incredible because only the most talented individuals from the most incestuous Clans produced Mages with two elements.
 
 “Here you are." The instructor returned her card.
 
 Gwen inspected her I.D.
 
 Gwen Song S.I.D:: 0043598Evoker Tier:: 2Elemental Affinity :: Quasi Elemental - Lightning (3)




 
  Woodland survival took place within an especially constructed Illusion inside the Blackwattle's athletics field, supplemented by Conjured flora. The process was apparently both costly and complicated, and an average school like Blackwattle could only afford enough resources to keep the Enchantment lit for a month at best. As such, within a limited time frame, all eligible students had to complete Woodland Survival 101 or forfeit their chance at distinguishing themselves on the Field Trip.




 
 A brave new world was opening in front of Yue's eyes.
 
 This was Spellcraft?! REAL Spellcraft? She couldn't help but wonder what two-bit charlatan magic she'd been learning this whole time.
 
 Alesia’s Fireball was too abnormal, her control too refined. Watching her shaping blasts and comparing it to the Yue's proud Firebolts was like watching a pyromaniac dousing a house against a demolition crew strategically performing a controlled burn.
 
 “That… that was amazing, Ma’am,” Yue muttered bewilderingly, reeling with wonder.
 
 Gwen felt taken back as well. To control an explosion so precisely that it could identify friend or foe? That’s an insane ability! How is it even possible? Alesia's mastery defied Gwen's understanding of physics.
 
 She felt as though they were bumpkins marvelling at pickups all their life seeing a drive-by Tesla. Or worse still, a flat earth loyalist suddenly seeing the curvature of the earth.
 
 More than that though, they were speaking to an actual Magus, someone who had attained their second School of Magic. For the mundane Mage, there was only one way of attaining a Secondary school. One had to relentlessly practice in order to produce a mnemonic-Sigil.
 
 That or one could possess a natural affinity for more than one School. Principally, 'young' Maguses were either blessed by generations of fine breeding, or by the genetic lottery.
 
 Elvia offered a good example, by her account, her mother's side of the family produced healers. As such, her predisposition for the unique blend of Evocation, Conjuration and Positive Energy made her a perfect candidate for a Cleric.
 
 As Alesia was far too youthful to be someone with a mnemonically-forged glyph; she must, therefore, be one blessed by fate.
 
 Across from Gwen and her stunned companions, Alesia regarded her cohort of moon-eyed teens with smugness. Her Master was right in telling her that the younglings responded best to demonstrations of absolute power.
 
 “I’ll be taking you on for the next month or so; all your training time will be with me,” she said, lowering her octave a little to emphasise her solemnity. “I hope we can get along for the duration, and that you will benefit from my guidance.”
 
 “Yes, Ma’am!” The five made a show of sloppy salutes. None of them had experienced Military Service yet.
 
 “Ma’am.” Yue was already breathless with anticipation. “Could you- could you explain what you did?”
 
 Alesia gave them all a dazzling smile, her teeth white and gleaming.
 
 “It’s okay if you’re busy-” Yue hastily added.
 
 “It’s fine.” Alesia turned her palm over. The familiar sight of a dancing flame appeared. Yue had also performed this rite to practice her flame control.
 
 “Put your hand over my flame," Alesia commanded.
 
 “…” The gathering waited for Yue to oblige.
 
 “Ma’am?”
 
 The rest of the party saw the dancing sprite of flame as a magical phenomenon, but Gwen saw oxidising ions burning at well over 600 degrees Celsius.
 
 To Gwen's teeth-gritting terror, Yue obliged. The spunky Asian girl lifted her hand and placed it within the scarlet-orange flame.
 
 “It…” her eyes widened. “It feels like cotton candy! How is that possible? Is this an illusion?”
 
 Emboldened by Yue, the others had a go as well, feeling the flame wrap around their hands harmlessly. The sensation was akin to putting one’s half over wool or cotton.
 
 “Make me some ice,” Alesia ordered.
 
 Jun created an icicle on his palm.
 
 “Try again.”
 
 Jun placed his iced palm into the flame and instantly yelped.
 
 “Arrgg!” He jumped back, noting that his hand was unharmed, but his icicle had melted and that the evaporating water had reddened a finger. “That's a scorching-hot flame!”
 
 Indeed, Gwen acknowledged. To overcome its oppositional element and utterly eradicate the phenomena would imply that Alesia's flame was several magnitudes that of Jun’s Elemental Ice. As observed, the laws of physics in her old world possessed only a precarious hold on her new one.
 
 Alesia withdrew her hand, but the flame continued to float in mid-air. The phenomenon was more shocking than Alesia's absurd control. They watched the fire gently flicker until it took on the silhouette of a Caracal - an orange, flaming tabby yawning at them disinterestedly.
 
 “A flame Spirit!” Yue was on the verge of asphyxiation. "Ma'am, just who are you?"
 
 Gwen and the others were no less shocked than their companion.
 
 An Elemental Spirit was incredibly rare.
 
 As Jun would readily inform them, one in a thousand kills may yield a complete Creature Core. One in a thousand Cores may yield an intact spirit capable of being utilised by a Mage, an act akin to digging for hen's teeth.
 
 Then there was the fact that Magical Beasts also came in different shapes, sizes and degrees of strength; from the weak spell fodder Swarmlings to Titans, to Mythics. One could, therefore, imagine the rarity of an Elemental Spirit, especially a powerful one.
 
 Something clicked within Yue’s head.
 
 “Y-you’re…” The girl was stuttering now. “You’re A-Alesia of the Scarlet Flame! The Coral Sea Witch! The Scarlet Sorceress!”
 
 Alesia’s face took on a vibrant red glow. 'Scarlet Flame' was the name the Tower had used to propagandise victories over the Mermen during the Coral Sea conflict. It was like having one's old laundry aired in public.
 
 “Um…” Gwen and Elvia’s face was blank, but Jun and Henley became equally breathless.
 
