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A Brief Refresher


Damien and Sylph spent their summer in Ardenford. While they managed to spend a little time getting a much-needed break and growing closer, fate had other plans in store. After dealing with some trouble, Damien and Sylph return to Blackmist and begin preparing for an excursion to Forsad, an old city full of artifacts.

Due to Henry’s lovable and perfectly justifiable inquisitive nature, they end up making unlikely allies with Quinlan, a Year Four student from Mountain Hall. She seems to have hidden motives, but as far as Damien can tell, they’ve got nothing to do with him.

The excursion into Forsad is led by Derrod, Damien’s throbbing prick of a father. The tension between the two continues to grow and—of course—Second ends up showing his ugly face during the excursion. After a violent fight, Damien throws both himself and Second into the Void in a desperate attempt to save the others.

He succeeds, but is trapped in the Void for an unknown amount of time. Then, he decides he’s fed up with waiting around and, with a little help from Moon, shatters the limits of his mortality and drops a badass one-liner before strolling back into the Mortal Plane to see how badly things have gotten screwed up in his absence.

Also—the author screwed up and said Damien and Sylph were Year Threes at several points in the previous book. He strongly resembles a goat and should be treated as such. One without a nice hat.

—Henry


Chapter
One



Black light spilled out over the sand covering the floor of Blackmist’s arena. The color seeped out of the world in a small ring, and Damien stepped out from within it, his runes burning with magic.

“I’ve cloaked your magic,” Herald whispered within Damien’s mind, making him flinch involuntarily. “Bide your time and observe. If you will be fighting against Second, I will aid you. For now.”

Damien didn’t want to push his luck, so he didn’t respond.

Sylph and Delph stood across from Whisp. The shackles still hung from Sylph’s wrists, and Derrod hovered off to the side, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Between all of them stood Nolan, his green armor shimmering with magic.

“Sylph is on our side,” Nolan said, not budging from his spot. “She’s no threat to the school, nor is Damien.”

“Damien is not our current concern,” Whisp said. “Sylph is riddled with Corruption. There’s almost as much of it within her as human.”

“Her body was rebuilt with the parts of Corrupted monsters,” Delph grumbled. “You’re wasting our time, Whisp. We should be training, not interrogating our soldiers.”

“She has the same power as the enemy,” Derrod growled. “The girl is a threat to the kingdom. She could be working for the Corruption.”

“She also fought it to a standstill from what I recall in your report,” Delph pointed out. “Why would she do that? We’ve been over this, you pompous asshole.”

“Exactly,” Derrod said, thrusting a finger in Sylph’s direction. “How could a Year Two possibly stand against such a powerful creature? It was almost certainly an act. They’re trying to work their agents into our midst.”

“I know Sylph. She’s on our side,” Nolan insisted. “She’s never done anything to hurt Blackmist or the kingdom. It doesn’t matter what her magic is or how she got it. You have no right to do anything to her. She’s protected by the laws of the kingdom.”

“I’m the one who decides how those laws are enforced,” Derrod ground out, his gaze narrowing as he stepped forward. “Make no mistake, Gray. You are only present because you claimed right to oversee the interview as a high noble. You have no sway over this.”

“You’d do well to respect the strength of my house, Stormsword.”

“And you’d do well to remember you don’t yet control your house, Gray.”

“Enough,” Whisp said. “Derrod, stop bickering with a child. We need to come to a decision. The girl doesn’t seem to hold any ill will against the school, but the fact remains that she’s Corrupted in all but name. I don’t know if we can let her roam around safely.”

“I’m not letting you lock my most promising student up because of fear,” Delph drawled. “The other one killed himself to keep her alive, and I plan to honor that.”

“Are you insinuating you’d fight for her life?” Derrod asked, drawing the sword partially from its sheath. “You would go against the word of the queen?”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about the queen,” Delph said with a laugh. “Try me. I’m in a bad mood.”

“You’ve never beat me in a fight,” Derrod said. “You’ll die.”

Delph reached out into the open air. A gray portal opened before his hand, and he drew out a large, double-bladed axe. The artifact exuded such a killing aura that Damien nearly tripped over his own feet. “I’ll cheat.”

“Delph, how do you still have that?” Whisp asked, looking more annoyed than angry. “That belongs to the school.”

“What can I say? You shouldn’t have assigned security to me.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Whisp muttered. She looked more exhausted than anything else, and Damien almost couldn’t blame her.

“Enough of this,” Derrod said. Blue lightning crackled to life in his hand. “You claim that my son and his companion were the ones who rebuilt the girl, but the boy is dead and his companion can’t be trusted. For the safety of the kingdom, we must act.”

Damien had heard enough. He wrapped up the rage seething in his chest and Warp Stepped, appearing between Derrod and Sylph.

Nolan let out a startled yelp, and Whisp cursed, a purple shield springing out around her. Derrod’s eyes widened, but he recovered almost instantly. “Who are you?”

“I don’t look that different, Derrod,” Damien growled. “What in the Planes do you think you’re doing? Why is Sylph on trial? You should be hunting the Corruption not wasting time here.”

“Would you look at that,” Delph asked, rubbing his chin with one hand and tilting his head to the side. “Didn’t think you were still kicking it. Where have you been? You missed a lot of class, you know. Can you even imagine all the homework I’m going to have to assign you to get you caught up?”

“Around,” Damien replied, not taking his eyes off Derrod. “I got a little lost.”

“You fell into a portal with Second,” Derrod said. “I saw it happen. There’s no way you could have fought him off.”

“And yet, here I am.”

“Can you explain what happened with Sylph?” Whisp asked, eyeing Damien warily. “And how did you survive that fight? Derrod is correct, you should not have been able to beat that Corrupted monster.”

“We got separated as soon as we fell through the portal.” Energy crackled around Damien’s body as he struggled to restrain his anger completely. “And it sounds like you already heard the story. Sylph got badly injured on the quest that you sent us on, so my companion saved her life. End of story.”

“Or you died when you fell through that portal and are now a puppet of the Corruption,” Derrod said. “We have no way to know if you’re truly who you say you are. Even if you are. What are those tattoos on you?”

“I’ll have to object to that,” Nolan said, finally finding his voice again. “This meeting was called in regard to Sylph not Damien. His identity is not currently under question.”

“He appeared out of nowhere after going missing for weeks,” Derrod snapped. “Stop playing, Gray. This is the real world. Politics don’t matter when the kingdom is in danger.”

“From my view, the person in this circle putting it at most risk is you,” Nolan replied, confidence building in his tone. “Damien and Sylph have never done anything to indicate they are acting against the kingdom’s interests, and Delph said they were actively hunting the Corruption last summer. Your accusations are unfounded.”

“If Damien can vouch that she isn’t Corrupted as well, I’m inclined to believe him,” Whisp said. “I can feel his magical energy. This is Damien not a replacement. We’ve humored your request to keep her shackled this long, but she’s made no attempt to escape. I think Delph is right. For once.”

Derrod bared his teeth and let the magic flicker out from his fingertips. “You’re all fools. I’ll be reporting to the queen about this.”

“Try reporting to your wife instead,” Delph said, leaning against the axe. “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to know you were an inch from trying to kill your son and his girlfriend.”

Derrod vanished in a shower of blue sparks. Whisp sighed and shook her head. “I’m losing my mind, Delph. Where is Dean Happenstance? I can’t deal with this anymore.”

“He probably got lost. He’ll turn up eventually,” Delph said with a shrug. “Don’t feel too bad. You’re not the worst dean I’ve seen. Maybe the second or third.”

“You try keeping everyone safe,” Whisp snapped. “It’s not very easy when my students are affiliated with the Void and the Corruption. It’s even harder when my professor knows about that and chooses not to tell me!”

“I prefer Damien alive,” Delph said. “And he’s not with the Void.”

“Please, just don’t start,” Whisp said, raising a hand. “A month ago, I would have ensured the boy executed to protect the Mortal Plane. Now…I’m not sure we can spare the manpower. This is your responsibility, Delph. I’ll try to keep the pressure off them, but there’s only so much I can do. If any of the other deans or the queen push too hard, I’m going to have to give.”

“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” Delph said.

“I’m sure. Now, put the damn axe back.” Whisp rubbed her brow. “I need a drink. Deal with the kids. I expect a full report in three days.”

“It’ll be on your desk,” Delph said. “As soon as I can find the last quill you gave me. I threw it away, so it might take a while.”

Whisp shook her head and snapped her fingers. The cuffs fell off Sylph, and Whisp launched into the sky. Nolan stared after her, then slowly turned to Damien.

“I——Later, I think,” the noble boy decided, turning around. “Fill me in if it’s something you can share. I’m glad you’re not dead, though.”

He walked out of the arena, leaving the three alone.

Delph’s expression softened once Nolan left. “I wasn’t so convinced you’d be coming back, Damien. What happened? Henry said you were still alive, but we were starting to lose hope.”

“Second and I were separated, and I landed in the Void,” Damien said. Hissing purple magic wound into the bracelet on his wrist, and it shattered, its smoking pieces clattering to the ground at his feet. “I can fill you in later. Why isn’t Sylph talking, though? What did they do to her?”

Delph glanced at Sylph and laughed. He waved his hand, and her body morphed, the color fading from it as she turned gray. With a small puff, Havel unraveled himself and shot over to Delph, throwing the other cloak off the man in the process.

“She isn’t here. When I heard Derrod was going to try to look into her, I had Havel take her place for a little. Sylph doesn’t have time to waste with these fools right now. None of us do.”

Damien blinked. “But…I saw her wearing the cuffs and sparring you some time ago. What was that about, then?”

“You saw us? How?” Delph asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Magic portal,” Damien replied as if that explained everything.

“Ah. Of course,” Delph said dryly. “I’m sure you’ll tell me more, but I suspect I’m not the main thing on your mind right now. I swapped Havel for Sylph after Whisp put the cuffs on her. She’s in your normal room with Henry. We added an extra safe room for her to use. I trust you can find it.”

“I’ll make do.”

“Then, find me once you’re settled back in. We have a lot to discuss.” Delph inclined his head, and Havel warped around him, swallowing the professor in a gray sphere. When it faded, Delph was gone.

Damien Warp Stepped out of the arena and set a brisk pace back toward the mountain and his room.

He reached it a short while later, practically throwing the door open when he arrived. The room looked completely empty and untouched, as if it hadn’t changed since the last time he’d seen it.

Damien scanned the stone walls as he walked into the training rooms, searching for any sign of Sylph.

Everything looked the same. There were no clear trapdoors or missing pieces in the wall to give any indication that an extra room had been added.

“I suppose it’s better this way, or it wouldn’t have held up against anyone else for very long,” Damien muttered to himself.

He extended a tendril of mental energy, running it along the walls. He paused as strands of Ether lit all around him. It hadn’t been that long since he’d last seen it, but the breath caught in his throat.

Damien drew as much of the energy into his Core as he could, basking in the feeling of the magic running through his body.

The feeling passed, and Damien shook his head, dismissing the excess Ether and rechecking the room for any hidden paths.

Around a corner in the back left of the room, the strands of Ether seemed to warp slightly. Damien’s brow furrowed, and he walked over to it. He gently plucked one of the strands with his mental energy, and it immediately gave.

A portion of the wall shimmered and faded in a puff of gray energy, revealing a roughly hewn pathway down. Delph’s magic, no doubt.

Damien slipped into it, keeping his balance on the wall with his hand as he descended. Faint light from runes covering the walls guided his way.

The path ended at a circular room. Sylph sat in meditation on ragged bed in the room’s center, green and black magic swirling around her.

As soon as Damien set foot inside the room, Sylph’s eyes snapped open.

Henry materialized beside her with a gleeful cackle.

“See? He’s alive! I told you!”

“If I recall correctly, I had to remind you of that a few times,” Sylph said, getting to her feet. “I was getting really worried, Damien. Henry couldn’t figure out where you were, and Delph wasn’t having any luck either. What happened? And what about Herald? Did you manage to seal it again?”

“It’s a long story,” Damien said. “What about you? What happened after I fell into the portal with Second?”

“It’s a long story,” Sylph replied, the corner of her mouth quirking up in a grin. She nodded to her makeshift bed.

The two sat down, and Henry slipped back into Damien’s shadow, filling the hole that had been present ever since he’d fallen through his portal.

After Henry set up a sound barrier around them, Damien told Sylph everything that had happened after he’d fallen into the Void.

She listened with wide eyes, and the only interruptions were Henry’s occasional baffled mutterings.

“So, Herald is on our side now?” Sylph asked once he’d finished.

“I’m not sure if I’d go that far,” Damien replied. “I think it is just doing anything it can to destroy the Corruption and, right now, it benefits from working with me.”

“That’s better than nothing,” Sylph said. “But one thing still doesn’t make sense. How did you travel from the Void to the Mortal Plane so quickly? It took Henry thousands of years.”

“I think it’s something to do with these runes,” Damien replied, raising a hand. The lines running across it darkened and shifted, forming a new set of inscriptions on his skin. “They aren’t normal runes. I’m not even convinced they are runes. I understand parts of what they do, and I think I’ve somehow been connected with the Void itself.”

“Damien is right, and it’s very concerning,” Henry said quietly. “I was worried about the effects of casting Void magic on your mind, so I did a little snooping around. There isn’t a single trace of Void magic warping you. Instead, it’s like you are the Void. You’re wrapped in it like a blanket. I can’t determine exactly what effect it’s going to have on you.”

“Any effect would be worth the trade,” Damien said, clenching his fist. “I needed to get back here.”

“I’m not arguing,” Henry said. “I like Sylph, but things just aren’t right if I can’t head back to your mind at the end of the day. I got things all organized in there just the way I like them. Sylph’s soul keeps trying to reject me.’

“I think it’s more that the Corruption inside me is drawn to consume power,” Sylph said with a grim smile. “But I’m glad to have Damien back as well.”


Chapter
Two



“I couldn’t have returned without your ring,” Damien said, running his thumb alongside it. “I had no idea there was Ether in it.”

“It was just a bauble,” Sylph admitted. “I had no idea how useful it would be. We’re really lucky that vendor was in town or who knows what would have happened.”

“I’d rather not think about it,” Damien said. He paused for a moment. “And there’s one more thing. It’s about Moon.”

“Did you find him?” Sylph asked.

“Not exactly. I think he’s dead,” Damien replied. “Kind of, at least.”

“What does that mean?”

“Unless I’ve seriously missed something, I think Moon was me, just from a previous Cycle. We looked exactly the same.”

Sylph stared at him. When it became clear that Damien was serious, she shook her head in disbelief.

“How is that possible? I thought all mortals were killed when the Cycle reset.” Sylph frowned. “You’re sure it wasn’t an illusion or disguise of some sort?”

“Pretty sure. He seemed to know about me, and he’s the one that messed with everything to get things where they are now. We also looked identical when I saw his face, aside from some runes and a little age. Unfortunately, he really didn’t tell me what his actual goals were beyond stopping the Void and the Corruption.”

Sylph rocked back and ran her hands through her hair. “Planes, Damien. So…if he’s you, does that mean you’re going to become Moon? How can he even be you? Henry talked about that whole Cycle thing, but how can you be here now if there’s a previous version of you running around?”

Damien shook his head. “I wish I knew the answer to any of those things.”

“Why is it that every time we get a few answers, all we end up with is more questions?” Sylph asked. She paused a moment, then put a hand on his shoulder. “In the end, it doesn’t matter. You’re still Damien. Maybe more of his stuff has information you can use?”

“Thanks, Sylph. And it’s possible, but I don’t know where I’d look, and I’m not eager to return to the void.”

“That’s more than understandable. I don’t want you to either——not if we can avoid it.”

“But now it’s your turn. What happened once I fell into the Void?”

“Derrod cleaned up the rest of the Corruption and spent some time trying to find you,” Sylph said, pressing her lips together. “Maybe an hour. Obviously, he found nothing. He declared you’d been killed by the Corruption, then put me under arrest claiming I was working with Second. Quinlan and some other students tried to protest, but he ignored them. Derrod just gathered all the other students up and brought them through a portal back to Blackmist.”

Damien’s hands clenched. “Of course, he did. Did he actually manage to find something to latch onto that he could blame you with? Or did he just spout complete nonsense?”

“Delph interceded almost as soon as we got back. That saved me from getting thrown in a dungeon, but I was pretty much under watch for several days. They had me locked up in a room somewhere at the north of campus. Delph trained with me when he could, but Derrod was guarding the door and made it pretty hard. Eventually, Dredd came with Delph and made a portal for me to escape while Delph’s companion took my place. I’ve been training here ever since.”

“What about the other students?” Damien asked. “Other than Nolan, of course. Did anyone try to help?”

“Hard to say,” Sylph replied with a shrug. “Aven was out of it when we got back, and Cheese only seemed concerned with her. Quinlan tried to say something but basically got ignored, and Mark was unconscious from some fight. Delph told me Mark and Nolan both tried visiting at some point, but neither were able to get past Derrod.”

“He’s such an idiot,” Damien said, shaking his head. “He saw us both fighting Second as hard as we could. I don’t see why he’d believe this was all just some stupid plot.”

“Probably because he’s desperate to find something he can control,” Sylph said. “I can relate to that, even if his manner of doing it is perverse. I bet it was hard for him to accept that a pair of Year Twos were almost able to do what he couldn’t.”

“Good,” Damien said with a snort. “He deserves worse. We need to make sure he can’t get close to you again.”

“I can take care of myself,” Sylph said gently. “He got me off guard because of how tired the fight with Second made me. I’m not some flower to be protected, Damien. We can’t just hide.”

“Right, I know. I’m sorry,” Damien said with a weary sigh. “I just… There are too many fronts to this fight, Sylph. Why is everyone against us?”

“We aren’t completely alone. Delph, Dredd, and the other students are with us. I’m sure a lot more people would be, too, when things really come down to it.”

“We just have to make sure they don’t kill us before then, I guess.”

Sylph laughed and hugged him. They sat there for a few moments, silent. Then, Henry grumbled.

“I’m not leaving right after you got back. Do weird human things later.”

Damien rolled his eyes. He went to respond, but a wave of exhaustion rolled over him, and a yawn replaced the words in his mouth.

“I think I need to sleep,” Damien muttered, his eyelids growing droopier by the second. Sylph scooted to the side, and Damien took the wordless invite to lie down on the mattress. It was far from the most comfortable thing he’d ever slept on but, at the moment, it felt like heaven.

Exhaustion took him, and he drifted off to sleep for the first time in weeks.
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It was dark and cold. Damien grimaced as cold grass tickled his backside. The only light in the sky came from the glimmering blue moon far in the sky above. There was barely enough to see his hands when he held them right in front of his nose. It took him a moment to realize he was in his mindscape.

“Henry?” Damien called. The words vanished into the dark surrounding him, but there was no response.

“Herald?”

Neither responded. A faint breeze brushed across his exposed back, bringing up goosebumps along his flesh.

Damien tried to materialize his clothes, but nothing happened. His brow furrowed, and he looked around fruitlessly.

“Hello? Anyone?”

Another breeze rustled his hair. Damien turned in its direction, walking forward blindly with his hands out before him.

They met stone. With a crackle, a faint orange light sparked in the darkness. A lone lantern hung from rickety pole above him, illuminating a stone basin that looked identical to the one Moon had in the Void.

The lantern swung in the breeze, its candle threatening to go out at any moment. Damien peered into the water within the basin, squinting in the dim light to make out his reflection.

His eyes were pitch-black. Inky liquid poured down his cheeks in the reflection, tracing invisible runes across his face.

Damien jerked back and raised a hand to his face, but it was dry. He looked back at the bowl, where the black tears now dripped down his chin and onto his bare body.

“What’s going on?” Damien whispered, unable to pull himself away from the basin a second time. His reflection’s mouth remained flat as he spoke.

Uneasiness built in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t know how, but he was absolutely certain something was wrong. A sense of primal terror danced at the edges of the world around him, and the candle sputtered, dimming.

A burst of purple light lit up the hillside. The lantern and basin vanished, and Henry appeared beside Damien in his humanoid form, his numerous eyes narrow.

“Henry?” Damien asked, blinking. “What was that?”

“The Void. Partially, at least. I sensed Void magic, but you were somehow hidden within your own mind. I couldn’t find you for a little while,” Henry replied. “How did you get here? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, I think,” Damien replied, unable to shake the basin from his mind. “And I don’t know, I just woke up here.”

“You’re still asleep, but the Void isn’t intelligent. It just…is. You’re sure you didn’t bring yourself here on accident somehow?”

“Yeah,” Damien replied. “I just went to bed and woke up on the grass like normal, just it was really dark, and you weren’t here. Herald wasn’t either.”

“That’s concerning,” Henry muttered. “I wonder if it’s got to do with those runes on you. I don’t recognize some of them, but they aren’t new. It almost looks like they’re made up, but then they wouldn’t do anything. Moon didn’t tell you everything.”

“I could tell,” Damien replied. “He barely told me anything, actually. If I wasn’t so desperate to get out of the Void, I don’t think I would have trusted him.”

“Speaking of trust,” Henry drawled. “What’s going on with Herald? Why did it help you?”

“I think I was too stubborn, but I really don’t know. It was still bound by our contract, so it couldn’t hurt me, so I was just going to wait it out in the Void. It wanted to get back on the Mortal Plane to fight the Corruption, so it agreed to work with me for the time being.”

“Until it finds a way to do what it wants without breaking the contract,” Henry concluded. “Dangerous. But I’m not sure we can reseal the runes on your chest anymore. They’re worked into the new ones Moon gave you.”

“I noticed,” Damien said grimly. “I’m going to need to spend some time figuring out exactly how to use these and how to work with Void magic.”

“I really don’t like it, but you’re right,” Henry reluctantly agreed. “I don’t think you’re ready to use Void magic. It requires incredible mastery over the original school of magic you’re working with. If Herald hadn’t made the rune circle for your portal, you could have done incredible damage to yourself.”

“Do I have much of a choice?” Damien asked. “Second isn’t going to wait around.”

“No, he won’t,” Henry agreed. “Not if he thinks he has the advantage. We need to buy more time. You just aren’t ready to fight him yet.”

“Sylph and I weren’t doing too bad the last time.”

“You had the element of surprise, and all you managed to do was push him through a portal. That surprise is the only reason Second hasn’t acted again. He’s very methodical, and he’s going to wait until he’s certain he can get what he wanted. Sylph’s magic and your return should make him cautious, so we have time to work.”

“Enough to beat him?”

Henry snorted. “More like enough where we can force him back again and buy even more time to train. This isn’t going to be a sudden, decisive victory unless the Void manages to restart the Cycle. The Corruption is a slow, creeping plague that will slowly consume things until there is nothing left and the Planes collapse. Our goal is to stall that until we can manage to catch Second truly off guard and finish him off.”

“That seems easier said than done.”

“It’s your best bet to save the Mortal Plane in its current state.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Damien said, shaking his head. “Nothing has changed, then. I just need to train more.”

“A lot more,” Henry corrected. “Now, go back to sleep. If you ever see that basin or lantern again, don’t approach them. Just wait until I find you. Messing with the Void when you aren’t ready for it is a terrible idea.”

Damien nodded, and Henry snapped his fingers. A wave of gentle purple light washed over him, and sleep took over once again.


Chapter
Three



Damien awoke to hues of gray. Faint lines of Ether hung before his eyes, but they were off. Instead of gold, there was ash and soot. They shot off at jagged angles, traveling without direction or purpose.

He blinked, and the vision vanished, replaced with his normal room. Sitting up, Damien rubbed his forehead with a frown. Sometime during the previous night, he’d been moved to his normal bed.

Shuffling from the training rooms gave Sylph’s presence away. Damien swung his legs out of the bed and threw his coat on before heading over to find Sylph.

Instead of her typical seated meditation, she was engrossed in a mesmerizing dance. The twin scythes on her back arced with her every movement, weaving together with blades that flashed from her legs and arms.

As she leapt and spun around the room, Damien realized her eyes were closed. He stood silently in the corridor, keeping enough distance to make sure he didn’t bother her.

After a few more minutes, she came to a stop, opening her eyes as she caught her breath.

“That’s new,” Damien said.

“Just some forms I’ve been working on with Delph,” Sylph said, wiping her forehead with the back of a hand. “But you’ve gone and gotten stronger again, haven’t you?”

“You could call it that. I’m not sure it’s the way I would have wanted to get stronger, but it happened, nonetheless. It was better than the alternative, anyway.”

“You don’t have any more sudden bursts of improvement planned, do you?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Good. Every time I start getting close to thinking I have a chance of catching up with you, something happens,” Sylph grumbled. “I’d like to feel useful again.”

“What do you mean?” Damien exclaimed. “You were practically fighting Second on your own!”

“Only because we got lucky. It won’t be that easy next time.”

“We’ll be stronger next time.”

“I just hope we’re strong enough With all the infighting going on at the schools, I’m not confident any of us will be able to stand up against Second. Everything might implode before he even gets around to attacking.”

“We’ll deal with that as it comes,” Damien said, setting his jaw. “We just need to focus on improving at the things that we can actually change.”

“So…more training?”

“More training,” Damien said with a grin. “I’ll be swinging by the library again to pick up some new books to study. I’ve got a few ideas for new spells that should be really useful, but I need to double check them so I don’t blow someone up on accident.”

“Just on purpose, huh?”

“You got it,” Damien said. They both grinned and headed back into the main room. Sylph went to the shower while Damien stepped outside and sat at the edge of the plateau.

The sun was just rising over the school below them, casting it in brilliant shades of orange and red. A faint breeze danced in the air, rustling trees ever so slightly.

Damien’s vision flickered again, turning gray and twisted. Dark lines of Ether sprung out from his chest, zigzagging across the sky and over the horizon. Somebody stepped out from their room behind him, and his sight returned to normal.

“You lived,” Mark said, thrusting a sword into the ground and leaning on its pommel. His words were, as usual, a statement of fact rather than an observation. He didn’t even sound particularly surprised.

“Apparently so,” Damien agreed. “Forsad didn’t quite turn out the way I was expecting it would, but I’m glad to be alive. It was pretty close for a while.”

“I heard you tackled some monster through a portal,” Mark said. “Did you kill it?”

“No. It got away, lucky for me. I probably would have died if it didn’t.”

“Good. Everyone’s really worked up about that thing, so it means its powerful. I want to fight it.”

“I thought as much,” Damien said, not sure if he should laugh or sigh. “But you’ve got quite a way to go if you want to stand much of a chance against him. Second isn’t like any of the other Corruption. He’s on a completely different level, and I think he’s still yet to truly go all out. If you can’t beat the professors in a fight, you won’t even stand a chance against him.”

“What about you and Sylph?” Mark asked. “You held your own.”

“Mostly because Sylph was able to deal with him. The way she did it is up to her to disclose. It isn’t my secret to reveal.”

“Then, I’ll just get stronger than both of you,” Mark said with a shrug. “I’ll be able to fight him, then.”

“I mean…technically,” Damien admitted, chuckling. “By that logic, all we have to do is get stronger than Second and we can win.”

“Yes.”

“You know, fair enough. That’s a pretty good way of looking at things.”

“Only if you can actually back it up,” Nolan said. Damien and Mark turned as the noble emerged from his own cave along with Reena. Deep bags hung below his eyes, and it struck Damien that the boy was considerably thinner than he had been before Forsad.

“You look like shit,” Mark informed Nolan.

“Thank you,” Nolan said dryly. “I’ve been busy.”

“Not with what you should have been,” Reena said, cocking an eyebrow.

Nolan just snorted. “That’s no longer my responsibility. You deal with it.”

“You certainly look rather tired,” Damien said somewhat more diplomatically. “I’m sure Sylph will tell you once she gets out here, but thank you for helping with Derrod. He was out for blood.”

“I did what I could, but I wish it could have been more,” Nolan said, his lips thinning. “I don’t know why I thought the queen’s right hand man would be more removed from the political game, but I was clearly wrong. He’s as bad as the rest of them. Sorry.”

“No offense taken,” Damien said. “He’s an asshole, to put it nicely.”

“I’d still like to fight him,” Mark put in.

“We know,” everyone chorused, then broke into laughter.

“It’s funny,” Nolan said once they’d stopped, “I don’t think I’ve ever been more exhausted, but I’ve never felt freer either.”

“That’s just because you dumped all your responsibility on me,” Reena said, crossing her arms.

“I didn’t dump anything,” Nolan replied. “You wanted the job, and I stepped down. That means you got it.”

“What happened?” Damien asked, raising an eyebrow. “Is this about House Gray?”

“I talked to my father and convinced him that I would not be the appropriate heir,” Nolan replied with a grin. “Getting replaced as Yui’s consort did a lot to help. He didn’t want someone the queen didn’t approve of. It worked perfectly, Damien.”

“Too perfectly,” Reena said with a grimace. “I had no idea how much damn work being the main heir was. You can’t tell me that father was making you do all of this while we were at Blackmist.”

“I told you the last time you asked, and I’ll tell you again,” Nolan replied with a shrug. “I did everything you’re doing now and more. You wanted this.”

Reena groaned. “Well, at least I get the inheritance.”

“Assuming he ever dies,” Nolan smirked. “He might live forever, just out of spite.”

“Is he strong?” Mark asked.

Nolan and Reena both pierced him with a flat stare.

“You’re not going to fight our dad,” Nolan said. “Give the thought up.”

“That didn’t answer the question.”

“Nor will we,” Reena said, crossing her arms. “Go find someone else to punch.”

Mark glanced at Damien.

“Maybe in a little,” Damien allowed. “I need to work on some new spells right now. I’m just waiting for Sylph before we head off.”

Right on cue, the stone door swung open, and Sylph stepped into the morning sun, squeezing the last of the water out from her hair and tying it up into a bun. She raised an eyebrow at the small crowd.

“Were we planning something?”

“Good to see you out again,” Mark said. “Want to spar?”

“Later,” Sylph said, hiding a laugh. “I’m pretty sure I heard Damien say we were heading to the library.”

“It was worth a shot,” Mark said with a sigh. “I guess I’ll go find Elania.”

“She’s still here?” Damien asked, blinking. “Didn’t she go back to Goldsilk? The Forsad expedition is over.”

“A few students elected to remain as part of a transfer program,” Nolan explained. “Elania’s friends headed back, but she stayed here. Reva remained as well, while the others all left.”

“Quinlan included?” Damien asked. They hadn’t managed to finish her training for runes, but she’d gotten a fair amount. He hoped she hadn’t done anything rash in the last month.

“She was one of the first to leave,” Nolan replied. “I guess Mountain Hall really doesn’t let their students mess around much.”

“Evidently not,” Damien said with a frown. “Well, we’ll catch you all around. Maybe dinner?”

“Sounds good to me,” Nolan said. Mark nodded in agreement.

“I’ve got a meeting with some duke,” Reena said with a miserable sigh. “Some other time.”

Damien nodded half-heartedly. He and Sylph bid everyone farewell and set off down the mountain for the library.

“Who would have seen that one coming,” Henry said, sprouting from his shadow and rising to float beside Damien’s head. “Nolan actually gave up on becoming the heir of the Gray House. Never would have pegged him for the type on the day we met.”

“People change,” Damien said. “And, in his case, I think it was for the better.”

“He was instrumental at keeping Derrod off my back if what Delph told me is true,” Sylph said. “I probably owe him something as thanks.”

“I think he’s more than happy to not have to marry Yui,” Henry said with a cackle.

Damien rolled his eyes. They reached the library a few minutes later, and Damien headed down the aisles, making a beeline for where he knew the section on Space magic to be. Once he got there, he pulled down several familiar books and flipped through them.

He nodded to himself and scanned the other titles, picking a few that looked interesting before forming everything into a stack.

“That’s a lot of books,” Sylph observed.

“I don’t want to make a bunch of trips,” Damien replied. “And I need to be really careful with this spell. I think it could be dangerous.”

“What is it?”

“You know how this works,” Damien said, the corner of his lips quirking up in amusement. “You aren’t getting that for free.”

“Bah,” Sylph said, blowing a strand of hair that had escaped her bun away from her eyes. “If you take too long figuring it out, we’re going to have a sparring match.”

“I suspect we’ll have that anyway.”

“We will, but I’ll try a lot harder.”

“Fair enough,” Damien said with a laugh, collecting his pile and staggering toward the front desk. “Did you need anything here?”

“Nah. I’m focusing on my…special talents more than Dark or Wind magic right now,” Sylph replied. “Human showed me a few tricks since you left, but I still don’t have the Ether to do much there. On the other hand, my other abilities don’t need Ether.”

“They also burn your energy at an incredibly fast rate if I’m not mistaken,” Damien said. “Unless something changed there, too, since last time?”

“No,” Sylph admitted. “It still does. But I’ve got more energy than I’ve got Ether, and I can extend how long I can last if I eat high energy foods. It’s still my best bet by far.”

“Not arguing there,” Damien said. He set the stack of books down so the librarian could inspect them. “I’m really curious to see what you’ve learned. A month of training with Delph…that had to be something.”

“Oh, it was,” Sylph said, suppressing a shudder. “I didn’t realize he could get worse, but he absolutely can.”

Damien gathered his books, and the two headed out once more. They returned to their rooms and broke off, Sylph claiming the first training room to practice while Damien entered the second to lay out the foundations of his new spell.

Henry watched with a careful eye as Damien set most of the books aside, choosing a few in particular to reference as he started to sketch on the floor.

“Another teleportation spell?” Henry asked. “Why? You want something with longer range?”

“Eventually,” Damien replied, finishing a rune with his stick of chalk and rocking back to inspect his work. “But not yet.”

He started drawing another rune circle, then paused and pressed his lips together. The runes wouldn’t mesh properly in the way he’d set them up. He rubbed the chalk away with the side of his hand and redrew a portion.

“Interesting,” Henry said, forming a nose and picking it with a tentacle. “I see what you’re going for.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me if I’m going in the right direction?”

“Not a chance,” Henry replied with a cackle. “Back to work, kiddo. You’ll need to train that little pebble brain of yours if you want to stand a chance against Second. I’ll just make sure to really double check this one before you go anywhere with it or you might end up splitting someone’s head off their shoulders prematurely.”

“Why does that imply that there’s a proper time to remove someone’s head from their shoulders?”

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

Damien grunted and returned to his work. Hours slipped by as he went from book to book, referencing rune designs and creating his own when he couldn’t find a useful reference. By the end of the day, he had a series of five interconnected rune circles. Not a single one of them worked.

“Well, this is a pile of garbage,” Henry said.

“It’s not done.”

“I’d hope not,” Henry said. “But why does it look like you’re about to stop?”

“I’m running into the end of my rune knowledge,” Damien replied. “I only learned the advanced stuff, not the crazy runework some of these books are using. Even if it’s for spells, they’re still runes. Most mages would just copy what the researchers made not develop their own spells at this level.”

“You aren’t most mages. Get to it.”

“That’s what I’m doing,” Damien said, rolling his eyes. “If I was to try to link these circles as they are, I’d probably end up killing myself. But if I use them one by one, I think their effects should be safe enough. I want to test each individual one and see where I’ve gone wrong.”

Henry’s form rippled, his tentacles expanding downward as he shed his blobby appearance for his humanoid one. He knelt beside the runes, inspecting them for a few minutes. “There’s an error here that will swap your head with your hand if you cast it. Check again.”

Damien grimaced and went back over his work. About an hour later, he finally discovered the issue—a single, repeated rune that he’d somehow completely missed the first few passes. After removing it and redrawing the circle, Henry gave him the okay to start messing with the magic.

He drew the first circle in the air, but he already knew what to expect from this one. A black circle sprung open at his fingertip, burning with magic for a few seconds before fading away.

“Like Devour, but worse,” Henry observed. “Lovely.”

“I can do without your snark,” Damien said, casting the second spell. A puff of purple magic shot from his fingertips. It dissipated promptly afterword, doing absolutely nothing.

“Magical farts,” Henry continued. “Incredible.”

Damien rolled his eyes and grabbed a rock with telekinesis, flinging it at Henry. His companion cackled, splitting in two and allowing the projectile to fly harmlessly past.

“You’re bored,” Damien said. “What happened to Quinlan’s goats?”

“She took them with her when she went back to Mountain Hall,” Henry said dejectedly. “And there aren’t any other goats in the immediate area. It’s horrible.”

“Really?” Damien asked, pausing for a moment. “That’s a surprise. I guess she got a little attached to them. We should probably check on her at some point, huh? I’m a bit concerned about whatever she wanted to learn runes for.”

“Focus on yourself for now,” Henry suggested. “I’ll leave you alone for a little and go check how Sylph is doing. Don’t do anything stupid.”


Chapter
Four



“I’ll do my best,” Damien replied as Henry headed out of the room. He turned his attention back to the runes covering the floor and drummed his fingers on his chin before grabbing one of the new books and flipping through it. If he wanted this spell to have any chance of working properly, he’d have a lot of research ahead of him.

The rest of the day went by quickly. When dinner came around, Damien rejoined Sylph and met all the others to get food. They spent a little while catching up about what had happened since Damien had gotten trapped in the Void, but Damien kept his own story limited. The less anyone knew about Henry and Herald’s true natures, the better. He really didn’t need Whisp breathing down his neck again.

The next several days were much of the same. Delph didn’t seek him out for any classes, and Damien didn’t question it. He made progress with the framework of his spell at a slow but steady pace. He wasn’t doing anything completely new this time—it was more of a significantly changed version of a previous spell. By the end of the week, he was relatively confident he had something workable enough to bring to Henry’s attention once more.

“Do you think it’ll work?” Damien asked, gesturing at the drawings on the ground.

Henry grunted. “It might. You can probably test this on inanimate objects without too much worry. I wouldn’t risk it on anyone else until you’re confident you can cast it properly.”

“Works for me,” Damien said, closing his current book with a relieved sigh and grabbed a nearby rock. He stood up, brushing chalk dust from his clothes and taking several motes of Ether from his Core. He warped them as they traveled through his body, forming the magic into the proper patterns for the spell.

It was of little surprise to him that the Ether dissipated before he could get all the runes worked into it. The spell was just too complex to cast without any aid, at least at the moment.

He tried it again, this time drawing several of the runes in the air with his finger, pairing them together with the guidance he was giving the Ether within him. With a thought, he directed the magic into the stone resting in his palm and released it.

With a pop of dark light, the stone vanished. It reappeared several feet away from him and fell to the ground, split in two.

Damien grimaced. “Good thing that wasn’t a person.”

Henry just chuckled while Damien glanced back at his sketches, running through the runes to see where he’d gone wrong. He located the issue and quickly fixed it before recasting the spell on a new rock.

This one launched into a wall at max speed, exploding into smithereens. Damien grumbled and set back to modifying the spell. This process, while considerably more exciting than the previous one, took easily as long. It was a little over a week later when Damien finally reached a level of proficiency with the spell to teleport rocks and small animals that Henry found for him safely.

“You finally done?” Sylph asked as Damien emerged from his room just before dinner, flopping down on his bed with a goofy grin on his face.

“How could you tell?”

“You threw a book out of the room, and then started laughing a minute later.”

“The book was wrong,” Damien grumbled. “I wasted a bunch of time trying to figure out what a rune did, only to find out it was just a mistake the author had overlooked. I could have been done a few days ago.”

“Better late than never,” Sylph pointed out. “We’re sparring, then? I want to see what you can do.”

Damien sat back up. “Before dinner?”

“Same rules as last time,” Sylph said with a nod. “You win, I’ll show you what I’ve learned. If I win, we do what I want for a day.”

“Those terms seem slightly unbalanced,” Damien observed with a grin. “Are you implying you won’t need to use your full strength to fight me?”

“Delph has taught me a lot,” Sylph replied. “And I doubt you can use whatever you learned in the Void quite yet so, technically, I should have a lead in training again. Besides, don’t act like you wouldn’t like what I chose.”