 “She’s a tier FIVE Evoker with tier SIX Fire element, Gwennie!” Yue spat in Gwen’s face, her passionate spittle kissing Gwen's cheeks. “Ma’am… I never knew you were also a Transmuter!”
 
 “I am working on it,” Alesia replied, a little less comfortable now that Yue was jumping up and down. She was far more used to the careful respect of military folk than a gushing teenage girl. "My official stats are a decade old."
 
 At least one mystery was solved then - the reason why Alesia could IFF her flames was because she possessed a sapient flame-Sprite. Whenever her flames were affected by the Spirit's innate affinity boost, Alesia's Fire spells took on a bright scarlet hue.
 
 “I need to go report to Principal Bartlett, but I’ll leave you with something to ponder.”
 
 Alesia gesticulated her dominant hand toward the field once again.
 
 “Flaming Hand!”
 
 A torrent of scarlet flames poured over the field in a sixty-degree arc like a flamethrower.
 
 “Flaming Hand!”
 
 A three-pronged talon of flame left from her hand and struck several targets, but missing others.
 
 “Flaming Hand!”
 
 A single torrent of flames, thicker and more potent than the last, not only shot forward but arched across the field like fire from a liquid-fuel flamethrower.
 
 The five watched the spectacle wordlessly.
 
 “It is possible to manipulate the final manifestation through visualisation and mental cues. Even if you are not a Magus, you can still work with other Sigils, all it takes is practice.” Alesia informed them, turning to Gwen. “No need to obsess over Signature spells, instead, focus on the basics. Once you're capable of holding your own, find a Master and learn to craft their Signature Spells before making your own. There's an order to learning Spellcraft which one should not overlap.”
 
 Watching the sorceress, both Gwen and Yue acknowledged that there was something to Alesia’s words. The girls should focus on foundations rather than dream of flying.
 
 “See you tomorrow, upper practice field.” Alesia stretched out her shoulders, her red stilettos clicking musically on the pavement as she stalked away.
 
 “That was amazing,” Yue reiterated after finally managing to close her mouth. “She is amazing.”
 
 “So, who is she?”
 
 “You need to read more, Gwen,” Jun said, “At least listen to the news or something.”
 
 Gwen put her hands up in a gesture of helplessness.
 
 Jun cleared histhroat; he was a man who loved expositions.
 
 “Alesia De Botton, the youngest Ordained Senior Mage to participate in the Great Cleansing of the Barrier Reef a decade ago. Possessing the rank of Major, she is a Wing-Commander of a Strike Wing under her Majesty’s Aerial Assault Mages. She made her mark by soloing a General class Lizardman, preserving an entire platoon on the Brisbane Line. She spent the last year of her military service touring the country, setting up safe zones for new migrants."
 
 "She was popular in Vid-Casts back when I was in primary school. You can see why. Alesia is both beautiful and badass," Yue added.
 
 “Then what happened? What's someone like her doing here?”
 
 “Don’t know.” Jun shrugged, “She left the military after her mandatory service, but no one knows after that.”
 
 “She's sooo hot.” Henley closed his eyes in remembrance of those childhood propaganda shows, his nose sniffing the air for her perfume. “Maybe she’s doing Military recruitment? I know I would join if she asked. ”
 
 The others shrugged.
 
 “Guess we’ll find out what she’s got in store for us tomorrow,” Yue proposed.
 
 Gwen gazed over to where their Instructor's envious figure stood next to the Principal. Could the old man have something to do with this?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The training that Alesia had in store could be divided into three core components.
 
 Physical training to ‘fortify their bodies’.
 
 Mental image training where they practised modifying their manifests in subtle ways.
 
 Finess training for Yue and Gwen, who had to learn to ‘adjust’ the output of their spell’s power.
 
 During their training, Yue attempted to pry a little into the life story of her idol, receiving nought but mum on the matter of Alesia's private life.
 
 As a part of her teaching, Alesia aided each of them in modifying their existing spells by altering the way they conceived Major and Minor invocations, the verbal and somatic part of spell casting, opening their eyes to new pathways of Meta Magic. Ther lower the tier of the spell, the more malleable it was to the Mage's creative intent, as for higher tiers of magic, the danger of mana burn increased exponentially with each haphazard modification.
 
 The girls and boys were rapt with expectation.
 
 The next month and a half seemed to blitz by now that each day the boys and girls returned to their dorms exhausted and drained. Daily life consisted of nothing but classes, training, eating and sleeping.
 
 When finally, with less than a week to go until the Field Trip, the group was called up to be assessed by the academic board. Though the Field Trip was merely a training camp in the Green Zone, Blackwattle took meticulous care to ensure that students possessed the competency to come home in one piece.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The test took place within a replicated section from the Royal National's infamous Coastal Track. Simulating a trek that led deep into the Wildlands, where unguarded travellers were almost guaranteed to be harassed by quasi-magical beasts greedy for mana crystals or curious for the bric-a-brac of human civilisation.
 
 The team's new formation had Gwen taking the rear guard, with Yue at the spear point. Alesia had the girls systematically measure the range of their spells, finding that Gwen could cover Yue’s range even from the rear. Likewise, until Gwen gained access to Line-based AOEs such as the tier 3 Lighting Bolt, she had no friendly-fire issues with her spatial casting.
 
 “Detect Magic.”
 
 Henley opened with his signature spell. In the real Wild Lands, he would have to alternate between different forms of Detection to scry for various threats.
 
 “Sanctuary.”
 
 Jun made the circular gesture familiar to all Abjurers. A ring of ice appeared over Elvia, floating like a halo. It was a trigger-buff that made Elvia less conspicuous to enemies' hostility. If attacked, the spell would trigger a Frost Barrier.
 
 The Examiners nodded discerningly. They saw good use of fundamentals.
 
 “Bless.” Elvia buffed the party, though as her uses were in field triage, it was unlikely the healer would distinguish herself in practice.
 
 The group silently moved into the illusory woods.
 
 “Twelve O Clock, two targets, small and medium. Yue takes the first strike,” Henley reported through his mind’s eye. “Incoming!”
 