“I don’t know what you’re going to choose.”

“Lose and you’ll find out.”

Damien rolled his eyes and laughed. “Let’s do it, then. The forest again?”

Sylph nodded, and the two of them jogged out of the room, heading down the mountain and toward their training area.

The forest hadn’t changed since Damien had last seen it, which really shouldn’t have been much of a surprise to him. It had only been a little over a month and a half since he’d last been in the area. The large clearing and crystal blue lake sat there, waiting like they always did.

“How are we judging it?” Damien asked. “Until surrender?”

“First blood just wouldn’t make sense,” Sylph said with a nod. “Surrender is best. Henry stays out of this as well—he’s just unfair. I’m going to really try for this win, so I hope you’re ready.”

“Whenever you are,” Damien replied, shifting into a fighting stance. Henry popped out of Damien’s shadow and floated over to the lake to watch them, a smug grin on his face form the compliment Sylph had given him.

Sylph waited until the very last syllable had left his mouth before sending a black dagger spinning at Damien’s shoulder. He ducked out of the way, only to find Sylph’s knee blurring for his nose.

Damien warp stepped backward, gathering Ether in his hands and shielding himself with mental energy as best as he could. Sylph’s probe clashed with his powers a moment later, trying to find a crack so she could shut down his magic.

“You aren’t getting away with that again so easily,” Damien laughed, teleporting behind her and sweeping her legs out from under her.

She twisted, hitting him in the chest with a powerful kick as she fell. He staggered back, the air knocked out of his lungs. Sylph lunged for him, a scythe sprouting from her shoulder to extend her reach.

Damien threw a gravity sphere between them, forcing Sylph to jump to the side. He enlarged several stones on the ground between them, forming a wall. The rock exploded, his magic vanishing as her gauntleted fist crashed through his barrier.

She was upon him in seconds, raining a flurry of blows down and forcing him to activate his mage armor.

The speed of her attacks was so incredible that it was all Damien could do to fend them off. He didn’t even have the time required to cast Warp Step. Damien received a cut along the cheek as he spent precious moments grabbing Sylph’s shirt with telekinesis and yanking her back.

Wind erupted around her, covering Sylph in translucent armor. She bounded toward him, growing faster with every movement until he couldn’t even see where she was. Damien didn’t think it was a possible, but she was easily as fast as Derrod.

He teleported into the air, then Warp Stepped again to reappear on the ground just in case Sylph had somehow predicted his movements.

As an extra precaution, Damien raised his arms and activated his mage armor. No more than an instant later, Sylph shot out of her camouflage and slammed into him, a scythe reaching for his neck to force out a submission.

Damien touched her with his hand, quickly drawing the aiding runes in the air with the other. Sylph’s eyes widened in surprise, and she vanished in a puff of dark smoke, reappearing far in the air above him.

She adapted quickly, launching herself off a disk of wind magic and shooting back toward Damien. He teleported again, flicking a line of dark purple energy toward her. If it had been anyone else, Damien wouldn’t have risked using such a dangerous spell in an unmoderated sparring match. But with Sylph’s incredible regenerative abilities, he wasn’t particularly concerned. She’d dodge it or take a minor injury that would heal quickly, and the spell would buy him time to reposition.

To Damien’s surprise, Sylph didn’t redirect her path at all. She took the attack head on and slammed into him an instant later, knocking them both to the ground and not giving him time to react.

The world went gray. Black lines of Ether warped around Damien, and runes burned on his chest. A flicker of panic shot through his mind before it vanished into an endless abyss of apathy. And then, he no longer cared.

His mouth twisted in distaste, and his shirt tore, possibilities stretching out before him but none even garnering the slightest spark of his interest.

Sylph pounced on his perceived distraction, her mental energy launching out and burying past his defenses. In an instant, his magic was shut off. Sylph pushed herself up with a victorious grin, sitting up on his chest as one of her scythes shot out to claim the win.

Doing nothing would have been the optimal solution, but the blade heading for his throat forced him to act.

A spell sprung unbidden to Damien’s mind, its runes jagged and broken as if pieced together from shards of glass.

Something deep within Damien bucked in rebellion, fighting with everything it could against the gray. Something about the strange runes filled that part of him with complete revulsion, and the momentary return to his senses was enough to break the trance. With a pop, the world snapped back into color.

Sylph’s scythe jerked to a stop inches from his throat.

“I win!” Sylph exclaimed.

Gray encroached on the edges of Damien’s vision, and he shoved it away.

“Damien?” Sylph asked, her smile vanishing. “What’s going on? The runes on your arms are moving.”

“Side effects from the Void,” Damien groaned, struggling to resist as the world pulsated around him, rapidly shifting from color to gray hues.

Broken runes started to trace themselves in the air above him, remaining even during the flashes of color.

“Damien!” Sylph yelled, grabbing and pulling him into a seated position without getting out of his lap. The runes paused, and he glanced at her, struggling to maintain control over his mind.

He was dimly aware of Henry yelling something at him, but the outside world was fading. Only Sylph and the runes remained. She shook him again, then leaned in and pressed her lips against his.

A jolt shot through Damien’s head, and the gray blew away, releasing him from its grip as shock shot through his body.

Sylph pulled away, relief lighting her eyes at whatever she saw. “Are you back? Are you okay?”

“I— Yeah,” Damien said, his stomach twisting. “Uh…how did you know that would work?”

“I suppose I told her to,” Henry said from beside them, too concerned to even look disgusted. “You were drawing on the Void. I was pretty sure a powerful emotion would pull you out of it. I couldn’t even get back into your body because the Void was blocking me.”

“Ah,” Damien muttered, raising a hand to touch his lips. The outline of the broken runes flickered in the air above them, visible only to him for another instant before blowing away as well. “Thank you.”

“Can’t say it was how I wanted my first kiss to go, but I guess there are worse outcomes,” Sylph said, peering closely into his eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Not really, but I think I’m in control again,” Damien said. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“Well, you know—”

“I think this is where you would generally stop talking,” Henry said. “That’s what the protagonists in my novels do, at least. I actually just told Sylph to shock you somehow, so that was all her decision on how to do it.”

Damien cleared his throat, his mind still fighting off the fog from the Void. “I’ll do that. Thanks, Sylph. I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten under control again. Henry, how do we keep this from happening?”

“I’m working on it,” Henry replied. “I honestly don’t know. No human has ever been able to use the Void like this. It’s not meant for someone with emotions, which is why you can resist it. Just… I don’t know, actually. There doesn’t seem to be a trigger. Eight Planes, I hate this.”

Sylph shifted in his lap, pulling Damien into a hug before rising to her feet and helping him up, her scythe retracting into her shoulder.

“Is there a trigger or something I can look for?” Damien asked, still holding Sylph’s hand. “Or maybe something I should avoid? So far, it looks almost random.”

“Still don’t know,” Henry said, his voice taut. “I don’t know. This hasn’t happened, and I don’t even have anything to reference that is similar. Just…be aware. You clearly have some degree of control over it, so you should be able to repress it for now. Whatever you do, you cannot cast Void magic without Herald or I to guide you. I’ll remain inside your mind whenever you fight so I can at least take over and redirect the Void magic so you don’t do something you really don’t want to or seriously injure yourself.”

“Right. I can do that,” Damien said. “Maybe Delph can help. He talked to Moon more than anyone else.”

“Good idea,” Sylph said, squeezing his hand reassuringly. “And one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“I think I still technically won.”


Chapter
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“You can’t seriously hold that against me,” Damien protested.

Sylph just cocked an eyebrow. After a moment, Damien threw his hands up in a half-sigh, half-laugh.

“Fine, you win.”

“Don’t look so put out,” Sylph said, flicking him in the shoulder. “We’ll spar again shortly. But what was that new spell you learned? Did you Warp Step me instead of yourself?”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Damien replied, rubbing his chin with a small frown. “It really makes it feel a lot less impressive than I feel like it should be. Warp Step is much easier than this, but they function in a similar manner.”

“How far can you send someone?”

“I haven’t really tested its full capabilities yet, but it’s a little better than Warp Step because it isn’t just folding the space between two areas. There are several extra rune circles just to make sure you don’t get pulled apart while teleporting.”

“If you got rid of those, wouldn’t it be a really powerful weapon?” Sylph asked, cocking her head. “That sounds like you could just touch someone and basically tear them apart.”

“Eh, not really,” Damien said, shrugging one shoulder. “It might hurt a bit, but it would basically just do nothing. I’d have an equal chance of losing one of my own limbs to a misplaced portal that led nowhere. All five of the circles have to be properly formed or the spell just wouldn’t work.”

“Noted,” Sylph said. “Still, though…that’s quite the tool. Do you need to be touching someone to use it?”

“I can extend its range with my mental energy, but it isn’t easy. It should make us a lot more dangerous when we’re fighting together, though. The only drawback is that your defenses have to be down for me to teleport you from range, which you probably aren’t going to want while we’re fighting anyone of much consequence.”

“That is a problem,” Sylph agreed. “But it works normally in close range?”

Damien nodded. “We can get the jump on people at the minimum.”

“What about teleporting someone into an object?” Sylph asked, tapping the ground with her foot. “Would it cut them in half?”

“Just wouldn’t work,” Damien replied, hopping down into the pool of healing water to smooth his injuries from the fight. “One of the rune circles ensures you can’t come out inside something else. The spell just won’t go off. To summarize, the spell works by forming a very tiny portal and warping the space around you to shunt you inside it. I can’t form the portals if something is in the way. They won’t appear.”

“Interesting,” Sylph said. “We’ll have to train with it. Maybe we could convince Mark and Nolan to fight us at the same time.”

“That could work,” Damien agreed. “But what about you? You didn’t show me your new spell, unless it was that speed you were moving at?”

“Nah, that was just training and figuring out the exact limits of what my body can do,” Sylph replied with a wicked grin. It faded quickly as she recalled something. “Delph is a very effective teacher. You still haven’t seen the new ability I learned with Henry, though.”

“Well?”

“You didn’t win.”

“Bah. I got scammed.”

“Then, scam harder next time,” Sylph said with a wink. Damien muttered a few complaints as she splashed water over herself, and the two of them headed back toward campus.

They made it all the way to the front of the cafeteria before Henry gave Damien a mental prod, drawing his attention to an alleyway just off to their right. Suppressing a sigh but already knowing who he’d find, Damien glanced down the alley, squinting through the darkness.

Delph stepped from the shadows, his nose scrunched in annoyance. He spat the toothpick in his mouth out, and it vanished before it hit the ground.

“You saw me.”

“Smelled you,” Damien corrected, his lips quirking up in a grin.

“Oh, you take one little trip to the Void and suddenly you start smack talking your teacher?” Delph asked, but his words had no edge to them.

“I’m in my rebellious phase,” Damien said. “Please, don’t tell me that Derrod or Whisp have done something else to make our lives problematic.”

“Not yet,” Delph said, falling in step with him and Sylph. “I’m just checking in on the two of you. Havel said he noticed some concerning things when you arrived at the arena.”

“He picked that up?”

“He picks a lot up. But he doesn’t know just how bad it is. Are you still in full control of yourself?”

“Would I answer no if I wasn’t?”

“Fair enough,” Delph admitted. “But you haven’t answered the question either.”

“Things could be better,” Damien said after a moment. “I’ve got some new stuff to work with, and it comes with some pretty hefty drawbacks. I’ll say that the concern isn’t my companion, but I don’t think we should have this conversation in public.”

“Thought as much,” Delph said. The reached the doors of the dining hall and headed inside. A fair number of students sat around the tables, chatting and eating. Their conversation paused as Damien and the others walked up to the large woman at the counter.

“What’ll you have?” she asked, not glancing up from her book.

“Pickles,” Delph said. “Big jar.”

Damien and Sylph glanced at each other, then shrugged.

“Pancakes,” Damien said.

“Waffles,” Sylph finished.

The woman nodded, taking their money and waving them off. Delph led the students to an empty table and sat down, leaning his chin in a palm.

“Pickles?” Damien asked.

“You don’t get many good pickles on the frontlines. They’re tasty.”

“Right,” Damien said slowly. “Well, I guess I can’t judge. I assume there’s something else you want?”

“Of course, there is,” Delph replied. “I need to see how far you’ve progressed. Both you and Sylph, that is. We’ll also need to have a private chat to determine just how much changed this last month, but unless you feel like something is urgent, that can wait until later today.”

“Sylph beat me in a sparring match,” Damien provided. “And nothing so urgent that a few hours won’t change it.”

Delph grunted. The rune on the table before him lit green, and he tapped it. A huge jar of large pickles materialized before him. He flicked his finger, and the top slid off, bisected. Delph grabbed a pickle and popped it into his mouth. “Damn, these are good.”

Damien and Sylph’s food both arrived as well. They almost forgot to eat it as they watched Delph devour the pickle jar, mowing through them like carrots.

He finished his meal by the time the two of them had only gotten a little over halfway done with theirs.

“What’s taking you so long?” Delph asked. “Don’t tell me you need training on how to put the fork into your mouth.”

“Just distracted,” Damien said, shaking his head in befuddlement. “But what did you train Sylph over this last month? She’s so much stronger than she used to be.”

“Just a little cardio.”

Damien and Sylph gave Delph a flat stare.

“What?” Delph asked. “It’s true.”

“Only in the barest sense of the word,” Sylph muttered.

“Well, it worked.” Delph crossed his arms. “Fear is a very effective motivator.”

“He had Dredd teleport me to a forest, and then he chased me around for days on end, trying to kill me,” Sylph said. “He didn’t hold back at all.”

“Yes, I did,” Delph said. “If I hadn’t held back, you’d be dead. And look at what you found! You weren’t using nearly as much of your strength as you could have been. The best way to find out your limits is incredible trauma, after all.”

“I am suddenly happy to have been lost in the Void,” Damien said dryly.

“Why?” Delph asked, cocking his head to the side. “It only delayed things.”

Damien’s blood ran cold. “Delayed?”

“Oh, yes. Don’t think I was letting you out of school,” Delph said with a wicked grin. “I’ve just been letting you recover a little. You’ve still got a little time before we get started.”

“How much time?”

Delph’s smile grew wider. Sylph slid back in her chair and rose to her feet.

“How long, Delph?” Damien asked.

“Did you know there’s a no-fighting rule inside the cafeteria?” Delph asked idly. “And, coincidentally, did you know it doesn’t apply to teachers?”

Alarm bells rang in Damien’s head. He flicked Sylph in the shoulder, teleporting her to the doorway. He Warp Stepped right after her, narrowly avoiding a gray snake of energy that sliced through the air where he’d been standing.

“Start running!” Delph laughed, standing up as his cloak whipped around him. “We’re playing a game of tag. I trust you know the rules.”

Damien threw himself out the doors, teleporting before he could hit the ground and dropping into a dead run, nearly bowling into a distracted girl in the process.

“Sorry!” Damien yelled over his shoulder. Sylph bounded past him, wind whipping off her back and parting before her in a personal slipstream. “Hey, that’s not fair!”

He teleported again, putting himself just a few paces in front of her.

“Like teleportation is,” Sylph replied with a huff. The two of them shot down an alley and turned, peering into the small crowd of baffled students to try to find Delph.

“Where’d he go?” Damien asked, catching his breath.

“Behind you,” Delph said with a cackle, his hand emerging from a gray portal. Damien teleported instinctively, reforming on top of a building. Sylph threw herself into a roll to dodge Delph as he grabbed for her, then scrambled up the side to join Damien.

“How is this training?” Damien called down to Delph.

“It isn’t,” Delph called back. Something looked off about him. His armor sparkled slightly in the little sunlight that entered the alley. “I’m just bored. Run faster.”

His cloak was nowhere to be seen.

“Havel,” Damien breathed. “Run!”

A blur of gray cloth erupted around Damien from the roof beneath his feet, but he was just a second faster. He vanished in a puff, appearing beside Sylph.

“Sorry, he’s making me,” Havel said, lunging at Damien. Henry shot into his mage armor, batting Havel away with a tendril as it formed.

Delph’s companion shifted around the cloth, racing up it and reaching for Damien’s neck. Sylph grabbed Havel and ripped him free, throwing him back at Delph.

“Seriously?” Damien asked. “That was cheap.”

“No,” Delph replied, taking the toothpick out of his mouth and flicking it at Damien, “this is.”

The toothpick detonated midair in a ball of fire, obscuring their vision of the alley and blasting them with a wave of heat. Damien raised his hands, blocking his face not a second too soon. Delph’s fist slammed into his forearms, launching him over the side of the building.

Before Damien could recover, Delph was behind him. The professor brought his foot down on his shoulder, launching him at the ground.

Damien barely managed to bring forth the Ether to cast Warp Step in time and vanished just before he impacted, reappearing in the air above Delph. He started to cast Gravity Sphere, then froze. If he missed Delph…

“That’s right,” Delph said with a chuckle. He was still floating in the air where he’d appeared, and he turned to look up at him.. “No slinging that Space magic around, Damien. You’ll damage school property.”

With a curse, Damien teleported again, landing on another rooftop. “What do you think would have happened if I hit the ground?”

“Your body, your problem,” Delph said. “Back to running. Havel is already after Sylph, so you get to deal with me. I can’t have you two teaming up on me right now, after all. This is a chase, not a fight.”

Damien cursed and leapt over the rooftop, landing on the street and sprinting away. He still had a fair amount of Ether, but something told him Delph was planning on making him use every last mote of it.

True to the professor’s word, Damien couldn’t see Sylph anywhere as he dashed through the crowds. Whenever he started to lose Delph, a circle of gray energy formed behind him, and Delph stepped out, resuming the chase once more.

It wasn’t long before Damien was completely out of breath. He started relying on Warp Step more to keep ahead of Delph, desperately trying to buy himself enough time to rest for a few moments.

That was evidently exactly what Delph wanted. As soon as Damien started to slow, the professor hounded him even faster, appearing from bursts of gray energy so quickly that Damien could sometimes still see the remnants from the previous portal fading when the new one formed.

“What’s the point of this?” Damien wheezed, throwing himself into a roll to avoid a bolt of purple light that whizzed over his head and vanished as soon as it missed.

“If you can still talk, you haven’t found it,” Delph replied, kicking Damien hard in the butt. Damien cursed, teleporting again with Henry’s laughter echoing in his head.

Do something instead of laughing!

“No, I don’t think I will,” Henry replied. “I think this is genuinely useful, and you know my policy on interfering when learning is involved.”

You suck.

Damien teleported again, staggering as he reformed at the edge of the forest. Sweat poured down his brow and soaked into his shirt. Even with his huge well of Ether, Delph had been chasing him around for nearly thirty minutes. Nonstop casting had completely depleted it, and the Ether stubbornly danced at the tips of his fingers instead of entering his Core.

A gray portal snapped open behind Damien, and he ducked behind a tree. With a loud crack, its trunk exploded and the tree crashed to the ground. Delph flicked some dust off his knuckles and waved his hand in a shooing motion.

“Keep going.”

Damien didn’t have the breath to spare responding to the man. He turned and darted into the forest, moving as fast as his burning legs would let him. Delph hounded after him, intent on not giving him a single second of reprieve.

He staggered past trees, finally bursting out of the foliage into the clearing beside the lake a few minutes later. Breathing in ragged gasps, Damien ignored the pain piercing his side as he jogged to the center of the grassy circle and turned to face Delph.

The professor arrived in the center of the clearing and glanced around before giving Damien a nod.

“You’re ready, then?”

“No, I’m really not.”

“Good. That’s how it should be,” Delph said, his grizzled face breaking out into a sadistic grin. “Here I come.”

Gray light enveloped his hand, and Delph tugged, yanking Damien toward him with invisible energy. Damien threw himself into a roll, ducking under a punch, and dove at Delph’s feet.

The professor hopped over him and delivered another kick to his backside. Damien fell face first into the grass, skidding a foot before rolling to the side and spitting the dirt from his mouth.

He rolled to the side, and Delph’s foot slammed into the ground where he’d been a moment ago. Damien spun around, driving into Delph’s leg. It was like striking a rod of iron.

The leg sweep failed, Damien redirected his motion to instead push off Delph’s leg. He shot back a foot and rolled over his shoulder, hopping back to his feet. Raising his hands defensively, Damien connected the rune circle in his mind to the Ether around them.

“Freeze.”

The air sharpened in his lungs, and Damien gagged, doubling over as the clearing ground to a halt. Delph slammed down to one knee. Then, slowly, he raised his head. Delph’s lips stretched into a more genuine grin, and he snapped his fingers.

The Ether gravity around Delph snapped back to its normal strength, and he stood, rolling his neck. “That’s much better. Now that you’ve got nothing left to use but direct casting, let’s see what you’ve got.”


Chapter
Six



“Hold on,” Damien said, struggling to catch his breath. “I need to be careful. I’m under the effects of some Void magic that might show up if we fight.”

Delph frowned. “Can you not fight at all, then?”

“Well, Henry should be able to help me, but I don’t know if it’ll happen or not. It just comes out of nowhere.”

“Eh,” Delph said, shrugging one shoulder. “Sounds like something we’ll deal with if it happens. If you can fight, you can train. The Corruption won’t sit around and wait for you.”

He snapped his fingers, and a gray line zigzagged through the air. Damien dove to the side as a loud crack split the clearing, and the air shattered. He dropped into a roll and staggered back to his feet.

“Freeze,” Damien commanded. Delph’s arms stiffened for a moment. He bared his teeth, and Damien’s magic vanished once more.

“You aren’t using direct casting to its full potential,” Delph said. “Stop just using it to do single word commands. Speaking just helps focus it, so get more creative. If all you do is try to restrict me, you’re not going to have a good time.”

He flicked his fingers, and the air around Damien rippled. Walls formed around him, humming with enough magic to cause his hair to stand on end.

Damien yanked his hand back before he accidentally touched one of them. He didn’t get the feeling that would go very well for him. Delph had been dismissing his magic without any effort. That probably meant it went in the other direction as well.

Damien extended his will and focused on the cage surrounding him. There had to be something about direct casting that let Delph dismiss it so easily or the professor would have done it to his other magic.

As he peered closer, Damien was just barely able to make out tiny strands of translucent energy running from the magic surrounding him to Delph. Damien reached out with his mental energy and tried to touch the strands, but it passed right through them.

Frowning, Damien drew on the rune circle in his mind, funneling his will through its connection to the Ether. “Dissipate.”

The cage collapsed around Damien.

“Well done,” Delph said, driving his fist into Damien’s stomach. Somehow, Damien had completely missed the professor until he was directly upon him.

Damien rolled with the blow and skidded against a tree with a groan. He pushed himself upright and raised his hands as Delph stalked toward him.

“Can you do that with all magic?”

“No. Direct casting tells the Ether what we want it to do, but spells are the Ether returning to its natural state. It takes more effort to keep a directly cast spell running than a normal one, and if your command isn’t strong enough, it’ll either dissipate, not do what you wanted, or can be dismissed by someone else who can direct cast.”

“Which is just you and me.”

“Never assume anything,” Delph said. Gray energy warped around his hand and formed into a ball. He lobbed it at Damien, who tried to get rid of it the same way he’d gotten rid of the cage.

Nothing happened. The ball bounced off Damien’s head and hit the ground with a thunk.

“Not enough willpower behind that command,” Delph said, shaking his head. “Do better. You can’t just want something to happen. You need to command it. If my will is stronger than yours, you’ll lose.”

“What’s the point?” Damien asked, hopping back before Delph could reach him. “Or is this training to get better control over my own direct casting? I can’t imagine I’m going to run into many people who can do this, even if one or two other ones somehow exist.”

“How can you figure out the point of an exercise, yet still somehow miss it completely?” Delph asked. He kicked the ball at Damien. It warped as it flew, turning into a sharp point that blurred straight for his chest.

Almost instinctively, Damien dismissed it. The orb vanished midair.

“You were more motivated that time,” Delph said, his lips quirking up. “You’ve gotten enough of your breath back. Ready up.”

Delph never warned Damien when he was about to attack, and that could only mean one thing. Damien’s eyes widened, and he sent a command out to the Ether with all the willpower he could put behind it.

“Shield!”

A dark lattice stretched out before Damien, solidifying into a barrier moments before a savage blast of gray light slammed into it. Screams ripped through the air as Delph’s spell chewed into Damien’s magic.

Wind whipped around them, and crackles of energy arced off the two spells, scorching the grass at their feet. Damien gritted his teeth, reinforcing his command through the Ether while Delph watched him, arms crossed and eyebrow raised.

Delph’s attack flickered and faded away, leaving Damien’s shield floating in the air. It was badly tattered and dissipated only a few seconds later, but it had still outlasted the older man’s attack.

Pain thumped in Damien’s head like a drum. The mental strain from the spell threatened to overwhelm him. It was all he could do to stagger over to the lake, ignoring Delph, and dip his head under the healing waters.

“Well done,” Delph said as Damien came back up for air. “We’re done for today.”

“What was that about?” Damien asked, groaning. “What did I cast? That wasn’t space magic.”

“Dark magic, if I’m not mistaken,” Delph said. “Condensed energy shield. Pretty common application of the magic, but not one you know of unless you picked something new up.”

“I didn’t. I’ve been mostly focusing on Space magic and only used a little Dark to learn another spell. I have been wanting to branch out, but I just haven’t had the chance yet.”

“Then we accomplished what I wanted. I don’t suppose you’re willing to take a guess as to what that might have been?”

“You were showing me that I didn’t need to know a spell to cast it with direct casting, right?”

“That’s a big part of it,” Delph agreed with a slight nod. “Direct casting is almost communicating directly with the Ether. The rune circles in our minds still have to translate a bit since we don’t actually think in runes, but it’s as close as a human can get. That means you don’t have the constraints a normal spell does. There’s no need to limit yourself to things your spells can already do. That defeats the purpose.”

“Couldn’t you have just told me that?”

“That’s much less fun.” Delph smirked. “And experience is the best teacher. Before I get to the other lesson we covered, there’s one more tidbit you should know. As you’ve gathered by now, direct casting is more versatile, but it’s also harder to control.”

“Yeah, I got that much. I’ve caught myself in my own spell more than a few times.”

“It’s because you didn’t communicate exactly what you wanted. The Ether has no intelligence of its own,” Delph said. “So, if you just ask for something general or leave even the slightest loophole for something to go wrong, it will. You’ll have to continue practicing to find the fine line between taking too long to cast a spell and making sure the spell actually does what you want.”

“So, it’s just like everything else. Practice until it works.”

“Yup. Who would have thought,” Delph said with a smirk. “It helps if you deplete your magical energy, though. If you’re out of your own Ether, you’ll have less distraction while trying to use direct casting. I recommend spending as much energy as you can before you practice. That’ll help you focus.”

“Ah. That’s the reason you chased me around everywhere first.”

“Well, that, and it was fun,” Delph replied. “Sylph isn’t as amusing to fight. She actually knows what she’s doing in hand to hand combat.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. You aren’t half-bad anymore yourself,” Delph said, tapping his chin. “I’d like to spar you a little more seriously sometime soon, but not before you get a better grasp of direct casting. Your abilities with it are still far too rudimentary, and I’d have to focus too much on holding back.”

Damien squeezed the water out of his hair and shook his head, trying to clear it. By some stroke of luck, the Void hadn’t come out during his fight with Delph. He wasn’t sure exactly what caused it to surface, but he wasn’t about to go poking around to find out either.

“What is Havel doing with Sylph, anyway?”

“Practicing, much as we were,” Delph replied. “Sylph also has a new ability that she’s keeping under wraps. I’m quite excited to see it put to full use, but she’s got a way to go before it’s at the level she wants it to be.”

“Story of our lives,” Damien grumbled. “She hasn’t told me what it is yet. I want to find out.”

“Hah. Get strong enough to force it out of her, then.”

“I will. Next fight,” Damien said. “But…there’s something else we need to talk about, regarding what happened after I fought Second. Henry, could you block anyone from listening in on us?”

A ripple of purple energy washed out from Damien, passing through the clearing and fading as it reached the trees.

“You’re all good,” Henry said in his mind.

Damien launched into an explanation of everything that had passed since he’d fallen through the portal. Delph listened, his frown growing more prominent until the story was finally over.

“I was hoping you might know more since Havel can somehow detect the Void,” Damien finished.

“That’s incredibly concerning,” Delph said, rubbing his chin. He pulled a wooden toothpick out of his pocket and popped it into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully on its end. “How often have you felt the Void try to influence you?”

“A few times now. Sometimes when I’m fighting, sometimes just out of the blue.”

“I’ll have to admit that I really don’t know much about this kind of thing,” Delph said. “Your assumption that I learned about it from Havel was correct, but Havel is very reluctant to speak much about what happened before I found him. I know the dangers of the Void, but I’ve never heard of a human wielding its power.”

“What about Moon?” Damien tried. “When he trained you—did you learn anything about it from him? He could use Void magic, too.”

“Moon wasn’t human,” Delph said. “I know that for sure. He was more.”

Damien cleared his throat. “Right. But…did he ever talk about the Void or if it affected him?”

“I didn’t know him for that long. Moon was almost always doing something, and usually not anything he’d tell me about. I’m honestly surprised he sought me out to teach me magic. I would have loved to learn more about him, but I never even saw his face. He certainly never confided his greatest secrets in me. If the Void troubled him, he never mentioned it.”

“Perfect,” Damien said with a sigh. “So, we’re in the same spot as before.”

“Not quite as bad,” Delph replied. “Havel might know something. I’ll ask him for you, but just don’t keep your hopes up. If he’s kept silent this long, I’m not sure how willing he’d be to suddenly start spilling secrets.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“Quite so,” Delph agreed, starting toward the edge of the clearing. Damien followed, and Henry dropped the sound ward.

“Where did Sylph and Havel go to train, anyway?”

“He should have teleported her shortly after we escaped campus,” Delph said. “She’ll be in the forest near my house. I just need to pick something up before we head over to join them.”


Chapter
Seven



As it turned out, when Delph wasn’t picking something up. It was someone. Nolan and Loretta were waiting at the plateau beside Damien’s room when he and Delph returned.

“Ah, right on time,” Delph said. “Good.”

“You told us to get here an hour ago,” Nolan said.

“As I said,” Delph said with a sage nod, “right on time.”

“So, what are we doing?” Loretta asked, glancing at Damien. “Is Damien helping?”

“He’s already gotten his training from the looks of it,” Nolan said with a chuckle. “Where are we going though, Delph?”

“So impatient,” Delph said, pursing his lips. “We’ll get there when we get there.”

“You’re normally supposed to say that after we actually start going to the place in question,” Nolan observed.

Delph rolled his eyes and swept his hand down in a cutting motion. A thin gray line trailed behind his fingertips, stretching open to form into a ragged portal. The professor dropped into an exaggerated bow and gestured for them to enter it.

“Then, I apologize, Great Princes. Please, enter.”

“I’m a woman,” Loretta pointed out. “Wouldn’t that make me a princess?”

“You‘ll be whatever I tell you to be,” Delph growled. “Get in the portal, you little goblins.”

Damien chuckled and stepped through the gray light.

The world shifted, and his foot hit grass. Faint sunlight trickled down from between the canopy above, warming his skin as a breeze brushed past him.

Damien moved out of the way so he wouldn’t get in the way as Nolan and Loretta followed after him.

Delph walked through the portal and it snapped shut behind him. The professor harrumphed and brushed past them, heading down a beaten path in the grass.

“Quickly now. I don’t have all day,” Delph grumbled.

“Wait,” Damien said, memories resurfacing as a cabin came into view. The roof had been patched somewhat recently, judging by the newer wood near its front. “This isn’t yours.”

“Is it not?” Delph asked, not stopping. “Oops.”

He strode up to the door and, before he could knock, it swung open.

“Have you been here before?” Nolan whispered to Damien.

“Yeah,” Damien said. “This is—”

“My house,” Mel finished, her arms crossed as she walked out from behind the doorframe. “There are more children here, Delph. Why do you keep bringing them? I agreed to help with one or two not four.”

“Numbers have never been my strong suit.”

“Not much has been,” Mel said with a sigh. “Well, you’re here now. Come in.”

They obliged. Once they were all inside, Mel shook her head.

“Sylph is still practicing with Havel. Not only are you bringing extras, you’re also early.”

“Damien finished his practice early.” Delph shrugged. “It’s not my fault he ran out of energy so quickly.”

“You ran out of energy?” Loretta asked, raising her eyebrows. “What were you doing?”

“Getting chased around Blackmist,” Damien replied. “Delph is a psychopath. I don’t know how he didn’t accidentally hit a bystander.”

“Thank you,” Delph said.

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Enough,” Mel said. “Delph, what do you want me to teach the kids? I can tell Damien is completely out of Ether, and Sylph has her own training that she needs to follow. What do you want me to teach the others?”

“How to fight,” Delph replied. “I’d do it myself, but I am finding myself rather preoccupied as of the last few months. Of course, I’d be happy to swap. You could deal with the Corruption, and I could teach.”

He sounded almost hopeful. Mel snorted. “Keep dreaming. Leaving my house for that long sounds miserable. You can keep all your camping and spending weeks without a shower to yourself,” Mel said. “Now, get out of here. Come get them in a week.”

“Wait, a week?” Nolan asked. “I’ve got classes to keep up with. I know Damien and Sylph kind of have excuses, but I can’t skip.”

“Aren’t you a noble?” Mel asked, cocking an eyebrow. “If I recall correctly, you’re House Gray. Nobles always have excuses.”

“I am no longer in the running for heir. My privileges have been… somewhat reduced,” Nolan replied. “If I don’t do well in school, I won’t have a future.”

“I’ll handle the teachers,” Delph said. “This is a special training exercise. They’ll understand.”

“Are you sure?” Nolan asked, eyeing Delph carefully. “I’m serious, Delph. I can’t afford to get kicked out.”

“Bah. They won’t argue with me,” Delph said. “Just do what Mel says. She’ll teach you more than any of your professors could, so long as it’s about combat. The old crone is almost as good as me.”

“Keep talking like that, and you’ll find out just how much better I am than you,” Mel said, leveling a cold glare at Delph.

The professor smirked and snapped his fingers, forming a gray portal. He stepped into it, then turned and glanced back before the rest of his body could vanish. “Try not to let her kill you. It would be pretty inconvenient.”

With that, Delph vanished through the portal, and it snapped shut behind him, leaving them alone in the woods with a very peeved woman.

“Uh…sorry?” Nolan tried. “He’s a bit of a handful.”

“I should know. I’m married to him,” Mel said.

It went so quiet that they could have heard a cricket fart.

“How?” Damien finally asked. “I don’t think I can imagine much worse fates.”

A slow, predatory grin stretched across Mel’s face. “By being just as bad, of course. Now, let’s get started. Delph has told me all about his pet projects, but I’m afraid he neglected you two a little.”

She gestured to Loretta and Nolan, then tapped her foot impatiently until they spoke.

“What do you want us to say?” Loretta finally asked. “I use Water magic, and Nolan uses Wind and Earth.”

“Bah. I don’t care what magic you use. I’m not training you to cast spells. Your teachers can all do that without wasting my time.”

“Then—” Nolan started, but Mel cut him off.

“I can tell from the concentration of Ether in your bodies that neither of you have awoken your Cores. Am I correct?”

“That’s normally something that happens closer to Year Three, isn’t it?” Nolan asked.

“Normal is an excuse for mediocrity. Your Core can evolve at any point, but it needs sufficient stress and Ether to work with. At the moment, you have neither.”

“Really? Not even Damien?” Nolan asked. “He’s got so much Ether that he doesn’t know what to do with it.”

“His Core is already evolved, as is Sylph’s.”

“Of course, it is,” Loretta said with a sigh, looking more resigned than annoyed. “Why wouldn’t it be? I don’t suppose he was born with it evolved?”

“Last year,” Damien said. “Delph.”

“Ah. That explains it. Was it fun?”

“Not even slightly.”

“And yours will be worse,” Mel said. “Damien had a lot of extra Ether to work with. Neither you nor Loretta have the same privilege.”

“So, what do we do?” Loretta asked. “Eat a bunch of medicinal herbs until we have excess Ether?”

“If it were that easy, everyone would do it. Most would fail and shatter their Cores, but they’d still try,” Mel said. “No, we’ll be doing things a little more organically. It isn’t just excess Ether that allows your Core to evolve. It’s also the amount of stress you’re under, along with a little bit of how well you can control your mental energy.”

“Forgive me if I’m wrong,” Loretta said slowly. “But why am I getting the feeling you’re just going to run around, trying to kill us while stuffing us full of medicinal herbs until you force out a Core evolution?”

“Oh, I like you,” Mel said, turning to shuffle through a bag near a bookshelf and pulling out two small canvas travel packs. She tossed one to Loretta and one to Nolan. “Delph has you trained well. Start running, kids. If I catch you, you are not going to have a good time.”

Nolan burst into motion with a blast of wind that buffeted Damien’s hair back. He shot out the door, not even bothering to say anything else. Loretta was hot on his heels, although she wasn’t quite as fast as he was. Delph would have been proud.

“Well, that was fast,” Mel said, tapping her chin with a slender finger. “Delph has them trained too well.”

“Are you not going to chase them?” Damien asked.

“Not yet. I’ll let them tire themselves out first,” Mel replied. “I’m going to handle you first. I always keep some extra medicinal herbs around in case someone dumps some trainees on me.”

“Forgive the question, but does this happen often? I thought Delph only started teaching recently.”

“It isn’t always him,” Mel replied with a shrug. “Have you met Cheese? I trained him as well. Whisp’s request.”

“I’ve met him all right,” Damien said, shaking his head. “He’s strong. Really strong. I still don’t know what magic he uses.”

“You won’t learn from me. I don’t show favoritism toward my students, unlike Delph.”

Damien grunted. “I can’t say I can complain about all the help he’s given me. I’d be dead if he’d treated me like another student.”

“Perhaps. But, nonetheless, you are a little more difficult. Your Core has already evolved, and there is little more I can do to improve it. It’ll expand naturally with time, of course, but that cannot be rushed without risking shattering. I could just give you more combat training, but I’m not so sure that would help you much either.”

“I can get that anywhere,” Damien said with a nod. “Not to look down on your skills. I’m sure you’re an incredibly powerful mage if you can stand up to Delph, but he can teach me normal fighting, too. If he brought me here, I presume he wants me to learn something else.”

“Of course, he does,” Mel said with a sigh. “He wants me to give you my mental energy techniques.”

“That…doesn’t sound all that useful,” Damien admitted. “Perhaps that’s just my ignorance talking, but I don’t use mental energy to fight more than remotely casting or holding spells. I’m not interested in attacking people’s minds directly. It brings me a fair amount of distaste.”

“That’s not where my talents lie,” Mel said, shaking her head. “You can use mental energy for a lot more than just reinforcing your spells. It’s a powerful tool that can help you control your own body and emotions. Delph mentioned you have been having difficulties with your powers?”

“Some,” Damien said slowly. “But I’m not sure how much of them can be fixed with simple mental energy.”

“It can do a lot more than you think. In the end, any magic within us is still in our body. Delph didn’t tell me everything, the annoying bastard, but any inability to control your own magic can be remedied with sufficient mental energy.”

“If you and Delph think it’s worth a shot, then I’ll try it,” Damien said, “but it would be very dangerous to intentionally bring this out. Before we start, I need to make sure this won’t risk accidentally activating magic I’m trying to keep contained.”

“I can’t make any guarantees. It’s your body,” Mel said with a shrug. “But it won’t bring it out any more than you losing control normally would. I’ll simply be training your willpower and mental fortitude until the point where you can recognize and repel outside influences on your mind. As a result, your finer control over magic and Ether will improve significantly. Provided you can complete my training, of course.”

“You don’t sound very optimistic.”

“Of all the students I’ve had try to learn my techniques, only two of them have succeeded. One was Cheese, who already had such incredible control over his mental state that I don’t even know how much he learned from me, and the other is Dean Happenstance.”