 Henley had been trained by Alesia to recognise distortions in the mana-field. There were minute but traceable patterns to creatures that differentiated them from the ambient magic of the Wildlands.
 
 'Thunk! Thunk!'
 
 The Ice Shields were up before the barbed missiles from the golem-creatures even reached the party. Both pinged off the icy domes Jun conjured with articulate gestures, fading immediately as their purpose waned, further conserving mana.
 
 Now bereft of the element of surprise, the dummies leapt from hiding and made for the edge of the field, using trees as partial cover.
 
 “Firebolt!”
 
 A bolt of fire shot from Yue’s fingertips, forming a parabola not upwards but sideways, curving around the trunk of a tree to strike the larger target square in the back. Her missile erupted, delivering its cargo of unstable energy, sending the thing against an adjacent trunk, dashing it to pieces.
 
 The lesser of the two creatures used this opportunity to reposition.
 
 “Blast Bolt!” Gwen incanted with somatic flair, trying to orientate an abstract point of origin in space. Her gestures reminded her audience of a madwoman conducting an orchestra with invisible cats.
 
 Thirty meters away, a blast of electricity tore the dummy apart.
 
 “Hostiles cleared. We're proceeding to next area.”
 
 The party continued without delay, obliterating each scenario. After thirty-odd minutes, the party remained twenty for twenty, coming nigh to the closing part of the examination.
 
 “Releasing large Golem,” a voice announced above them.
 
 Gwen's party felt the bone throbbing thrum of a large scale Conjuration circle activate, and knew that this was their final test.
 
 “GWARRRR!”
 
 The imitated voice of an Orc Warrior resounded through the field, amplified by whatever magic or mechanism installed within.
 
 As if for full cinematic effect, the group observed several trees blasting apart as the enormous creature balled through the bush, saliva flying every which way. Though the party knew that this was an illusion and that beneath it all was yet another dummy made to soak damage, it remained a terrifying encounter.
 
 “Steady!” Jun shouted.
 
 “True Strike!” Henley incanted, managing to fit one debuff before the creature was almost within melee range. “Bane!”
 
 “Shield Stack!” Jun managed to place three layers of icy shields in an instant. Using reactive, displacing Shields was Alesia's solution to counter the brittleness of Ice Shields.
 
 “Shield of Faith!” Elvia’s clear, near transparent shield covered Jun, giving him full visibility and an additional layer of protection.
 
 “Here goes…” Yue breathed in, incanting rapidly as her Evocation manifested. “Barrage!”
 
 A chain of five Firebolts lit up a pathway of explosions, sending the creature tumbling, dramatically diminishing its momentum. The weight of it, however, maintained its trajectory.
 
 With a crash, a bulbous arm covered with rocky barnacles struck the first ice shield, obliterating it.
 
 “Guided Bolt!” Gwen intoned. A shard of positively-charged Lightning struck the creature, sending a crackle of purple electricity down the massive dummy's illusory face.
 
 The golem raised its fists in an insane pose of anger.
 
 “Lighting Blast!” Gwen's infamous chain-spell began in earnest.
 
 She poured every ounce of her remaining mana into the channel, knowing that this was the last enemy. The exercises Alesia had them perform were well worth their weight. Who would have thought that endurance training could manage mana exhaustion? The textbooks had been sceptical of the fact, but Alesia had proven her hypothesis with tangible results.
 
 The Examiners smiled to themselves satisfactorily. There she goes, they thought to themselves, having seen Gwen perform the very same spell at practice. What a light show! There were few elements as spectacular as Lightning.
 
 Gwen managed to keep her electric-disco active for ten seconds, but it was enough; the dummy had been reduced to a smouldering jumble of clinking metal.
 
 “S!”“S!”“S!”




 
 They said that Mages ruled the world.
 
 They lied.
 
 They say that Man was the ruler of the Earth.
 
 They were wrong.
 
 They said that Man’s cities were safe behind their Barrier Shields.
 
 They would be gravely mistaken.
 
 Humanity had learnt magic from the forgotten places, but they have forgotten their place in the world. The Modern Man was a wayward falcon who could no longer hear the falconer. It would take another blood-dimmed tide to awash man’s cities before they finally awoke to the truth.
 
 The singular Cardinal truth.
 
 That the strong were the proven victors of tooth and nail, while the weak were food for the wyrms, to exist otherwise would be to disturb the Chain of Being.
 
 They called themselves Rogue Mages. Outcasts. Wildlanders. The Others.
 
 They considered themselves untainted few who were deserving of Man’s great gift from the Higher Beings, the ones who understood the calling. After all, who else could explain why some were gifted with Magic, while others were left to grovel in the dirt?
 
 Clans… Corporations… Nations and their City-States.
 
 All of them were gravely mistaken in a fundamental fact of man's existential creed.
 
 The Mage is the human being. The NoMs are merely simian man-beasts, close genetic cousins, mockeries of the Spellcrafter. Mages, not man, won the Great War. That Mages needed to service and protect their ape-like relates was the great lie that turned the world upside down.
 
 Only a world of Mages, ruled by Mages, for Mages, could survive the usurping ambitions of Magical Creatures and Demi-humans. Only through the Path of the Sorcerer Supreme can the Ubermensch be brought kicking and screaming into the world.
 
 “How close?” A voice asked in the dim light of the glowing glyphs.
 
 A dozen figures, indistinct in their cowls, were watching the cacophony of activity below. They were perched authoritatively over what appeared at first glance to be an open mine of sorts.
 
 “A week at most,” Another voice, a woman’s, answered.
 
 The cowls they wore were enchanted, masking their faces and distorting their voices.
 
 “You are certain the Serpent will come?”
 
 “Of Course.” The third speaker had an illusory display of faces that always changed. The Faceless Man, they called him, the infiltrator of the organisation.
 
 “What of the labour force here? There are some potential candidates.”
 
 They looked down below at the dullard workers below, some hale, some thin as sticks, tireless working themselves to death with faces full of devotion.
 
 “Blood Sacrifices,” The faceless man answered without a hint of emotion touching the tone of his voice. “One cannot make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.”
 
 The gathered watched the activity below silently.
 
 “What of the Tower, what news of Shultz?”
 
 “They are tied up with the Drowner Incident over the North Shore,” Another voice spoke up. “We have ensured their full attention.”
 
 “How did you manage that?”
 
 “We gave the daughter of Senator Spencer to the Queen of the hive.”
 
 “…”
 
 “She was a tier four water Transmuter. What a waste…’ Another commented. “Surely such young talent could be used more effectively elsewhere."
 
 The original speaker shrugged.
 
 “She has two more sisters, just as talented, if not more so. I am aware of our greater goal.”
 
 “Each Mage you waste on these games could bring us closer! Especially a purebred!”
 
 The female figure raised a gloved hand; it was slim, dainty, and aristocratic.
 
 “Enough bickering." Her voice was eldritch ice and honeyed mead.
 
 The rest fell into silence.
 
 “We will not meet again until my say so.” She announced. “Faceless and Edgar will remain here and finish the ritual.”
 
 The gathering bowed or dipped their heads in acknowledgement.
 
 “Your wish is my command,” A smaller figure replied.
 
 “… and Mine Also,” replied the one called The Faceless Man.
 
 The robes of all but Faceless and Edgar began to warp and shrink, twisting sinuously. An endless stream of vermin of different shapes and sizes seemed to escape from underneath their robes until only black cloth remained. Once the enchantment seemed to wear off, the mass of rats, snakes, and gleaming poisonous insects began a grand melee of eating or be eaten.
 
 “…” Edgar was wordless. “Am I the only one dumb enough to attend these things in person?”
 
 “That Is Why You are still YOUNG,” Faceless said in that strange voice of his that was genderless and grating.
 
 “Let Us Proceed.” Edgar nodded at his companion, “Let us see what rough beast, its hour come round at last, is going to be born.”
 








 
 When the girls had finally returned to the dorm, they were greeted at the door by Rawson.




 
 “I’ll burn their Manor down.” Yue was a bar away from busting a gasket.
 
 “It’s fine… it's fine…” Gwen patted her hand. “I’ll be in and out in half a day, just showing my face.”
 
 “Are you sure it’s going to be alright…” Elvia hugged her pillow with a face full of worries. “I’ve been to a few of these things before, but thankfully people thought I was twelve…”
 
 “What things?” Yue became instantly suspicious.
 
 “Nothing, just a meet and greet.” Gwen tried to pass the matter off, but Elvia was terrible at misdirection.
 
 “EVEE, tell me everything,” Yue commanded.
 
 Gwen tried her best to stop Elvia blurting out the truth, but Yue was relentless.
 
 “It’s… a marriage meeting thing…” Elvia began nervously.
 
 “Are you shitting me?” The Fire Evoker exploded as expected, making Gwen flinch. “Your stupid family is selling you off?”
 
 “I am not going to let that happen!” Gwen promised.
 
 “Well if you’re not back in school before we have to go to the Field Trip…” Yue spat between snarling lips. “I am going to burn the place down.”
 
 “They have Guards in places like those,” Elvia added. “My dad has one that follows him wherever he goes as well, although Lukas is more like an Uncle. You don't want to make trouble for your mum, right, Yue?"
 
 Yue grunted unhappily.
 
 “Be careful alright?”
 
 “Yeah,” Gwen answered, wishing that she could be as sure of her circumstances as Yue's intent in burning down her uncle's house.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The team practised as usual on Friday, rested, then planned out the final details on Saturday. Gwen informed Jun and Henley that she would have to visit family on Sunday, and the team promised to pack for her so that upon her return Sunday night, she would be ready to leave with the first coach on Monday.
 
 Sheepishly, Gwen unveiled 'that' particular part of her closet, with both Elvia and Yue baulking at the excess. She had to dress to impress, that was undoubtedly a part of the deal. Something classy but cute, petite and svelte. Something that 'sold' her. Elvia and Yue bickered over her choices until Gwen picked out a china-blue sleeveless Sunday dress modelled after Ming porcelain, yet another gifted Miu Miu she couldn't afford. Yue had Elvia helped to style her hair, creating a dense, messy bun of loose coils with a loose fringe framing her face. After thickly applying mascara, Gwen's lashes gained the curvature and rigidity of scimitars. To finish, she plumped her lips with a coat of gloss.
 
 She then opened a suitcase that she had kept on top of the cabinet, and removed from it another dazzling assortment of accessories and a half dozen pair of shoes. Yue and Elvia squealed with glee. Gwen selected a pair of wedge sandals in a shade which was pleasing when worn with the dress.
 
 “Oh-My-God, Gwenny.” Yue could scarcely breathe. “Marry me right now.”
 
 Elvia fiercely agreed.
 
 “Hopefully, I won’t have to do this too often…” Gwen remarked. Even with help, it was a tremendous undertaking.
 
 In the hallway, Gwen was met by violent gasps and the sudden sucking-in of breaths. Inside the elevator, other passengers stared, too afraid to speak. Considering the state of Sydney's public transport, Gwen gritted her teeth and called for a private Cab. Perversely, her driver kept his eyes on her far too long and almost had an accident before they made it across the Harbour Bridge.
 
 Heart-in-mouth, passenger and driver pulled into Kirribilli after an hour.
 
 
 
 The Cab rolled into a parking bay circulating the Manor's frontage, gaudily decorated with a gigantic statue of a sea-shelled Aphrodite in her radiant glory, ejaculating two streams of water from her nipples. As Gwen's cab pulled up at the front door, a suited, black-visored guard threw a fifty through the driver side window before opening the door for Gwen.
 
 YES! Fifty bucks SAVED. Gwen mentally fist-pumped the air.
 
 It was impossible to read the guard's expression behind the glasses censoring his face, so Gwen instead turned to regard the estate.
 