“The dean?” Damien asked, aghast. “But he’s easily in his thirties! When did you teach him?”

“I’m going to pretend like you didn’t just insinuate I was old,” Mel said, cracking her knuckles. “Enough wasting time. Are you willing to learn or not? I’ll give you a choice, unlike the others. This will be considerably more painful for you than it will be for them.”

“Of course, I am. I can deal with pain.”

Mel nodded and gestured for him to follow her. The two walked out the back of the house and into a small garden where a circle of runed stones had been set up in the center of a gazebo.

“Sit.”

Damien obliged, crossing his legs and resting his arms on his knees. “By the way, is this the same thing Sylph is learning?”

“No,” Mel replied flatly. “You’ll get time to ask her what she gained later. Focus on yourself first. If you leave this rune circle before it’s over, you will have failed. If you faint, you will have failed. There will not be a second chance.”

“How will I know when it’s over?”

Mel smirked. “The pain will stop.”

“Fair enough. So, what do I do?”

“Just stay awake. That will prove sufficiently difficult. Oh, and don’t use your companion for aid. Do this completely on your own.”

“Gotcha. I’m ready, then.”

“No, you aren’t,” Mel said, shaking her head. “But let’s see what you can do, regardless. Good luck. Remember to direct your anger at Delph when this is all over. This was his idea, after all.”

She pointed a finger at the runes. They flared with golden light, quickly turning black as a cold sensation crept up Damien’s feet and into his chest. Then, the pain started.


Chapter
Eight



It came in waves. Some were small, gentle but firm shoves against his psyche. Others crashed down on him with all the force of the sea, threatening to send him sprawling. Henry twirled out of Damien’s body, shadows sputtering as he slipped out of the circle.

Despite the pain racking his body, Damien didn’t move from his spot on the ground. He set his jaw and took slow breaths, keeping control over his mind. Magic seared his flesh and dug into his eyes like starving insects, but it was nothing compared to what the Void had done to him.

“I don’t think it’s working,” Henry observed from beside Mel. “You’re trying to forge his mind, but it has already been cleansed in the Void. There is little pain you can inflict on him that would be worse than what he has already felt.”

Mel’s mouth turned down in annoyance. “Nobody is immune.”

“Nor is he,” Henry said, bobbing in a shrug, “but I know what you’re trying to do. It will be ineffective.”

“I know some of your true nature,” Mel said. “You may be growing more human, but you still have a long way to go.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“There is more than one type of pain,” Mel replied, turning on her heel. “Come. Leave Damien here. Your presence will make this more difficult. Perhaps, someday, if you are unlucky enough, you might understand what he will go through. For now, Sylph needs our attention. Havel is having difficulties.”

Henry cast one last glance back at Damien, then followed the tall woman away. A tiny part of Damien registered their departure, but he was too focused on his trial to observe more. The waves of agony were abating, something new seeming to take their place.

However, to Damien’s annoyance, he couldn’t tell exactly what it was. As the last dredges of physical discomfort finally faded away, his chest felt hollow. A piece was missing.

Damien’s brow furrowed as he searched for what it was. He’d been isolated from Henry for longer periods of time than this. It felt more. He didn’t dare reach out to Herald out of fear of failing the trial, but the unease in his chest grew.

A heavy weight settled on Damien’s shoulders, pressing down on them like the world itself. He stiffened his back, gritting his teeth and pushing against it. Cold nipped at his extremities, and he reached for his Ether to reinforce himself.

There was no response. His Core was inert and unresponsive. Logically, Damien knew that Ether permeated every single part of his body. It flowed through his veins and flooded his muscles. Yet, when he tried to scan for it, there was nothing.

Sweat trickled down his forehead, and the feeling of loss expanded. Memories of friends and family floated to the forefront of his mind.

His eighth birthday—the only one his father had ever attended—when he had been gifted a sword and promptly had it confiscated by his mother. His first hug with a girl that wasn’t his mother. Successes in his work at Runecraft. The day he had first met Henry.

Memories flashed faster and faster, charring and warping at the edges as flame consumed them. Damien groaned, trying to hold onto the scraps with everything he could. The endless sensation of loss stalled for a mere instant. Then, it resumed.

Everyone and everything other than himself slowly burned away. Even Herald and Henry became kindling. Darkness bloomed before him, the only light a massive pyre of everything that he knew.

Damien extended a hand toward the flame, but another one caught it. The rest of the world fell away as he found himself standing in a plane of infinite black. Aside from the burning history before him, there was nothing.

Nothing but the man holding his hand. Moon’s cold eyes pierced into Damien as he released his hand, allowing it to fall back to his side.

“Moon?” Damien asked.

“In a manner,” Moon replied. For anyone else, it would have been impossible to tell the difference between the two. For all intents, they looked identical. However, the truth was in their eyes.

Damien’s were full of a mixture of pain and determination as he struggled to maintain what made him who he was. Moon’s were two pitch-black saucers, windows into nothingness.

“Why are you here? I thought you died!”

Moon’s lips quirked. “Death is such a strong word.”

“Well, help me.” Damien nodded at the burning memories. “I need to stop that. Mel is trying to reinforce my mental energy. That’s why you’re here, I assume? To help?”

He stepped toward it again, but Moon’s open palm met his chest.

“No.”

“What? I can’t lose that! They’re my memories. What else would the point of this be? She’s threatening what I care about to make me access more of my mental energy so I can protect myself. It’s obvious.”

“I know,” Moon said. “This is no longer the woman’s training exercise.”
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“Are you sure this is okay?” Henry asked, watching Damien doubtfully. His face was twisted into a grimace of fear and pain. His hands clenched into white balls at his sides, and blood trickled from where he’d bit his own lip.

“The fear of loss is an incredible motivator. You might not understand how much humans value their sense of self, but it is our greatest and most treasured possession. He will do anything to protect it.”

“And if he fails?” Henry asked.

“Nothing. It is perfectly safe. Everything is an illusion within his own mind,” Mel replied. “There is no risk to Damien. Not even the Void will cause trouble since he isn’t under true stress. It is only his mind that fights. However, once he comes out of it, he will know the truth. This method only works when you believe it is truly happening. He’s got one shot. If he fails, then he’ll have to reinforce his mental fortitude some other way.”

“And you’re completely certain its safe?” Henry asked. “I’ve seen variations of techniques similar to this before, but I haven’t been physically present for any. The minds of mortals are one of the few things I still do not understand.”

“Completely,” Mel confirmed. “There’s absolutely no factor in this out of my control. He’ll wake up in a few days, either stronger or no worse for the wear than he started today.”
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“Well, can we save all of that,” Damien said, gesturing impatiently at the pyre, “before we do whatever it is you want?”

“No. That would defeat the purpose.”

“What is the purpose, then?” Damien demanded. “Isn’t this an illusion?”

“A simple illusion would grant you no power or pose no threat,” Moon replied. “It would have been a pointless exercise for you. I have changed it. The stakes are now very real. Any memory that is completely consumed will be gone forever. If they all burn away, you will be left with nothing but yourself. Emotionless and finally unshackled. A perfect vessel for the Void.”

Damien took a step to the side, narrowing his eyes. “Moon wasn’t like this. He cared.”

“Correct,” Moon said, tilting his head to the side. “I am not Moon. You are.”

“Then, who are you?” Damien asked, edging toward the fire. If he could get it fast enough, he could try to smother the flame before it consumed everything. Luckily, it didn’t look like his memories were burning very quickly. Whoever the intruder was, he had absolutely no plans of losing who he was.

A gray hue washed over the world, freezing the fire in place. Against Damien’s will, his head turned until he was looking at the fake Moon again.

“You know who I am.”

“No, I really don’t,” Damien said. For some reason, he wasn’t scared. He knew he should have been, but he wasn’t. “What are you doing to me?”

“Your unimportant aspects have been repressed. You would not have been able to stand in my presence had I not distilled you down to your true form.”

“And just who are you, then?”

“I have already answered this. You know who I am.”

“Still don’t,” Damien said. “I can tell you’re part of the Void, which I feel should be a lot more worried about than I actually am, but that’s it.”

“Your previous iteration was considerably more apt.”

“Moon was alive for Cycles. That’s hardly fair.”

“Time is meaningless in the face of Eternity. Unlike the rest of my fellows, I have no interest in the lives of mortals. I am concerned with the universe itself not the feelings of its occupants.”

And then, finally, Damien knew who he was speaking to. If his emotions weren’t currently stuck in a frozen pyre, he probably would have prayed to anything that would listen.

“You’re the one Henry wouldn’t talk about,” Damien said. “The leader of the Void.”

“I am the Void,” Moon said, his face melting away until it was a smooth, featureless oval. “And my purpose is to ensure the universe continues to function. By taking the Void into yourself, you have established a link with me.”

“Don’t you have better things to be doing? Like, I don’t know, killing Second?”

“I am doing what must be done. Wherever there is Void, then I, too, exist. However, the continued existence of humanity in the universe is not my concern. It is the universe itself that I protect, and the Corruption does not pose a threat to that. Whether the Eight Planes remain split or collapse, the universe will continue on. Imbalances will right themselves. That is the way of things. Humanity need not be present.”

“Then, what’s all this about? If you really don’t care at all, how come you’re bothering me? Because I have a pretty big interest in keeping humanity alive.”

The featureless man shook his head. “Your emotions are starting to leak. Moon was a clever man. The runes he stole from me prevent the Void from completely consuming your body, so my grip over this world is tenuous.”

“That just gave me about three more questions than you answered. Were you enemies or something? And why does it sound like you yourself have emotions?”

“I am not the rest of the Void. I do have emotion. The rest, aside from Henry—who has been changed by your spark—are manifestations of my power. They exist to do what I created them for, even if they have gained some desire of their own through the millennia. And I was not enemies with Moon. He did not interfere with the universe, so I did not care what he did.”

“You just said he stole stuff from you.”

“Enough. I have come here for a single purpose, but I forgot how easy it is getting lost talking to mortals. Your little minds cannot stay on one topic. Soon, the fire will consume everything in that pile, and you will become a true Void entity. Your memories will be lost, and you will exist only to protect the Cycle—by ending this one.”

Damien’s eyes narrowed. “That sounds…oddly familiar. You aren’t telling me something.”

Even though Moon’s face was featureless, something rippled across it. Fear? Sadness? Damien couldn’t tell.

“Wait, is that how the Void creatures are all made?” Damien asked, a chill running down his spine. “They’re versions of people in previous Cycles, aren’t they? Ones who failed whatever this test is—although I don’t understand why you’re bothering me now.”

“All those who touch the Void must eventually face this,” the faceless man replied. “You—and Moon—were but two of many.”

“Then, why now?” Damien asked. “I’ve been interacting with the Void for a while.”

“You were placed into this state to meet me. It makes things easier. I would have arrived at a later date had you not. It was the Original’s idea.”

“Original?” Damien asked.

“The only one with emotion, and the only one I made myself. You know him as Havel.”

Damien’s eye twitched, but he could tell the faceless was growing impatient, and he had to choose his questions carefully.

“You’re basically a god, right? Why don’t you step in?” Damien asked. “You could stop Second, couldn’t you?”

“I can step in no more than you can become God. I am bound by the universe. I exist to protect it, but the Corruption is part of it. I cannot harm anyone part of the universe unless it acts against the greater good.”

Damien opened his mouth to ask another question, but a burning cold pain flared in his chest. He hissed, clutching at his heart.

“Time runs out for you. In honor of the promise I once made, you will have a chance to preserve yourself and gain the ability to learn my power. The Void is not yet yours to grasp. If you fail, it will consume you.”

Moon’s body rippled and splashed apart.


Chapter
Nine



Damien rushed to the growing flames and ripped his shirt off, trying to smother them. It, along with his hands, passed right through the fire without stopping. There wasn’t even any heat. Damien batted at the fire, but it was completely incorporeal.

However, the memories it was consuming were not. Some of the fragments had shrunk to the size of his palm, and it wouldn’t be long before they started vanishing. Damien repressed the panic, running through all his knowledge to try and find a way to stop the fire.

He quickly drew a rune circle around the flame with his finger. A strong chill permeated the air, but the fire didn’t even flicker. It was on a completely different plane, untouchable to all of his magic.

Damien cursed, resisting the urge to stomp his feet like a petulant child. Mel had said this was a training exercise for mental energy. Even though the Void and Havel had commandeered her training exercise, perhaps some of the original intent still remained.

He extended a strand of mental energy toward the flame. Scorching heat instantly stung his senses, even though there were no nerves to feel with. He flinched back, his energy recoiling. That solved the issue of interacting with the fire. Unfortunately, it wasn’t doing much for actually putting it out.

Damien gathered as much energy as he could and molded it into a large dome. He set it down around the flame, trying to smother it. His skin prickled as his mind fired off pain signals for things that weren’t there.

Gritting his teeth, Damien ignored the pain. However, the flame showed no sign of sputtering. Worse, with every passing second, his energy grew more and more unstable. It sloughed away from the dome he’d made, running along the ground as if melted.

The dome collapsed, and Damien staggered, the tips of his fingers singed. He stared down at them, then glanced back up at the fire. The fragments within it were even smaller now, some no more than a few fingers in width.

“Something tells me brute forcing this by ignoring the pain isn’t going to solve the problem,” Damien muttered to himself as he drew back his unresponsive mental energy and gathered it once more.

The flame had been changed by Void magic to some degree. He didn’t know enough about how it worked to know how, but if the faceless creature had said that the Void would consume him if he failed.

Damien ran back over the key points of their conversation, searching for clues. Henry’s warning against using Void magic before he knew enough about it rang in his head, but Damien didn’t have time to study any further. He didn’t even have time to be sitting around, thinking about what to do.

He reached out to the Void. There was no response. The world remained black, with no hints of gray to be found. Flames crackled merrily as the pyre prepared to consume him.

“Come on,” Damien muttered, straining harder. The lines on his body remained inert. It was like the Void wasn’t there at all. There wasn’t any time left to determine why. There was only one set of runes he knew corresponded with the Void—the broken circle that had appeared once.

Damien didn’t know what the runes did, but he was out of options. He barely remembered the pattern, but as he retraced it in his mind, he felt the runes rising from the back of his mind as if they had just been waiting for him to reach out.

He traced the circle in the air, leaving behind a trail of purple energy. The broken runes looked…wrong. There was no other way to describe them as the flame illuminated their warped edges.

Memories wrinkled, many no larger than peanuts. Damien prepared to release the spell, no matter what it did, but the sense of unease in his stomach reached a crescendo. If he cast this spell, something deep down told him that he would no longer be Damien.

His hands clenched, and he took a step toward the flame, dismissing his fears. And then he paused. A flicker of recognition caught in his mind. There was no time to do the modification, but he did it anyway.

With a sharp twist of his hand, Damien drew a line around the center of the rune circle. He twisted the two halves. Broken runes connected, forming into whole ones. They were identical to the circle within his mind that he used for direct casting, just with a single difference.

In the center of the circle was a single rune like nothing he had ever seen. Jagged lines twisted off from a large black dot, giving it the appearance of an eye. Damien dismissed the circle in the air and reached inside himself.

Instead of casting the spell on the flame, Damien directed his mental energy toward the circle in his mind. Almost as if it had been waiting for him to touch it, new lines traced themselves into his psyche, creating the eye at the center of the circle.

A chill raced through his veins. His vision split and shifted, creating two overlapping versions of what he saw, but one was shimmering with gray light. In the gray plane, a staff with a dilapidated, unlit lantern hanging at its end sat, waiting. The lantern creaked in an unfelt wind.

He reached out, gray wisps of smoke rising off his hand as he pierced through the planes and wrapped his fingers around the rough wood of the staff. It was ice cold to the touch. With a lurch, Damien pulled it into his own plane.

His body screamed in protest as foreign Ether scored his veins and pumped into his Core, but Damien didn’t let go of the staff. There was a sound like breaking glass, and his Core shattered.

With a snarl, Damien extended his mental energy, wrapped in a layer of gray light, and grabbed the fragments. He crushed them back together, wrapping it in a tight ball that flickered with Void magic.

The pyre roared. A memory curled and vanished, consumed. Raising the staff, Damien thumped it into the ground at his feet.

“Obey.”

With a screech, the lantern’s shutters slammed open. A violent gale ripped the pyre apart, and the fire leapt like a trained dog, vanishing into the depths of the staff. The shutters snapped back shut, but a faint glow still emitted from between them.

Gray light worked its way into the darkness around Damien. The eye at the center of his rune circle etched itself into the ground, and he finally realized he knew what the rune stood for. It was him.

The darkness broke, falling away as the forest returned. His staff faded as well, but Damien could still feel it in the edges of his vision, just waiting for him to reach out and take it again.

He blinked. His eyes were crusted over, and every single part of his body ached. He was still sitting in Mel’s rune circle, but judging from how he smelled, he’d been there for a while. Damien groaned, slowly rising to his feet and ignoring the pops as his legs protested the sudden movement.

The damage to his Core had remained. A quick mental check showed that it was in thousands of pieces, held together only by Void magic. Damien extended a hand, and a gravity sphere formed within it. He let out a relieved sigh and dismissed the spell.

Damien tried to figure out what memory the pyre had consumed, but he had no idea where to even start. It wasn’t like he could know what he’d lost if he’d forgotten it.

“Damien?”

He turned. Mel stood behind him, her eyebrows raised in shock.

“I do not like your training exercises.”

“You finished a day early,” Mel said slowly, Ether gathering around her hands. “How are you feeling?”

“Horrible.”

“Really? That’s brilliant,” Mel exclaimed. “I can’t believe it. You did it!”

Damien spat, trying to get the sour taste out of his mouth. He studied the runes on the ground, confirming a suspicion that had only just arisen in his mind. “You knew, didn’t you? These runes call to the Void.”

“I did,” Mel said. “I couldn’t tell you the truth. It might have affected the results negatively. I was warned very firmly about that. The highest chances of success occur if you have no idea what was happening beforehand.”

“Havel—what does he want?”

“He wouldn’t tell me anything else, but he said the only chance we had at surviving this Cycle would be if you went through with this. I trust him.”

“Did he tell you what would happen if I failed?”

“That I would die, and the rest of us would probably follow shortly afterward.”

“Well, at least he was honest with somebody,” Damien said, shaking his head to try to clear the fog out of it. He wasn’t sure if he was angry, disgusted, or just exhausted. He’d been manipulated again, but he couldn’t deny the need for power in the face of the Corruption.

“How does it feel?” Mel asked. “The Void, that is. You can see it now, right?”

“Hungry,” Damien replied. “Hungry and empty. Where is Sylph?”

“Still training with Havel. She’s not done yet.”

Damien extended his senses. Strands of Void magic reached out, tracing across the ground like a faint fog. The world felt completely foreign to him, but there was one thing he instinctively knew he could recognize without a doubt.

The faint flickers of Corruption, mixed with darkness and comfort and moving at an incredible speed. A tiny flicker of a grin crossed Damien’s face as he located Sylph a few minutes into the forest.

“What about Henry? Did he know?”

“No. He completely believed me, and he’s been helping Sylph train to avoid bothering you. I doubt he would have let me do this if he knew the truth. I had to add the Void runes later, while he was distracted.”

Damien grunted. “If he finds out you almost offed me, he’ll probably try to kill you.”

“I know,” Mel said, her lips quirking up. “I’m not without defenses, and I did what I had to. I don’t want this Cycle to end either, Damien. Havel said there was only one way out of this where we had a chance. I did what I had to. So did Delph.”

Damien Warp Stepped, appearing in front of Mel and driving his fist into her chin. Her head jerked back, and she slammed into a tree behind her with a grunt.

“That was for the memory you cost me,” Damien said, “but I think I would have done the same thing. I don’t recommend being nearby when Henry finds out, though.”

“Noted,” Mel said, grimacing as she pushed away from the tree and rubbed her chin. “You’re faster than before.”

“I’m more than I was before. We’ll just have to see if it’s good nor not,” Damien said. He teleported again, setting off in Sylph’s direction, leaving Mel behind him.


Chapter
Ten



Damien found Sylph in a small clearing, although the area hadn’t been one before she’d started training. Destroyed trees littered the ground, their trunks peppering the ground around her.

She was locked in a blindingly fast fight with Havel, who had abandoned his form to become a blob of gray matter that lurched unnaturally around the field, easily keeping pace with Sylph.

Henry stood in his humanoid form at the edge of the clearing, watching them with crossed arms. If it wasn’t for all the eyes and mouths covering his body, Damien might have mistaken him for a human using some sort of Dark spell.

As Damien approached, Henry spun.

“Stop fighting! There’s a Void creature here,” Henry yelled, gathering energy around his hands. Sylph and Havel skidded to a stop, their blades at each other’s throats, and shot to stand beside Henry’s side.

Damien emerged from the foliage, a bemused grin on his face. Henry’s eyes narrowed as fury rippled across his entire body.

“Taking on Damien’s form? That’s bold of you, creature. Which one are you? I don’t recognize your signature.”

“You forgot me that fast, Henry?” Damien asked.

“That’s Damien,” Sylph said, but the suspicious look didn’t completely fall from her face. “At least, I’m almost certain it is.”

“How can you tell?” Henry asked. “Taking on a mortal appearance isn’t impossible, but he’s full of Void magic. If that was Damien, the amount of Void magic in him would have torn him apart already. Mortals can’t handle it.”

“I’m not just mortal anymore, Henry,” Damien said. “What proof do you need? Come back inside my head. It’s getting a little lonely without you.”

Henry studied him for a moment. A flash of purple smoke shot from his hand, and Damien did nothing to stop it as the magic entered his body. He felt Henry root around in his mind for a moment.

“What in the Eight Planes?” Henry asked. “What did Mel do to you, Damien? Are you okay? Why are you full of Void magic?”

“I think you’re asking the wrong person those questions,” Damien replied, looking at Havel, “but I’ve got control of it now.”

“Complete control?” Henry pressed.

“No. Not even slightly,” Damien admitted. “I don’t know how to use it, but it won’t go rogue on me anymore. It’s as much a part of me as Dark or Space magic is. Just…much more volatile”

Henry’s many eyes narrowed. “I see. I trust you haven’t made the inside of your head too inhospitable. I’d hate for my living quarters to be all messed up.”

“I’ll do what I can to keep things normal there,” Damien said, his lips quirking up in a grin. “Feel free to check them now. It would save me a lot of explanation.”

Henry blurred into a stream of shadow that shot back into Damien. While Henry inspected the changes, Damien approached Sylph and Havel.

“It worked, then?” Havel asked, his normally cheery voice uncharacteristically serious.

Sylph gave him a confused glance. “What worked?”

“Havel has a lot to fill us in on,” Damien replied. “Henry, could you get rid of the noise in the area? I don’t want anyone overhearing this.”

A purple pulse ripped out from him, stretching out to surround the clearing. Havel’s form shifted into a featureless gray man, and he sat on a stump. Sylph, still watching Damien with worry, dropped down beside him.

“Havel isn’t just some artifact or fragment from some old time,” Damien said. “He’s a Void creature. The first one—or the second, I suppose? The first would be the thing I spoke to in my mind.”

“The Faceless,” Havel said. “The first of the Void. Or, more accurately, the Faceless is the Void.”

“And you are, too?” Sylph asked, a blade sprouting from her forearm. “Then, you’re our enemy.”

“Don’t,” Damien said. “We can’t take him. If he’s the original Void creature, he’s incredibly powerful, and I don’t think he is against us at the moment.”

“But—”

“Don’t get me wrong, Sylph. He doesn’t have our best interests in mind,” Damien said. “He isn’t our friend. But he’s trying to stop the Corruption and keep the current Cycle going.”

“Damien is correct on all counts,” Havel said, his featureless face rippling slightly as a mouth formed to frown before fading away once more. “I truly do apologize for all the deceit. I cannot fall this Cycle. Telling you any more would have almost certainly ensured you would fail.”

“Hold on,” Damien said, raising a hand. “I’m not going to debate you about this until Sylph is completely filled in.”

“That is not required. She was instrumental in getting you to this point, but Sylph is no longer required. We can accomplish our goals without sharing any more information than needed with mortals,” Havel said, a blade forming in his hand.

Damien’s hands crackled with Void energy. The staff shimmered at the edge of his vision, waiting for him to grab it. Sylph dropped into a fighting stance, shifting to cover Damien’s side.

“You try anything against her or any of my friends, and I’ll kill you before tearing the Corruption apart,” Damien snarled.

Havel raised his hands, the sword vanishing. “Forgive me. Another test. I had to ensure it was truly you who returned from the Void. The other Void creatures— Well, you know their fate. They can fake emotions, but not perfectly.”

“I am growing tired of you very quickly,” Damien warned. “Sylph, before I fill you in on what happened, I need to know one more thing from Havel. What in the Eight Planes are you aiming for?”

Havel let out a weary sigh. “The same thing you are, Damien. I am to Delph as Henry is to you. I don’t want him to die, and I love the current Cycle. My goal is not shared by the other Void creatures. I’ll do anything to protect both of those—just like Henry would. Speak with Sylph. I know you don’t trust me right now, so I’ll leave you alone for a few minutes. Expect me back shortly.”

A gray portal traced itself into the air behind Havel, and he stepped backward, vanishing through it. Damien pressed his lips together, considering the air where the companion had stood for a few seconds before he sat beside Sylph and told her everything that had happened.

“That’s…horrible,” Sylph muttered. “But does that make Henry some other dead guy?”

“He’s still just like my brother,” Damien said with a laugh. “But we need to remember the Void isn’t on our side at all. Havel might have slightly aligned interests, but the rest of it is working against us.”

“Then, we can’t play around anymore.”

Spines sprouted from Sylph’s body, running all the way down her arm and beneath her shirt. “I can manipulate my entire body. That’s what Havel and Delph have been teaching me. Every single part of me is a weapon.”

Damien blinked. “I thought you were waiting until I won a fight to show me what your new ability was?”

“I don’t know if we can take that risk anymore, Damien. You need to know what I can do in a fight, just like I need to know what you can. We’re a team, right?”

“We’re a team.” Damien nodded. “I wish I could tell you more, but I really don’t know what I’m capable of. The Void is still largely a mystery to me. I’ll have to study. Again.”

“Well, that’s nothing new,” Sylph said with a small grin. It faded, and she put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “But…are you okay? Henry and Havel told me what happens to mortals who get exposed to the Void, and now you’re steeped in it. You better not be hiding some sort of problem from me that’s going to pop up right after a vital fight and kill you, leaving me alone.”

Damien burst into laughter. “Have you been reading more of Henry’s novels?”

“Maybe a few,” Sylph admitted. “But you aren’t hiding something, are you?”

“I’m not, I swear,” Damien replied, raising his hand solemnly. “You know everything I do. The only thing other than the Void that’s still a mystery to me is what memory I lost. I have no idea where to even start looking.”

Sylph’s face darkened. “I can’t believe Mel did that to you. I thought she was a good person, but messing with anyone’s mind is unforgivable.”

“Henry is thinking the same. He’s already trying to figure out what I lost by lining his memories up with mine,” Damien said, his brow tightening. “But I’m alive and not in any immediate danger. That counts for a fair bit. But what about you? You seemed really confident in your new ability, but I’m not sure I’m seeing the full extent of how useful it can be.”

“I’d be more than happy to show you,” Sylph drawled, amusement dancing in her eyes. “But I’ll keep things to explanations for now. When I said every part of me, I meant it.”

Her finger sharpened into a blade, and she drew it across her wrist. A single drop of blood managed to escape before the wound sealed itself back shut. As the droplet fell, it sharpened. Spikes shot out of it, flashing in the sunlight before it bit into a tree stump. Damien carefully lifted it with telekinesis. The blade end of the droplet had cut clean into the wood.

“Sharp,” Damien said with a whistle. “And you can do that with everything?”

“Everything,” Syph said with a nod. “I can also reinforce my blades with Ether so they go through magical defenses. It doesn’t take much Ether to do, so I can actually hold my own against Havel for a fair amount of time. I won’t be holding you back.”

“You’ve never held me back,” Damien said, shaking his head. “I still don’t know where you got that idea. I’ve always been playing catch-up with you not the other way around. Your lack of magical energy has only made you more dangerous since you know your limits and strive to surpass them.”

Sylph swallowed. “I don’t know, Damien. I’ve had such a head start on everyone else, but you’re all catching up to me. If I stop working for even a little, I’ll get surpassed. I don’t mind it when it’s you, but Nolan and Mark are catching up, too.”

“Sylph, even if they somehow caught up to you, I still wouldn’t swap you for any of them,” Damien said, putting his hand over hers. “I trust them, but you’re… Well, I want them by my side, but I need you. And this is a moot point. You’re incredibly strong. Nobody is going to catch up to you.”

Sylph squeezed his hand. “Thanks, Damien. It’s just that I spent so much of my life training to make sure I was the strongest so I could do what I was ordered to that. Now that I’ve been confronted with the truth that I might not be anymore, it’s shaking me up a lot.”

“You shouldn’t tie your self-worth to your ability to fight,” Damien said. “That’s not why I like you, and it’s not what matters in the end. We fight so we can live. You don’t need to live to fight any more. That’s the past.”

“I— Yeah. I’ll try to remember that,” Sylph said with a small smile. “Thanks, Damien. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“I am, too,” Damien said with a slight smirk. “Now, we just have to deal with Havel. And the Corruption. And Mel. And Whisp. Ah, screw it. We’ll get around to all of it eventually.”

Sylph laughed. She leaned in and pressed her lips to his. “Just in case the memory you lost was the one next to the waterfall.”

Damien’s cheeks flushed. “It wasn’t, but I’ll keep that one, too.”

They stood, and the air thrummed. A gray portal split open, and Havel stepped out from within it.

“Done?”

“Just finished. How’d you know?” Damien asked.

“Henry prodded me. Sylph, are you certain this is the same Damien who left us?”

“Absolutely,” Sylph said with a nod. “If it isn’t, the Void is so good at copying him that I’ll never figure it out.”

“That’s all we can ask for,” Havel said. “But we can't rest. We’ll have to juggle keeping the Void in check with defeating the Corruption. If we push too hard in either direction and overextend, the balance will collapse and the Mortal Plane will be no more.”

“I gathered as much.”

"And thus, that leads us to the first thing we need to take care of.”

“It Who Stills the Seas, right?” Damien asked. “It’s been free for a while, and I’d be willing to bet that whatever plan it had is probably underway.”

Havel nodded once more. “I agree. I still haven’t noticed anything obviously out of place, which is a massive problem. If I can’t predict what it’s going to do, we can’t react in time. But, now that you’re fully in the loop, you can help me figure out how to take care of the rest of the Void. Let’s put ourselves in its shoes. If you were going to end the world, how would we go about doing it?"

“How am I supposed to answer that?” Damien asked. “I have no idea. I don’t know how the Cycle works or what the proper methods are to reset it. Henry, care to fill me in?”

“It’s through the Ether,” Henry said, rising from Damien’s shadow and sitting in a cross-legged position beside him. “You’ve noticed how Ether seems drawn to certain points, right? Well, there are several points throughout the Mortal Plane that the majority of the Ether stems from. They’re the weakest points in the Plane, and if all of them are overloaded at once, the Ether will fry everything on this plane and initiate the restart.”

“That’s it?” Damien asked. “How does it know what to do? How does it make the same thing every time? The Ether isn’t intelligent.”

“Is it not?” Henry asked, cocking his head to the side. “How do you know that?”

“Well, is it?”

“I have no idea,” Henry admitted. “It’s one of the great mysteries. Now that you’ve met the Faceless, perhaps he could answer that question. But I don’t know myself. It hasn’t shown any direct signs of intelligence, but the Cycle restart is a fascinating thing to behold. If you didn’t know better, it certainly looks like someone is doing everything intentionally.”

“Well, we’ll put a pin in that I guess,” Damien said as he rubbed his brow in frustration. “How difficult is it for these points of Ether to be activated? And how many are there—or rather, how many need to activate at the same time for this process to start?”

“There are ten,” Henry replied. “But only three have to be active at once. The others will chain themselves into activation once the first three activate.”

“So, how do we know It Who Stills The Seas hasn’t already activated any of them?”

“I’ve been monitoring the nearest ones, and there would have been a huge disturbance in the world if any were active, trust me,” Henry said.

“Delph and I have been watching them as well,” Havel said. “Although Delph has no idea what he’s actually watching for.”

“That’s another question.” Damien pointed an accusatory finger at Havel. “Why haven’t you told Delph this? What’s the point of making him think you’re just a goofy artifact rather than a Void creature?”

“Because I love Delph like a brother,” Havel replied. “And I know that he’s a loose cannon. If he thought the Mortal Plane was this close to collapse, he’d never enjoy himself again. He’d just work himself to death, and he wouldn’t even be able to make a significant difference. I give him enough information so that he can do everything he can to help, but I will not pointlessly cause him trouble.”

“That’s cold,” Damien said. “But you told me. Is that because I can actually do something about it?”

“That, and I also don’t care about you,” Havel said. “No harm meant by that, of course. You have great influence over the fate of this Cycle. I care about that. But I do not care about you—in the same way that Henry doesn’t care about anyone other than you.”

“That’s hardly true,” Henry said. “I think I’ve rather started enjoying the company of a few of Damien’s friends.”

“Then, you are far more human than I,” Havel said. “This will not matter for our purposes, though. Both of our goals are to maintain the Cycle in its current state and stop the Corruption. We are on the same side.”

“So we are,” Damien agreed, although it took him a second to answer. “We’re going to need Delph, though. He’s powerful, and he’s one of the few teachers at Blackmist that I think will be strong enough and actually listen to us. I would have said I trusted him at one point, but I’m not sure anymore.”

Havel’s body rippled as he nodded. “He’d have my head if he found out I kept him from an interesting fight. I will be keeping him out of situations I know he cannot win, though.”

“What in the Planes can I do?” Damien asked. “Even with the Void, I can’t control it much yet. I doubt I’m going to be able to do anything Delph can’t.”

“You won’t have a choice,” Havel said with a shrug. “Either succeed or the Cycle will end, one way or another. There is no more option for failure.”

“Lovely,” Damien said. Sylph squeezed his hand. “So, back to It Who Stills the Seas. You said none of these ten nodes have been activated.”

“Correct. And, as such, I have no idea what It Who Stills the Seas is doing. The other Void creatures are all sealed as well. Moon took care of that when they arrived, and his bindings are not easily undone. One fell to the Corruption, but the others were still in their normal form last I checked.”

“Could it be waiting for something?” Sylph asked. “If it hasn’t acted yet, there’s probably something it’s either planning for or worried about. Is there any time when activating the nodes would be easier?”

“No. They are always the same difficulty to use—and that is not a low bar to reach. It requires five Void creatures using all of their strength to properly reset the Cycle quickly. The less there are, the longer it takes. With only one, you would have to break yourself up into three parts and send each to a node. Activating it could easily take over a year.”

“That’s probably not what it’s going for, then,” Damien said, rubbing his chin. “What about some big blast or detonation of Ether? Could it somehow be harnessed to activate a node? Or perhaps slowly storing up Ether in something, then using it all at once?”

“That’s possible, but it would likely take a very long time,” Havel said. “It would also require a powerful artifact. There are almost certainly enough in existence, but I don’t know what they might be.”

“Don’t you have your all-knowing Void information or whatever?” Damien asked.

“Hardly all-knowing,” Havel said with a chuckle. “We’re just much older than you. However, even that knowledge has been largely lost to me. Unlike Henry, I am truly a resident of this Plane. Such an action required a significant sacrifice, and I lost a large portion of my knowledge and power. I don’t regret it for a moment, mind you, but it has made things slightly more complicated. I will look into this.”

“What are we supposed to do until then?” Damien asked.

“What you were already planning to do. Train. Continue as if everything is normal,” Havel replied. “Second is watching us. His vision is not absolute, but he has eyes everywhere. If he believes there is any true threat to him, he won’t show himself. We need to bait him into complacency. Then, once he has been injured, we can try to go for the kill.”

“So we just keep going to school?” Sylph raised an eyebrow. “With Damien’s current abilities, any tournaments are going to be pretty funny.”

“As with yours,” Havel said. “That might be for the best, though. You’ll need to get as much mortal support as possible. If you stop both the Corruption and the Void, but this Plane is torn to pieces in the process, you’ll be left with nothing. Someone has to fight the remaining Seeds and the other Corrupted monsters while we take on Second and the Void.”

“That’s a great idea, so long as we don’t accidentally out that I’m using Void magic,” Damien muttered. “I don’t think Whisp would take kindly to that.”

“She’ll come around. Whisp is more reasonable than you believe—when the right buttons are pressed,” Havel said. “Leave that to Delph, and me as well. Just focus on continuing your studies in the proper areas. Garner support and be ready. You will both need to be at the peak of your abilities if we are to win this.”

Havel glanced to the side. He nodded to Henry, who dropped the anti-sound shield. A few moments later, Mel walked into the clearing.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Mel said. “The others have just about wrapped up their training as well.”

Henry watched her through half-lidded eyes. He looked utterly bored, but Damien felt the fury radiating off his companion.

“We’ve covered what we need to,” Havel said. “For now, at least. Both Damien and Sylph have gained a path to continue growing their strength. I will go get Delph shortly.”

“Good. I’m just about done with this place,” Henry said. He turned into a stream of smoke and shot back into Damien’s shadow. Havel disappeared through a flickering gray portal. Damien and Sylph followed Mel out of the clearing and back toward her cabin.

“How’d your training go?” Nolan asked as the three stepped through the door. He and Loretta sat next to each other on a couch, covered with small cuts and with dark bags under their eyes. However, they both looked content.

“Successful, I suppose,” Damien said. “Yours?”

“Likewise,” Nolan said.

“And then some,” Loretta added. “Mel is a very good teacher.”

Damien grunted. “I can’t say I enjoy her lesson plans, but she is effective.”

“I wonder where we stand against the other students now,” Nolan said, rubbing his chin. “I haven’t seen Mark go all out in a while. I feel a lot stronger, but I still don’t know if that’s enough to fight him.”

“I think we’d both have a chance, at the least,” Loretta said, rubbing her chin. “I haven’t seen Damien or Sylph fight in a while either. Are you both still ahead of Mark?”

Sylph hid a smile. “At least a little bit, I think.”

“She’s being modest,” Nolan said. “Both of them are significantly ahead of everyone else in our year—and probably the year above it as well. The only students I’ve met that I’m not confident Damien and Sylph would win against would be the Year Fours.”

“Seriously?” Loretta asked, her eyes widening. “We have to spar sometime. I haven’t seen Damien’s strength firsthand since the tournament in Year One. Evolving my Core made me feel so much stronger. I feel like I could take anyone one at this point.”

“As tempted as I am to take you up on that right here in Mel’s house, I’d imagine we should at least wait until we get back to Blackmist,” Damien said with a chuckle. “You both look pretty tired, so I’d rather have a fair fight.”

“Like any fight with you would be fair,” Nolan said, shaking his head with a good-natured grin. “But if you’re taking challenges, add me to the list. I want to see if I’ll last any longer against you now.”

“What about me?” Sylph asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Absolutely not,” Nolan said. “You’d just take me out instantly. I’ve seen how you fight. I want to see the person I’m up against and at least feel like there’s a fight happening.”

Sylph smirked and gave him a shrug. The four continued their idle chatter for a few minutes, catching up on the basics of what Mel had done and what their plans were for the rest of the semester.

Not too long later, the house door creaked open, and Delph stepped inside, his gray cloak wrapped back around him in its rightful place. He chewed on the toothpick in his mouth and locked eyes with Damien for a brief instant before breaking contact.

“Mel told me your training was successful,” Delph said. “I hope you’re all ready to return to school. Break is over.”