 An extensive property of about two thousand square-meters, her uncle’s Manor had a harbour facing frontage. The manor was a freestanding sanctuary of exclusivity, space and opulence. The modern facade of the estate possessed four open levels bathed in natural light, with floors dressed in French oak and walls in antique-white.
 
 “Please follow me, Ma’am,” the guard intoned with reverence, taken aback by Gwen's feminine presence. Gwen followed, noting the prevalence of dark-suited men patrolling the compound.
 
 I guess Yue’s not burning this house down, Gwen remarked sourly. What the hell did her uncle do anyway? The bloody mansion reminded her of a mafioso movie set.
 
 “GWEN! MY LOVELY NIECE!”
 
 A voice like rolling thunder boomed across the hallway. Gwen stiffened as all eyes in the room shifted toward her, pinning her with their hawkish gaze.
 
 Well shit, so much for subtlety. Gwen sighed internally.
 
 “Uncle! I missed you so much,” she sang out thrillingly, hoping the effort was sensational enough to satisfy her uncle.
 
 Kwan Huang was a giant of a man, made larger than life by his preference for loose polo shirts and baggy pants. Overweight and overbearing, Kwan roved and loomed wherever he went. Unlike Gwen's mother, Kwan appeared to have gained the lion’s share of the Huang's South East Asian heritage inherited from their Grandfather. The man's face was one that gave an air of benevolence, but beneath which hid a chilling ruthlessness. In the years since the family’s rise to riches, Kwan had gotten fat and bulbous: not thick in the way that white men grew heavy, with their beer-bellies, but swelling like a durian, with spikes to match.
 
 Her uncle came on like a storm. Gwen felt his uninvited, mitt-sized hands wrap around her rips, lifting her with ease off the ground as he pressed the air from her ribcage. The upward draft caused her skirt to hoist dangerously, forcing Gwen to pat down her hem lest the audience enjoyed a free show.
 
 When she became sufficiently disorientated by the embarrassment, he set her down facing the crowd of stickybeaked onlookers.
 
 “Beautiful!” He bellowed, a little puffed out from the performance. “I remember doing that when you were a little girl, but you’re a young lady now, Gwen.”
 
 “I’ve missed you, Uncle.”
 
 Kwan then slipped an arm around her elbow and towed her behind him. In the open living room, the assembly of guests intensely scrutinised the tall blue flower bewilderingly brought into their midst.
 
 “Helena's been hiding you from us hmm?” Kwan announced jovially. His arm was as strong as a bear's. “I heard the good news, Gwen. You don’t know how happy that makes me.”
 
 “It’s nothing, Uncle.” Gwen tried to retrieve the arm she'd lost to a bear trap. She tried keeping up with her long striding uncle; her heels making progress both awkward and painful.
 
 “Bosh! You are the best thing that has happened to us for a long time,” her uncle noted. “Except Richard of course, but that’s old news.”
 
 “How is Aunty doing?”
 
 “Well, very well. Tali's with a client at the moment, but you’ll see her soon enough. She has been asking about you nonstop since the news broke.” Kwan’s voice had a kind of projective force to it, giving Gwen the impression that he never spoke to just one person.
 
 Soon, they seemed to have reached their first stop.
 
 “Patrick! My boy! Come here. I want you to meet the belle of the ball!”
 
 Gwen watched a young man saunter toward them. 'Patrick' wore a dawn-tinted shirt paired with grey, herringbone pants and brown leather oxfords.
 
 “Kwan, is THIS the niece you were boasting? She’s stunning! Stunning I tell you!” An older man’s eyes roved up and down Gwen’s body, making her skin crawl. “Patrick, come and greet Gwen, show some of those gentlemanly manners I’ve been paying through the nose for.”
 
 “My lady.” Patrick bowed. Gwen marvelled that his hair didn’t move a millimetre.
 
 “Gwen.” Gwen returned a curtsy. Her mother loved curtsies.
 
 Patrick’s eyes could have shot sparks.
 
 “Patrick Oliver.” He offered her an arm.
 
 Kwan’s grin extended from ear to ear.
 
 “Not so soon!” He roared with laughter, joined by the older European businessman. “We still got the round to make. After that, you young people can get privately acquainted.”
 
 And make the rounds they did.
 
 Gwen met an assortment of young men anxious for her company, joined by a few girls whose eyes weren't nearly so friendly. There were younger children present too, but they were far too interested in chasing one another around the house.
 
 “Looking a little too eager there Derrick!” Kwan roared as he and yet another older man shook and slapped one another on the back.
 
 The young man who introduced himself as Derrick had a lean and hungry look about him that made Gwen uncomfortable. The boy wasn't bad looking, possessing a firm jaw and a compact body, brown eyes and cropped hair that screamed Military cadet. Gwen recalled that Derrick's father had stated the boy was a Cadet, no wonder Gwen's exposed skin overstimulated the repressed soldier. At any rate, it was hard to tell, but the boy did try to pull Gwen toward him when they shook, and Uncle Kwan was forced to cough discourteously, which made Derrick's father flustered and irate.
 
 When finally all the introductions were finished, Kwan released Gwen into the middle of his spacious living room. She levelled her dress and felt the noon sun providing much-needed warmth over her bare legs.
 
 Perhaps if Gwen were an actual teenager, she would have enjoyed the attention, the flattery, but knowing what she knew, she felt nought but self-loathing. Kwan's booming voice came from within the house.
 
 “Gwen, a demonstration please! Your best spell!”
 
 Gwen moved towards her uncle, who pulled her onto a dais that placed her at the centre of the middle deck.
 
 I feel like a showroom model, Gwen reflected sardonically. Here we have my fat uncle, who I am convinced is a right bastard.
 
 To her surprise, a series of targets appeared in the bay some thirty metres away, rising from the sea to form little dummies roughly the size and shape of a man. She looked around the room and sensed the presence of Conjuration magic.
 
 “Gwen, your very best!” Uncle Kwan’s eyes met her own. An understanding passed between them. The display was not a request.
 
 Well, this is why I am here. Gwen rationalised her show pony actuality. She told herself to bear with it. Delay until she can figure something out.
 
 “Of course, Uncle,” she replied with a smile.
 
 Gwen turned to the targets and used the refractory method taught by Alesia to ping the spatial latitude and longitude of her quarry. She opened up her Evocation conduits and allowed the familiar feeling to envelop her mana conduits.
 
 “Guiding Bolt!” She incanted theatrically. From the blue above a bolt of purple ion struck the watery targets, dissipating into the water.
 
 The crowd nodded with satisfaction. So it was true, the girl did possess a rare talent in high-tier lightning.
 
 “Blast Bolt!” Gwen channelled more than half of her reserve, sending a tempest of cobalt bolts into the target, sending the water into a frenzy of emerald-white fissures. A small tsunami washed over the concrete seawall facing the property, bowling over the garden’s prized azaleas.
 
 The assembly erupted into thunderous applause.
 
 “Beautiful!” Uncle Kwan announced again, raising a toast to his darling niece.
 
 A smudge of rouge appeared and faded from Gwen’s cheeks as she recovered, casting her inadvertently in a more feminine light. The applause continued for some time; without a drink to toast, Gwen curtsied once again before fleeing the platform.
 
 Some distance away, in the privacy of the garden, she caught her breath. Her head throbbed, combining a migraine with a feeling of vertigo. Quizzically, she felt unusually hungry and parched.
 
 “It’s good to see you.”
 
 Gwen twirled to face the new voice and found it to be the familiar face of Kwan's wife. Aunt Tali was an unassuming looking woman of tremendous ability; said by many to be the sole reasons for the rise of House Huang. She was a shrewd businesswoman, well connected, always smiling and amiable in her memory.
 
 There was a young man beside her. Tall like her Uncle, lean of body, clean shaven with a pair of horned-rim glasses, giving off a jovial air, as though laughing at a joke only he could comprehend. The young man was Richard Huang, the prevailing heir, the hopes and dreams of House Huang.
 
 Gwen knew OF his cousin but had only met him twice. Richard awoke in his early teens to the School of Conjuration. Every other monthly dinner, Helena would bitterly complain that Richard was slated for greatness at Prince’s, while Gwen was a squib.
 
 Then, after a melodramatic sigh, Helena would regard her daughter as though she was mentally disabled, shaking her head tragically. Gwen's response was to flee home and bury her head in her pillow until she water-boarded herself with tears.
 
 Studying his cousin with intense interest, Richard opened his mouth to speak.
 
 “Both the blonde dickhead and the depressing jarhead are from Princes.” He coolly observed. “They should be useful to you in school if you go to Lilith's, their family is well connected. Don't be surprised if they get a little handsy though. They're virgins.”
 
 What? Gwen blinked. Were her ears deceiving her?
 
 “Richard, be nicer to your cousin!” Aunty Tali stabbed her son in the foot with her kitten heels. “Say something nice.”
 
 “Nice dress,” Richard replied in the same tone, then seemed to remember that he needed to say something nice about Gwen too. “Nice legs.”
 
 “…” Aunty looked apologetically at Gwen, “Richard doesn’t hang around with many girls, Prince's is an all-boys school.”
 
 “It’s alright aunty.” Gwen sidled closer to Richard, curious as to acquire an unexpected ally. “Do you like my dress? It's a Miu-Miu.”
 
 She twirled before him, the hem lifting little from the centrifugal force. She watched his eyes shift up and down, his attention moving from her heels to her legs, to her waist and finally back to her eyes.
 
 “You are stunning,” Richard stated, his demeanour slipping just a tad before correcting himself. "I like you, Cousin Gwen."
 
 “You're certainly charming, Gwen.” Aunty nodded approvingly, her eyes feasting on her niece. “I have no idea why your mother has such impeccable taste for your dresses, but never for herself…”
 
 Gwen chuckled. She had no idea if Aunty Tali was genuine in her speech or just playing along, but she felt far more comfortable speaking to her than to her uncle, who gave the distinct impression he was trying to hawk her to the highest bidder.
 
 “Is mother here?” Gwen asked.
 
 “Not on her life, no.” Tali smiled. ”Don’t mind it; you know she can’t stand these things. Half of these young men’s fathers duelled to be her fiancee back way when. There is no way she would want to meet their spouses."
 
 “How about you, Richard?” Gwen pivoted to Richard, happy that her mother was absent. "How's life?"
 
 “I am a Prefect,” Richard spoke in the manner of someone rattling off the weather. It was only his eyes that betrayed a keen intelligence. “I am looking forward to bigger things as well, such as the Selection for the Four Houses.”
 
 “That’s wonderful Richard,” Gwen cooed at him. She rather liked the young man and his guileless manner of speaking.
 
 “Richard, you better let your cousin go before someone duels you.” Aunty pointed to a half a dozen young men waiting in the gardens to speak to Gwen. “Not that anyone would stand a chance against you, ha!"
 
 “Their abilities are subpar,” intoned Richard with the surety of a sage. “They spend too much time whoring and drinking. Gwen should beware. Maybe she should be my companion instead. What do you say, jailbait?”
 
 “Richard!” Aunty Tali gave him another heel-in-foot.
 
 “They make excellent social currency though.” Richard seemed unable to stop himself. “I wouldn't let them get too comfortable, but you could benefit by playing along.”
 
 Holy shit, Richard is a wunderkind, Gwen found herself gazing upon her cousin with genuine wonder. How bloody talented do you have to be to survive an aristocratic school of assholes with a mouth like that?
 
 Growling, Tali took Richard away, leaving Gwen alone in the garden. Within a minute, young men flocked to the pale blue rose, each one a desirous bee buzzing for her attention. Patrick was the ‘blonde’, so it seemed, and Derrick was the ‘jarhead’. Richard did indeed possess an eye for detail.
 
 “So, my dad manages the Suncorp Energy Division.” Patrick began an exposition about his family and his connections in the manner of a man trying to hawk snake oil.
 