“You call this a break?” Damien asked, emotion bubbling in his chest. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about Delph at the moment, but there was more than a little anger at the man’s deception. “I think we have very differing opinions of what that entails.”

“When you get to my age, anything that’s a change from the norm is a break,” Delph said. “Let’s get moving. We’ll need to figure out what you’re doing once you get back.”

“Aren’t we going back into our classes?” Nolan asked. “I’m worried I’ve fallen behind in runecrafting.”

“Oh, you will be,” Delph said, waving his head. He snapped his fingers, and a gray portal yawned open behind him. “That was a more general observation. You aren’t too far from Year Three. We’ve skipped ahead with your Core evolutions but, for all intents and purposes, I see you all as Year Threes anyway.”

“What does that entail?” Damien asked. “You wouldn’t say something like that if you didn’t have a goal in mind.”

Delph chuckled. He turned on his heel and swept through the gray portal, vanishing with a pop. Damien and Sylph exchanged a glance with each other.

“Can we even trust him?” Sylph asked.

“I’m not sure,” Damien said slowly. “I hate to say it, but I’m not sure. He’s always playing at something, and until he’s level with us, I don’t know what the next thing we’ll lose will be.”

“What’s going on?” Nolan asked. “Did Delph do something?”

“Something like that,” Damien said, considering the portal before them. “I can’t get into details yet, but I’ll tell you some day. Suffice to say that it’s probably only related to me and Sylph, although I wouldn’t put it past him to involve you as well.”

“I don’t even know what it is, and that doesn’t surprise me,” Nolan said with a sigh. “How bad are we talking here?”

“Still figuring that out,” Damien replied. “I don’t think he’d try something right after what he just did, though. This probably takes us back to Blackmist.”

“We’re going through it, then?” Sylph asked.

“We’ll trust him this time,” Damien decided. “And it’s the last freebie he gets until we can be absolutely sure of what he’s doing.”

Sylph nodded, and the other two students shrugged in agreement. Damien stepped through the portal, Sylph right on his heels.

The world warped and shifted. Damien’s foot fell on something soft and fuzzy—a rug. A lushly decorated office expanded before him as his sight returned. The walls were covered with fine artwork, and a window at the side overlooked the entirety of Blackmist.

Sitting before him at a massive wooden table was Whisp, a peeved expression on her face. There were four chairs in front of her desk, and Delph had already grabbed one. He’d spun it backward and was sitting in it, leaning his chin on top of his arms, which were crossed over the backrest.

The other three students popped out of the portal behind Damien. Sylph’s eyes immediately focused on Whisp, and she shifted her stance, lowering in preparation to fight. Nolan and Loretta took another second or two to realize they were standing in the Dean’s office.

“Delph,” Whisp said, rubbing her brow with a hand. “Why have you brought students into my private office?”

“I felt like it,” Delph replied. “And they’ve all evolved their Cores.”

“Why have— Oh, I don’t care anymore,” Whisp said with an exhausted sigh. She moved some documents back from the front of the table, stopping Damien from reading them. “Why are you playing with students while we’re getting assaulted on every side? The frontlines are losing ground by the day, and the Corruption keeps attacking small villages before we can do anything about it. We could really use your talents literally anywhere else.”

Damien’s gaze flicked down to the papers on Whisp’s table.

Henry, could you get a glance at those? I want to see what she’s got.

“Sure,” Henry replied. “It’ll be difficult to sneak something past her, though. We’ll basically just get a quick snapshot of her table before I have to cancel the spell to avoid her tracing it back to us.”

A flicker of purple ballooned behind Whisp’s shoulder, expanding into an eye and snapping open. It peered down at the table for an instant, then vanished. Whisp spun, scouring the office before throwing up her hands and pointing at Delph.

“Seriously? Another prank?”

“Wasn’t me.”

“You say that every time.”

“So I do,” Delph drawled. “Back on topic, Whisp. Unless you want to keep us all here.”

“Fine. What do you want?” Whisp threw herself back into her chair and kicked her legs up onto the desk.

“I propose they be offered the same benefit typical Year Three students receive,” Delph replied, a grin stretching across his lips. “It’s time they tour one of the other mage colleges for a few months, until the end of the semester.”


Chapter
Eleven



“Typically, I’d toss you out on your ass,” Whisp said, rubbing her forehead. “But anything that gets both you and your students out from under my hair is a good thing in my books. The reports Stormsword brought back from Forsad indicated that Damien and Sylph were both at least the strength of Year Four students, if not more. They’re still sorely lacking in variety and a few other things, but I fail to see what you think they’ll gain from testing out the other schools.”

“The very thing you pointed out—variety,” Delph replied, crossing his arms. “Damien and Sylph need combat experience, and they’ve trained together so much that they already know each other’s abilities as if they were their own. Nolan is focusing on runework, and Blackmist doesn’t specialize in that. As for Loretta, there are better water mages at other schools. The same holds true for the other students I spoke to you about.”

Delph’s claims were a bit of a stretch after the training Damien and Sylph just gone through, not to mention Damien’s trip to the Void and Sylph’s special training with the professor, but the two of them kept quiet.

“So, you think the students of the other schools would be better sparring partners for them?” Whisp asked, raising an eyebrow. “Why not the higher ranked students at Blackmist?”

“We both know that isn’t possible,” Delph said. “Aven and Cheese would be the only two worth their time sparring against, and they’re too busy to help. As for the other Blackmist students—don’t make me talk about where they’ve gone. I believe you’ve already banned me from speaking of it.”

Whisp sighed and grabbed a wineskin from below her desk, taking a long swing from it before wiping her lips. “Fine. I was just asking so I could explain what happened to the actual dean if he swung by. This will make my job about a hundred times easier anyway.”

“Don’t we get to make our own decision?” Loretta asked, crossing her arms below her chest. “I mean, you haven’t even checked if we wanted to try out other schools yet.”

Whisp cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t know your name, girl. But you’re one of Delph’s students, right?”

“I am, and my name—”

“Then, you shouldn’t be used to making your own decision. Delph does what he wants to,” Whisp said, glaring at the professor. “And, frankly, the students you associate yourself are menaces. All of them. I trust you’ve gathered that already, and the world is in need of such talent, but that doesn’t mean I want to be the one who has to deal with it. If sending you off lets me get rid of Damien and Sylph, I’ll do it in a heartbeat.”

“Gee, thanks,” Damien said.

“Don’t give me your snark,” Whisp said, rolling her eyes. Her lips turned downward, and she peered into her wineskin before tossing it aside with a disgusted sigh. “Delph, get out of here for a few minutes. I’m going to talk with Damien. Alone.”

“He’s my student,” Delph said, crossing his arms. “I’m allowed to listen to—”

Whisp snapped her fingers. There were four sharp pops, and everyone other than Damien vanished. Ether surged to Damien’s fingertips.

“Where’s Sylph?”

“Relax,” Whisp said wearily. “I sent them all into the arena. Delph is a meddlesome bastard, and I don’t like him. Granted, I don’t like you either, but it’s time we had a talk without him influencing it. We both know you’re far more than a normal student, so I’m going to drop all pretenses and talk to you like an adult. How does that sound?”

“Fine by me,” Damien said slowly. Whisp almost sounded responsible, which was a first for the alcoholic dean-in-acting.

“Good. I only care about one thing, and that’s keeping this school together until Dean Happenstance returns from whatever garbage he’s currently doing. I’ve long since realized that you and Sylph are…dangerous to that ideal. I haven’t removed you from the school because I can recognize your strength, and no prodigy is born without a few casualties. However, things are getting a little too serious for me to ignore. I don’t understand the situation, and I don’t know what we’re really up against. Something tells me that you do.”

“I know more than you do,” Damien said slowly. “But, in the theme of being honest with each other, I’m not going to tell you anything that would put Sylph or me in a dangerous situation.”

“That’s hardly a surprise.” Whisp rubbed her brow and shook her head. “I know you’re strongly related to the Corruption, especially considering how you know Sylph. I’m also relatively certain that your Companion is more than just an unknown monster from the Plane of Darkness. But…I’m not going to pursue any of that. Right now, I don’t give a shit who or what you are. I just need to keep this damn school in one piece. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Delph already knows how to fight the Corruption,” Damien said, choosing his words carefully. “And I’m not in a trusting mood, Dean Whisp. I can assure you that we’re doing everything we can to fight the Corruption, and if there’s anything you could do more than what you already are, Delph or I would tell you.”

Whisp considered Damien for a few moments, then grunted. “Very well. Do you want me to approve Delph’s request?”

“I’m not sure,” Damien admitted. “I am almost certain all the training I need can be done independent of where I am, so I don’t think this is for my benefit.”

“Yes, I suspected as much. He’s using my suspicion of you and Sylph to try and mask something else,” Whisp said. “This was all a show, by the way. Delph put in the request to have you, Sylph, Mark, Nolan, Loretta, and several other students transfer to different schools nearly a month ago.”

“Figures. Then— Wait, you do know her name,” Damien said.

“I’m sorry?”

“Loretta. You know her name.”

Whisp laughed. “I have a reputation to keep, Damien. So long as most people are under the impression I couldn’t care less about this school, then it is doing well. But I have a very, very close eye on any student associated with you and Sylph. You seem to have a knack for…influencing them.”

“Whatever you’re accusing me of, it isn’t my fault.”

“I hadn’t accused you of anything,” Whisp said with a wry smile. “But it sounds like you have no issue with Delph’s request. Watch yourself, Damien. I don’t like you, but I like Delph less. He’s playing at something, just like he always is. That is why he was removed from the frontlines, even though he was one of the most effective mages we’ve ever had.”

“Was he really that bad?” Damien asked. “I mean, he’s a scheming prankster, but aside from a few situations where he’s seriously endangered me and Sylph, it feels like he’s trying to help.”

Whisp’s eyes darkened. “Delph has never failed a mission. He’s been sent deep past the frontlines and stolen artifacts of incredible strength from the monsters, often fighting off entire miniature armies on his own.”

“That sounds like a good thing.”

“It would be, if he didn’t kill every single mage he ever worked with but one,” Whisp said. “Dredd is the only person that has gone on a full mission with Delph and lived. Every other mage who has gone with him on the front lines has died. If we were to rank the causes of death to mages on the frontlines, Delph would be in the top ten. He’s killed more men than most monsters ever will. If you have any amount of trust that he will keep you safe, lose it or you won’t survive this war.”

Damien’s hands tightened. The Delph he knew was manipulative, but he was struggling to match him up to the person Whisp described. Still, with the actions the professor had taken as of late, he wasn’t about to dismiss her words either.

“Thanks for the warning,” Damien said. “Is there anything else?”

“No,” Whisp replied. “They’ll be back here shortly. Just give it a few moments so I don’t have to repeat myself.”

She tapped a gauntleted finger impatiently on her desk. No more than a second later, her door exploded. Whisp flicked a hand, and a swatch of purple energy painted itself across the desk before her, blocking the fragments of wood as they shot through the air.

Damien, who had already hardened his mage armor, allowed it to return to normal as the dust faded, and Sylph straightened, her arms bristling with blades. They slowly retraced into her as she realized that Whisp and Damien were just talking.

“Everything okay?” Sylph asked, slightly winded.

“We just talked. I’m sorry I didn’t come after you,” Damien said. “She said you’d all been sent to the arena.”

“We were,” Sylph said. “Delph took the others and said he’d teleport back to Whisp’s office, but I don’t trust him, so I just ran here.”

“That quickly?” Whisp asked, her eyes widening slightly. “Your speed is actually somewhat impressive for a student.”

“I was very motivated. We seem to have a bit of a problem with professors trying to kill us as of late. Where’s Delph?”

“Right here,” Delph said, stepping into the room behind Sylph. Loretta and Nolan trailed behind him, both looking rather bedraggled. “We had a little trouble teleporting back into your office, Whisp. You might want to fix that.”

“I assure you, Delph, that the wards I put up were very intentional,” Whisp said dryly. “I’m not sure how you got past them the first time, but I can see they’re now properly functioning.”

She looked at her desk and shuffled through papers. At the same time, Delph glanced at Damien and winked. Whisp jerked her head up and glared at Delph as she very pointedly pulled out several slips.

“Normally, I’d assign schools to the students myself. But, at this point, I really couldn’t care less, and I’d imagine you’re going to waste my time until I give you what you want, so I’m going to cut to the chase. Where are they going?”

“I figured I’d let the students decide,” Delph said, pushing Nolan and Loretta forward. “What do you think?”

“Greenvalley,” Nolan said without hesitation. “It’s got some of the best runecrafting teachers in the kingdom.”

Loretta scratched her chin. “Doesn’t Kingsfront have a lot of great healers? I’ve been wanting to look into that. I know it’s pretty difficult to transfer into Kingsfront, though—”

“I can try to pull some strings,” Nolan offered. “I’m not the heir anymore, but I’ve still got a fair number of connections.”

“No need,” Whisp said. “I’ll handle this. What about you, Damien?”

“Mountain Hall. I have some unfinished business there.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you plan to burn the place to the ground.”

“No promises,” Damien replied, only half-joking. “But if you’re sending me somewhere, that’s the only place that’ll be half-useful.”

“Mountain Hall it is. I never liked the bastards anyway,” Whisp grumbled. “And you, Sylph? The same?”

Sylph glanced at Damien. He raised an eyebrow, then gave her a small nod.

“Actually, I’d like to go to Kingsfront as well,” Sylph said. “I’m looking into get into artifact hunting, and Kingsfront has many of the leaders in that field.”

“Suit yourself,” Whisp said with a shrug, making several other markings on the paper. “And what of the others, Delph?”

“Send Reena to Goldsilk and Mark to Flamewheel,” Delph said. “They’ll learn the most there.”

“No, send Mark to Goldsilk,” Damien said.

“Whyever for?” Whisp asked, cocking her head to the side. “Goldsilk specializes in mental energy and light magic. Mark uses neither. In fact, he’s probably about as opposite to that as you can get.”

“It would be beneficial for him to learn the other side of the coin,” Damien said, crossing his arms. “He doesn’t need to learn how to fight better, he needs to learn how to control his powers more.”

Whisp glanced at Delph, then smirked. “Sound reasoning. Done. That ought to terrorize them for a bit. Anything else, Delph?”

“I suppose that wraps things up,” Delph said with a shrug. “I’ll ensure the schools are notified. Everyone will have to be ready to leave by the end of today. Sound good?”

He vanished through a portal before anyone could respond. Whisp rolled her eyes and flicked a finger. Three portals snapped open behind the students.

“These will take you back to your rooms,” Whisp said. “Go. I expect to hear nothing but great—or terrible—things about all of you. No half-measures.”

Sylph stepped through the portal, and Damien hopped after her. The last thing he saw before the world went purple was Nolan and Loretta both stepping through one of the other floating disks.

Damien emerged beside his bed. Sylph had already flopped down onto it and was in the process of scrunching his sheets up.

“Sorry,” Syph said. “I wanted to come with you, but—”

“You don’t have to explain,” Damien said with a laugh. “It’ll suck that we aren’t right next to each other, but this isn’t forever, and it won’t change anything. You’ve got your own dreams to follow, and I’m only going to Mountain Hall to figure out what happened to Quinlan. It won’t be too long.”

“Right,” Sylph said with a relieved nod. “It’ll be a bit strange. Aside from you falling through that portal with Second, we’ve basically been in the same spot for the last two years.”

“I’ll just have to learn how to do those long range portals,” Damien said. “I’ve already done one, so it’ll just be a matter of mastering some extra stuff.”

Sylph cocked an eyebrow. It didn’t have to be said that learning the Void enough to safely cast portals like that again was not a simple task, but she didn’t question him.

“Why’d you intercede for Mark?” Sylph asked, changing the topic as Damien sat down and leaned against her. “Do you really think he’s going to learn that much more at Goldsilk?”

“No,” Damien admitted, rubbing the back of his head with a flush. “I think he just would have preferred to hang around Elania. They looked pretty happy training together, and I don’t think Mark has had a lot of that in his life.”

Sylph burst into laughter. “How romantic. Maybe you’re the one reading too many of Henry’s novels.”


Chapter
Twelve



“You won’t catch me dead reading one of those things,” Damien replied, shaking his head with a grin.

“They aren’t that bad. A little unrealistic, I suppose, but they’re kind of entertaining.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Sylph punched him on the arm—a light blow for her, but it was still enough to sting slightly. “When we get back from this, I’m cashing in my day where I get to choose what we do.”

“I’ll look forward to it, then,” Damien said. “Do you already have something in mind?”

“That’s a surprise,” Sylph said with a sly grin. “Go get ready. Make sure you’ve got everything you need before you leave.”

“Now that you mention it, I should probably get some more runecrafting materials,” Damien mused. “I’m a little low, and if Quinlan is doing something big, I won’t have enough.”

“I’ve got some shopping to do myself,” Sylph said. “I can’t imagine Kingsfront will be particularly hospitable to a Blackmist student, especially after we crushed them at the tournament.”

“Good luck,” Damien said.

“Likewise.”

The two split off, heading into campus to gather their supplies. Hours passed quickly, and the day soon grew to an end. Damien realized that Delph hadn’t actually told them where he’d be, but that turned out to be inconsequential.

A vertical gray line split the air before Damien. He took a step back, gathering Ether from his Core as a portal split open, and Delph emerged from within it. The professor raised an eyebrow.

“Planning to attack me?”

“Considering it,” Damien replied, lowering his hands but keeping the Ether close to the surface. “I don’t particularly trust you right now.”

“Good,” Delph said. “Trust is weakness. Only the strong can afford it, and you’ve still got a way to go. Everyone is playing at their own game.”

“Are you really trying to pretend like this was all just to teach me a lesson?”

“Just?” Delph repeated, cocking an eyebrow. “The lesson was just something that happened to come along with the rest of the package. I’m doing everything I can to keep the Mortal Plane as it is, Damien. You’re no different.”

Damien’s lips thinned. “We’ll have to agree to disagree. I don’t lie to my friends.”

“Don’t you?” Delph asked. “Then, I’m sure Nolan and Mark know all about where you spent the month after Forsad.”

“That’s different. Knowing about it would actively put them in danger,” Damien defended.

Delph pierced him with a flat stare. Damien’s eyes narrowed, and he met the professor’s gaze.

“You’re not going to make me feel guilty, Delph. These are different circumstances. I’ve been fighting against the Corruption for just as long as you. Mark and the others aren’t nearly as involved, and the information I know could get them in trouble with the Mage Colleges, too. You nearly got me killed.”

“Keyword is nearly,” Delph said. “You’re my student, Damien. As is Sylph. When you came to me asking for training, and I agreed, you knew what you were signing up for. I don’t settle for mediocrity, and ‘barely good enough’ isn’t going to save the Mortal Plane. I’ve made just as many sacrifices as you have.”

“At least you chose to make them yourself.”

“Not all of them,” Delph said grimly. “But you’ve got a backbone now. Good. You’ll survive Mountain Hall.”

“Do you really think I’m in any more danger from them than I am from you?”

“Depends,” Delph said with a mirthless grin. “Am I actually trying to kill you?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Good,” Delph said. He snapped his fingers and a portal stretched open at his side. “It’ll keep you on your toes.”

“You are not making me particularly eager to walk through that portal,” Damien drawled. “I don’t suppose there’s another way to get to Mountain Hall?”

“Nope,” Delph said cheerfully. “Auntie is busy, so she won’t be sending you anywhere anytime soon. Of course, if you’ve already got the abilities to portal this far on your own, you’re welcome to do that. If it matters, I’ll promise that this takes you directly to Mountain Hall. I’ve got no reason to waste all the effort we’ve gone through making you. Any death I might give you would be for the greater good.”

What do you think, Henry?

“Huh? Sorry, I’m not really paying attention,” Henry said, sounding distracted. “I’m sorting through all the Void you’ve got floating around in you now. There’s quite a bit, and catching up is taking longer than I thought it would. Delph probably isn’t going to try to kill us for no reason. I’d bear with him for now, but there’ll be a price to pay for what he and Mel did.”

Damien grunted in agreement. He strode forward and entered the portal. Space compressed, and he felt himself accelerate, flying through a shimmering gray tunnel and squeezing down into a thin line.

With a snap like a rubber band breaking, the spell spat him out. Damien landed on his feet atop rough stone floor. He instinctively pulled Ether to himself in preparation for an ambush as he took in his surroundings.

The room he’d arrived in was a massive cave, complete with stalactites and stalagmites. Two huge pillars rose behind him, covered with runes to aide with targeting portal spells. The rest of it was rather plain, with the only decoration being some faint runework that lit a path that led out of the large room in dim yellow.

A brown- and yellow-robed student stood at the exit of the cave, watching Damien with a guarded expression. The boy looked a little older than Damien, but his uncomfortable stance revealed that he likely wasn’t very powerful.

“Is this Mountain Hall?” Damien asked.

“What’s it look like?” the boy asked.

“A cave. Do you have any idea how many caves I’ve gotten teleported into?” Damien asked.

“Yes, it’s Mountain Hall,” the boy said, shaking his head. “I’m Billy, a Year Three. Why is it that a Year Two is doing a school swap?”

“Personal reasons,” Damien said, starting to grow annoyed at the other boy’s attitude. “I kept breaking the Dean’s toys, so she got rid of me for a little while. Is there somewhere I’m meant to go to report that I’ve arrived?”

Billy nodded reluctantly. “I’ll take you there. My professor will be supervising you, so I’m meant to be your guide for the duration of your stay.”

He turned and strode out of the cave. Instead of running to catch up, Damien just teleported to fall in step slightly behind Billy. The other boy flinched, but he managed to repress his startled curse before it escaped his lips.

They walked for a few minutes. The path sloped down, deeper into the mountain before twisting out and widening into an open-air plateau. Billy and Damien walked up to the edge.

Mountain Hall stretched out below them. Huge stone buildings, all connected by arching walkways and paths, stretched out below them. The school was nestled in the center of an enormous valley ringed by jagged mountains, one of which they currently stood on.

Like the cave, the school wasn’t decorated. While the carving of the stone was exceptional, it was mostly drab. Aside from a few green splotches from sparsely scattered trees around the campus, it was almost all the same color.

The only exception was a short mountain at the back of the school, which had glowing red runes covering it. A faint line of black smoke rose from its tip, but it was too far for Damien to make out anything in detail.

“This way,” Billy said, walking over to a small translucent portal erected at the edge of the plateau. “There’s a short range portal that will take us to the arena, where my professor is waiting.”

He walked through the portal without waiting for Damien to respond.

“What is it with these damn schools and having professors meet students at arenas?” Damien griped, following Billy through. There was a small pop, and he found himself standing in sand.

Mountain Hall’s arena was identical to Blackmist’s in all but appearance. The size and shape were indistinguishable. If the walls had been obsidian and purple, he would have thought he’d been sent back to his original school.

Several students stood in a semicircle before where he’d appeared. Most of them looked to be third-years, and Billy had joined their ranks. There was no sign of anyone old enough to be a professor.

“Where’s the person I’m meant to meet?” Damien asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Or am I meant to find him? They did something similar at Blackmist, but I thought that was just something for Year Ones.”

“You’ll find him eventually,” one of the larger boys said. “But we’ve got something to take care of first.”

“You’ve got some balls on you,” a beautiful, tattooed girl said, glaring at him. “Coming here when we all know you had something to do with Bartholomew and Drew’s deaths. You’ve got strong defenders in Blackmist who stopped Quinlan from dealing with you, but now that you’re here…”

“We’ll mete out our own justice,” another boy finished, cracking his knuckles as fire started to flicker along his skin.

Damien snorted. “Seriously? Are you schoolyard bullies? Drew and Bartholomew got themselves killed. It’s got nothing to do with me. I swept the floor with Drew when we fought in the tournament. If I beat him, what makes you think you can beat me?”

“He was a Year Two, and there was just one of him,” the first boy said. Ice stretched out from her fingertips, forming into claws. “There are six of us.”

Damien’s fingers twitched. The Void crept into his mind, and the staff pressed itself into his palm, begging him to use it. His hand was wrapped around the cold wood before he could stop himself.

For an instant, gray washed over the world, and Damien’s emotions muted. He gritted his teeth and forced his hand to let go of the staff. Color returned to normal just in time for Damien to see a flaming fist flying toward his head.

He reacted instinctively, ducking to avoid the strike and driving his fist into the attacking boy’s shoulder. As soon as Damien’s hand connected, he fired a miniature Tear from his palm. Blood sprayed, and the boy screamed, staggering back.

One of his friends ran up to him, golden light filling the arena as he healed the almost-invisible cut.

“You brought a healer?” Damien asked, his lips quirking up.

“Just to make sure we can really make sure you understand what happens to people who cross Mountain Hall,” the girl said, baring her teeth in a feral smirk. They circled him, each bringing their Ether out in a spell as they closed in.

“I only count five of you,” Damien said abruptly.

The girl blinked, pausing for a moment. “Then you’re a moron. There are clearly—”

Damien teleported, appearing directly in front of the girl and driving his fist into her throat. To her credit, ice erupted between her skin and his fist, blocking the majority of the strike. It was an incredibly fast reaction that would have bought her a few seconds against any other student.

Damien bared his own teeth and cast Gravity Sphere. He kept it small and shifted his hand down just slightly so it detonated at her left shoulder instead of her neck. There was a gruesome symphony of cracks, and she screamed in pain.

The fire magic boy lunged at Damien, rearing back to punch him. Damien spun the girl around, catching the strike with her stomach. She cried out again, and Damien flicked his hand, grabbing the kid’s clothes and launching him into the air with telekinesis.

He cast enlarge on the ground beneath his feet, firing three spikes into the closest students. Two of them blocked the attack, but the last hit Billy, shooting up through his foot and eliciting a yelp.

“Keep attacking, and she might bleed out,” Damien said, yanking his captive upright by her hair. She whimpered in pain. “Are you seriously Year Threes? That was one of the most pathetic attacks I’ve ever seen.”

“Let her go,” the healer growled, taking a step toward them.

Damien formed a Gravity Sphere in his other hand and moved it next to the girls’ unbroken arm. “Come closer. See what happens.”

There was a crunch behind Damien as the boy he’d thrown plummeted back down, smashing into the sand. He groaned in pain but didn’t move.

“He’s a monster,” Billy muttered.

“You’re the idiots who tried to attack me,” Damien said, shaking his head. He spotted one of them trying to edge out of his vision, but Henry acted before he could. A tendril shot out from his mage armor, grabbing the kid by the leg and whipping him into the wall.

“Oops. That sounded painful,” Damien said dryly. “Anyone else want to try something?”

Everyone who wasn’t already crippled raised their hands defensively and backed up.

“You’ve made your point,” Billy stammered. “We won’t bother you anymore.”

“Gee. How magnanimous of you. I’m honored.”

“Can I take care of their wounds?” the healer asked nervously. “Some of them look pretty bad. They could get permanently hurt if I don’t do something.”

“Well, considering you were planning on offering me the same service, I don’t see why not. I’m not trying to kill you idiots,” Damien said with a shrug.

The healer rushed over to the fallen fire mage and took care of the worst of his injuries before scrambling to take care of the boy that Henry had thrown into a wall. He approached Damien slowly, reaching out to heal the girl as well.

Damien watched him with sharp eyes. The girl’s bones snapped back into place, and she drew in a jagged gasp. Ice shot from her shoulder as an incredibly fast blade flicked out for Damien’s chest.

The world went gray. As the Void rushed into Damien, begging him to use it, one of Henry’s cloak tentacles whipped out and stopped the spell. Still enveloped by the gray, Damien grabbed the girl’s wrist and twisted his body, slamming her into the floor.

He drove a foot into her back, using telekinesis on his own shoe to bring it down harder. Blood sprayed from her mouth as he reopened wounds the healer hadn’t had a chance to repair yet.

“Wrong move,” Damien said, keeping her pressed into the ground. The gray trickled back into the background, and he pressed his lips together. “And now you’re not getting healed.”

“What? But—”

“She’s not about to die, is she?” Damien asked. “She’s a Year Three, so her body should be strong enough to withstand most physical blows. You already patched most of the injuries, didn’t you?”

“The worst ones, but—”

“Worse than the wound she would have given me if that ice spear hit?” Damien asked. “Answer that carefully.”

The healer swallowed. “No.”

“Then, please feel free to excuse yourself. All of you. And, Billy? Find that Planes damned professor.”
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Billy ran from the arena as fast as he could, nearly tripping over his feet multiple times before he threw himself through the archway and disappeared from view. The rest of his compatriots followed on his heels, leaving Damien alone with the girl he had pinned to the ground.

“A little violent for you,” Henry observed quietly within his mind. “You could have handled them without any real injury.”

I know. I was mad.

“Anger against the pathetic only demeans you,” Henry said, putting on his wisest voice. He let it fall and let out a slight sigh. “I can’t say if this is bad or not. You’ll need to be ruthless to take on the Void but, after everything I’ve learned from you and the other mortals, I don’t particularly enjoy seeing you act like a Voidling.”

Am I that bad? They did attack first.

“Have you looked at her? She might not be about to die, but the girl’s clearly in pain. She isn’t nearly strong enough to injure us, and she’s already down for the count. Why not just knock her out or get off her? You’ve still got your foot on her back.”

Damien grimaced. He shook his head, trying to push the Void’s influence back. Unlike before, when it had stubbornly tried to control his actions, it slipped into the recesses of his mind and flickered at the farthest edges of his vision.

He took his foot off the girl’s back, and she groaned, sucking in a desperate breath of air.

“A certain amount of ruthlessness is important,” Henry continued. “But pointless brutality is a detriment. That’s what monsters do, not humans.”

You’re right. I don’t really control the Void. I don’t think it can control me anymore, but it’s still changing how I react to things. Please, keep a close watch on me. I’m worried this will get worse until I’m voluntarily doing what it wants.

“You got it.”

Damien studied the fallen girl’s injuries. She had several broken bones and burns from where her fellow student had punched her, but she should have been through worse as a Year Three.

She’s faking the severity of the injury, isn’t she?

“Can you blame her?” Henry asked with a chuckle.

“I know you aren’t that badly hurt,” Damien said, cutting one of her groans off midway through.

“What do you want with me?” the girl asked, real pain tinging her words. She kept her face pressed against the sand, not turning over to look at him.

“Well, I think I’m the one who should be asking you that question,” Damien said with a snort. “You attacked me when I hadn’t done anything. Is everyone in Mountain Hall going to try something like this? That would be pretty annoying.”

“That’s it?” the girl asked, grunting as she flipped to look up at him. “Just annoying? How in the Seven Planes are you just a Year Two?”

“If you think you’re in any position to ask me questions, you’ve got another thing coming,” Damien said, shaking his head. “Don’t mistake me letting up on you for pity or admiration. You and the other students who attacked me were hilariously weak. Mountain Hall’s reputation is greatly exaggerated if that’s really the quality of student who goes here. Even Drew and Bartholomew were better than this. Were they your only competent fighters?”

The girl’s fists clenched, and she glanced away. “No.”

“There’s a but coming after that sentence,” Damien said, crossing his arms.

“Mountain Hall makes sure its top students get enough resources and tutelage to become some of the greatest mages in the kingdom,” she said, still not making eye contact. “But the rest of us…”

Damien’s frown deepened as he finally started to piece together why he’d been attacked. “You thought you’d get some reward for taking me out or humiliating me, didn’t you? That’s also why you and the others were so weak. Were you at the bottom of the class and starved for resources?”

“Just rub it in, will you? Just finish me off already. The professor will probably take care of me when he finds out I attacked you and didn’t even win,” the girl said miserably. She coughed and winced. “And even if he doesn’t, I’ll fall even further behind with injuries like this. This was our best chance to try and get ahead.”

“Stupid move. If I took care of Drew and Bartholomew, why would you be able to handle me? From what it sounds like, even a Year One who’s been favored would be stronger than you,” Damien said.

The girl’s cheeks flushed in shame, and she didn’t respond.

Damien pressed his lips together. Now that the fight was over and his adrenaline was fading, he was actually starting to feel a little guilty. Henry was right—he could have handled the fight much better, especially after he knew how weak they were.

“What’s your name?”

“Why’s it matter?”

Annoyance flickered in Damien’s eyes, and a tiny trickle of Void energy came, turning his pupils gray. The girl’s face paled.

“Xil.”

“You’re an idiot, Xil,” Damien said, “but I can’t blame you for trying to get stronger. Are you sure your professor is going to have such a problem with it? I mean, attacking me kind of seems like something Mountain Hall would support.”

“Only if we’d succeeded,” Xil replied glumly.

Damien’s senses alerted him to magical energy approaching from the front of the arena. He turned as Billy hesitantly edged into the arena, followed by a tall, bare-chested man with a sharp goatee.

Ether gathered around Damien as the man approached. Henry took control over his mage armor, turning it black before the professor was even within talking distance.

“I was told you went on a little bit of a vacation before coming to meet me,” the professor said when he drew close. His voice was slick, like an oily river.

“That’s one way to put it,” Damien said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “I was having a surprise training session with some of your students.”

“I see,” the professor said. “It does not look like they performed suitably. I fear you’ve found some of the scum who’s managed to weasel its way into our school. My apologies. I promise, the abilities of our true disciples are more than enough to give you challenge.”

“Everyone who goes to a Mage College is a true disciple of it,” Damien stated. “You should show some more care toward your own students.”

“This…filth is not one of my students,” the goateed professor said, spitting on the ground beside Xil.

A bolt of fire gathered at his fingertips. It was only the size of a nail, but Damien felt the Ether packed into it. The spell was hot enough to burn straight through a foot of solid stone.

Damien’s Ether leapt to his call as he cast Devour, forming a shield before Xil and swallowing the professor’s attack before it could strike her in the throat. The professor’s eyebrow quirked upward.

“You are new here, so I’ll excuse the misunderstanding. Any disciple who fails to properly execute their abilities is worthless to Mountain Hall. We can use them as we see fit.”

“I believe you just said she was no disciple of yours, Professor…”

“Hawk,” the man said, his eyes narrowing. “And I meant that I was not her teacher, not that she wasn’t a student of Mountain Hall. If you continue interfering in our internal affairs, I will have to report this to Dean Whisp.”

Damien nearly laughed in the man’s face. Then, after a moment, he did. “Please, do. That isn’t my concern, though.”

Hawk shook his head and let out a disappointed sigh. “You are too soft. But since you showed the wisdom to come here and learn, I will instruct you. The reason we do not tolerate such weakness in our ranks is because it undermines everyone. This foolish girl attempted to fight a considerably stronger opponent on her own. If she had managed to defeat you, it would have been commendable. However, the difference between bravery and stupidity is success. We humor brave students. We do not humor fools.”

Damien’s gaze flicked over to Billy, whose face had gone as pale as a ghost. They’d pinned everything on Xil. A quick glance down at the girl’s face showed she’d just realized the same thing.

Henry burst into laughter in his mind. “Wow, these kids really are pathetic. Tossing their own friend under the chopping block. Maybe you should have killed them after all.”

Now who’s talking like a monster?

Xil’s mouth worked for a moment, then she set her brow and gave a jerky nod. “Professor Hawk is correct. I was desperately trying to raise my station in Mountain Hall, so I took the miniscule chance that I might defeat you. If I had, I would have bought myself a future. This is the price for failure for acting alone.”

Damien’s eyebrows raised. She was taking the hit for them. Professor Hawk gave her a curt nod.

“The girl understands. Do not interfere again. I will purge the weakness from Mountain Hall.”

“I refuse,” Damien said, casting out his net of mental energy and drawing the surrounding Ether into him with such speed that, for an instant, the magic in the air reduced. “I defeated her in battle. She’s mine to do with as I see fit. I’m not going to give up my prize for some worthless saving of face.”

Hawk cocked his head to the side. A cold grin slowly stretched across his lips, and he shrugged, dropping his hands. “Well, well. Perhaps some of what I heard about you was wrong. I was told you were overly compassionate, but you are quite the clever boy, aren’t you? Playing everyone like fiddles while taking what you want for yourself. That drive and pursuit of power—we respect that at Mountain Hall. Very well, keep the girl. She’s no longer a member of this college and is yours to do with as you see fit.”

Disgust welled up in Damien, but he didn’t let it show on his face. He just returned Hawk’s grin. “Blackmist didn’t have anyone of such a mindset. It’s…refreshing to meet someone like this.”

Refreshing to picture myself punching his head in. This guy disgusts me.

“You’ll fit in quite well, I think,” Hawk said. He slipped his hands back into his robes and turned on his heel. “You will stay on the South Mountain—the one directly across from us. You’re in the eighth underground level, room twelve. While we will not prohibit you from keeping servants, no extra food or supplies will be produced for her. If she is spotted anywhere on the mountain without your escort or proof that you sent her for a task, she will be dealt with as an intruder.”

“Very well,” Damien said. “Is there anything else I’m expected to do today? Or will I be free to wander around and learn more about Mountain Hall?”

“Your official tutelage will begin tomorrow,” Hawk replied. “Familiarize yourself with the college. You may buy supplies with gold since you don’t have any contribution points here. I will seek you out in the morning to judge where you stand and see how we can help each other.”

Hawk strode out of the arena. Billy gave one final glance at Xil, his eyes full of relief and horror, then scurried after his master. Damien watched them go, his distaste with Mountain Hall only growing with every passing second.

“Why?” Xil asked, coughing again. “I won’t—”

“I don’t want you to,” Damien said with a grimace. “Trust me, I really don’t want much to do with you at all. Unfortunately, if he killed you here, I probably would have felt pretty bad about it. I’m not that heartless yet.”

“I have no future here,” Xil said. “As soon as you leave the mountain, I will be killed.”

“Then find a way to make yourself useful to someone before then. I didn’t want you killed because you showed at least a little bit of care for your compatriots—more than they showed for you, at least. It means you aren’t as bad as most other students from Mountain Hall I’ve seen so far.”

“You want me to spy on you, then use that to save myself?” Xil asked in disbelief.

Damien snorted. “If that’s where your mind is going, you aren’t going to survive very long. Between Mountain Hall and me, I promise I’m a lot scarier than they are—at least while you’ve got to do what I want you to. Do what you want, though. If you try to interfere with anything I’m doing, I’ll pick up where Hawk left off. Don’t mistake my momentary guilt for idiocy.”

“Well-spoken,” Henry crowed. “Now, end it with an evil laugh and stare off into the horizon while striking a menacing pose.”

Oh, go get buggered.

Damien barely managed to keep his composure. Xil groaned, slowly pushing herself to her feet. Every movement was jerky from the pain racking her body but, when the alternative was death, she didn’t have another choice.

“Why don’t we start with you leading me to my new room?” Damien suggested. “We can stop for some form of healing on the way over. I don’t know any magic that can help you.”

Xil swallowed and gave him a weak, jerky nod. “This way.”


Chapter
Fourteen



As it turned out, while Mountain Hall shared little similarity to Blackmist at first glance, the colleges were laid out in similar patterns. While the appearances of the buildings had changed, every major building had a mirror.

Many of the building were even laid out in similar locations, and Damien was able to point out the general store before they could even see the sign. He pushed the door open and strode inside, nearly tripping over his own feet as he made eye contact with the clerk. It was the same man who worked at Blackmist’s general store.

“What are you doing here?” Damien asked, baffled. “Aren’t you running the store in Blackmist?”

The clerk studied him for a moment. Then, his eyes lit up, and he chuckled. “Sorry about that, I had to check my saved memories. I run the general stores at all the colleges, Damien. It’s a version of matter magic that lets me have a bunch of clones that can independently control themselves and share information with each other.”

“Fair enough,” Damien said with a shrug. “I need some healing supplies. Do you have anything like the healing water in Blackmist?”

“I do. All the colleges have some equivalent of that, although they work to varying degrees,” the clerk said. “Do you need something that acts faster? If not, I can sell you a waterskin of the healing stuff for five gold. And, before you ask, most of that cost is for the waterskin itself.”