 When she told them that she attended Blackwattle, the boys became flabbergasted. Small talk came and went, flitting from topics of Spellcraft to competition, politics to the latest trends. The wide range of issues made Gwen awkwardly aware of just how little she knew about the world outside Blackwattle. To these elite academy youngsters, she truly was a Frontier bumpkin.
 
 “You must be thirsty, let me get you a drink.” Patrick volunteered.
 
 “Thanks, Patrick.” She nodded courteously at him. "Could I trouble you for some canapès as well?"
 
 Patrick waltzed away happily.
 
 God, I am famished, Gwen caught a smidgen of bile in on her tongue. Hopefully, Patrick could make good on his promise.
 
 "!"
 
 Someone was breathing down her neck.
 
 What the fuck? Gwen spun so quickly that when she tried to turn on her back foot, her heel caught on a wayward boot, causing her to lose her balance. Before she could recover, a pair of invasive hands cupped her waist, pulling them closer towards their owner. When Gwen finally caught herself, she found herself in the midst of being roughly manhandled by Derek, whose face was flushed with excitement, and whose hands were taking on a wandering quality.
 
 Resist. RESIST. Gwen screamed internally. DON’T BLOW HIM UP.
 
 She imagined herself NOT channelling mana, NOT allowing her Evocation Sigil to flare up, NOT turning Derek into a white-hot human torch.
 
 Derek seemed pleased with his suave manoeuvre. Seeing that Gwen was unresisting and had her eyes half-closed, he assumed her a willing participant.
 
 A wayward hand cupped her buttcheek.
 
 Someone besides them chuckled.
 
 Well, fuck it. Gwen reached for the offending limb.
 
 "Ligh-!"
 
 “Whoa there, Tiger!” A piercing voice like a chorus of archangels rang out across the garden with the clarion clarity. “You must never touch a lady without her permission!”
 
 Gwen turned to see the heartening appearance of Alesia, her instructor, striding radiantly on red stiletto heels, floating across the French oak floors like a flaming flower.
 
 Derek withdrew his hands, looking downcast guiltily.
 
 “Begone, Cadet, before you disappear permanently.” Alesia's rebuke snapped across Derek's face like a whip. Derek fled like a man on fire.
 
 Patrick, who had been returning in a huff with drinks in hand, performed a sterling exemplar of an about-turn and disappeared into the house.
 
 “My, my!” Uncle Kwan’s booming voice echoed across the room. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
 “Boss Huang,” Alesia answered sardonically, hinting at her disdain.
 
 “Kwan will do,” Gwen’s uncle replied. “Hell, the Scarlet Sorceress can call me whatever she wants.”
 
 “Miss De Botton.” Aunty joined them cautiously.
 
 “I love your propaganda Vids,” Richard joined the fray. “I am a fan.”
 
 “Why thank you, Richard.” Alesia beamed.
 
 Gwen remained silent, imagining herself polymorphed into a mouse.Tali and Alesia made meaningless small talk until finally, Kwan felt offended enough to cut to the chase.




 
 The red Alfa must have moved a dozen meters in the last ten minutes.




 
 Gwen and her companions were up at the first light, awoken by the Message which began to play on their devices.
 
 “Good morning students. Your first objective: proceed to Zeta as indicated on your map and return with the marker. Scores are rewarded for the number of encounters, the speed of progress and the number of kills. The maximum allowance for this task is Two Days. Good Hunting!”
 
 So the party's first task was a Purge, Gwen exhaled. It was the most common quest given to Mages by Frontier governing bodies.
 
 In places where the Wildlands overlap Human cities, Magical Beasts must be routinely exterminated to prevent the accumulation of mana that gave rise to bigger, stronger beasts. This was because neglect towards the self-perpetuating creatures of the Wildlands inevitably led to a Beast Wave; a tsunami of flesh, teeth and claw ranging from numberless swarmlings to Titan class monstrosities.
 
 After the WWII, Cryptozoologists determined that if a region was regularly ‘burnt off’, elemental mana, as well as tears into the Elemental Planes could be dispersed. Furthermore, the harvesting of Creature Cores, a resource for empowering human artifice, made frequent Purges a necessity of industry.
 
 In a resource-rich Frontier region like Sydney, specialist Hunter-Killer parties set out deep into the Wildlands, searching for rarer game. Closer to the cities, low ranking Mages engaged in large-scale canvasing of Green and Orange Zones.
 
 Before they set off, the party stowed excess gear in elevated shelters as it wasn't uncommon for creatures to be attracted to food and equipment left behind by human Adventurers.
 
 “Marching order.” Jun watched his teammates move into place.
 
 As the crow flies, Zeta was only half a day away. In reality, the terrain involved descending into a gorge to reach the opposite saddle. Still, the party was confident that they could retrieve the objective flag at Zeta and return to camp by nightfall.
 
 “Just like we practised,” Jun implored his companions. “Let's move out!”
 
 Gwen told herself to relax her pinched nerves. Sleeping in the humpy gave her insomnia, the insects kept her awake, and she had a sore back from sleeping on her side.
 
 I could kill for a latte, Gwen inwardly grumbled. If we could ambush a pack of double-shot flat-white, it would be perfect.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The group's first encounter happened only half-an-hour later.
 
 “Stop. Twelve O`clock. Small. A dozen, give or take.”
 
 Christ! A dozen? A surge of adrenaline shook Gwen from her stupor. The group paused in its tracks, waiting for the oncoming of whatever Henley predicted to be ahead. Remaining in formation, the party hid behind cover, staying perfectly still, taking advantage of the thick Blue Gums.
 
 The foliage soon revealed, as anticipated, Goblinoids, or more precisely, Gobs, nasty little things born from rot and fungi, a half-formed, semi-sentient Goblinoid. This area of the Coastal Track was thick with motes of Earth and Water mana and thus, served as a hallowed breeding ground for these little creatures. That was the reason for the fire trail on which the team travelled; every so often, the Frontier Militia sent down kill-teams to ‘back burn’ the region.
 