Damien grunted and pulled the requested coins out of his travel bag. He handed them to the clerk while Xil watched him warily, trying and failing to hide the extent of her injuries.

“Here you go,” the merchant said, handing Damien a waterskin. Damien tossed it to Xil and nodded to the man before heading back out of the store.

Xil hurried after him, pouring water over the worst of the wounds and drinking the rest of it with a relieved sigh.

“Where’s South Mountain?” Damien asked, glancing around. While the buildings were mirrored with Blackmist, the mountains surrounding the school were not.

“This way,” Xil said, her words less strained than they had been a few moments before. The two of them continued through the campus, drawing a mixture of curious and angry looks from the Mountain Hall students as they passed.

“Man, you guys really don’t like outsiders,” Damien drawled. “Or is it just me?”

“Mountain Hall doesn’t think much of anyone who comes from outside the school that isn’t a potential permanent student. It’s pretty obvious you’re just visiting, so that’ll probably cause you some problems.”

“I couldn’t imagine,” Damien said with a shake of his head. “I suppose I’ll be sleeping with one eye open. But how do they know I’m only here for a short time?”

“You aren’t wearing Mountain Hall colors.”

Damien blinked. Now that she mentioned it, everyone he’d seen so far was wearing the brown and drab yellow colors of Mountain Hall. Blackmist had a fair number of students sporting its colors, but he and many others chose to wear their own clothes instead.

“This place is really strict,” Damien said with distaste. “Seems more like a prison than a school.”

“You have no idea,” Xil spat.

They arrived at the foot of one of the large mountains, where a huge pathway sloped down and under it. As they started down it, Damien realized the pathway followed similar magic to the one leading to his own room at Blackmist.

It brought them straight over to room twelve. Part of Damien feared he’d be greeted with an empty cave, but he was relieved to see that Mountain Hall had provided him a door at the least. There was another door on the other side of the hall, and a metal plaque above identified it as room eleven.

Damien pushed the door open with a squeak, revealing a single bedroom. It was a little smaller than his original room at Blackmist, but since it was only meant for a single person to live in, the space provided was actually a little larger.

Another door at the back of the room led to a small bathroom. Damien poked his head in and grunted, shaking it in distaste. “I’d forgotten what having such a plain room feels like. I miss my spot in Blackmist already.”

“Where am I supposed to stay?” Xil asked nervously, shifting from foot to foot. “There’s only one bed.”

Henry, do you want to take care of this? I don’t want to show her any of my stronger magic, and I really can’t be bothered to spend a bunch of time grinding the wall away with destructive energy. There’s no way in the Eight Planes I’m letting her anywhere near my bed.

“Lazy,” Henry mocked, but he reached out and took control of Damien’s body.

Xil stiffened as Damien raised a hand. Dark energy coiled around his arm. It bulged and popped, sparking as it touched the air. Tendrils extended from it and stretched out like the branches of a tree.

Dust cascaded as the magic ripped through the wall, tearing stone apart like paper. Within minutes, Henry had sectioned off an entirely new room. It was a little larger than the bathroom, with rough walls and a bumpy floor.

Xil’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of her head. “How? Do you have unlimited Ether? That would have taken me days!”

Henry gave Damien control of his body back and slipped back into the recesses of his mind. Damien gave Xil a small shrug. “I got lucky, I suppose. I wasn’t just using normal destructive energy to do that, either. If you used a stronger spell, it would probably go better, too.”

“I don’t have any spells like that.”

“You had ice magic, didn’t you?” Damien asked, tilting his head to the side. “I haven’t really fought anyone with strong ice magic other than Yui, and she was mostly using it for offence rather than utility. I’m sure there’s something, though. Shouldn’t Mountain Hall have given you some books to learn from about it?”

“Wait… Yui? Princess Yui?”

“Never mind that. Answer the question.”

Xil gave him a flat stare. “No. My talent and abilities weren’t high enough to receive resources. The only books I’ve managed to read are the ones nobody else is currently using, which are usually the worst ones that are either incomplete or meant for Year Ones.”

“Man, Mountain Hall is pathetic,” Damien said. “What’s the point of even staying here? You could have transferred to a different college.”

Xil shrugged helplessly. “They only give that option to students who perform well enough for other colleges to want them. I didn’t even learn any new magic after Year One. If I left Mountain Hall, I wouldn’t have been able to become a mage at all. At least this way I had a chance.”

“Scum,” Henry muttered within Damien’s mind. Damien had to agree with him.

“I’m starting to see why you tried attacking me,” Damien said. “I trust we won’t have that issue again, though? I might understand where you’re coming from, but I won’t let somebody live after trying to kill me twice."

"You’ll get no trouble from me,” Xil said nervously, taking a step back and raising her hands. “Besides, if you die, I’m dead, too. Hawk will kill me.”

“Somehow, I suspect that all would be forgiven if you managed to off me,” Damien said dryly. “But I’ll take your word for it at the moment. Tell me—do you know Quinlan?”

“She’s a Year Four, I think,” Xil said after a moment. “I haven’t met her myself, but she’s really strong. Pretty cold, too, from what I’ve heard. She won the Ranking Battles two years in a row. Why?”

“I’m looking for her.”

Xil’s face paled. “The students were right. You are hunting the talented kids at Mountain Hall!”

Damien burst into laughter. “Trust me, I couldn’t care less about Mountain Hall. Quinlan is my friend.”

Xil crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Quinlan is notoriously standoffish. I’m not buying that.”

“Would you care, even if I was trying to kill her?” Damien asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I’d think you wouldn’t like the stronger students at Mountain Hall. After all, if they were gone, you might get some resources.”

Xil blinked. Then, her face fell, and she shrugged. “Even if that was the case, I’m no longer a student at Mountain Hall. It doesn’t matter to me.”

“True. Either way, I need to find her,” Damien said. “How can I figure out where her room is?”

“There should be a directory in the library,” Xil said. “For the record, you aren’t supposed to just go around and kill other students. You’ve got to issue a formal challenge first. If you keep killing people, the professors will step in.”

“Keep killing people?” Damien asked, shaking his head. “Man, the standards here keep getting lower. It’s a miracle anyone would ever want to go to Mountain Hall.”

“Well, the mages who graduate are really strong,” Xil ssnapped.

“I’d rather try my luck training alone,” Damien replied. “Which I think I’ll do right now. Meanwhile, I want you to go to the library and find out where Quinlan lives.”

Xil swallowed and nodded. “Can you write that down on something in case someone tries to stop me? I can take some of the other failures, but if one of the good students catches me, I might be dead.”

Damien dug a piece of paper out of his bag and scribbled his instructions on it with chalk before handing it to Xil. “There. Would people really just attack you for no reason?”

“If it has a chance of improving their standing? Absolutely.”

Damien sighed. Xil bit her lower lip and straightened her shoulders before stepping back outside the room and heading up toward the base of the mountain.

“Why waste your time with her?” Henry asked. “She isn’t particularly strong. Are you thinking she’ll somehow be useful against the Corruption? Or did you just want an errand girl? It wouldn’t be that difficult for us to find Quinlan on our own.”

Because of what you told me. I’m worried the Void is changing me too much. I think the Damien I started off as would have wanted to help everyone he could. Maybe I can reconnect with that part of myself by helping her.

“So, she’s a pity project.”

Look, it’s better than nothing, right? If I’m doing something good, even if the reasoning is a little self-serving. Imagine what would have happened if I’d gone to Mountain Hall. I could have been in her position.

“You had me,” Henry said. “We would have crushed our competition.”

But who did Xil have?

Henry fell silent, and Damien sat on his bed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. He wished Sylph were here, but she was off at Kingsfront, hopefully having a lot more fun than he was.

After a moment, he stood back up and extended his senses toward the endless expanse of gray that hung at the edges of his vision. Sending Xil away hadn’t just been because he was lazy. He needed to practice with the Void, but there was no way he was about to show anyone in Mountain Hall more of his strength than he already had if he could avoid it.

Damien’s world took on hues of gray as the Void rushed to meet his call. His emotions and errant thoughts muted themselves and fell into the background as power flooded his body. With a supreme force of will, Damien held himself back and studied the Void magic flowing within himself.

It wasn’t Ether—that much, he was certain of. It was very similar, but there were stark differences. While the Ether was composed of countless motes of energy, the Void seemed more like a raging river. He could scoop up small portions of it with his mental energy, and the portions resembled the motes, but they were more volatile.

Instead of staying within his Core, the Void washed through his entire body. It was difficult to grasp properly, but he eventually managed to lock a small portion of it down. Since Henry hadn’t warned him to stop yet, Damien brought some of the energy out.

Gray light pooled in his palms. It shared the hue of Delph’s magic, but this felt cold while the professor’s magic just resembled normal magic. Still, Damien filed that away for later conversation. Delph was hiding a lot from him, and he wouldn’t be surprised if Havel were the one casting a lot of the magic that Delph looked to be using.

That thought gave him pause. Delph had created portals when Havel was off training Sylph. That shouldn’t have been possible.

“You might need to come back to this,” Henry said, rising from Damien’s shadow.

“I thought you could only read my surface thoughts?”

“You were thinking really loud, and it wasn’t hard to figure the rest out when the words Delph, Void magic, and Havel went through your mind. But if you really want to spend time on your pet project, you might need to move.”

“Why? What’s happening?”

“I just did a quick scan to try and work my deteriorating senses, and it looks like three people have stopped Xil pretty close to the base of the mountain.”

Damien sighed. “Of course, they did. Let’s go.”


Chapter
Fifteen



Damien Warp Stepped out of his room, sticking to the shadows as he quickly traced Xil’s path. He didn’t want to show up swinging in case the girl wasn’t actually in any danger, but something told him he was just being optimistic.

It only took a few seconds for him to spot a small group. Xil stood with her back to the wall. Three girls had cornered her, and one of them had the rough letter Damien had drawn in her hands. She let out a cruel laugh, and a spark of flame consumed the paper. Damien’s eye twitched at being interrupted while he was training.

I think we might need to make an example of these people. If I keep getting bothered, I’m going to get pretty annoyed. Do you think that would take things too far, Henry?

“If you’re using me as a moral compass, you’re long gone,” Henry cackled. “Make no mistake, I don’t care about you killing a few worthless mortals. The problem is if you lose yourself in the process. So long as you can keep things separate, kill away.”

Not exactly the response I was hoping for. Maybe I’ll temper things a little. I’d rather not kill people who aren’t Corrupted.

“This is a new low, Xil,” the girl that had destroyed Damien’s letter said with a leer. “You were always at the bottom of the pack, but now you aren’t even a student.”

“Get out of my way, Sarah,” Xil said, ice traveling down her arms and forming into claws. “You’re right. I’m not a student, so there’s no reason to bother with me.”

“I have to beg to differ. You made a mockery of Mountain Hall, letting that Blackmist kid kick you around. We all know you’re weak, so you even daring to show yourself under our name to someone that we all know would beat you…you’re besmirching our name.”

“Your name,” Xil corrected. “You said it yourself. I’ve been punished for my failures by getting removed from Mountain Hall. Please, get out of my way.”

“There aren’t any rules about non-students who aren’t employed by the college,” another girl said. A crackling blade of lightning grew in her palm. “And Professor Hawk said we’d get extra resources for getting rid of you. Imagine that? You’ve finally become useful.”

Damien stepped out of the mountain’s shadow, trying to look as meek as possible as he walked toward the group.

“Um, excuse me?” he asked in a high-pitched voice. “Could you not bother my servant? It’s delaying my work.”

The girls spun toward him. Sarah’s eyebrows rose, and she laughed when Damien flinched back from her.

“This? You lost to this?”

“I’m a transfer student for a little while,” Damien continued, gathering Ether from his Core and bringing it to his palms. “I don’t really know all the rules here yet, but Professor Hawk said she would be okay as long as she had a task. I believe I gave her a piece of paper showing that.”

Xil stared at him in confusion, clearly trying to match the mellow student she saw now to the monster who had taken out her entire group.

“Oops,” Sarah said, two flaming wings sprouting from behind her back. “I might have burnt that up. But since you’re new to Mountain Hall, I’d be happy to give you a few pointers about the rules. You know that transfer students get an allotment of resources for the months they stay here, right?”

“I didn’t actually,” Damien said, wringing his hands. “How convenient.”

“Quite,” Sarah said with a malicious grin. “And if you get challenged and lose, anything you own is forfeit to the winner. That’s how Mountain Hall ensures the strongest students come up on top, and the rubbish gets pushed down.”

She sent a pointed glance at Xil, who flushed in shame. Her groupies laughed, and Damien repressed a shudder. If they got any more clichéd, they’d probably end up working for the Corruption as well.

“Professor Hawk said that deaths weren’t uncommon in challenges,” Damien said. Well, the professor hadn’t said that, but Xil had implied it. “I’d rather just practice my magic and stay out of the way. Do you think you could let Xil go, please? We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“The professor should have told you one more thing. You can’t refuse a challenge in Mountain Hall,” Sarah said, her grin growing wider. The flaming sword in her hand grew denser, the fire forming jagged edges as if it were made out of metal rather than energy. It twisted back along her arm, creating molten-colored armor that covered the upper half of her body.

Battle manifestation? Or a full one?

“Doesn’t look strong enough to be a full one,” Henry said. “Your act worked. She isn’t taking you very seriously.”

Sarah raised the blade and mockingly saluted Damien. “Consider yourself challenged, Blackmist kid. By the rules of the challenge, this goes until one of us is either dead, or surrenders. Of course, surrendering means you give up everything you’ve got.”

“That’s a scary sword,” Damien hedged, shifting back a foot. “Are you a swordswoman or something? There were a lot of people at Blackmist who used swords, too.”

“I’m the best in my group,” Sarah said, baring her teeth. “You can always surrender now if you want. I won’t stop you.”

Damien Warp Stepped forward, releasing the Ether he’d gathered at the palm of his hand in a wide Tear. The spell sheared down Sarah’s shoulder, severing her arm in an instant. It thunked to the ground an instant before blood burst from her body like a macabre fountain.

Sarah staggered back, her eyes widening in horror. Damien’s fist caught her in the chin, and she spun back, hitting the ground in a growing pool of blood.

“Not much better than Xil,” Damien drawled, his pathetic accent gone. He turned to the other two girls, who stared at him with terror distorting their features. Damien realized Henry had taken control of his mage armor, and black tentacles writhed in the air behind him. “Actually, I’m pretty sure Xil lasted longer.”

“You tricked her!” one of the girls yelled as the other rushed to Sarah’s side, acid sizzling at her fingertips as she cauterized the wound. Damien’s eyes narrowed, but the girl’s acid was different from what the Corruption used. “That wasn’t fair at all. She was going easy on you, and you went all out.”

“Fair? When has a fight ever been fair?” Damien asked. “And I didn’t even get close to going all out. You should be glad I didn’t just kill her—although I was considering it. You’ve annoyed me quite a bit.”

Xil looked like she couldn’t decide if she should be pleased that her tormenter was bleeding out on the ground before her or horrified about what Damien had done to her fellow student. Eventually, she settled for just looking in the other direction.

“Actually, she might still not survive,” Damien admitted. Despite the girls’ best attempts, Sarah was still bleeding pretty heavily. “You might want to find a teacher pretty quick. She could die.”

One of the girls spun on heel to take Damien’s advice. She suddenly found herself face to face with Damien as he teleported again, his features cold.

“Oh, hold on. Before you go, I’m issuing you a formal challenge,” Damien said, his grin growing.

To her credit, the girl reacted quickly. Acid burst from her hands, enveloping the spot where Damien had been standing. Unfortunately for her, he’d already Warp Stepped once more and was now standing to her side.

Damien drove his foot into the girl’s back, then shot a gravity sphere into her leg. He kept it small enough to only break a few bones, but her pained cry and the cracks that filled the air proved it had still been more than effective.

His gaze slowly turned on the last girl, but she was sprinting away as fast as her legs could carry her. Damien shook his head in disappointment. He pretended not to notice as the girl he’d crippled dragged herself away as fast as her desperate arms could move her.

“That was pretty sad, too. Were these the top students you were telling me about, Xil?”

“No. They were Year Ones.”

Disgust welled in Damien’s chest, but he wasn’t sure if it was at himself or at Mountain Hall. He’d just beaten up a bunch of people younger than him. “Ah. Actually, that’s a little impressive, then. She had her battle manifestation in Year One?”

“I told you. It works. For the people lucky enough to be chosen,” Xil said bitterly, looking down at Sarah.

“Don’t be jealous. Look how things turned out for Sarah,” Damien admonished, kneeling beside the fallen girl. She let out a weak groan. “Now…what should I do with her?”

“Are you going to make her your servant as well?” Xil asked nervously.

“Planes, no,” Damien said with a gag. “I already told you that I didn’t want to make you my servant either. I just didn’t feel like getting your blood on my hands. I’ll leave whether she lives or dies up to her friends. But how do I get that stuff she was talking about? I won the challenge, so I should get whatever it is she had.”

“It’ll be delivered to your room,” Xil said. “You got both Sarah and Elizabeth’s resources, but they didn’t have much in the first place. I’m sure they’ve used most of what they did have already so they wouldn’t have much to share in the occasion they did lose.”

“Wait, they prepared to lose?”

“Most challenges are done between the chosen students,” Xil said with a shrug. “They don’t kill each other when they can avoid it. There’s no reason to.”

“Huh. Makes sense. More resources if they leave each other alive and just take the winnings when they can,” Damien mused. “What about the whole servant thing?”

“Well, I didn’t really think you’d follow the rules, and the teachers look the other way when the strong do something,” Xil grumbled.

“Ah. Makes sense,” Damien said. He shook some of the blood off his boots and grimaced. Sarah was still breathing, but it was getting shallower.

Henry, can you keep her from kicking the bucket? I don’t think much of this chick, but I’d rather not kill her. Actually, if she dies, less people will be able to talk about how I destroyed her.

“Gah. Really? Wasting my talents on something like this?” Henry complained as he took over Damien’s body. Thin black tendrils emerged from Damien’s hand, coiling down and entering Sarah’s body.

They pulled the damaged flesh together, knitting it together over her shoulder. Henry didn’t bother reattaching her arm, and Damien wasn’t particularly troubled with that. She could always get a strong enough healer to fix it. If she’d been ready to kill someone just to annoy him, then she could deal with a missing arm.

Henry finished his work quickly and returned control of Damien’s body to its rightful owner.

“You’re…really scary. Has anyone ever told you that?” Xil asked.

Damien tilted his head. “Really? Why?”

“I’m not answering that question,” Xil said flatly. “Unless you make me. I’ll just go look into Quinlan’s location.”

“Fine. I better get you another piece of paper first, though,” Damien said with a sigh. He dug through his pack and pulled out a wrinkled sheaf, flattening it out as much as possible before rewriting his instructions on it. He handed it back to Xil, who took it with a nod.

“I’ll try to be fast,” she promised, turning and running off.

Damien just shook his head. He cast one more glance down at Sarah, then flicked his hand and picked her up using her shirt and pants. Damien strolled a ways into campus, drawing the eyes of a small crowd, then tossed her into a fountain. Muttered whispers rose from the Mountain Hall students. Without saying a word, he turned and headed back to his room. Nobody tried to stop him.

The next hour went by quickly. Henry flitted out to keep an eye on Xil while Damien worked on the basics of his Void magic, testing out rune patterns and very gently touching the Void before releasing it once more.

His staff continued to call to him, but Damien ignored it. The strange weapon didn’t feel right, and Damien was loathe to use it if he didn’t have to. At least, not until he really figured out how it worked.

Henry returned, warning him that Xil wasn’t far out. Damien smudged out the void runes he’d been drawing on the ground with chalk for practice and moved to sit on his bed and wait. There was a timid knock on the door, and Damien opened it using telekinesis.

“I found Quinlan’s room number,” she said. “She’s got room one hundred at the top of North Mountain, but she hasn’t been seen recently. People think she’s trying to push her Core to evolve a second time.”

“A second time?” Damien asked, cocking his head. “I thought it could only be done once.”

“Only if your first evolution was perfect,” Xil said, shaking her head. “There was some information about the top students that I was able to read through for you. Quinlan was apparently pretty weak when she started at Mountain Hall in Year One. She didn’t get resources to help, and her magical energy was really low, so she had to evolve her Core too early. If you don’t properly evolve it, you’re held back until you can completely release its power.”

“The problem is,” Henry added, “if you don’t have enough Ether to evolve it the first time, it takes a huge amount of extra energy to do it the second time around. I didn’t notice Quinlan was that weak, so it’s a little impressive that she’s this strong with a partially evolved Core—if that’s actually the case.”

“Interesting,” Damien said. “I suppose I’ll have to swing by and check on her, then.”

Xil swallowed. “She probably wouldn’t want to be disturbed if she’s evolving her Core. Distractions could be disastrous.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be as quiet as a mouse if she’s actually working on something like that. Why do you care, though?”

Xil reddened, and she shrugged slightly. “I don’t know. I didn’t know much about her, but I wish I’d read that document earlier. Maybe I could have done what she did. I didn’t realize people could even break out of the lower ranks just through their own power.”

“You’ll figure something out if you’re determined enough. Using cheap tactics like what you tried on me is just desperation. You’ll never become strong like that.”

“Well, it hardly matters now. I can’t continue learning here.”

“Mountain Hall isn’t the only mage college, and they all respect strength. If you’re powerful enough, I’m sure they’d make an exception,” Damien said with a shrug. “But, for now, stay here and collect Sarah and her friend’s stuff whenever it arrives. I’m going to go check on Quinlan.”

Xil nodded, evidently pondering Damien’s words. “I’ll probably still need a note. I don’t want someone to come in here and kill me while you’re out.”

“If you want to survive, you should probably start working on getting strong enough to protect yourself,” Damien suggested, writing the note out for her. “I’ve got my own goals here, and I’m not going to be around to protect you forever. I’m not running a charity.”

“I understand,” Xil said.

Damien nodded and walked out the door. It was time to find Quinlan and figure out just what was going on with her.

It took Damien a little time to figure out where North Mountain was. Since he was currently at the south one, it wasn’t particularly hard to guess that his target was across from him, but there were several mountains clustered in the area.

Luckily, the signs on the roads did the rest of the work for him. After a short walk—this time, up the mountain—Damien found himself standing before room one hundred.

It was completely unadorned, aside from a metal plaque bearing Quinlan’s name. The finely carved metal door at the front was flush with the stone, leaving no gaps for him to peek through. Damien knocked on it and stepped back.

There was no response. Henry chuckled slightly, and Damien mentally waved him away with a grumble.

“Quinlan?” Damien called. “It’s Damien. Are you here?”

Still, there was no response. After several more seconds, Damien frowned. Henry rose from his shadow, taking his cute spherical form and rubbing his tentacles together.

“Do you think she’s hiding from us?” Henry wondered.

“Not really. I don’t see why she would,” Damien replied. “I don’t even know if she’s in here. Or she could actually be doing that meditation stuff Xil was talking about.”

“You really think she is?”

“No,” Damien admitted. “With how badly she wanted to learn runecrafting, she’s almost certainly working on something to do with that. But I can’t think of any project that would take this long. She must have been at it for a few weeks at least.”

“So…we break in?”

“I didn’t expressly say that.”

“You aren’t saying no.”

“I am not,” Damien agreed. He tried the door handle first, but it was locked. Henry scoffed at him, but he only shrugged in response. “You never know. Maybe it would have been easy.”

“It will be easy,” Henry said, extending a tentacle. It pushed through the keyhole, and there was a click a moment later. Several runes lit up along the door, but tendrils of dark magic sliced through them, killing the spell before it could take form. “See?”

“She’s already putting the runework she learned to good use,” Damien said as he ran a finger over the cut runes. If Henry hadn’t destroyed them before they went off, a considerable amount of heat energy would have been channeled on their location, likely setting them on fire.

“Hopefully to more creative things than such a mundane trap.”

“It got you.”

“No it didn’t. I deactivated it.”

“You still triggered it,” Damien pointed out. “I didn’t even notice the runes among all the other carvings in the door. It probably would have gotten most people.”

Henry grunted. “Settling for mediocrity is a great way to ruin a student. Let’s just figure out what she’s doing.”

Damien nodded and pushed the door open, keeping his Ether close at hand in preparation for another trap. The room was dark, with light only coming from a small rune drawn in faded chalk above his head on the doorway.

Snapping his fingers, Damien brought a mote of purple light to life at his fingertips. Quinlan’s room was plain and barren. The bed was neatly made, its sheets covered with dust and untouched. Her bathroom door hung open, but there were no personal belongings on the sink or at her desk. It was as if the room was completely empty.

“Secret room?” Damien guessed.

“Almost certainly. She was using one at Blackmist as well, so I suppose she’s got an appreciation for them,” Henry said. “She didn’t make that one, though. That was something the school gave her since she didn’t know any runework at the time beyond the horrible stuff she kludged together from books.”

“So it might be a little harder to spot,” Damien concluded. He extended his senses, brushing over the walls in the room and scanning them for anything that seemed out of place. Henry pushed the door shut behind him, locking it with a click.

“We don’t want anyone stumbling in on us messing with her stuff,” the companion explained when Damien cocked an eyebrow.

“Ah, good idea,” Damien said. He pursed his lips and shook his head. “This room seems pretty clean, though. Maybe the bathroom?”

Henry bobbed a nod, and the two walked into the other room. Damien swept the walls with his senses, finding nothing once more until a tiny prick gave him pause as his mental energy swept over the drain in the shower.

“I think there’s something over here.” Damien knelt beside it, blowing some of the dust that had gathered on the floor away. Faint, tiny runes encircled the drain entrance.

“What, did she shrink herself? That’s tiny,” Henry said. He floated down to the runes and examined them. “Huh. Well, that makes more sense.”

Before Damien could ask what he meant, Henry sent a pulse of Ether into the floor. The runes lit up, filling the room with faint light. Damien took a step back, but the floor didn’t change. Instead, a section of the shower wall rumbled and slid down, revealing a path behind it.

“Huh. That’s why I didn’t feel anything. There was no magic in the rock,” Damien said, checking Quinlan’s work out for himself. “She just had a spell to physically move the rock rather than some sort of magic entrance. Smart.”

The path wound down in circles, quickly turning into a stairwell. There was still no lighting, so Damien kept the Ether at his fingertips for light as they descended. As they grew deeper, a faint light source bloomed in the distance.

It grew brighter until Damien no longer had need for his Ether light. It was coming from the bottom of the stairwell, where an open archway led into a small room. Damien reached the end of the stairs, still keeping his magic ready, and peered inside.

A large, crystal coffin sat in the center of the room, propped up by stands made from black stone. They looked like they had been melted and squished into shape by hand. Within the glittering blue crystal was a young woman.

She bore striking resemblance to Quinlan, with long black hair and a button nose. If she had been a few years older, Damien might have mistaken the two for each other.

“What in the Planes?” Damien muttered, edging around the coffin to get a better look at the rest of the room. Dozens of books were piled along the floor, and a large box of chalk rested on its side, its contents spilled out over the ground.

Runes had been drawn all over the ground and up the legs of the coffin, but the circles weren’t complete.

“A sister, maybe?” Henry suggested. “She’s not exactly the same as Quinlan. Her eyebrows are a little thicker, and her nose is a bit wider.”

“Why is she in a coffin?” Damien asked. “Or, before you answer that, maybe I should ask why she’s here? Quinlan didn’t strike me as the type of person to keep a dead relative sitting around in her basement.”

“Why would I know?” Henry asked, bobbing in a shrug. “Lots of runes here, though. She mentioned wanting to work with something that had gotten sealed and drawing the energy out of it, didn’t she?”

Damen walked up to the coffin and reached out with his mental energy, brushing across it. His void-heightened senses tingled. Faint amounts of Ether leaked out of the coffin. He pulled the tendrils back with a jerk. “She’s not dead.”

“Who would have thought,” Henry said dryly. “She certainly isn’t alive, though. This looks like some form of stasis.”

“Maybe this is who Quinlan was trying to help?” Damien guessed. “Her sister might have mistakenly bonded with a companion way too powerful for her and gotten sealed for her own safety, either by her companion or by someone else. Quinlan figured out how to communicate with it and is trying to make a circle that lets her sister actually draw on its power without going kaboom?”

“Reasonable enough guess,” Henry agreed. He bobbed over to the chalk markings covering the coffin. “But that doesn’t explain where Quinlan is. These runes aren’t even close to done. She had the right idea, even if a fair bit of the execution was wrong. But she just stopped halfway through. That doesn’t strike me like her.”

“There aren’t any signs of a struggle,” Damien mused, walking in a circle around the coffin. “And there’s another question. Why was Quinlan so reluctant to tell us about this? This is something we could have helped with.”

“Presumably because whatever is stuck inside her sister is something she thinks is dangerous,” Henry said, his voice growing colder. “And, after seeing our strength, something she probably doesn’t think we will permit to exist.”

Damien’s hair prickled. “Void?”

“I don’t know. I can’t sense through this damn crystal,” Henry said. “It could be Corruption as well, or just something else that poses a threat to the world. It’s impossible to say. Whatever it is, though, I doubt we’re going to like it. We could always end the problem here and now.”

“No,” Damien said, shaking his head. “We don’t know anything for sure. And, even if we did, I’m not killing Quinlan’s sister on a suspicion. That’s what people would have done to me if they found out about you.”

“In their defense, that’s what they should have done,” Henry said. “The Void spells the end for everyone on the Mortal Plane—at least from their perspective. I doubt they’d appreciate the intricacies of how the Cycle works.”

“Maybe so, but I’m going to be better than that,” Damien said resolutely. “Besides, what if she could be on our side? Having more Void creatures to combat the Corruption would be huge.”

“If it is a Void creature inside her, then chances are it’ll work with It Who Stills the Seas to restart the Cycle.”

“Then, we’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Damien said. “Quinlan is our friend. I’m not killing her sister.”

“Suit yourself,” Henry said. “I’m just pointing out opportunities. And—look at that, you aren’t a complete depraved monster yet. So, stop worrying so much about if you’re becoming evil.”

Damien blinked. “You could tell?”

“You think very, very loud.”

“Ah. Right.”

He and Henry stared at the coffin for a few seconds, not talking.

“So…what now?” Damien asked, rubbing the back of his head. “Should we just wait around for Quinlan to come back?”

“What makes you think she’s coming back?” Henry asked. “And, even if she is, it might not be soon. We could be here for days. I doubt that would go over well with the rest of Mountain Hall.”

“True,” Damien admitted. He scanned the room with his mental energy, but there were no signs of other secret passages. “Then, I’m at a loss. We’ve got nothing to go off.”

“Well, we’ve got one thing,” Henry said, patting the crystal coffin with a tentacle.

“She doesn’t seem to be in a very talkative state.”

“She’s alive. That means she can communicate,” Henry said. “We just have to get inside her head.”

“Like that one girl at the tournament?” Damien asked with a grimace. “That kind of magic is disgusting.”

“It’s just advanced mental energy application with a little twist,” Henry said. “And we won’t be trying to hurt her. It’s just going inside her mindscape. We might even be able to find out a way to figure out what’s wrong with her.”

“I suppose,” Damien said, rubbing his chin. “It’s the only thing I can think of right now. Maybe she’s aware and saw where Quinlan went. How much danger are we inside her mind?”

“A fair amount of it,” Henry admitted. “We’ll be at a disadvantage since we aren’t on home ground but, to be frank, I’m strong enough for it to not matter. You are, too, at this point. Even if there’s another Void creature in there, we should be able to overpower it long enough to escape.”

“Then, we might as well try,” Damien decided. “Let’s do it.”

“Oh, no. You do it.”

“Huh? I don’t know how.”

“You’ve got Void magic. You’ve got direct casting. Use your head.”

Damien sighed, but he couldn’t argue. He couldn’t pass up the chance to practice with his powers. To this point, he’d only used direct casting for gravity or space based magic. However, Void magic worked in a very similar manner. While he didn’t know what Void runes corresponded to a mental incursion, he could easily imagine a normal rune circle that would hypothetically do what he wanted.

The runes sprang forth in his mind. Damien gathered his Ether into the same pattern, gently drawing on the expanse of gray energy and infusing the spell with Void. He kept a firm hold on it, making sure the spell wouldn’t accidentally go off if Henry told him it wouldn’t work.

As the Void corrupted his spell, the runes warped of their own volition. Smooth curves turned jagged and solid lines broke. Yet, somehow, they still felt correct.

“Will this work?” Damien asked, his voice slightly strained. The Ether bucked and twisted against his grip, trying to break out of the unnatural form. It was significantly harder than casting normal magic, especially without Herald forming the runes for him.

“Good enough,” Henry said. “There are some places I see room for improvement, but this will do for now.”

Damien nodded. He sat at the foot of the coffin and released the spell. A lance of purple and black magic shot from his forehead and pierced through the crystal. It traveled through the blue rock instantly, striking the girl on the forehead and sending ripples of energy washing out.

The world warped around Damien, and then he was falling. Blood rushed to his ears and ice washed over his skin as he plummeted. If Herald hadn’t done the exact same thing to him before, Damien would have panicked.

Instead, he held his breath and kept himself as focused as possible. A second later, the sensation was over. Damien opened his eyes and shook himself off. Even though there wasn’t any water actually on him, it still felt right.

Henry stood at his side, but his companion had taken on his humanoid form. Several dozen eyes blinked down at Damien. “Not bad.”

“Thanks,” Damien said, pushing the Void magic away before it could meddle with his emotions any further. He took his first look around the girl’s mind. They stood in a small, cramped room made from solid stone. There was no doorway or any way to enter or exit it. “Uh…how do we get out of here?”
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“It’s a mindscape, Damien,” Henry said. “Granted, it isn’t yours, but much of the same rules apply.”

He raised a smoking hand. The wall parted like water before him, splashing back to reveal a pathway heading down a large, grassy hill. Dark purple stars twinkled in the night sky above them, and flickers of pink flame occasionally lit the air.

“Looks a lot like mine,” Damien observed, following Henry out of the room and starting down the hill.

“So it does,” Henry drawled. Grass stretched toward their legs, but black flame poured out of Henry and incinerated it before it could get close. “Her mind is going to try to repel us since we’re intruders, but since she doesn’t know or doesn’t care that we’re here, it shouldn’t be much trouble.”

“That’s great, but how in the Planes do we find this girl?” Damien asked, looking around the hill. The grass stretched on as far as the eye could see. There weren’t any other buildings, and even the room they’d stepped out of had vanished.

“She’s hidden, but it’s difficult to really protect yourself once someone has breached your mind,” Henry said, spreading his arms wide. The path beneath their feet rippled and rose, turning into a stairway that led up into the sky. “So long as she isn’t actively fighting us, we can traipse around all we want.”

The two started up the stairs, which continued to build themselves as they walked. The occasional falling star whistled past their heads as they walked, but none grew close enough to pose a threat. It was beautiful, but the endless darkness also felt melancholic.

It wasn’t the same Void that encompassed Damien’s mindscape, nor was it the sea of stars that Herald resided in. This was more like splotches of small color lost within a sad, black pool.

“Is there something in particular we’re looking for?” Damien asked after several minutes. The ground was now a small speck beneath them. Even though they hadn’t walked very far, each step traversed far more distance than it would have in the outside world. “So far, there’s just space and stars.”

“I’m working on it,” Henry grumbled. “You could try extending your own senses and helping me out.”

“All I can feel is this vague emptiness around us. I don’t feel anything.”

“Exactly,” Henry said. “That’s because she’s not where we’re looking. When she’s near, we should be able to detect her. I felt a tiny flicker of something in the air when we were on the ground, but it’s gone now.”

Damien grunted. He extended his mental energy farther, casting the widest net he could as he tried to sweep for any signs of the girl’s presence. He quickly lost track of how long they had been walking.

The entire world felt like it was cradled in the embrace of a dream, making thoughts blend together and motions just a little too fluid. Several times, Damien had to shake himself out of a strange reverie that threatened to send him to sleep.

Then, a tiny prickle of energy to his side caught his attention. Damien paused and grabbed Henry, bringing their ever-expanding stairwell to a halt. “To our right. I sense something.”

Henry tilted his head to the side, then gave Damien several grins. “Good. That’s her. Or something, at least.”

They turned toward the energy and set off. As they grew closer, brown brick bloomed in the darkness. A small house formed in the sky, floating on nothing at all. The door was covered with latches and locks that concealed several dozen intricate rune circles.

Henry stopped before the door and extended a finger to touch one of the locks. He cocked his head to the side. “Huh. That’s interesting. The locks are resisting me. Either she’s concentrating really hard on keeping these there, or someone else put them in.”

“Her companion?” Damien offered.

“It could be, but that wouldn’t make much sense,” Henry said, rubbing his chin. “Considering we couldn’t feel her anywhere else at all, she’s locked in here completely. That means the companion is stuck as well. Why would someone do that to themselves? No, it’s more likely this is how the girl portrays the effects of the crystal coffin she’s in.”

“Someone external, then. Can we break it?”

“Should we?” Henry countered. “We don’t know what she’s got locked behind here. Someone went around sealing Void creatures, remember?”

“That was Moon,” Damien corrected. “And, yes, I remember. But this doesn’t look like his work. It’s kind of…kludged together, don’t you think? I mean, look at these locks.”

Damien tapped several of them, rattling the chains slightly. “These two aren’t even doing anything. They’re just hanging on the front of the door. And the runes behind them—half of these rune circles are worthless.”

“An amateur did it,” Henry said. “That, or someone who didn’t have much time to work and was panicking.”

“The latter seems more accurate,” Damien mused. “Quinlan’s runework is better than this, which really isn’t saying much. These circles are completely inefficient. They’re probably wasting more energy than they’re using.”

“That may be, but it doesn’t help us make our next move,” Henry said. “Break it or not?”

“Before I answer that, is there any chance these runes are somehow protecting the girl?” Damien asked. “I mean, what if she’s got some disease or the injury that makes it so that she needs to be sealed until a cure is found?”

“Nothing here indicates that,” Henry said. “You can see the runes yourself. They’re just locking her—and whatever is stuck inside her—up. The only thing we should be worried about if that something else poses a threat.”

Damien rubbed his chin, then shrugged. “Honestly, I’m bored of mysteries. Let’s just break the stupid thing. If it’s a void creature, we can handle it. I’ve got both you and Herald on my side.”

“You sure about Herald?”

Damien waggled a hand in the air. “Eh. Fifty-fifty. I think he’s with us now. Even if it’s just the two of us, we can handle it.”

“Those were my thoughts as well,” Henry said, baring the teeth in several of his mouths in a disturbing series of grins. “Let’s crack this open, then. Ready?”

Damien paused for a moment. If something didn’t go according to plan, there was a significant chance that they ended up seriously hurting or even killing Quinlan’s sister. He was confident in his and Henry’s abilities, but if they failed…

Several seconds passed. Then Damien pressed his lips together.

If there was an easy solution, there’s no doubt in my mind that Quinlan would have already figured it out. Henry and I can handle this. We won’t fail.

“Yeah. I’m ready.”

Tentacles shot out of Henry’s body, stabbing into the locks. Metal screeched in protest as they bent under his strength. The world rumbled, and the dark sky lit up with brilliant flashes of purple and pink.

Dozens of shooting stars hurtled toward them. Damien extended his hands, focusing on changing the world around them. It wasn’t exactly like using the Ether, but the principle was very similar. A black sphere formed around him and Henry.

The comets struck the shield with thunderous bangs, sending cracks spiderwebbing throughout it but failing to break through the barrier. With several loud snaps, Henry shattered some of the locks on the door.

Claws formed on Henry’s shadowy arm, and he raked them across the door, ripping several of the runes apart. Damien deflected another volley of comets, grimacing as a headache formed. It took considerably more energy than he’d expected to repel the mental assault.

“Almost there,” Henry said as a thick chain link cracked and shattered under his assault, revealing more of the door. “Keep that up for a little longer.”

“Working on it,” Damien replied through gritted teeth. The falling stars were striking his defenses faster and faster until it felt like he was caught in a rain of huge stones.

The pain, while annoying, was little to Damien. Compared to what he’d gone through in the past, this was little more than discomfort. Still, his strength waned.

“Hurry up! I don’t know how much longer I can hold this,” Damien hissed, reenforcing the spherical shield. “She really doesn’t seem to want us breaking that thing open.”

“Too late,” Henry said with a cackle, raking his hand down one more time. Shrill shrieks filled the air as several more chains shattered, and the door was torn open.

A cold gale howled out of the room, blowing Damien’s hair back and forcing him to squint. Crystals of ice formed on his skin, and he had to quickly erect a thin barrier to stop himself from freezing.

Henry swept into the room, power washing out from him and pressing down on their surroundings. The air vibrated under the force of his strength, and the two of them stepped inside.

A lone table stood in the center of the room. On one end of it was the girl, her hands manacled in blue crystal and locked to the table. On the other was a hunched figure made of dark smoke, its eyes burning like coals. Like the girl, its hands were locked to the table. When Damien and Henry entered, both of them turned in their direction.

“We’re here to drop off the food you ordered,” Henry said cheerfully. “If you could stop that mental assault before I’m forced to crush you, that would be appreciated.”

“Who are you?” the girl asked, squinting at them through half-lidded eyes. She looked like she was seconds from falling asleep. “You look like Bill.”

The hunched figure stared at Henry. Damien prepared his mental energy for a fight, but the thing didn’t seem like the other Void creatures he’d seen. It was considerably more…corporeal and resembled a shriveled corpse more than a shadowy monster.

“I’m taking that as an insult,” Henry said. “I look nothing like this thing.”

“Henry, what is this?” Damien asked. “It’s not Void, is it?”

“No, it isn’t,” Henry said. “I’ve seen a few of these in the Plane of Darkness before. What a funny little coincidence. I was actually thinking about pretending to be one at Blackmist, but I decided against it because of how damn ugly the stupid things are.”

“Then, what in the Planes is it?”

“A Deathwight,” Henry replied. “Nasty little monster that very rarely manages to get out of the Plane of Darkness. They’re quite dangerous to mortals, but they don’t often get summoned as companions. I’ve only seen this happen a few times.”

“And why’s that?” Damien asked, still watching the monster carefully.

“They tend to kill and eat as much of their summoner as they can before they’re sent back to their home plane,” Henry said. “And, if someone did manage to actually make a contract with one, they’d probably get hunted down pretty quickly by their fellow humans. There’s no way one of these would agree to do anything unless they got to eat a few people, and you lot tend to take offense to that.”

The girl cleared her throat, a little more awareness lighting in her eyes. “I’m right here, you know. You’re talking as if I can’t hear you.”

“Correction,” Henry said, raising a finger in the air. “I’m talking because I don’t care about you.”

“Henry,” Damien snapped. “Be nice.”

Henry rolled several dozen eyes.

“I’m your sister’s friend,” Damien said. “Wait, how long have you been stuck like this? Are you aware of the outside world?”

“I get snippets,” the girl replied, rattling the chains holding her arms in place. “And I’ve been stuck like this ever since I tried to summon my companion a year ago. But…Quinlan doesn’t have friends.”

Damien snorted. “She’s that bad that you can tell that in your current state? That’s pretty sad.”

“Tell me about it,” the girl said, rolling her eyes. Her gaze grew serious, and she leaned back in her chair, letting out a sigh. “Could you please tell her that she doesn’t have to do all this? She’s been obsessing over trying to save me for a year now. I don’t want her to ruin her own life trying to save mine. She’s spent all the resources Mountain Hall gave her on trying to save me.”

“You can start with your name,” Damien suggested gently. “And is that how you got put in this crystal coffin thing?”

“My name is Alina. And, no, the coffin was actually put in by Bill.”

They all turned to look at the hunched creature.

“The Deathwight?” Henry asked. “He put this here?”

“He’s really old,” Alina explained. “Bill didn’t actually want to get summoned, but when I called out, it was strong enough to yank him back here on accident. He wasn’t able to restrain his instincts, but he didn’t want to kill me, so he encased both of us in crystal. Now, we’re stuck like this.”

“I find it exceedingly hard to believe that there’s a Deathwight with a conscience,” Henry said. “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen them string together an intelligent sentence.”

“What are you even supposed to be? I’ve never seen something like you,” Alina said, squinting at Henry. “Another thing from the Plane of Darkness?”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” Damien said. “If you’ve been stuck like this, why not establish a contract that keeps Bill from eating people? That would free both of you, wouldn’t it?”

“We can’t,” Alina said miserably. “I already thought of that. There was another problem. My Core wasn’t strong enough to hold all the Ether Bill has. As soon as it releases the crystal, I’ll die. Quinlan doesn’t even know, so all her effort is for nothing. She can tell that Bill is somehow keeping me alive by feeding me power, so she probably thought he’d be willing to cooperate if she freed me from this crystal, but she doesn’t know what it’s for.”

“Planes,” Damien muttered. “So, if Quinlan actually managed to get you out of this, she’d just end up indirectly killing you?”

“Exactly,” Alina said, defeat heavy in her words. “I don’t know how you managed to get in here, but thank you. Please, tell her that we talked so she doesn’t have to put herself through this anymore.”

“Well, hold on,” Damien said. “Bill hasn’t let go of the spell, so doesn’t that mean he thinks there’s a way for you to survive?”

Alina shrugged. “I think he just feels bad. We used to be able to walk around in my mindscape, but now we can’t even do that. He trapped us in here and sealed as much of my Ether as possible to keep me alive. That’s why we’re chained up.”

Bill gave them a wide-toothed grin that looked much more menacing than it did comforting.

“He won’t let go until the last of my Ether dries up,” Alina continued. “But can you at least tell Quinlan to stop? She has her life to live.”

“I think you might be moving a little too fast,” Damien said, glancing at Henry. “Your problem is that your Core is broken, right? We’ve fixed something like that before.”

Alina stared at him. “That’s not possible. Once someone’s Core breaks, they’re done.”

“Not necessarily,” Henry said. “The Ether still needs to leave your body completely. If we can bind your Core back together fast enough, it can eventually heal. It’s not a particularly easy process, though.”

For the first time, a tiny spark of hope lit in Alina’s eyes. “Are you serious? Is something like that really possible?”

“There’s no guarantee it works,” Damien warned. “And you’ll still have to figure out the contract with Bill if we do this. If he really does plan to go around killing everyone, Henry and I will have to take care of him.”

“I-I think we can do that,” Alina said, swallowing. She shook her hands again. “And I’ll take any chance, no matter how small it is.”

“Shouldn’t we ask her what happened to Quinlan before we do this?” Henry asked. “You were right about the lack of guarantee, Damien. She might just die.”

“Wait, something happened to Quinlan?” Alina asked, her eyes shooting to Henry.

“We’ll worry about that after since she clearly doesn’t know,” Damien said with a shake of his head. “But Quinlan is missing, and we might need your help to find her. Keep that in mind during this process. Maybe it’ll help give you the willpower you need to survive it, because this won’t be easy.”

Alina swallowed nervously. “I— Fine. What do we have to do?”

“Just try to avoid dying,” Henry suggested helpfully. “We’ll have to leave your mind to do this. Have Bill drop the crystal as soon as we’re out.”

“You have to leave?” Alina asked, her confidence evaporating. “Wait—”

Darkness enveloped Damien’s vision. When it returned, he was standing above the crystal coffin beside Henry.

“That was cruel,” Damien muttered. “She hasn’t spoken to someone in a year. I’m amazed she hasn’t gone insane. We could have at least talked to her a little more.”

“The more she’s got to live for, the more likely she’ll survive,” Henry replied. “Even a slight push might be the one that counts. Now, get ready. This won’t go as easily as it did for Sylph. Alina’s Core has been broken for a year, even if it’s been in stasis. I might need your help to hold her in place so she doesn’t make my job harder.”


Chapter
Seventeen



Damien nodded, drawing Ether into himself. The crystal coffin encasing Alina rippled like water and started to melt away from her at a rapid rate. Within seconds, nearly half of the crystal was a puddle on the floor.

Henry stepped forward shadows extending from his fingertips. Before the crystal covering her chest had completely washed away, he pressed five needle-sharp points through her shirt and into her skin.

Alina’s body shuddered as Henry started to work, carving runes into her with rapid precision. Henry’s fingers flew, the shadows extending from them so thin and sharp that it didn’t even look like her flesh posed any resistance.

The rest of the coffin continued to melt away, but Alina’s eyes didn’t open. Blood seeped into her shirt, but Henry didn’t slow. Alina shuddered, and Damien grabbed her shoulders, pushing her back into the coffin.

She was surprisingly strong, and even though Damien didn’t have any trouble keeping her lying down, she was still wiggling enough that she could have messed up Henry’s runework.

Damien grabbed all of her clothes with telekinesis and pulled her flat against the coffin, making sure she couldn’t mistakenly ruin one of the lifesaving runes. Henry continued to work, dozens of eyes narrow in concentration.

The process took much longer than it had with Sylph, and the runes involved spread farther as well. When Henry finally stepped back and nodded to Damien, the lower half of her shirt had been completely carved to pieces.

Hundreds of runes lined Alina’s stomach, stretching all the way down to just above her pelvis. Faint flickers of black energy still danced in the shallow cuts, and the blood flowing from them slowly started to stem.

“Did it work?” Damien asked, releasing the girl.

“Well enough,” Henry replied. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it might be, but it was still worse than Sylph. Those runes will be on there for a long time. If she tries to evolve her Core too early, it’ll explode again. Whatever power level she’s currently at, she’ll have to stay at it for at least two years.”

“That’s…rough. Especially at Mountain Hall,” Damien said with a frown.

“Well, her Core looked pretty large,” Henry said. “And the amount of Ether you can hold isn’t everything. There are other ways to get stronger, so she should be okay. It’s better this than dying.”

“True,” Damien agreed. He glanced down at the pool of crystal staining Quinlan’s floor. It had turned a dark pink from all the blood that had dripped into it. “We kind of ruined the room, huh?”

“I’m sure Quinlan will get over it,” Henry said dryly. “Do you think she’ll be happy enough to get me some more goats?”

“If you hold this over her head just to make her bring you more goats, you’re a terrible person.”

“I thought we’d already agreed on that part,” Henry said with a cackle. “More goats it is.”

Alina let out a weak groan, and her eyes fluttered.

“Good luck,” Henry said. “I’ll be watching.”

He sank into Damien’s shadow, disappearing in seconds. Damien grimaced. Alina’s clothes were completely ruined, the blood and crystal fluid seeping into them at every point. He didn’t exactly have a spare set on him either.

A garbled groan slipped out of her mouth. Alina’s eyes fluttered again, then opened. She blinked, confusion running rampant. Slowly, Alina raised a hand and wiggled her fingers. Her eyes shifted to Damien, who stood over her.

“I-it wasn’t a dream?” Alina asked, her words coming out thick.

“Quite real. Sorry,” Damien said. “Before you try anything, I should let you know that you’ve got some runes on your chest now. You need to be really careful not to evolve your Core until they fade, or it’ll explode, and you’ll be dead for real.”

Alina started to nod, but a flicker of black energy coiled out of her shoulder, and her eyes widened. “I need to finish the contract!”

Her hands slipped on the slick ground as she tried to force herself up into a seated position. Damien grabbed her with telekinesis, lifting her onto her feet and leaning her against the wall.

Henry, you should probably just draw up the basic contract for her and add in some addendums to make sure Bill doesn’t go on a rampage. You remember it, right?

“Bah. Making me do everything,” Henry grumbled, but he took over Damien’s body. Using a sharpened claw of destructive energy, Henry quickly carved a contract into the ground. Within a few seconds, several paragraphs of a contract had been finished.

“Use destructive energy and fill this out,” Damien said.

Alina nodded weakly. She extended her hand, bringing a faint flicker of a blade to her fingertip. It was far weaker than Damien’s—almost completely invisible—but it was still enough to leave a faint trace in the ground as she wrote her name.

As soon as she finished, the back of her other hand split open. A long, wizened finger reached out from it and traced its name on the ground beside hers. Smoke rose from the stone it touched.

With the second name signed, Alina let out a sigh of relief. All the tension flooded out of her body, and she crumpled like a puppet with its strings cut. Damien caught her with telekinesis before she could hit her head.

He gently lowered her to the ground, watching as golden energy traced through the lines in the contract, burning them away until nothing remained.

“Huh. That’s new.”

“Little thing I added so others couldn’t see it,” Henry said. “It’s still just as effective, I just made it disappear.”

“I can’t believe it,” Alina muttered, staring at her limp hands. “I’m alive. I have a companion.”

“And it’s a Deathwight,” Damien added. “That’s pretty rare, too. I hadn’t even heard of them myself, and I spent years looking into companions because of how excited I was to summon mine.”

“I was so excited for it as well,” Alina said, blinking hard. “I barely made it to school. The wait felt like it was going to kill me.”

“I didn’t make it,” Damien admitted. “I summoned my companion at thirteen. It was not my smartest idea.”

Alina blinked. Then, she burst into tears, burying her face in her palms. Damien shifted awkwardly.

Am I supposed to say something?

"You're asking an eldritch monster how to comfort a crying girl," Henry said dryly. "If you have to come to me for advice here, it's already lost. Just do nothing. I can't imagine anything you'll say is going to make her feel better."

And so Damien stood against the wall. Alina cried for several more minutes until the tears stopped coming, and she was just dry heaving. Damien shuffled in his pockets and handed her an old handkerchief to clean herself off. She took it and wiped her face. Alina's eyes were red and her breath was still irregular.

"I-I'm sorry. I didn't think—”

"It's okay," Damien said. "You thought you were going to die. I know the feeling."

She nodded, swallowing, and letting out a mixture between a sob and a laugh. "Thank you. Do you want your—"

"All yours," Damien said. "Didn't need it."

And now it's kind of dirty.

Her weak smile vanished as a thought struck her, and she staggered, trying to scramble to her feet and falling in the process. Damien caught her with telekinesis. “Quinlan!”

“You better stay sitting,” Damien suggested. “You haven’t moved in a year. Even if it looks like that crystal kept you nourished and alive, you haven’t used your muscles in a long time. They’re going to be really weak.”

“Right,” Alina said, rubbing her nose. “Thanks. But where’s Quinlan?”

“I was hoping you could help me with that,” Damien replied. “I came to Mountain Hall looking for her.”

“She’s pretty strong,” Alina said with a frown. “I can vaguely remember her trying to break me out of the crystal, then saying she was going to do something and leaving, but that’s it. I don’t know where she went.”

“Damn,” Damien muttered. “There goes that lead. I suppose we’ll have to find her the normal way. I’m glad we managed to save you, though.”

“Even if it was a waste of time,” Henry muttered under his breath, ignoring the glare Damien shot him.

“Who are you, anyway?” Alina asked. “If you don’t mind me asking. Quinlan didn’t really have any friends from what I remember. She just spent all her time practicing before I got locked in crystal. After that, she just focused on trying to learn runework.”

“Well, from what she said, Mountain Hall discouraged her from learning runes,” Damien said. “Her research brought her to Blackmist, where I came in contact with her because I thought she was hunting me. She fought my companion but eventually came around, and we had a chat. Henry and I agreed to teach her runework, and I guess that was for your sake.”

Alina reddened. “I can’t believe she spent so much time trying to save me. Are you a professor at Blackmist?”

Damien snorted. “Me? No. I’m just a Year Two student.”

Alina stared at him. “You could just say you’re under cover or something.”

“What? I’m a Year Two student,” Damien protested. “Look at me! I don’t look old enough to be a professor.”

“No Year Two student can do half of what you just did, much less have their companion defeat Quinlan. I saw how she fought. Not to mention only Year Three students are allowed to take trips to other colleges—she told me that.”

“That’s normally true,” Damien admitted. “I’m an exception. To a lot of those things, actually. I can’t tell you much more than that, but I can promise that I’m trying to help Quinlan. I don’t have that many people I trust, and I’d rather not lose her.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Alina said, hugging herself. “I really wasn’t at Mountain Hall for very long before I got frozen in crystal. I don’t know where she went to study, and the things I do remember from our conversations are really muddled.”

“Can you think of anything at all we could go off?” Damien pressed. “Did she mention having other places to hide out when she worked or anything like that? Maybe a professor that wasn’t terrible?”

“She hated all the professors here,” Alina said with a weak laugh. “And she mostly just talked about the books she was reading and the people she’d fought.”

“What about a rival?” Damien asked. “Another Year Four that actually challenged her or something? Just someone that might know a little more about where she is.”

Alina’s nose scrunched. “I think she mentioned someone called Venus. A Year Four that used…Ice magic, maybe? It’s really hard to remember. I know she fought against her a lot, though.”

“Venus,” Damien said. “I can work with that. It’s possible she told them where she was going.”

“I don’t really think they were friends,” Alina hedged.

“I’m not a detective,” Damien said with a sigh. “I don’t know what else to do, and I really don’t trust the professors here.”

“Yeah,” Alina said, her gaze falling. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to survive Mountain Hall like this. I’ll get chewed up and spit out. I can’t even really help you find Quinlan.”

“You’ll have time for self-pity later,” Damien said. “Go use the shower and get some of the blood out of your clothes. Then, we’re going to find Quinlan. Someone here has to know at least something about where she might be, and they’re going to tell us.”

“That’s pretty big talk for a Year Two.”

“I told you,” Damien said, his eyes flashing. “I’m an exception.”

Alina swallowed, then nodded. She carefully lifted herself to her feet, using the wall to stay upright, and staggered up toward the bathroom. Damien followed after her, then cleared his throat.

“There’s a good bit until we get up there. Quinlan has this thing pretty deep underground. Prepare yourself, I’m just going to teleport you.”

“I— What?”

Damien tapped Alina on the shoulder, pushing the rune pattern into the Ether and sending out of his finger. Alina vanished with a puff of black smoke, appearing at the far end of the hall with a yelp.

Chuckling, Damien Warp Stepped himself, and then repeated the process on Alina until she’d been deposited in the shower.

“A little more warning next time!” Alina yelled.

“Just shower,” Damien said. “I’m going to go find out where this Venus lives. I’ll be back before you’re done.”

He didn’t wait for a response. Damien teleported, vanishing from the room and stopping only long enough to close the door behind him. Drawing on his Ether, he cast Warp Step rapid fire, blurring across the campus and arriving at the library in just a few dozen seconds.

The process took a ridiculous amount of Ether, but he wasn’t in the mood to wait around right now. Damien strode up the steps and approached the first deck, where a bald librarian was scanning through a book.

“You don’t have your school colors on,” the librarian said, casting a judgmental glance down at Damien.

“I don’t go here. I’m a transfer student,” Damien said. “I need information on where Venus lives.”

“A transfer?” the librarian asked, cocking his head to the side. “I didn’t realize the Year Threes had already arrived. You’ll need to switch into Mountain Hall colors while you stay here.”

“I’ll pass,” Damien said flatly. “Now, give me the information I asked for.”

“Absolute lack of respect,” the librarian growled. “What school are you from?”

Henry slipped into Damien’s body for an instant, and Damien bared his teeth. Dark flames flickered to life in the back of his eyes, and a sputter of purple mist slipped out from his lips. The shadows in the room lengthened, flickering and shifting as faces formed in the darkness.

The gravity around the librarian surged, and the man staggered, barely catching himself before his face slammed into the desk. Henry released the magic and slipped back into his normal spot.

“Answer the question.”

“What in the Planes—”

“I am seriously not in the mood for this,” Damien growled. “It’s been a long day, and I’m pretty pissed off. Just answer my blasted question before I find out just how much Mountain Hall respects strength.”

“You’re insane,” the man said. “She lives at the peak of East Mountain, in room four.”

“See? That wasn’t so hard,” Damien said, slipping back into the shadows and Warp Stepping out of Mountain Hall’s library.

He hadn’t gotten a chance to really look around it, so he resolved to take a few moments to swing by once he found Quinlan. Henry would probably never forgive him if he didn’t.

“Damn right about that,” Henry said. “You do realize there’s basically zero chance that this Venus girl knows anything about Quinlan, right? That’s like you telling Reena where you went.”

Do you have a better idea?

“Aside from just running around, tearing things apart until she comes out?”

“I’m going to take that as a no.”

“Yeah, that’s probably for the best,” Henry admitted with a sigh. “Then, we might not to get to check out their library.”

Damien rolled his eyes. He paused for a moment, appearing a few feet away from a group of students, and scanned his surroundings to reorient himself. He wasn’t the best with directions, but he did know where South Mountain was.

One of the students finally found their voice. “What the—”

Damien didn’t hear the last of their sentence, as he’d found the mountain in question and was moving once more. With any luck, he’d find Quinlan before the sun set.

He arrived at the top of East Mountain a short while later. Magical power burned around Damien, dissipating into the air as he released the hold he had on the Ether in his Core. He spent a moment refilling before he took a glance around.

Venus’ room was alone at the top of the mountain. There were no others on the same floor as her, and the plaque above her door only had a single name on it—hers. Damien walked up to the finely carved stoon and rapped on it.

Several seconds passed before it swung open to reveal a girl about his age. She had blonde hair, and her pale skin flickered in the torchlight escaping her room. “What do you want?”

“I’m here to ask you a few questions,” Damien replied. “Do you mind if we step inside?”

“I very much do,” Venus said, her eyes narrowing. “Who are you?”

“I’m a transfer student.”

“And you came to seek me out for what reason?”

“One that will be discussed in private.”

“You aren’t being very convincing,” Venus said. “I don’t know what school you’re from, but you clearly don’t understand how Mountain Hall works yet. I’ll be nice and let you turn around and leave. I’m not wasting my time on an idiot.”

“You misunderstand,” Damien said. “This wasn’t a request. I was just being polite.”

He grabbed the door with telekinesis and slammed it open. Venus’ eyes widened, but he didn’t give her a chance to fight back. If she was as strong as Quinlan, she might actually have enough ability to bring some attention to them.

Damien detonated a Gravity Sphere behind the girl’s head, yanking her off balance. She recovered quickly, ice expanding and covering her body, but Henry’s tendrils shot out from his mage armor and grabbed the girl by the arms, throwing her back into the room.

Stepping inside, Damien slammed the door shut behind him. Almost instinctively, he cast Devour and absorbed the flurry of icicles that shot at him from Venus’ hands.

“I’m not starting this with you,” Damien said. He tried to pull her feet out from under her with telekinesis, but she fought the spell off with her mental energy. A wave of cold washed off the girl. The top layer of Damien’s skin instantly froze, and he gritted his teeth.

“Kneel.”

Venus slammed face first into the ground as the gravity surged around her. Something cracked, and she let out a garbled cry of pain as her nose broke. One of Henry’s tendrils sharpened, turning into a blade that he rested against the girl’s throat.

“Don’t,” Damien said softly. “I am not in the mood.”

“W-who are you?” Venus asked, her voice coming out garbled and nasally.

“I’m angry. You may sit up if you dismiss your magic. Believe it or not, I have no quarrel with you.”

Venus swallowed, then pushed herself up as Damien released his direct casting. She gingerly touched her nose, then winced. “Why attack me?”

It took Damien a moment to understand what she was saying.

How’d she manage to land nose first? I can’t understand half of what she’s saying now.

Henry burst into laughter. “What a thing to complain about. What a truly horrible thing for you to have to deal with.”

Damien sighed. “Go wash your face off in the shower. You can’t talk well with a broken nose, and I’ve got some questions I want answered. Take too long, and I’m coming in after you. Trust me, you don’t want that.”

Venus nodded, her cold eyes drawing in for a moment before she stepped into her bathroom. Damien took the time to examine her room while the shower turned on. It was in good shape, with a well-made bed and paintings on several of the walls.

A portrait sat on her dresser. Damien picked it up with telekinesis and brought it over to himself. It depicted Venus—presumably a few years ago—standing together with a younger girl who looked remarkably similar to her.

The running water stopped, and Venus walked back out, her hair wet but her nose set back in its proper position. Her gaze flicked to the portrait in Damien’s hand. He put it back and raised his hands apologetically. “I’m looking for Quinlan.”

“What?” Venus asked, staring at him in shock. “My god, what did she do to you to make her come after me like that? You planning to kill her or something?”

Damien snorted. “Do you care? I’ve heard you were rivals.”

“I— Well, you need a rival to get stronger,” Venus said carefully. “I don’t like Quinlan, but she was strong, and we made each other better.”

“Then, you’ll be pleased to know I mean her no ill will,” Damien said. “I want to know where she is.”

“Training or something in her room,” Venus replied immediately. There wasn’t an instant of hesitation.

“No, she isn’t,” Damien said. “I already checked there.”

Venus’ eye twitched. “You’ve already snooped through her room?”

“And then some. But you answered that pretty quickly. Are you covering for something?”

“What? Why would I cover for her?” Venus asked. “I already told you, she’s a training partner, but I couldn’t care less about her as a person. She just helps me get stronger.”

“Her heart is beating faster,” Henry observed in Damien’s mind. “She’s lying, I think.”

As do I.

Damien pressed his lips together. “You’re making a lot more difficult than it needs to be. I’m going to find Quinlan. You know something, but you aren’t saying it. Do you see how that might be a problem for me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Venus said, holding his gaze. “I have no idea where Quinlan is. If I did, I’d tell you.”

Damien didn’t need Henry to tell him that Venus was lying. She was probably the strongest student he’d met on the trip to Mountain Hall, but her deceptive abilities weren’t particularly good.

He took a deep breath, trying to suppress the annoyance building in his mind. The Void called to him, offering a solution, but Damien refused it. It was one thing to use force to get a solution, and another to heartlessly rip apart everything that stood in his way without even a second of consideration. There was an ideal called moderation, and the Void didn’t have it.

“So we’re at an impasse, then,” Venus said. “You won’t leave until I tell you something that I don’t know, and I can’t tell you for the exact same reason.”

“No, we really aren’t.” Damien shook his head. “Because you do know where she is, but you won’t tell me. In about five minutes, I’m going to leave your room and know everything you do. The only question is going to be if you tell me voluntarily, or if I have to pull it out of your mind.”

Henry? Might be time for you to show up.

“You know I can’t do anything like that, right?”

She doesn’t.

Henry chuckled. The sound stretched out into the external world as Damien’s shadow warped, rising from the ground behind him. Eyes snapped open all over it, swiveling before snapping to stare at Venus. Henry’s many mouths slowly split open.

“Hello there,” Henry said, his voice coming out multilayered and discordant, just like it had when he’d first met Damien. “We seem to have a little bit of a problem.”

Venus’ face went even paler. “What in the Seven Planes is that creature?”

“My companion,” Damien replied. “And when I’m not happy, neither is he. So, I’m going to ask you again. Where. Is. Quinlan? I am going to find my friend, and you are not going to stop me.”

“I highly doubt that,” Venus said, her expression wavering for an instant before she set it in ice again. “I don’t know anything. You can try what you want. I can tell you’re significantly stronger than I am, but if you could really yank anything out of my head, you would have already done it.”

Damn it.

“I could just eat her,” Henry offered. “I’d pick up some of what she knows, then.”

Venus swallowed and clenched her jaw, looking away. Before either of them could say anything else, the front door swung open.

Alina walked inside, her eyes darting about nervously. She froze, looking from Venus to Henry and Damien.

“Oh.”

“Ah. She was being a little less responsive than I’d hoped,” Damien said. “You showered fast.”

“I was worried you might have some trouble,” Alina muttered, rubbing the back of her head. “Since, you know, Quinlan often talked to me about how strong Venus was.”

“A-Alina?” Venus stammered, her eyes going as wide as saucers.

“Wait, you know her name?” Damien asked.

“You know me?” Alina asked. “How?”

“That’s not possible. Is this an illusion?” Venus asked, narrowing her eyes. “Alina is stuck in a crystal in Quinlan’s room. She can’t walk around.”

“I got her out,” Damien said, something niggling at the back of his mind. “I found her while I was looking for Quinlan and broke the crystal so she could escape.”

“He’s helping me find Quinlan,” Alina added. “Or I guess I’m helping him. But when did you see me? I don’t remember that at all.”

Venus flopped back onto her bed, her eyes glazing over. Henry cocked his head to the side, but Damien held a hand up.

“I can’t believe it,” Venus muttered. “She’s spent years trying to break you out, and you just…popped her out?”

“That’s a gross oversimplification,” Henry said. “It was somewhat challenging.”

Venus groaned. “Poor Quinlan.”

“You aren’t rivals at all, are you?” Damien asked, a bad feeling settling on top of his shoulders.

“No. I’m her friend,” Venus admitted. “I thought you were just lying to me and were trying to kill her for some reason.”

“I don’t remember you at all, though,” Alina said accusingly. “My memories in the crystal aren’t the best, but I feel like I would have remembered if Quinlan brought anyone back.”

“We never met in her room,” Venus said. “It was too risky. Both of us have too many enemies. The only way we could meet was keeping up our rivalry pretenses and meeting off campus while pretending to fight.”

“Shit,” Damien said. “Well, this is awkward. I thought you’d done something to her.”

“No. I was trying to protect her,” Venus muttered. The tension left her body, and she slumped over, letting out a relieved sigh. “I thought I was dead.”

“Wow. Damien threatened you with his companion, and you still didn’t tell him anything?” Alina asked, her eyes sparkling. “He’s terrifying. That was really brave.”

Venus grunted, not looking up.

Damien rubbed the back of his head. “Uh…sorry. I really should have tried to find out more, but I’ve been having a little difficulty with my anger as of late. I despise Mountain Hall. This school is horrible, and I think I was starting to feel like everyone was equally scummy. Sorry about your nose. And the threats.”

“It’s more being completely outclassed that got me,” Venus muttered, finally looking back up. “I know where Quinlan is. When she came back from Forsad, she told me she’d learned enough runes to try and break Alina out. But she ran into some kind of hitch and couldn’t progress. She tried going to the person who taught her, but he was missing.”

Damien cleared his throat. “That would have been me. Whoops.”

“You?” Venus asked. “She wouldn’t say the person’s name.”

“My fault,” Henry said. “She’s contract bound not to share anything about us or work against us. Since you’re part of Mountain Hall, she probably figured we might come into conflict at some point.”

“Seven Planes. She told me the person who taught her was beyond powerful, but I didn’t realize…”

“We can talk later,” Damien said, waving his hand. “What happened, then?”

“She started digging around for someone who knew runes enough to help her finish the pattern. She got an excuse to temporarily leave the school and met some old mage in town who knew a ton about runes. He sounded like pretty bad news, but she seemed to think he was incredibly knowledgeable. Quinlan left to go learn from him about a week or so ago.”

“That’s…convenient,” Damien said. “Did she say where he was or why he was willing to help her?”

“He didn’t. That’s why I thought it seemed suspicious,” Venus said. “But she was dead set on getting Alina out, so she risked it. I don’t know how long it takes to learn runes, so I figured she was still okay.”

“Those runes were pretty damn complex for mortals,” Henry mused. “What are the chances of running into a random person who knows them that well?”

“Did she tell you what the old guy looked like?” Damien asked.

“Not much. Just that he had a stupidly long beard,” Venus replied.

Damien’s skin prickled. “And he didn’t want any payment?”

“No. She said she just showed him the runes she’d already done and needed guidance on how to finish the circle.”

“Most mortals don’t even know of the existence of the runes I used,” Henry said. “Long white hair…”

“Eight Planes,” Damien muttered. “It Who Stills the Seas.”


Chapter
Eighteen



“Who?” Venus asked.

“Where is he?” Damien asked, his blood running cold. “The old guy. You know where he met Quinlan?”

“I told you, he’s in the town near Mountain Hall,” Venus replied with a frown. “Do you know who he is?”

“He’s a monster,” Damien replied. “A humanoid one—and incredibly powerful at that. Take me to the town. Do you have any way to find out where Quinlan is? Did she tell you where exactly they were going to train?”

“No,” Venus said, shaking her head. “She just said they were going to be a little way out of town. Is it seriously that bad? He seemed creepy, but I didn’t think the guy was a monster.”

“He’s about as bad as they come,” Damien said grimly. “Alina, go to room twelve in South Mountain—that’s mine. Stay there until I get back. This won’t be safe.”

“What? But I need to help you save Quinlan!”

“You won’t do anyone any good if you’re dead,” Damien replied. “You don’t understand what we’re dealing with. This is the same thing Henry is but without any morals or someone to control it. Do you understand?”

Alina’s face paled. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious,” Damien said, grabbing Venus and dragging her out the door.

They rushed out the mountain, and Damien skidded to a stop overlooking the drab campus.

“Do you have any form of movement spell?”

“Not really,” Venus stammered. “I can slide around quickly, but nothing like flight or teleportation.”

“Damn. Fine. Where’s the town? What direction?”

Venus barely had time to point before Damien grabbed her, teleporting the girl before sending himself after. They both appeared halfway down the mountain, and he repeated Warp Step until the ground was beneath their feet once again. Venus staggered from the abrupt magic, and Damien steadied her.

“Get it together. Quinlan is in incredible danger,” Damien said. “Which way to town? Quickly.”

Venus shook her head and pointed again. Then, the two were off. Damien repeated the pattern over the next few minutes, blurring from spot to spot as he dragged Venus along with him out of Mountain Hall.

It wasn’t nearly as efficient or fast as a true teleportation spell, but they still made amazing time. Only a few minutes later, the mountains of Mountain Hall were in the distance and the two were nearly upon a small, homely town a few miles down the road from it.

The town was nestled against a large forest that stretched out behind it, rising and disappearing behind another hill.

Venus groaned as they appeared on the town’s outskirts. “How can you travel like that? It feels like you shook my head around for an hour.”

“Sorry,” Damien said. “We just can’t risk any more delays. This is where Quinlan is?”

Venus nodded. “It’s where she told me she went. But how are you even going to find her? Do you have some sort of magical tracking? You only have Space magic! Crap, we should have gotten a teacher. They could have found her and fought off the old guy.”

Damien snorted, but the concern chewed at his chest. He wasn’t confident he could take a free Void creature in head-to-head combat. That was, of course, if he could even figure out where the thing was hiding.

He extended his senses, trying to feel for something out of place, but nothing caught his attention. Damien gritted his teeth. With Henry’s senses muted, they essentially had no good method to locate the Void.

Herald? I need your help. We’re working together now, right?

There was no response.

Seriously, I need your help. You know what the Faceless told me. It’s been on my mind more than enough for you to pick up. We’re on the same team. We’re basically the same person. I—you wouldn’t let a friend die. If we’re going to fight the Corruption, we need all the help we can get. Quinlan is a strong fighter.

“Are you okay?” Venus asked, touching Damien on the shoulder with gathered to gather around Damien’s body.

“Very well,” Herald breathed, his myriad voices echoing through Damien’s mind. Coils of shadow sloughed off Damien’s body, chilling the air around him and twisting around him like serpents.

“Damien?” Venus asked, taking a step back.

The Ether thrummed. Damien’s vision erupted with color as Herald threw out a massive net of mental energy. Golden light erupted everywhere as strands of Ether crisscrossed across the world. So many had lit up that it was impossible to tell where any of them came from.

Herald guided Damien’s hand up to one of the strands. As he touched it, the Void curled to his desires. Gray light leapt from Damien’s hand and shot into the strand of Ether, turning it the same color.

The gray raced along the line, shooting across the web and forming a path. The other lines faded until only the single pathway remained.

“That is the extent of my help,” Herald said. “I will not fight my brethren.”

Thank you.

There was no response.

“Right, I know where it is,” Damien said. The trail ran alongside the town, vanishing into the forest behind it. “Stay here. It isn’t safe for you to go any farther.”

“Is it safe for you?” Venus asked.

Damien didn’t respond. He was already Warp Stepping along the trail. The town blurred past him, and he shot through the trees, only pausing to take bearing of his surroundings before shooting off once more.

“Don’t go too fast,” Henry warned. “We don’t want to jump right into an attack. Assume Seas knows we’re coming. Remember that it has the full strength of a Void creature while I’m bound by your abilities. We can’t win an all-out fight.”

I know. But I don’t think Seas is actually here. If it was, would Herald really have helped us? I’m not so confident. It also wouldn’t make sense for such a powerful creature to be coming after Quinlan itself. This is probably some form of clone or portion of the real thing.

“I agree,” Henry said, “but that doesn’t mean it’ll be weak. Keep your guard up. At this point, you’re strong enough that I want to avoid just taking over, so I’ll be supporting you unless things go very poorly.”

Damien appeared behind a large tree. The forest broke before him, forming a rough clearing around a single story wooden house. Herald’s gray line ran up to the house and trailed right through its walls.

Ether from Damien’s Core coursed down his arms as he prepared two Gravity Spheres, overloading them with power before throwing both at the building’s sides. They detonated with loud cracks, ripping the rickety structure apart and showering the ground with wooden splinters.

An old man spun toward them, a rippling blue shield shimmering around him. Debris pelted against it, and the man thrust his hands out, causing the shield to burst out and throw the wood away.

He looked identical to It Who Stills the Seas, but there was no sign of anyone with him. What remained of the house was empty and barren, almost completely devoid of furniture. It was as if the house was completely empty aside from him.

“Where’s Quinlan?” Damien asked, trying to grab the man’s shirt with telekinesis. A powerful wall of mental energy met his attempt, and he gave it up immediately. There were no cracks in the defense, so further attempts would have been a waste of energy.

“It Who Heralds the End of all Light,” the old man said, his weathered face crinkling in anger. Water droplets materialized in the air around him, turning to jagged points and launching at Damien.

Tendrils spawned from Damien’s cloak, wrapping around him and blocking the spell. They unraveled, and Henry whipped one at the other Void creature. Water rushed to form a wall before Seas, and the two spells struck each other with a crash.

“We were right,” Henry said, his voice strained. “This isn’t the full thing. It’s only got a fraction of his powers, but it’s taking a lot of effort for me to keep his magic away. He’s trying to rip all the moisture out of your body.”

I’ll try to handle this quickly, then. I don’t think he’ll be answering any of my questions.

Damien cast Gravity Sphere multiple times, releasing them at half a dozen points between himself and Seas. Dirt and stone flew through the air, obscuring their vision.

Gathering his Ether, Damien narrowed his eyes in concentration and cast Storm. Magic howled around him as Tears split the air, and the debris was dragged into the whirling spell. He sent the mass of destruction careening toward Seas.

As soon as it was moving, Damien Warp Stepped and cast multiple Gravity Spheres around the old man, trying to keep him pinned in place for Storm. As the spells all detonated, Seas collapsed into a pillar of water and snaked away.

A significant portion of water was yanked away from his body and shredded by Storm. When Seas reformed, he was missing several small chunks of his body.

“Your fight is futile. I don’t know how what you think you’re doing, but the Cycle will restart. With or without you,” Seas said. Water rose from the ground around him, forming into massive pillars that rose far into the sky above them.

More and more water gathered and a whirlpool formed at the Void creature’s feet, forcing Damien to teleport into a tree to avoid getting sucked toward his opponent. Rain pelted down from the enormous amounts of water gathered above them. It sharpened, turning into a hail of miniature icicles.

Henry shifted Damien’s mage armor, raising several tentacles to block the water from touching them. Damien teleported and enlarged a stick on the ground. It expanded, punching into one of Seas’ legs.

Water poured from the wound, and the old man slipped straight through the wood, reforming on the other side completely unharmed.

“This isn’t a Corrupted monster,” Henry warned Damien. “You can’t win by tearing it apart—not without a host. Think of this like a spell with a ridiculous amount of Ether.”

Water gathered into the shape of a dozen blades and shot at Damien, not giving him a chance to respond. He cursed, teleporting and releasing another Gravity Sphere on Seas’ location to distract the monster.