 Even though Jun was standing no more than three metres from one of them, half his face visibly sweating, the Gobs appeared to ignore him, appearing preoccupied with baser instincts elsewhere.
 
 “…” The Abjurer made the gesture for AoE.
 
 “Barrage!” Yue incanted, and from above the creatures fell a shower of fiery death.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 “Ice Field!” Jun snuffed the last of Yue's fires,
 
 The others watched Elvia dig through the corpses for Creature Cores; their healer was trained in suturing and triage, and apparently, also in butchery.
 
 Their first official combat. Ten vicious little Gobs.
 
 Henley reported their body count back to base.
 
 Gwen studied the humanoid creatures, observing Elvia's work. Gobs were humanoid in shape but shared little in common with terrestrial animals of non-magical origin. Though their bodies possessed a skeleton, muscle fibres, as well as green ichor for blood, they had tiny brains more akin to jagged crystal than flesh.
 
 Gingerly, Elvia extracted a bulbous sack, sliced it open, then sighed as she poured shattered shards of the creature's Core.
 
 Gwen choked down a gulp of bile. Even in her old world, she never liked going to the butchers directly. She preferred buying meat that was prepackaged, or better yet, ready cooked.
 
 Elvia washed her hands using water from Yue’s canteen. Without a water Mage, the group opted to create ice in their metal canteens via Jun, then had Yue warm the metal containers.
 
 “Don't worry. Let's keep going.”
 
 The party's next encounter consisted of terrific little insects known as Stirges, dangerous bloodsucking things that lived deep in the gullies, emerging only to feed.
 
 “Incoming! Three O'Clock! Closest to Yue!” By the time Henley delivered his warning, the buzzing din was upon them.
 
 Jun immediately laid down his best Shield, a stacking array of three ice membranes which completely covered Yue, while leaving enough visibility for her to be still casting spells. As a brittle element, Ice functioned more effectively as reactive armour.
 
 The first Stirge struck the ice shield with the force of a spear fired from a ballista, piercing the first layer before hitting the second. The second and third flew around the shield array and tried to stab Yue with its serrated syringe. The detour, however, had slowed its movements enough for Yue to strike.
 
 "Flaming Hands!"
 
 A flash of fire smothered the left flank of their formation, blasting a Stirge from the air with a magnificent pyrotechnic display. Another Stirge slammed into Yue's Blast Shield, trigging the reactive surface, sending it skittering to one side.
 
 "Blast Bolt!"
 
 A quick lightning-charged missile snapped the third, tearing it limb from limb. Jun summoned another Ice Shield and crushed the first between the two layers. The second, which Yue had seared, flopped about before finally succumbing to the heat, cooked in its carapace.
 
 With the adrenaline of the moment dying with the embers, Gwen surveyed her party for injury. Shockingly, a scrabbling claw had swiped Yue's shoulder, causing her to bleed profusely.
 
 “Yue!” Gwen took her friend by the arm. "Oh my God! Are you alright?"
 
 “It's fine," Yue winced. "One of its forelegs must have nicked me when it did the fly-by.”
 
 “I got this, don’t worry.” Elvia used the canteen to flush the wound of contaminants. Gwen flinched as though she was the one with the flesh wound.
 
 “Healing Word!”
 
 The Party watched as Yue's flesh wound mended. Such was the boon of having a healer on the team. Without Elvia, they would have had to stop for first aid. Had the wound been worse, perhaps retreat to the base camp and calling it a day.
 
 As Yue recovered, Elvia dissected the insects.
 
 The bugs were better fleshed out, with a full complement of what Gwen expected in a drone-sized vermin.
 
 “Giant mosquitos,” Yue whistled, giving her arm a stretch. One’s muscles always ached and throbbed after a healing spell. “What Challenge Rating are those things?”
 
 “Tier 2, about as bad as it gets here.”
 
 The group regarded the long, gangly limbs of the disgusting mosquito things. The serrated barbs had unseamed Yue's flesh like a keen knife.
 
 “Keep going,” Yue urged.
 
 The group found themselves roving through packs of Gobs for the next three hours, though the unarmed creatures proved little to no challenge. Discovered or otherwise, the critters plod and plough towards them like lemmings, heedless of the barrages laid down by Yue and Gwen.
 
 “Where are they all going?” Yue asked no one in particular, “I think we just hit a century after the last pack.”
 
 Gwen shrugged. Who knew what mysteries the Wildland held? Maybe a mass migration? Breeding season? Did these things even follow the laws of nature?
 
 “How far is Zeta from us now?”
 
 “About half-an-hour.”
 
 “One sec,” Yue asked for the group to halt. “I am all clammy.”
 
 Out of the five in the group, it was Yue who had the worst stamina. Jun was already carrying some of Yue’s food packs. The Fire Mage peeled off her jacket and tied it around her waist. Feeling flushed, Gwen likewise packed her windbreaker.
 
 “Shush,” Henley interjected suddenly. “I sense incoming.”
 
 The group fanned out, crouching to lower the visibility of their profiles.
 
 “Medium mass, Five O Clock, Fire at wi-”
 
 In the next moment, a grey blur blasted past Jun, who had been taking point while Yue was changing.
 
 “Shit! SHIELD!” Henley shouted.
 
 There was insufficient time to react, and so Jun constructed three semi-sphere shields in front of Yue, Gwen and Elvia. Their assailant, however, had no interest in the girls. Instead, it made a beeline for the being that had detected it - the Diviner.
 
 A silhouette the size of a motorcycle balled into Henley, instantly shattering his feeble mana shield and pushing all the air from his lungs. His world spun, his ribs cracked, and he flew.
 
 The other four watched their friend launch into the air like a cannonball, his flailing form performing several pirouettes before tumbling down like a rag doll.
 
 The grey blur stopped in its tracts, revealing itself to be a wolf-like creature with bristles like porcupines. Its muscular limbs dug deeply into the turf, hinting at its speed and power.
 
 “Henley!” Jun cursed.
 
 “Darragh!” Henley hollered back. He was alive; the part