How am I supposed to fight this thing, then? Even you go down when I die!

“This isn’t the physical body of Seas. It’ll eventually run out of Ether, but we don’t want to be dancing around with it forever.”

Right. I’ve got a new idea, then, but I’ll need a few seconds, and I’ll have to get close. Can you buy me that?

“I see what you’re thinking. It should work,” Henry said. A black disk opened above them, swallowing a wave of water as it crashed down from above. “I can buy you a few seconds, but that’s it. Work fast.”

Damien teleported again, this time appearing on a tree branch behind Seas. The water on the ground was growing now, and it was nearly three feet deep. Droplets flew at Damien from all angles, all sharp enough to slice clean through flesh without an ounce of resistance.

Damien extended a hand, focusing on the gray that hung at the edges of his vision. His fingers met cold wood and wrapped around it. A thrum ripped through the air as Damien pulled the gray staff from the Void.

His emotions and the roar of water faded into the background, becoming little more than a distant nuisance. Damien was vaguely aware of his mage armor expanding around him, the cloak doubling in length and wrapping around his front protectively while purple eyes snapped open all over the battlefield.

Spells screamed through the air, and Ether was used in such abundance that it could have been seen with the naked eye. All of that was little more than a passing thought to Damien.

Every ounce of his being was focused on completing the task at hand before he stopped caring completely. He’d had a set of runes cemented in his mind, but it took an immense force of will to actually make himself draw them.

He nearly failed. The desire to just sit down and do nothing while watching Henry duke it out with Seas was powerful beyond belief, but Damien’s will had been forged by the fires of the Void.

His finger traced the last few jagged runes of the spell. The lantern at the tip of his staff flared, as if in recognition, and Damien released the spell. It was one he’d cast before, but he’d made a few slight improvements.

The gray vanished, and Damien suddenly became aware of half a dozen burning wounds covering his body. None of them felt fatal, but the blood pouring down his arms and chest was concerning.

In the few seconds he’d spent in the gray, the world had nearly been swallowed by water. A swirling sphere of purple energy was all that kept a raging ocean at bay. Luckily, Seas hadn’t moved from his spot.

There was no warning when Damien’s spell went off. He couldn’t even see it happen since it was under the water. But he saw its effects. Seas didn’t get a chance to look surprised before it fell into the yawning portal Damien had torn open beneath it. Aided by some gravity inducing runes to speed its acceleration, the monster was gone in less than a second.

As soon as its head went below the water, Damien snapped the spell shut. The water surrounding them shimmered and lost its form. It splashed to the ground, much of it turning into particles of Ether and vanishing.

Damien dropped to his knees, panting. His head thumped to a furious headache, and his body felt completely drained of energy.

Cutting it a little close, aren’t you? I feel like I fell down a jagged cliffside.

“You’re alive,” Henry muttered. “That’s about as much as you can ask. Standing still in the middle of a fight against a Void creature is a terrible idea. You should be thanking me for keeping the damage to a minimum.”

“He wasn’t a real Void creature,” Damien said, forcing himself back to his feet and swapping to normal talking. “Just a spell.”

“We’d have been running if it was the real thing,” Henry said. “Even with me controlling you, we wouldn’t have won. Not yet.”

“But soon,” Damien said with a grimace. He spotted the remains of the house’s foundation and staggered over to it. “And if it had been the real Seas, at least we would have had something solid to attack. I hate that water-body thing he did. If you get cut, you should stay cut.”

Henry just snorted. “Can’t argue there. I don’t have anything fun like that when I’m stuck in your body. We did beat the thing, though. That’s cause for celebration. This fight wouldn’t have been possible a few months ago.”

“Yup,” Damien agreed, nudging a piece of wood out of the way with his foot. “But, Seas or no, we still need to find Quinlan. You don’t think he killed her, do you?”

“It wouldn’t have taken her if it wasn’t for a reason,” Henry replied. “We don’t kill pointlessly. It just isn’t worth the effort. Considering Seas was still in the area, I’d imagine she is, too.”


Chapter
Nineteen



Damien pushed through the rubble of the house. There was no way it was truly that empty—he was confident that It Who Stills the Seas had been hiding something there, and Quinlan was somehow involved.

A few minutes later, he found what he was looking for. A trapdoor had been buried under the remains of a wall. Damien pulled the debris free with telekinesis and studied the door for any traps.

When he found no runes on it, Damien carefully lifted the door, once again using telekinesis to avoid anything that might be waiting for an unwary intruder. The door swung open, thudding to the ground harmlessly.

Slowly, Damien crept over to the edge of the square hole and peered inside. It was pitch-black.

Henry? Do you have anything that makes more light than pure destructive energy? I’d rather see what we’re getting into.

Henry took over for an instant, casting a purple sphere down into the room below their feet. It pulsated, illuminating the small area with magenta light.

“That’ll last for a few minutes,” Henry said, returning Damien’s body to him.

Thanks.

Damien poked his head inside the room, ready to Warp Step at the first sign of trouble. However, no traps or defenses greeted him. Instead, he found himself staring at a prison cell. Quinlan sat behind roughly hewn stone pillars that acted as makeshift bars. Her chest rose and fell with slow breaths, and her eyes were closed.

Carefully, Damien dropped through the trapdoor. “Quinlan?”

She didn’t respond. He supposed that made sense, considering the amount of noise he and Seas had been making aboveground. There weren’t any obvious wounds on Quinlan, but she looked thinner than when Damien had last seen her.

Upon closer inspection, Damien realized her cell had runes drawn all over it in chalk. The back wall was completely covered, and much of the floor and even the bars had been worked on.

Several books rested around her, and a case of chalk was spilled at her feet. Damien blinked in confusion. She didn’t look like a prisoner. She looked like a student who had been cramming for a test.

Damien studied the runes in the cage for a moment, making sure nothing was obviously a trap. Most of them weren’t even connected in circles, which meant Quinlan was just practicing them, and they were inert.

Warp Stepping into the cell, Damien appeared beside Quinlan and nudged her shoulder. She groaned, her eyes fluttering for a moment, but didn’t wake.

“Quinlan!”

“Hu— What?” she sputtered, her eyes snapping open. They darted around the room before focusing on Damien. “Whu?”

“What are you doing?” Damien asked, baffled. “Do you know where we are?”

“Old guy’s house,” Quinlan replied, wiping her eyes groggily. “But why are you here? You’re going to ruin my test!”

“Test?” Damien asked. “What test?”

“The old guy was teaching me runework,” Quinlan replied. “He said he knew an artifact that could save— Ah, help me. But unless I figure out the proper runes to use it, he won’t take me there.”

“You’re locked in a cell. Are you telling me that was voluntary?”

“He’s given me food and water. This is just to help motivate me. Seriously, if he sees you here, I might be in trouble. I’m not sure what you’re doing at Mountain Hall, but could we catch up a little later?”

“That won’t be a problem,” Damien said. “He’s dead.”

“I— What?”

“The old guy,” Damien clarified, trying to hide his relieved laugh. “I killed him.”

Quinlan’s eyes bulged. “What? You’re messing with me. Stop that.”

“I’m not.” Damien shook his head. “But I think you were misled. The old man you’re talking about—that was a Void creature. Like Henry, but evil and determined to destroy the Mortal Plane.”

Quinlan stared at him uncomprehendingly. “I’m sorry. I’m now completely lost.”

Damien shook his head. He touched Quinlan on the shoulder, teleporting her out of the cell before she realized what he was doing. Damien Warp Stepped out after her.

“I’ll explain. A lot has happened since we last met,” Damien said. “You might want to be sitting down for this.

It took nearly ten minutes for Damien to fill Quinlan in on everything that pertained to her—or almost everything. He decided against telling her that Alina was healed, mostly just to see her reaction when they met. Telling her now would have ruined the moment.

“You’re just as bad as I am,” Henry informed him.

Hey, some things need a little dramatical enhancement. I would completely ruin the surprise if I just told her Alina is strutting around now. Let Alina explain instead.

“You’re telling me that I was…helping something that was going to destroy the Mortal Plane?” Quinlan asked.

“Pretty much,” Damien replied. “But I’m more concerned with how. Seas should have had zero idea that you knew me, but it’s a pretty weird coincidence for you to run into him. When you went looking for someone to teach you runes, how did you meet the old guy?”

“He was looking around in the city market,” Quinlan replied, furrowing her brow in thought. “Asking about artifacts in the area. I knew a lot about them, so when I overheard him talking, I stepped in.”

“Did he want one in particular?”

“Yeah,” Quinlan said with a nod. “One of Mountain Hall’s greatest treasures, actually. The Crater Staff. It’s been with the school since it was founded. The thing is a really powerful artifact, and it’s common knowledge that Mountain Hall has it. He seemed pretty surprised, though. I suppose that’s because this Seas person hasn’t been in the Mortal Plane for a long time.”

“Not a person,” Damien corrected. “Not anymore. Just a monster. So, what happened next, after you told him Mountain Hall had it?”

“Well, Mountain Hall doesn’t have it here,” Quinlan said. “And that’s what I told him. I said Mountain Hall had the staff, but its location was secret. Only a few people know where it is, and nobody knows who they are. Not even the Dean knows.”

“I guess that didn’t make it too happy?”

“Actually, he—it—didn’t seem to care that much. I mentioned that I was trying to learn advanced runework, and it offered to train me if I helped it get another artifact in the area—the one that would help me. That’s what I was doing in the cell.”

“Curious,” Damien said, rubbing his chin. “And did you know what the artifact actually was or what it does?”

“No,” Quinlan admitted. “But it was adamant it would help. The old guy never gave me a reason to doubt him since he was incredibly knowledgeable with runes and only seemed to want to help me.”

“Then, that artifact was something it wanted. But why would it need you for that? I imagine it was teaching you runes to keep you around and complacent, but that really just doesn’t add up. Henry, thoughts?”

Henry slipped out from Damien’s shadow, taking on his blobby spherical form and floating into the air beside them.

“There are a few traps I’ve seen rigged up for artifacts,” Henry mused. “Ones that required aspects or requirements to be met by the person trying to open the vault holding them. If they failed, the vaults could either lock themselves down or destroy the artifact entirely. I wonder if It Who Stills the Seas was trying to set Quinlan up for something like that.”

“Did he ask you any really pointed personality questions?” Damien asked.

“Now that you mention it, I suppose he did,” Quinlan admitted. “I didn’t think much of them. They were just things you’d ask someone that’s staying with you to train, but he asked me a lot about myself and my goals.”

“That could very well be it, then,” Henry said. “He’s looking for a powerful artifact, and I bet he’s sent spells of himself all over to do that exact same thing.”

“That’s right, this was just a fragment of the real thing, right?” Quinlan asked, her face going pale. “And you barely beat it?”

“We’ve got some work to do,” Damien said wearily. “But, for now, I’ve accomplished my goal. The main reason I came here was because you went missing. I honestly had no idea Seas was working in this area, but it’s honestly more likely that he’s working in every area. You just happened to know enough about artifacts to catch his attention.”

Quinlan rubbed the back of her head. “Thank you, Damien. I had no idea how much danger I was in. I’m just so desperate to— Ah, damn it. I’ll tell you when we’re somewhere else. You’ve come all this way to help me, I might as well stop keeping secrets. You’ve done too much for me already. It doesn’t feel right.”

Damien pointedly looked away, trying not to whistle to himself. “Let’s get moving, then. Venus is waiting for us.”

“Wait, she’s here?” Quinlan asked. “I know you said you visited her, but you actually brought her? Is she safe?”

“Don’t worry.” Damien laughed. “I didn’t bring her to fight It Who Stills the Seas. She was just a guide, and she should still be near the town.”

Quinlan let out a relieved sigh. They left the room, and Quinlan’s eyes widened at the destruction the battle between Damien and Seas had caused, but she didn’t say anything on the way back to the town.

They found Venus sometime later. The other girl paced impatiently a short distance from the walls, muttering under her breath. When she spotted Damien and Quinlan, her face lit up.

“Quinlan! You’re alive!” Venus exclaimed. “It sounded like you were wrapped up in some seriously bad business. I’m glad that wasn’t true.”

Quinlan cleared her throat. “Actually, it kind of was.”

“Evil old guy was evil,” Damien explained. “Not to worry. I killed it. Kinda.”

Venus paled. She grabbed Quinlan’s arm and pulled her a little ways back into the tree line, then whispered something into her ear.

Quinlan laughed and shook her head. “No, Damien’s fine. It’s Henry you should be scared of. Unless you’ve got access to some goats for him, of course. Then, he’s great.”

Venus swallowed. “Yeah. Right. Your friends are terrifying, Quinlan.”

“Let’s not dwell on the past,” Damien said, clearing his throat and trying to pretend as if he hadn’t been threatening Venus’ life a few hours before. He really had to get the rampant darkness running through him under more control. “I think we should head back to Mountain Hall. I don’t want Xil to get attacked while I’m out, and there’s the surprise for Quinlan.”

Venus froze. “You didn’t tell her yet?”

“Tell me what?” Quinlan asked, eyebrow raised.

“You’ll see soon,” Damien replied. “Not a word out of you yet, Venus. It isn’t our place.”

Venus nodded empathetically, her face losing some color again. “I won’t say anything. I promise.”

“That wasn’t a threat,” Damien said, sighing. His headache pulsated again, but he pushed it back. That was becoming second nature to him at this point. “Just— Ah, never mind. Let’s go.”

They all headed back to Mountain Hall. Quinlan tried asking them what was going on a few times, but neither student answered her. The way back took a fair bit longer than the way over since Damien wasn’t burning through Ether and teleporting both himself and another person.

When they arrived, Venus quickly excused herself, citing that their reputation would be ruined if anyone saw her walking with Quinlan. She shot off to her room while Damien led Quinlan over to his own one in South Mountain.

“When are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Quinlan asked with a frown. “I kind of need to check up on something in my own room quickly. There’s something really important there I have to show you.”

Damien stopped in front of his door and opened it. “We can go check on it once you swing by, if you still want to.”

“Okay,” Quinlan said, sighing. “Sorry, it’s just that I’ve been keeping this a secret for a really long time. Now that I’m realizing how close I was to nearly getting killed by some ancient monster, I can’t afford to keep it any longer. This is more important than just—”

She trailed off as Damien opened the door. Xil and Alina stood on the other side, their fists raised and prepared to fight.

“Hullo,” Damien said, raising his hand in greeting. “I found Quinlan.”

“Quinlan?” Alina whispered, her hands lowering. “You’re okay!”

“Alina,” Quinlan breathed. She rushed inside the room, nearly bowling Damien over in the process, and threw her arms around her sister as sobs racked her body.


Chapter
Twenty



The following explanation took a little longer than the first. When Damien finally finished, Quinlan shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe it. So, she didn’t have a Void creature inside her?”

“Nope,” Damien replied. “It’s a Deathwight. Is that why you didn’t want Henry and I to just take care of it?”

“Yeah,” Quinlan admitted. “I was worried you’d try to kill her if you knew. Although I really didn’t think you’d come all the way here to help either. It’s a lot of work. Did you really choose Mountain Hall just because I was here?”

“Pretty much,” Damien replied. “You went missing, and we need all the allies we can get in the coming months. There are a lot of forces at play, and they’re all going to come to a head soon. And, frankly, we don’t’ have enough people we can trust to just let you disappear.”

Quinlan laughed. “Thank you. I was terrified Alina wouldn’t be able to survive even after all she’d gone through. A small part of me thought that it didn’t matter how hard I tried, I’d fail anyway. I’m not that great at runework.”

Damien opted not to tell her that she would have failed if the runes had gone off. There was no reason to completely invalidate all the work she’d done over the past years.

“Thank you,” Alina said, putting a hand on Quinlan’s. “I could hear little bits of what happened in the outside world. You were always trying to save me. I won’t forget that.”

“It’s what a sister should do,” Quinlan replied. “But…what should we do now? I don’t think you should go to Mountain Hall. I’ve been here long enough to know you’d hate it, even though I know you’d be strong enough to take advantage of all the benefits they’d give you.”

“You can say that again,” Xil muttered.

Quinlan glanced at her. “Ah. Damien said he picked you up along the way, right?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Xil said. “Some other students and I tried to jump him.”

Quinlan snorted. “That explains it, although I honestly would have expected him to be the one jumping you. That’s how I met them, anyway.”

“Hey, that was Henry, not me,” Damien said defensively. “And I believe you attacked him first.”

“Semantics,” Quinlan said, hiding a smile. “Damien, I think I’d like to speak with my sister. There’s a lot I need to fill her in on. Do you mind if we come back tomorrow?”

“Feel free,” Damien replied. “My main goal here was just to find you. Now that I have, there’s a few months where I really don’t care what happens. I’ll just be training.”

Quinlan and Alina stood, bidding the other students farewell before heading out and back toward Quinlan’s room.

“Wait, what about all the classes you’re supposed to take as a transfer student?” Xil asked once they’d left.

“I might swing by one or two,” Damien replied. “But I highly doubt they’re going to be teaching me anything I’ll actually be able to use. If they treat me like a Year Two, it’ll just be a waste of time.”

“But the classes give cultivation materials!”

“Eh, they’re useless now. I’ve already evolved my Core.”

Xil’s eye twitched. “Seriously?”

“Yep,” Damien replied, deciding it would be best not to tell her how early he’d done it. He wasn’t trying to break the girl. “I’ll still check one or two out, though. Who knows, maybe I’m underestimating Mountain Hall, and they’ve actually got something useful I can learn. For now, though, I’m exhausted. What are the chances that Hawk guy swings by my room today? I really don’t want to deal with anyone else.”

“The professors usually don’t visit students that often,” Xil replied. “At least, I don’t think they do. Maybe it’s different for transfers and the upper level ones. I only ever met my professors in class.”

“Good. Hopefully, it’s the same for me,” Damien said. He pursed his lips. “Do you have a bed?”

“No,” Xil said, looking down. “I assume it was confiscated with the rest of my belongings.”

“Well, that’s annoying,” Damien said. “Because you can’t have mine. Can you go buy one? I’m not so cold as to make you sleep on the floor.”

“I don’t really have—”

Damien dug out a few gold coins and tossed them to her. He dug out a piece of paper and wrote out some instructions on it, handing it to Xil. “Here. You can keep what’s left over to buy whatever else you might need to live. Whatever you want, really. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be sleeping. Don’t bother me unless something goes wrong.”

Xil swallowed, looking at the coins in her hand. She nodded and turned, heading out the door.

Henry, maybe you should keep an eye on her. Just to make sure nothing goes too badly wrong.

“Bah. Babysitting duty again,” Henry grumbled. “Fine. No training for you in the mindscape, then. Although that might be a good thing. The Void shouldn’t be rushed. You need to take it nice and steady.”

He slipped out of Damien’s shadow and shot under the crack in the door, a blur of darkness as he tailed after Xil, leaving Damien in his room.

Damien flopped back on his bed and stared at the ceiling, the exhaustion from the day finally setting in on him. He yawned and rolled onto his side. Somehow, he already missed Blackmist.
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A knock broke Damien from his sleep. He grimaced, blinking and pushing himself upright. He threw off the covers—which had somehow migrated up his body at night—and slipped out of bed.

Xil was sleeping in the small room he’d made for her, a mattress beneath her. She didn’t have any blankets or other amenities, but Damien spotted a vial of magical herbs by her head.

The knock rang out again. Someone was really trying to bang his door down. Damien’s eye twitched. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was too early. Not bothering to walk over to the door, Damien simply pulled it open with telekinesis.

Hawk stood on the other side, looking down the bridge of his nose at him. “How was your first day at Mountain Hall?”

Oh, for the love of— Why is this bozo here?

“Suitable,” Damien replied. “I sparred with a few people. It was…interesting. I don’t suppose you’ve got anyone more advanced I could try my hand against? Beating up Year One and Twos doesn’t feel very beneficial.”

Hawk laughed. “Ah, that’s a drive for power that I haven’t seen in many of our own students. Good, very good. You would have done very well at Mountain Hall if you’d started here, Damien. I assure you, you haven’t seen the full might of our Year Two students yet. I believe Drew posed some challenge to you in the tournament before he was unjustly killed. Surely, you don’t believe he was the only talented one here.”

The professor didn’t seem very torn up about Drew’s death. If anything, he seemed more annoyed that Drew had died without winning the tournament.

“Then, I’d love to meet them,” Damien said. “And I was speaking to Xil. She mentioned some sort of classes that I would be expected to take. What are they?”

“Combat and magic theory,” Hawk replied. “The standard courses that we give to transfer students to give them an idea of what it’s like at Mountain Hall.”

“I’ve already taken magic theory,” Damien said. “I don’t need it a second time.”

“Ah, that’s unfortunate. Hmm. Is there anything you’d like to try out?”

Henry chuckled in Damien’s mind. “He’s being real accommodating now. He wants something from us. You think he gets some sort of credit for your accomplishments since you’re his transfer student?”

Doesn’t seem likely, I’d have only been here for a short time. I don’t think he can take credit for anything I’m doing.

“Then, he probably wants you to do something. Maybe take out a rival professor’s student?”

That seems more likely.

“Honestly, I’m only interested in combat and new spells,” Damien said. “My magic is very specific, and even though I’ve got a few branches to study, I’ve focused entirely on Dark and Space. Do you have anyone that knows a lot about those?”

Hawk pursed his lips. “We do, but I doubt they’d be willing to spend that much effort on a transfer student, no matter how talented you are. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to completely change schools to Mountain Hall?”

“Not interested, sorry. My lot is with Blackmist,” Damien said. “If you can’t find a second course, I can just do the combat one and see how much it has to offer.”

“We can do that,” Hawk said. “Although I don’t imagine Whisp will be pleased that we shortchanged her student.”

Damien laughed. “Trust me, she won’t care in the slightest. I’ll just study on my own for the rest of my time. When’s the combat class?”

“Sunrise, one hour from now. It takes place in the arena,” Hawk said. “I’ve taken the liberty of moving you to the advanced section. I’m sure you’ll find some students there who will be more than a match for you.”

I highly doubt that.

Hawk turned on his heel and strode away without another word. Damien closed the door, not bothering to watch the man leave.

“I can’t believe he actually showed up to your room,” Xil muttered, rolling over and sitting up to poke her head out of her room. “Ah, sorry. I was eavesdropping. Professor Hawk is pretty loud, so it was difficult not to.”

“It’s fine,” Damien replied. “I don’t care. What do you know about the advanced combat class?”

“I think it’s a multi-year one,” Xil said, scratching her head. “I was never in it, but I think a lot of Mountain Hall’s best students are.”

“Interesting,” Damien said. “Maybe they’ll have something interesting there, then. I suppose I’ll go check it out so I don’t get the professor too annoyed with me. I’d rather not get kicked out immediately, Whisp might actually be annoyed at that, and it’s nice to not have Delph breathing down my neck.”

“Delph?” Xil asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Damien replied. “I assume you’ll be fine here when I leave? Don’t open the door for anyone. I won’t be able to save you if some idiots come knocking again since I won’t even know you’re in danger.”

“Yeah,” Xil said, nodding. “I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

“I’ll be back soon enough, then. Quinlan or Alina might swing by. You’re welcome to let them in if they do, and please, let them know that I’m at class.”

Xil nodded, and Damien headed out toward the arena. Students milling about the campus glanced at him out of the corners of their eyes as he passed, and more than a few muttered things under their breath.

Evidently, some word about him had spread. Damien just shook his head. It was their fault for attacking him.

“Venus didn’t,” Henry pointed out.

Let’s not think about that one. It was not my proudest moment.

Henry cackled and quieted down. Not too much later, Damien found himself standing before Mountain Hall’s arena. Like Blackmist’s, it was circular and had several floors. Within it, the sounds of spells and metal clashing echoed.

He strode through the bottom entrance and quickly spotted a group of students standing in a corner. They looked roughly his age and, while there was no professor, it didn’t surprise him that an advanced class would want to meet early. Delph’s class had, after all.
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There were a total of five students in the group. As Damien approached, he realized Quinlan and Venus were amongst their number. The other three were all boys. One was so thin that it looked like a strong breeze would push him over. Another was wide, with heavy features and a flat nose. The final was completely average, with no real discernable features to distinguish him.

“Damien?” Quinlan asked as he approached, her eyebrows raising. “What are you doing here? Did they put you in the advanced class?”

“Hawk made an exception for me,” Damien replied, coming to a stop before them. “The normal one wasn’t going to teach me anything, and I don’t have the time to waste in something like that.”

“You’re the transfer student from Blackmist?” the wide-featured boy asked, watching him through half-lidded eyes.

“How does everyone already know?” Damien asked. “It’s been like a day.”

“You haven’t really made yourself inconspicuous,” Venus muttered.

“You know him, too?” the thin boy asked, giving Damien a double take. “You really do get around.”

“I had some things I needed to take care of,” Damien said with a shrug. “I probably could have been a bit smoother about them, though.”

“You don’t say,” Venus said. “What are you even doing here?”

“Learning,” Damien replied.

That’s not technically a lie. I accomplished my main goal of finding Quinlan, so all that’s left is to learn. The only question is if I’ll be learning from one of Mountain Hall’s teachers or just studying myself.

“Well, this should be interesting at least,” Venus said. “I’ll introduce you to the others. The fat one is Blake, the thin one is Tim, and Eren is the guy trying to hide behind Blake.”

“I’m not hiding,” Eren said. His voice was so quiet that Damien had to strain to hear it. “I’m making sure I’ve got something in between me and the transfer student in case he tries to attack.”

“Should I be happy that you think I can stop him or mad that you’re using me as a human shield?” Blake asked with a frown. “And you’re shaming Mountain Hall’s name with your cowardice. Stand your ground and fight.”

“You can do that while I pepper you with arrows from out of range,” Eren replied, his face crinkling in displeasure. “Or have you forgotten how our last match went?”

Blake grunted. “I remember. You ran around like a little bird, peppering me with worthless attacks that did no damage until we ran out of time.”

“I still won,” Eren pointed out. “By points.”

“Points mean nothing on the battlefield,” Blake said, crossing his arms. “If it were a real fight, you would have accomplished nothing.”

The two descended into an argument while everyone else watched on in a mixture of amusement and annoyance. It went on for several minutes before a sharp cough made everyone other than Damien freeze.

“What’s going on here?” a woman asked, striding up to them. Her brown and yellow robe rippled around her feet. It was open-chested, and she wore fitted armor made of some silver metal beneath it. Two short swords hung at her hips, faint traces of Ether curling off them.

Her face was youthful, and Damien’s estimate put her no more than a few years older than him. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she was a Year Four student, but the reactions of the other students told him that probably wasn’t the case.

“Sorry, Professor,” Blake and Eren said at the same time.

“They got distracted,” Tim said, speaking for the first time. “But, in our defense, you were late as well.”

“I’m always late,” the professor said, letting out a huff. “That isn’t an excuse for slacking off. Get to it, morons.”

Blake and Eren both broke into a run, starting a lap around the arena. Damien had to stifle a laugh.

Is this Delph’s daughter or something?

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” the professor asked, turning her cold gaze on Damien.

“Transfer student, and transfer student,” Damien replied, giving her a salute. “I’m here to learn.”

“What’s a transfer student doing in my class?”

“Ooh, she looks like she’s no-nonsense,” Henry said with a giggle. “Quick, say something snarky.”

“Professor Hawk transferred me in,” Damien replied. “I assumed he’d tell you.”

“Like I’d let that old codger anywhere near me while I’m off work,” the woman said with a snort. “Absolutely not. Why’d he transfer you? Couldn’t be bothered to teach?”

Venus opened her mouth, then closed it with a snap. Evidently, she knew better than to try and interrupt the professor.

“Because I beat up a bunch of students who attacked me,” Damien replied. “And I wouldn’t learn anything from the normal class. I’d rather spend my time doing something useful than taking care of the dregs of your school.”

The professor blinked. A flicker of approval passed over her face, but it was immediately replaced by anger. “Oh? Is that so? Cocky little Year Three, aren’t you?”

“Year Two,” Damien corrected, cracking his neck. He was pretty sure he knew what was coming. “I don’t suppose you’ve been listening to any rumors going around yesterday and this morning?”

“Rumors are for idiots,” the woman said, drawing the swords from her sides. The other students beat a hasty retreat to the edge of the arena as she stepped forward, pointing one at Damien. “Nobody joins my class unless I approve them. So, go ahead, rookie. Prove you belong here.”

Yep. She’s mini-Delph. Henry, get ready to dance.

“What are the rules?” Damien asked. “And what do I get out of this? Hawk already transferred me into your class. Are you going to undo that?”

She snorted. “I’ll tell you my name and teach you. That’s reward enough. Rules are we go until submission. I won’t kill kids, and there are healers nearby. That good enough—”

Damien’s mage armor shot out, tendrils forming at its base and shooting at the professor. Damien Warp Stepped at the same time, driving his fist into the side of her face. It only connected for an instant before she blurred, reappearing a foot away.

“You said we’d started,” Damien said with a grin. “That means the match is on, Miss Professor.”

A grin stretched across her face. Then, she vanished. Damien teleported instantly, throwing himself into the air. The professor appeared where he’d been standing, her swords passing through the space where his chest had been. She certainly wasn’t holding any punches.

Damien teleported once more, appearing directly above her and driving his feet down onto her shoulders. At the same time, he grabbed her shoes with telekinesis and tried to yank them out from under her.

She reacted with incredible speed, knocking his influence free before he could even budge them an inch. The professor twisted, throwing Damien off balance and thrusting a blade for his chest.

He teleported again, then cast a Gravity Sphere on her position. There was a sharp crack, but she was already before him, swinging both of her blades. Damien enlarged the sand beneath her feet, catching the professor by surprise and shooting her into the air on a pillar.

Shit, she’s almost as fast as Stormsword.

Gathering the Ether in the air, Damien cast Storm around himself. Sand whipped up in a furious howl around him as minute Tears in reality spiraled. The professor skidded to a stop outside the radius of the spell, studying it with a frown.

“A defensive spell? Dangerous, but it looks like it uses a lot of Ether. How long can you keep that up?” A hungry grin crossed her face. “Because I can wait here all day.”

“Longer than you think,” Damien replied. “But you’re wrong.”

He flicked his fingers. The spell leapt forward, several of the scars in reality catching the professor’s robes and shredding her sleeves before she flickered, positioning to safety several lengths away from him.

Damien didn’t relent and guided the spell after her. Splitting his concentration, he formed two Gravity Lances in his hands and lobbed them, trying to predict where she would show up. She managed to dodge both, then made a beeline for Damien.

Henry’s cloak tendrils shot out in all directions, grasping for the professor before she could even get close. Her swords flashed, and several of the tendrils were cut away. In an instant, she was before Damien, her sword flying at his side.

A tendril shot up, catching her in the chest and knocking her back. She blurred the instant she touched the ground. The force of the strike tossed her into the air for nearly a second. When she came down, she blurred and dashed at Damien once more.

Damien Warp Stepped into the air, a frown crossing his face.

Is she only moving quickly when she’s touching the ground? I suppose it’s easy enough to test. Make sure she doesn’t cut me. I’m going to need a second. Also, smack her again.

Damien teleported back to the ground without waiting for Henry to respond. He knew that his companion would do his part. The professor wasted no time and was upon him instantly. Henry’s tendrils exploded around Damien, forming a cocoon around him and smacking her back once more.

This time, Damien Warp Stepped after her. He appeared in the air beside the professor. She was twisting to swing a sword at him, but his hand was already on her shoulder. With a puff of dark smoke, she vanished.

Damien teleported into the air far above the arena, where he’d sent the professor. She hadn’t had a chance to respond to the spell, and he doubted the same trick would work a second time.

To his surprise, when he arrived beside where she should have been falling, the professor was flying. Not through magic, but with two leathery red wings that had sprouted from her back. They beat with large, rhythmic thuds, keeping her afloat effortlessly.

They locked eyes for an instant. Then, Damien teleported back to the ground.

Nope. Not fighting her in the air.

Henry snorted. “Doesn’t look like she wants to fight up there either. I’d move a little bit to the right.”

Damien wasted no time in following his companion’s orders. A few seconds later, there was a deep thud as the professor slammed back to the earth. There was no sight of her wings, and it didn’t look like the fall had hurt her in the slightest.

She raised a hand. “Right, that’s done. The exercise is over.”

“Did I pass?”

She snorted. “Who trained you? What school are you from?”

“Blackmist,” Damien replied. “And I’ve had several teachers. I liked some more than others. You haven’t said if I passed yet, though.”

“Yes, you passed. Put up a better fight than all the other rookies I’ve trained,” the professor said, pursing her lips. “My name is Kat. While we’re in class, you will refer to me as professor. You may use my name outside of it.”

“That fast?” Blake exclaimed as he passed, still doing laps around the arena. “You still won’t let me use it!”

“Because you haven’t earned it,” Kat snapped. “Run faster.”

The boy cursed and accelerated. Kat shook her head. Venus, Tim, and Quinlan walked back over to join them.

“That was pretty impressive,” Quinlan said.

“The professor didn’t use her magic much,” Tim said with a shrug. “She was holding back.”

“I don’t recall you doing very well in your first fight against her,” Venus said. “Quinlan was the only one that managed to score a hit.”

“Semantics,” Tim said.

“Trust me, it really wouldn’t have mattered,” Quinlan said with a small frown. “They were both holding back. This was a training fight not a battle to the death.”

“You can’t be implying the transfer student can do more than what we already saw,” Tim said, his eyes flicking to Damien. “He’s a Year Two. That was his Battle Manifestation along with, what, four spells?”

“He can do more,” Venus stated.

“You’re already acquainted?” Kat asked, raising an eyebrow. “How’d that happen? Hasn’t it only been a day since… Wait, what was your name?”

“Damien.”

“Hasn’t it only been a day since Damien showed up?”

“Damien was one of the students Blackmist sent to the Forsad expedition,” Quinlan said. “He’s one of the ones who fought the Corrupted monster that attacked at the end of it. He’s also the one who defeated it.”

“Temporarily,” Damien clarified. “I kicked it through a portal.”

Eren, who was jogging past them, tripped over his own feet and faceplanted in the sand. He staggered back up, staring at them in disbelief.

“Wait,” Kat said, her eyes narrowing. “That was you? Then, you were also the student suspected of killing Drew and Bartholomew?”

“They got themselves killed,” Damien replied. “I had nothing to do with it.”

That isn’t even a lie. Second killed them, not me.

“Then…your main teacher, it was Delph?” Kat asked, her face unreadable.

“Yeah,” Damien replied. “He’s taught me a lot, but most of my spells were actually self-taught. I’ve also had some other teachers. Why’s it matter?”

“Class is adjourned,” Kat said. “You are coming with me.”

She flickered forward, grabbing Damien by the wrist. Before he could properly react, the professor dragged him out of the arena. Saying they ran was an understatement—it was more like Kat flew him in the air behind her like a flag.

Damien nearly Warp Stepped away, but he stopped himself at the last second. She hadn’t attacked yet, so perhaps she had something useful to say. It was also a little difficult to think with wind screaming past his head.

They skidded to a stop in a small garden, and Kat plopped Damien onto his feet. She pointed at a bench. “Sit.”

Damien sat, bemused. “What’s going on?”

Kat’s stern expression vanished, turning expectant. “How has Delph been these days? I’ve been trying to track him down for years, but he always slips away before I can catch him. He was my teacher and mentor when I was in the frontlines!”

Eight Planes, I knew it.
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“You look…ah, a lot younger than he is,” Damien hedged.

Kat scrunched her nose. “I’m a little young, but I’m still older than you. Not everyone on the frontlines is withered, you know. And that doesn’t answer my question.”

“He’s fine, I suppose,” Damien said, choosing his words carefully. “He really doesn’t talk much about what happened on the frontlines.”

“No, I imagine not,” Kat said, her grin fading for a few moments. “He really is at Blackmist, then?”

“I mean, yes? I didn’t realize it was a secret.”

“It isn’t, but he’s started rumors of being at other schools and locations, too,” Kat said. “He’s a very difficult man to track down.”

“I can believe that. How long ago did he train you?”

“That would be telling my age. Nope, not happening,” Kat said with a laugh. “Did he volunteer you to come here?”

“No,” Damien replied. “It was my own choice. I had some personal business to deal with at Mountain Hall, but that’s taken care of. Now, I’m just trying to learn what I can. If Delph was your teacher, is there anything you can show me that he couldn’t?”

“If he taught you everything he knew? Probably not,” Kat admitted. “But I think we both know that he didn’t. He probably gave you some vague directions, and then made you run laps until you passed out.”

“Pretty much.”

“Then, I can teach you. It means you’ll have to work with me, though. How long are you here?”

“A few months at most. Probably less.”

“And you’re a Year Two? Can you do a Full Manifestation?”

“Yes, but it’s…a bit of a special case. I don’t use it in combat,” Damien said. “My companion occasionally just likes roaming around on his own.”

“We’ll rectify that,” Kat said. “You need both Manifestations working properly. You already seemed to know a few of the students in my class. How would you honestly rank yourselves against them?”

“I’m considerably more powerful than Venus, even without my Manifestation,” Damien said, rubbing the back of his head. “And I’m stronger than Quinlan, too, although I think she might pose more of a fight. It depends what abilities I used.”

“You were holding back when we sparred, then?”

“Considerably. You were, too, though.”

“It would be ludicrous for a professor to go all out against a student,” Kat said, rolling her eyes. She caught the look on Damien’s face and paused. “You don’t think so. You genuinely think you can take me?”

“I can honestly say that I think I’ve taken worse,” Damien replied. “But if you’re anything like Delph, I’d probably have to use some of the abilities I’d prefer to keep hidden.”

“But you think you could beat me.”

“Probably.”

“Well, you’re either considerably stronger than I thought or incredibly egotistical,” Kat said. “Why don’t we find out? This will help me figure out where you stand.”

Damien considered her offer for a few moments. It would mean revealing more than he wanted to, but there was only so long he could keep his powers secret anyway. If Kat could actually help him get stronger, it was a worthwhile trade.

“I’m okay with that,” Damien said after a few more seconds of deliberation. “We’ll need to be somewhere private, though. I’m not going to reveal my abilities to everyone. There’s still a certain degree of anonymity I want to keep.”

“Like you’ve got much of that left. From what I hear, you’ve already got quite the reputation,” Kat said with a smirk. “But that’s fine. Let’s go. We’ll do it now, so I can figure something out for tomorrow’s lesson if you really are as good as you imply.”

She grabbed Damien’s hand and was off again, darting across the streets of Mountain Hall so fast that they were little more than a blur as they passed.

A minute later, they skidded to a stop on a large plateau atop a smaller mountain peak overlooking the college. Wind howled around them, but runes along the edge of the short peak kept it from getting inside.

“This place is pretty secluded,” Kat said as Damien shook himself off, blinking to get some feeling back in his eyes. “Nobody should see us here.”

“Works for me,” Damien said. “Same rules?”

“Nope. You can’t use your companion. We’ve seen your Battle Manifestation, and I’ve already accounted for that. I want to see the other abilities you have, so focus on only using those. In fact, don’t use any of the magic you used in our previous fight.”

“That makes things pretty disadvantageous for me,” Damien observed, pacing around the arena to get a feel for it. It wasn’t too large, but there was still more than enough room to maneuver and run around. Covering the entire thing with a single large spell would have been very difficult. “You’re very fast, and without Warp Step, you’ll likely catch me immediately.”

“I won’t use my body enhancement. I’ll be using ranged magic, so you should have more freedom to get your own abilities off without me constantly hounding you.”

“That works,” Damien said. “Ready?”

Yellow energy lit along Kat’s body, racing down her arms and gathering at her shoulders. It hissed and popped as arcs leapt off her, sizzling against the ground. “Ready. You may begin.”

Damien started by binding several Devour spells in place around him. Kat seemed content to let him prepare, and he wasn’t about to waste the opportunity. It only took a few seconds to ready four of the disks. It was a mild strain to keep them all bound, but he’d been doing it so much now that it was almost second nature.

“Are you just going to sit there forever?” Kat asked.

“You’re welcome to make the first move,” Damien replied, casting another Devour spell near the middle of the arena and binding it.

Kat took Damien up on his offer. A bolt of lightning erupted from her palm. It screamed toward Damien, who released one of his spells. A black disk bloomed between them, and the attack vanished inside it.

He released the Devour he’d set in the center of the arena. It snapped to life, and Kat’s spell launched out from within it. She snapped her fingers, and a gold bubble formed around her. The lightning struck her defenses with a loud crack and vanished without leaving a mark.

“You’re at a disadvantage if this goes on too long,” Henry said in Damien’s mind. “We don’t want to use much Void magic, if you plan to use it at all. You’re best off impressing or defeating her quickly.”

Damien had to agree. He’d already used most of his offensive spells in their first fight, which made it a lot more difficult to actually defeat Kat now if he stuck to their agreement. But difficult didn’t mean impossible.

“Kneel,” Damien commanded. Kat’s eyes only had an instant to widen before she slammed face-first into the ground, the gravity around her magnifying a hundredfold. She hit the floor of the arena with such force that her protective bubble shattered and cracks raced out along the rock.

“Implode.”

Gold light covered Kat moments before the air around her cracked, splitting in two as if reality itself had been punctured. A black dot formed above her, collapsing in on itself without a sound. Kat’s form flickered as she disappeared, reforming on the other end of the arena. The dot bulged out with an earsplitting crash, sending a pulse wave of dark energy out and obliterating a quarter of the arena.

“Seven planes, what was that?” Kat asked, gold energy rising off her like smoke.

“A new spell,” Damien replied, trying not to look smug. That was the first time he’d tried that particular command, but it had done exactly what he’d wanted.

“Shatter.”

Black lines raced out from Damien’s chest. He staggered as Ether poured through him. The lines raced out, reaching for Kat. Then, with a series of loud crashes, they shattered. Kat threw herself out of the way as the air split along the lines with rending screeches.

One of them caught her glowing arm, tearing her armor apart. She flickered again, managing to avoid the attack and reforming on the other side of the arena. There was no more smile on her face. She was taking this seriously.

Lightning raced out, covering over half of the arena as it formed into an enormous wave and crashed down on Damien. He cast Devour at an angle, ducking behind the shield as the magic slammed around him.

The smell of ozone filled the air, and he instinctively hardened his mage armor. It wasn’t a moment too soon. Kat appeared behind him and drove a fist into his back, sending a pulse of energy into his system.

Damien’s limbs stiffened, and he fell. He dropped into a roll, regaining control of himself. Kat gave him no room to gather his magic and pressed on, unleashing a flurry of blows. Only Damien’s extensive training with Sylph and Delph let him keep up with the professor as he backpedaled, deflecting as much as he could.

If he could use Warp Step, this wouldn’t have been much of an issue. Instead, it was like the fight he’d had against Sylph in the tournament when she took his powers away. She’d won that one handily.

Unfortunately for Kat, Damien had been planning for what would happen if he’d been placed in the same situation again. He braced himself, intentionally dropping his guard for an instant to reach out.

Gray merged over color as his vision shifted. His palm hit cold wood, and his fingers wrapped around the shaft of his staff. Kat’s fist caught him across the face, but the pain didn’t even register.

Damien dragged the staff into the Mortal Plane. Kat increased the intensity of her attack, striking him twice in the stomach, and then unleashing a powerful bolt of lightning straight into his chest.

The spell launched him into the air. He flew, slamming into the ground and bouncing once. He flipped, landing on his feet and skidding the last few feet back. Broken runes spiraled at the edges of his vision.

Another bolt of lightning tore across the ground. Damien’s finger blurred through the air, tracing the runes to a familiar spell but making several key changes. A black maw opened before him, snapping shut on the lightning and swallowing it whole.

The lantern on his staff lit a dim yellow. He raised it into the air and cast the second half of the spell, empowering it with Void magic. Black lightning erupted from the lantern, scoring across the ground and shearing straight through it on its path to hit Kat.

A gold barrier formed before her, but Damien’s spell ripped through it like paper. Kat blurred, but her attempt to block the magic had cost her precious time. It caught her on the foot, and arcs of dark energy instantly shot through her body.

She cursed and fell to one knee, her body trembling. Damien traced another rune circle in the air and fired it off. A black disk sheared a large portion of the arena away. It reformed above Kat, dumping the big section of stone directly on her head.

Kat set her jaw. Her eyes narrowed, and the glow around her turned molten. Even with the grayscale covering everything Damien saw, flickers of gold light made it through. Two gold wings erupted from her back, unfurling and launching her forward.

“No more Void, Damien,” Henry warned. “You’ve used a lot already. Moderation.”

Damien gritted his teeth and forced the Void back, bringing the world back into color and nearly blinding himself in the process. Kat wasn’t just shining. It was like the sun itself had descended on her.

“Kneel.” He squeezed his eyes shut to avoid being blinded but was rewarded with the sound of Kat slamming into the ground once more. Damien pointed toward the direction of the noise. “Implode.”

An instant later, there was a loud crack and a pained curse. The gold light pulled back, letting Damien open his eyes once more. Kat had managed to dodge most of his attack again, but one of her arms hung askew at her side.

Even as he watched, it popped back into its proper position, the damage melting away in seconds.

“That’s quite enough,” Kat said, forcing the words out as if she hated to say them. “Damn, that was fun.”

Damien lowered his hands as a wave of exhaustion washed over him. Henry had been right to stop him. It was difficult to tell quite how much energy the Void drew while he was working with it, but the moment the fight was over, it all came crashing down at once.

He staggered, catching himself with the staff before dismissing it and flopping onto the stone with a grunt.

“I would have loved to keep going, but I would have had to start using some of my dangerous spells, and that would have brought more attention on us than we wanted,” Kat said, shaking her arm off. “Still, though. To push me that far…and without your companion, too. Was that your full power this time?”

“Most of it,” Damien replied. “I could have done more, but I’d prefer to walk myself home.”

Kat snorted. “Most of it. Well, you were right. Not a single student in my class would stand a chance against you if you used all of what you just showed me. How much of it are you trying to hide?”

“All of it,” Damien replied. “The only magic I want to use is what I showed when we sparred in the arena. I might use the verbal spells, too, but only if I feel like I need to.”

“I see. I think I can work with that,” Kat said. She glanced around the rubble of the arena. “We should probably get out of here so nobody pins this on us. I don’t want to have to pay to reconstruct it. I’d really love to see what you can do when we both go all out, but that wouldn’t end well for either of us, so I’ll control myself. I’ll have something interesting for you when you come to class tomorrow. Expect my instructions at some point before then.”

“Works for me,” Damien said, sitting back up. Henry rose from the ground in his humanoid form and pulled him up to his feet. He then turned several eyes on Kat, drawing a surprised breath from the teacher before he sank back into Damien’s shadow.

“What in the Planes is your companion?” Kat asked, a flicker of unease passing over her face.

“Don’t react like that. He’s only looking for compliments,” Damien said wearily. “And don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in class tomorrow, Professor.”

Kat nodded absentmindedly, still staring at Damien’s shadow. “Until then.”


Chapter
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Quinlan and Alina didn’t come by to visit Damien that day, which didn’t particularly surprise him. It had been years since Alina had gotten sealed in the crystal, and he imagined she had a whole lot of things to catch up on.

Damien spent the rest of the day focusing on training his connection with the Void. He didn’t dare risk casting any spells after sparring with Kat and already drawing on its power. Instead, he switched the gray dimension on and off, trying to get more control over it.

Xil didn’t bother him and spent her time meditating. That suited Damien quite well, and the day passed quickly. When the following morning came, he headed over to the arena for Kat’s class once more.

Quinlan Venus, and Eren had beaten him there. Quinlan raised a hand in greeting as Damien approached.

“What was yesterday all about?” Quinlan asked. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen the professor so excited.”

“We have a mutual friend,” Damien replied. “And I suppose we had fun sparring. That’s always a good way to make an impression.”

“Fun?” Eren asked doubtfully, his voice little more than a whisper. “I’m not sure it’s possible to have fun sparring the professor. Surviving it might be a better word to use.”

“Maybe for you,” Venus said, turning her nose up. “I’ve had some fun sparring her as well, I’ll have you know.”

“Since when? I recall you complaining about nearly every sparring session we had whenever we knew they were coming,” Eren said, crossing his hands.

“I have no recollection of this,” Venus said. “Therefore, it never happened.

“Is the professor late again?”

They all turned as Blake strolled up to them, a large maul slung over his shoulder. He nodded in greeting.

“There are still a few minutes until she’s supposed to show up,” Eren said, glancing up at the still dark sky. “But, yeah, she’s probably late.”

Tim arrived several minutes later, silently joining the group and starting to stretch instead of talking. The stars blinked in the sky above, but the moon had already shifted away from its apex, so very little light made its way into the arena. Even the stars were muted in their light, hidden behind a thin bed of clouds.

Nearly half an hour after class was supposed to start, Kat strolled through the gates of the arena. She dragged a girl behind her, forcing her to jog to keep up with the professor’s brisk pace. For whatever reason, the girl had a twine basket over her head, making it impossible to see her face.

“Sorry. I got lost,” Kat said, not sounding the least bit apologetic. “I also realized I had to shake up our lesson plan a little.”

“Why? Because of the transfer student?” Blake asked. “That’s a lot of extra effort for someone who’s only going to be here a little while. Why don’t we just do our normal plan and let him adjust instead?”

“Because I’m trying to get the most out of this for all of you,” Kat said, narrowing her eyes. “Opportunity lurks everywhere for those smart enough to take it, Blake. If you have issue with my methods, you’re welcome to start running.”

Blake cleared his throat. “Whatever you say is law, Professor.”

“That’s what I thought,” Kat said. “And so, we’ll be doing something different today. I just needed one more member. Now, this is the time where you go ‘but why do we need another person, Professor?’ Go on. Say it.”

Blake dutifully repeated her words, while everyone else just stared at the professor, clearly used to her shenanigans.

“Very good, Blake,” Kat said. “Let’s count. Eren, Tim, Quinlan, Venus, Blake, Damien, Professor Kat. How many is that?”

“Seven,” Blake said, his face paling. He swallowed. “Professor, are we doing wargame training again?”

“There you go! Well done,” Kat said with a wide grin. “But with a little twist. Can you guess what that is?”

“Considering you counted yourself in our number…it’s you,” Tim said flatly. “Professor, why are you also participating?”

“Because it looks fun,” Kat snapped. “But, as you can tell, seven is not an even number to split teams into. I had to get one more person.”

“It’s not like any of us would be able to win against you even if you were on your own,” Venus said, crossing her arms. “Why do you need a partner? Also, are you taking partner applications? I volunteer.”

Kat snorted. “Because I won’t be going all out—that would probably take the fun out of things. I’ll limit myself to the strength of a Year Four student, but that means I’ll be doing everything I feel a Year Four could do to win. Therefore, I need a partner.”

Quinlan glanced at Damien out of the corner of her eye. “What kind of Year Four?”

“A talented one,” Kat replied with a grin. “But a reasonably talented one. Around your strength, Quinlan.”

“What about the rest of us?” Blake asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Venus is the only other Year Four. That means there are three Year Four equivalents—you, Quinlan, and Venus. There are a total of four teams of two. Is the other person you brought the last Year Four?”

“No,” Kat replied with a grin. “That would be Damien.”

“You’re kidding. You got all that from just one sparring session with him?” Tim asked. “Rumors are one thing, but isn’t he just a Year Two?”

“He’s a special case. Why do you think he’s doing his transfer so early?” Kat asked, rolling her eyes. “Use your head, moron.”

“Right. Sorry,” Tim said. “So, who’s the new person?”

“Someone I borrowed,” Kat said, plucking the basket from the girl’s head. Damien let out a sigh. He hadn’t made the connection because he really hadn’t spent much time looking at her, but the girl Kat had grabbed was Xil.

“Why?” Damien asked. “And did you raid my room to find her?”

“Maybe,” Kat replied. “Those are semantics. Don’t worry about it. Now, more importantly, you didn’t tell me you were hiding a student in your quarters.”

“She’s not a student,” Damien said. “Hawk kicked her out.”

“Really? That explains why her name wasn’t on the door,” Kat said, rubbing her chin. “Oh, well. It’s free training. I can’t imagine anyone would say no to that, right?”

What do you think the chances are that Kat literally didn’t give her a choice in coming here?

“Fifty-fifty,” Henry replied with a snort. “But she seems to be fine with it. She did want training, after all. Can’t ask for better than the advanced class.”

True enough.

“So, let’s get to assigning teams,” Kat said. “Team One is Damien, Venus, Eren, and Xil. Team two will be me, Quinlan, Tim, and Blake.”

“Wait, what?” Blake asked. “Teams of four? I thought they were supposed to be teams of two.”

“You assumed that,” Kat replied. “I said nothing of the sort. Stop making stupid assumptions. You all know that the monsters are pushing on the frontlines harder than ever before, and a new threat called the Corruption has been attacking all over the continent. It’s very likely that you’ll be in larger groups in the near future, so you’ll need to work with them.”

“What exactly is this exercise?” Damien asked. “I’m assuming its some sort of team sparring?”

“Close. I call them wargames, but it’s really just jumped up capture the flag,” Kat said. “I’m surprised Delph hasn’t shown you them yet—but now that I think about it, he did typically do this in Year Three, after you’ve chosen your major. Oh, well. The gist of it is that we’ll spend three days in the forest. Both teams will put their flag up somewhere. Neither of us will know where the other team sets up. Then, it’ll be a race to see who can get the other team’s flag and bring it back to their base.”

“That seems fun,” Henry said in Damien’s mind. “We get to smack these chumps right?”

“And I assume we’re allowed to treat this like a full on sparring match, just with no break?” Damien guessed.

“Exactly,” Kat said. “Not too hard to catch on, eh? There will be healers, but if you need one of them, you’re out of the game. No second chances.”

“When do they start?” Tim asked, inching toward the exit of the arena.

“Four hours,” Kat replied. “Be back here by then. If you’re late, you won’t participate, and your team will have to deal with being down a member.”

“Professor, chances are, you’re the one that’s going to be late,” Quinlan said. “Does that rule count against you, too?”

“Of course, it doesn’t. What kind of idiot would I be to make it count against myself? Rules are meant to be bent once you’re strong,” Kat scoffed. “Now, go and prepare. I’m looking forward to having some fun, so I do hope you all make this interesting.”

Tim darted out of the arena, and Blake strode after him. Quinlan waved to Damien, then followed after them. Kat watched them leave with an approving grin before turning to Damien.

“I handicapped your team. I expect you to limit your own strength to what is reasonable. None of that staff stuff—it was too dangerous.”

“Fine with me,” Damien replied. “We’ve already covered why I won’t be using it. Good luck, Professor.”

She snorted. “As if I’d need it.”

Kat vanished, leaving Xil alone with Damien and the remains of the advanced group. Venus slowly turned her eyes toward Damien.

“So…just how much of your power can you actually use?”

“Enough.”

“Can you match the professor?” Eren asked. “Because the only other time I’ve seen her participate in one of her own games, she just rampaged through the forest until she found the flag. Then, she grabbed it and walked back to her camp. None of us could even hurt her.”

“That was two years ago, to be fair,” Venus said, crossing her arms. “We’re a lot stronger now.”

“Depends on the new girl,” Eren said. “What can you do?”

“You can start by asking her name,” Venus said. “That’s the polite way to introduce yourself.”

Eren stared at her. Then, he flicked his gaze to Xil and cocked an eyebrow.

“Xil. I-I’m not sure how much help I’ll actually be,” Xil muttered, rubbing her palms together. “I’m pretty sure you’re all a lot stronger than I am.”

“You know Damien, right?” Eren asked. “What’s your strength in comparison to him? I at least know a little about how he fights since we all saw him go up against the professor.”

“When we first met, he stabbed me and broke a bunch of my ribs. I don’t think he even broke a sweat.”

Damien cleared his throat. “No need to dwell on the past. We’ve got a few hours to get ready. Eren, you said that Kat just charged the other team’s flag?”

Eren studied Xil as if he were trying to tell if she was joking or not. When it became apparent she was serious, he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Yes, she just ran at it. I can tell you’re in Mountain Hall, Xil. What year are you?”

“One, technically. I got kicked out.”

Eren stared at her. “That wasn’t a joke?”

“No. It was not.”

“How are we supposed to win if one of our members is barely even a mage?” Eren asked, throwing his hands into the air. “Just like the professor to cripple the other team so we have no real chance to win.”

“You’re doing a lot of talking when we don’t even know how strong you are in comparison with the rest of us,” Damien said. “And if your team is weaker, you should just get stronger to make up for it.”

“What would you know about that?” Venus asked. “You’re unfairly strong already. I doubt you’ve had to do much catching up.”

Damien let out a snort of laughter. “I arrived at Blackmist with zero training and no experience in any sort of combat. I wanted to be a researcher. My roommate was the strongest mage in our year, and several of my friends were the runners-up. I’ve been training constantly this entire time just to keep up with her.”

“Holy shit, what kind of monsters is Blackmist creating?” Venus asked. “She’s stronger than you?”

“Well, we haven’t really gone all out against each other recently,” Damien admitted. “I don’t know anymore. But that isn’t the point. What does matter is that I know what it feels like to feel like you’re behind. So, what does it matter if our team is weaker? That’s the point of training. If everything was easy, I don’t think we’d learn much.”

Eren pressed his lips together and let out a sharp sigh. “Fine. Whatever. I really don’t care. Since you’re so eager, I assume you’ll be directing us?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Damien asked.

“Well, we’ll need some sort of strategy,” Venus said. “Otherwise, Kat really will just walk up and take our flag.”

“Ah. I’ll be honest, I’m not really a strategy person. That would be my girlfriend,” Damien said with a frown. “I was just going to make a lot of noise and draw as many of them to me as possible.”

“You’re hopeless,” Venus groaned. “Okay, I’m taking the lead.”

“Fine with me.”

“Me as well,” Eren added. Xil just nodded.

“In that case, we’ll go over what we can do,” Venus said. “Eren uses Sound magic. I use Ice magic. Damien…what do you even use?”

“Space, mostly,” Damien replied. “And a little bit of a few other schools, although I really don’t use them as much as I should. I’ve been focusing on Space.”

“And Xil?”

“I, uh, I’m also Ice,” Xil muttered.

“That could be useful,” Venus mused. She paced in a circle around them. “How much do you know? If you’ve got any fortification spells, we could combine them and make a pretty good defense—”

“I only know two. One that gives me ice armor, and another that lets me launch an ice blade really quickly,” Xil said, staring at the ground and flushing.

“An ice knife?” Venus asked. “That doesn’t sound like what I learned in Year One. You should have been taught Ice Barrier, shouldn’t you?”

“I didn’t get taught much of anything,” Xil replied. Her voice was tinged with malice. “I didn’t get the privilege of teachers who actually cared.”

“That’s it,” Eren said, snapping his fingers. “You were one of the kids who attacked the transfer student when he showed up and got the shit beat out of you, aren’t you?”

“That isn’t relevant to the conversation,” Damien said. “Considering the resources she’s had, I think Xil has done more than well enough. It doesn’t matter either way. The past can’t change. All that matters right now is figuring out how we’re supposed to win this thing.”


Chapter
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“Well, we can start with finding out what everyone can do,” Venus said. “I’m already aware of Eren’s capabilities, but I don’t have as good a grasp on what you can do, Damien.”

“Short-range teleportation and mid-range offensive spells,” Damien said. “But if Kat is going to just make straight for our flag, why not have me interfere? I can hold her off.”

“That’s not a bad idea, but we also need a way to actually win,” Venus said. “How many people could you hold off at once? They might all come with the professor to try and snag the flag in a rush.”

“Hmm. I guess it depends which people,” Damien replied. “If it’s both Quinlan and Kat, it might be hard to keep them both away from the flag. I could probably fight them if there wasn’t any target to take, but if I’m defending something…probably wouldn’t work. And I don’t know what Blake or Tim can do.”

“Tim uses Wind and Blake uses Water,” Venus said. “Blake is the biggest problem for me. I can hold Quinlan’s magic back with my own, but he’s a lot faster than I am. Tim isn’t particularly strong, but he’s very sneaky and precise. He’s a pain to fight against.”

“Quinlan isn’t slow, but she isn’t fast either,” Eren put in. “Her magma does a serious amount of damage, though. If you get hit by one spell, it might as well be over.”

“I’ve kind of fought her before,” Damien said.

That isn’t exactly true, since it was more you that did it than me, but you know what she can do, right?

“Of course, I do. But it might be a bit harder for you to dodge her magic than it was for me. You’re a little more…solid,” Henry said.

Eh. We’ll deal with that later.

“So, we need a way to separate Quinlan and the professor or otherwise make sure Damien is only fighting one person at a time,” Venus said. “Although that’s probably what the other team has realized as well. Since Damien held his own against her while sparring, they’ve probably deduced we’ll try to match her with him.”

“What if we used him as bait?” Xil suggested. “They don’t know where our flag is. We could have Damien make a bunch of noise, drawing multiple people to him since they’ll assume we’d have our strongest member defending the flag.”

“It would only work until they found out the flag wasn’t there,” Eren said, rubbing his chin. “But that could buy us a lot of time. The problem arises with finding their flag, though. Venus is the best choice to protect ours, which leaves me and Xil open. I don’t think Xil can fight any of them, so she’s not going to be useful. If the other team leaves anyone defending their flag, I’ll have to take them on essentially on my own.”

“Well, do you win against either Blake or Tim?” Venus asked. “From what I recall, you’re fairly evenly matched.”

“I’ve got a better chance against Blake than I do against Tim. He can make the wind flow away from his eardrums, which negates a lot of my sound magic. Blake can mute the sound as well, but water isn’t a perfect insulator.”

“What do you think, Xil?” Damien asked. “Any way you feel like you would have some sort of advantage against any of our opponents? You’re the one who knows your abilities best out of all of us.”

“I’m a Year One. We’re going up against Year Three and Fours,” Xil said with a frown. “What world would I ever do much against them? But, if I didn’t have a choice, I might have a chance of taking someone by surprise. I’m pretty fast, so even though my magic isn’t very strong, if they weren’t ready for it—”

“Blake isn’t too quick on his feet,” Eren said, his eyes tracking Venus as she paced in a circle around them. “And could you stop that? You’re making me dizzy.”

“I think better this way,” Venus replied continuing her pacing without missing a beat. “If you and Eren both go to find their flag, I think our best bet would be for you to pretend to be weaker than you actually are. If your ice armor is strong enough, take a hit and pretend to go out of the fight. Then, wait for an opportunity to take Blake out while he’s focused on Eren.”

Xil swallowed. “Okay, I think I can try that.”

“Perfect,” Venus said, coming to a stop. “We’ve got a plan. I’ll defend our flag. Xil and Eren will try to find the other team’s flag, and Damien will make a bunch of noise to draw the professor away. I think we’ve got a pretty good chance of getting away with this.”

“In that case, I’m going to go buy supplies,” Eren said. He strode off without another word. Venus shook her head.

“He’s never been great at teamwork, but he’s not too bad for a Year Three. Much weaker than I am, of course. He’s right about supplies, though. I’d get some bandages and food. You aren’t out of the test unless you’re so incapacitated that you can’t move.”

“Not a bad idea. What about magical items?” Damien asked. “Like runework and the like. Are there limitations on what we can bring?”

“Nope. Whatever we can get is fair game. It’s just a good thing none of us have an artifact,” Venus said. She paused for a moment. “Well, I’m sure the professor has some but using them would be completely unfair.”

“Then, I’ve got some prep I need to do as well,” Damien said.

“I’ll come with you,” Xil said. “Mostly so I don’t need another note.”

Damien grimaced and nodded. The advanced class wasn’t bad, but he really didn’t like Mountain Hall much. He left with Xil at his side, making for the general store. It didn’t take him long to locate a sheaf of papers and a quill to work with. He bought everything, then sat down on a bench to work.

It had been a while since he’d used runed paper in combat. It was a lot less versatile and weaker than actually casting the magic himself, but having quick access to a surprise spell that wasn’t his normal element could come in handy.

Damien worked for a little over an hour and prepared two dozen papers. Most of them were the heat and sticky runes he’d used when first fighting Delph, but there were a few surprises as well. He gave Xil five of them, explaining their usage. Even a small advantage was still an advantage, after all.

That done, he bought two small packs of jerky and bandages. One went to Xil, and the other went into his bag. Prep complete, the two returned to the arena. Damien sat cross-legged and did his best to meditate, connecting with the Void once more. There was no point wasting good time, after all.

Over the next few hours, the students returned to the arena. Now that the sun was rising, a fair number of other Mountain Hall kids were using the sandy area to practice. None of them bothered the advanced students as they reunited, which extended to Damien and Xil. He was fine with that.

About ten minutes after she was supposed to arrive, Kat strolled through the front gate, an overstuffed bag slung over her shoulder.

“See? Right on time.”

“You’re late,” Venus grumbled. “Everyone has been here for like thirty minutes.”

“Well, I’m on time according to my clock,” Kat said with a shrug. “And, luckily, mine is the only one that matters. Now, shall we get moving?”

The gazes of Mountain Hall students followed the advanced class as they left the arena and followed Kat through the campus. A fair number of people stopped what they were doing to follow after them.

“What’s going on?” Damien asked Quinlan in a low tone. “We’ve got a mini-crowd behind us.”

“They’re hoping they’ll learn something from the professor,” Quinlan replied with a sigh. “Most of the people following are the ones who don’t have great resources to work with. There’s no rule against listening into a class if the professor doesn’t stop you. Once they realize this is an exercise in the woods and not some secret training, they’ll leave.”

“That’s just sad,” Damien said, glancing back at the people trailing their footsteps from a safe distance. Several of them flinched and broke away. “Why does Mountain Hall care so little about its students? If they just treated everyone more equally, you could be one of the strongest schools.”

“We are one of the strongest schools,” Venus said. “And this is the price for it. The weak still get some chances to grow and have a goal to work toward, while the strong are nurtured to be the best they can be. Using resources on mages who can’t hold their own is just a waste.”

Xil’s hands clenched. “And what about the ones who didn’t get a chance just because they weren’t strong enough to start? Some people showed up to school with training or companion’s they’d had for a few years! It isn’t our fault if we don’t have a rich family or access to a summoning circle before we get to college.”

“Wealth and political strength are both types of power,” Venus replied. “Hard work will make up for the rest. Did you really spend every second you had trying to get stronger? The resources Year Ones get for the first month is equal. You had the same shot everyone else did.”

“Hah. As if,” Xil said bitterly. “The teachers played favorites, and you know it. Anyone who showed talent early got extra help. It didn’t matter if you tried as hard as you could if your competition already had a head start.”

“Any head start can be eclipsed with sufficient effort,” Tim stated, joining the conversation. “You just didn’t try hard enough. It doesn’t matter now. You aren’t part of Mountain Hall anymore.”

“That’s enough,” Damien said. “I don’t agree with your methods, and I suppose we’ll see how effective they are today. After all, if you all lose to the team with a Year One and Two while you’ve got the professor, that would be pretty embarrassing.”

“I don’t care how much personal training you’ve got,” Blake said, thumbing his chest. “We’ve been training for years more than you have. You talk big now, but you’ll see what Mountain Hall can do once we get started.”

“Don’t take the bait,” Quinlan said, piercing Blake with a glare. “And don’t underestimate any of them.”

Kat watched the conversation with mild interest. She didn’t seem angry at how Damien and Xil saw Mountain Hall. In fact, a miniscule amount of approval flickered across her face when they talked down about the school, but it was gone so quickly that Damien barely registered it.

They reached the edge of the forest a few minutes later. The teams had already separated during the walk and were glaring at each other. Quinlan and Damien were the only students who didn’t seem to have a personal stake in the fight. The people who had been trailing them stopped and broke away, disappointment on their faces.

“Let’s get to it, then,” Kat said, pulling out two red flags the length of a forearm. She passed one to Venus and kept the other for herself. “You have thirty minutes to go out into the forest and plant your flag. We’ll be doing the same. You all need to be at your flag at the thirty minute mark. After that, everything is fair game.”

Her team broke away, heading toward the east. Once they’d faded into the trees, Venus gestured for them to follow and headed toward the other side of the forest. The trees were dense enough to obscure vision, but not so dense as to make moving difficult. It was tight, but not impossible to run around.

The canopy was thin, and a fair amount of light slipped between the leaves and illuminated the forest floor. Birds chirped, and the click of bugs filled the air. It was a little more humid in the forest than it had been outside, and it didn’t take long for Damien to start sweating.

Eren didn’t look to be doing much better, but both Xil and Venus looked perfectly fine. Evidently, ice magic had some uses beyond just fighting. Damien swatted a bug away from his face. Venus took a turn, heading up toward the north of the forest instead of continuing in their current direction. They continued for a while longer before coming to a stop.

“This’ll be a bit closer to them, but they hopefully won’t expect it either,” Venus whispered, planting the flag in the ground behind a tree. “There are a few minutes until we start. Damien, don’t make noise until you’re a fair bit away from us.”

“Just give me the signal when to go.”

Venus nodded. The four of them stood around the flag, sending glances out at the forest as they waited.

“It’s just about thirty minutes now,” Venus said, squaring her stance. “Let’s get this started.”
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Damien darted into the forest, using Warp Step to slip effortlessly through the trees until he’d put enough distance between himself and their flag. He slowed to a stop and paused for a moment to gather Ether.

Let’s see. I want to make enough noise to bring somebody over, but are they really just going to run at a bunch of crashing around? I mean, that does kind of seem obvious, doesn’t it?

“Maybe a bit,” Henry replied. “Does it matter? We can always train your tracking skills if nobody shows up. Finding a person isn’t all that different from locating an artifact or the Corruption. Just a slightly different application.”

Damien nodded thoughtfully. He formed a purple crescent moon in the air before him, firing it off and cutting a tree just above the bottom of its trunk. It tipped, falling toward the ground. Before it could hit, Damien grabbed it with telekinesis.

“Wouldn’t it have been louder if you let it hit the ground?” Henry asked.

Damien swung the tree into another truck with all the speed he could muster. A loud crash, and the trees both shuddered, raining trees and brittle limbs to the ground. Damien swung his makeshift, floating club around, slamming it into trees. Then, he raised it into the air, far above the canopy, and brought it hurtling down toward the ground lengthwise.

Wood exploded, and the ground shook as the tree shattered. He lifted the remains of the pulverized tree, then tossed it to the side and turned to the next tree beside him. He cut it down as well and lifted it into the air, repeating the entire process.

Damien smashed three more trees to pieces over the course of a minute.

“Need to talk it out?” Henry asked with a snort, chuckling inside his mind. “Looks like you’re really taking out some frustrations on those trees. Better than a pillow, I suppose.”

It’s making noise, is it not? Good enough.

“I suppose, but what idiot would stroll right up to someone slamming trees around? I’d expect a giant ball of fire to come hurtling down toward us any second now. Much smarter to eliminate an opponent from a distance, after all.”

Huh. That’s an idea, actually. Keep an eye out for that. I doubt they can make anything fast or large enough that I can’t avoid with Warp Step, though. If they knew exactly where I was, it would be different. But they just know my general location. Doubt they can blow up a tenth of the forest instantly.

The trees rustled. Damien’s eyes narrowed, and he dropped into a fighting stance, pulling Ether from his Core and gathering it in his palms.

“I know you’re there,” he called. “Are we going to fight, or do you want me to start slinging things in your direction until something breaks?”

“Ah, good. I just wanted to check if you were completely deaf,” Kat said, emerging from the tree line. “Never know if Delph has gotten lazy, after all.”

“No way. She actually showed up?” Henry asked in Damien’s mind with a snort of laughter. “I take it back, she isn’t just like Delph—she’s dumber.”

“I’m surprised we’re talking,” Damien said, ignoring Henry. “I took you for a woman who attacked first and asked questions later.”

“Oh, I usually am,” Kat replied. “But I am acting as your teacher right now. You wouldn’t learn much if I just showed up and mowed you down, would you?”

“No, I suppose I wouldn’t,” Damien replied. If she wanted to talk, he wouldn’t argue. His only job was to distract her, after all. “So what are we learning?”

“The use of distractions,” Kat replied.

The back of Damien’s neck tingled. He flicked his fingers, casting Devour behind him. The dark circle sprung open just as a wave of heat washed over Damien, vanishing as his magic swallowed it.

He teleported, shifting to get a better vantage point of the attack. Quinlan stepped out of the trees, molten rock dripping from her hands and her lips pressed thin.

“Damn. I didn’t think you heard me.”

“I didn’t,” Damien replied.

“He felt you,” Kat said, clicking her tongue. “People who have been in enough real fights get something akin to a sixth sense for danger. Completely boring if you ask me. Takes the spice out of life.”

Damien gathered more Ether.

I’m going to need your help if I’m fighting both of them without using the Void. Maybe help me hold on to a lot of simultaneous spells?

“Ready when you are,” Henry drawled. “If we win, I’m making Quinlan get me more goats.”

“Well, you two have fun,” Kat said, wiggling her fingers. “I’m going to go get my hands on that flag.”

“Wait, what?” Damien asked, Warp Stepping as a lance of magma shot past where he’d been standing. “I thought you were fighting me!”

“Oh, that would be too easy,” Kat said with a dark smile. “I’m trying to win, Damien. If we could take care of you quickly, it would have been beneficial for the team. Better deal with Quinlan fast if you want to stop me.”

Then, she blurred, darting into the trees and disappearing from view. Damien cursed, a bolt of flame shot past his face, nearly catching him in the nose. He spun, turning to Quinlan.

“You’d better pay attention to your opponent,” she said, baring her teeth in a grin as hazy heatwaves rose off her body. The ground beneath her hissed as molten rock bubbled up beneath Quinlan. “I might not be a professor, but I’ve still got two years on you, Damien.”

“So you do. I hope you’ve been practicing your runes,” Damien replied. Then, he teleported, appearing in front of Quinlan and releasing a Gravity Sphere directly above her arm. The rock around her surged like water, shielding her body from the detonation.

Streamers of magma shot for Damien, reaching out and forcing him to Warp Step to safety. Even though Quinlan’s magic hadn’t touched him, the residual heat had singed the hair on his arms.

Damn, she’s got a lot of firepower.

“Ha. Firepower,” Henry said. “That’s funny. My suggestion: don’t get hit.”

Gee, thanks.

Damien flicked a Gravity Lance at Quinlan but, once again, the rock surged to protect her. The two spells struck each other with a loud bang, but his magic didn’t penetrate the molten stone.

“How much magical power do you have?” Damien complained, teleporting out of the way as a barrage of flaming rocks rained down on where he’d been standing. They tore the trees apart, leaving flaming furrows in the wood where they struck.

He was forced to teleport again as Quinlan kept the barrage up, tracing him whenever he reformed. Damien gritted his teeth, testing telekinesis on her. Quinlan’s mental defenses were already erected. There was nothing for him to grab, so he snagged the earth beneath her instead.

With a heave, Damien ripped the clump of ground beneath Quinlan into the air, launching her into the sky with it. She leapt off and the molten rock rose, forming a craggy wave for her to land on.

That looked pretty cool.

“You’re fighting her not admiring her moves,” Henry admonished. Damien dove to the side as lava burst from beneath his feet, nearly clipping him as it sizzled and popped against the dirt and fallen trees.

“Kneel,” Damien commanded, pulling out the stops. Quinlan was still a Year Four. He couldn’t afford to take her lightly.

Quinlan slammed to her knees, cracking the molten rock beneath her. Despite being unable to move, a spike of superheated rock shot out at Damien, forcing him to teleport once more.

Pillars of stone erupted beneath Quinlan, forcing her upright despite the pressure bearing down on her. Damien blinked, but he didn’t have time to admire her tenacity. Several more bolts of molten stone hurtled toward his face.

He teleported, then formed several Gravity Spheres around Quinlan, detonating them in quick succession. She cocooned herself in rock, blocking all of them and rendering the attacks harmless.

Damien considered trying to enlarge something beneath her but dismissed the idea. Blunt force wouldn’t break through her defenses. He gathered Ether and thrust his hands forward, sending several Tears slipping through the air for her.

The neigh-invisible attacks shimmered with faint purple energy as they cut into Quinlan’s defenses. She cursed in pain, and the stone surged, hurling her to the side.

Quinlan hit the ground and rolled, coming back to her feet. Blood dripped from a bad cut along her shoulder, but her defenses had managed to stop the majority of his attack.

“Damn it,” Quinlan said, pressing her lips together. She stomped a foot on the ground, which rippled and surged outward as a wave of molten rock rose and bore down on Damien. He Warp Stepped into the air, looking down on their makeshift arena as the magma tore trees apart, smashing them like toys.

It cleared a fifty foot wide path through the forest before fading away, leaving smoldering ruin in its wake. Damien teleported back down, setting himself in a tree and swinging to safety before a flaming rock caught him in the stomach.

“You’re good,” Quinlan said, turning to track him. Molten rock shifted around her feet, rising in preparation for whatever attack he was about to throw.

“So are you,” Damien said, “but we’re going to have to wrap this up before Kat takes my team out.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Quinlan said with a tight smile. “Sorry, Damien. I really don’t want to lose this.”

She threw her arms back, crying out as flame engulfed her. Whatever runes had been shielding her clothes from her magic failed as everything covering Quinlan evaporated instantly from the heat.

The fire burned so brightly that Damien was forced to squint. Molten rock twisted up Quinlan’s bare legs, glowing cherry red as it covered her. Damien detonated a Gravity Sphere on top of her, but the magic surrounding Quinlan was so dense that it canceled his own magic out.

Never thought of using spells like that. If you use enough Ether in one area, I guess that means that everyone else’s spells just won’t go off, huh?

“It’s certainly one way to go about defense,” Henry allowed. “Not one she can sustain for long, though. Get ready.”

Quinlan’s cry deepened, turning into a roar. Damien stepped back as the rock surging to cover her continued to grow in size. Her humanoid shape was consumed as a reptilian monster took her place.

She stood on all fours, nearly as tall as the lower canopy of the forest. Two craggy wings sprouted from her back with a spray of magma, sizzling and burning through what few trees remained in the area.

“Holy shit. Magma Drake?” Damien asked. “That is an awesome Full Manifestation.”

The dragon’s mouth quirked in what could have been either a smile or a snarl. Then, it belched a beam of lava at him. Damien Warp Stepped, reappearing in the air above Quinlan. Her attack flashed through the forest, decimating a dozen trees with a single sweep.

Eight Planes. Henry, why can’t you do something like that? I want a Full Manifestation like that.

“Me, too,” Henry muttered, not a trace of his usual sarcasm on his voice. “I’ll get on that later. Just kick the dragon’s ass.”

Drake. It’s a drake, not a dragon.

“Does it matter? Dodge!”

Damien Warp Stepped as a beam of lava screamed through the air, nearly catching him before he could dodge. He reformed on the ground and immediately regretted it. Damien wasn’t even close to Quinlan, but the residual heat in the area was so high that his hair was singing.

Quinlan’s reptilian head snapped toward him, and another wave of lava washed forth. He teleported once more, and the magma obliterated the forest floor.

“Shatter.”

Black lines erupted from Damien’s hands like lightning, tracing through the air and crisscrossing Quinlan’s drake form. Then, the air shattered. It split along the lines as if reality had been rent.

Quinlan’s armor cracked and split, magma pouring from her like blood as she staggered. A line sheared one of her wings clean off, while the other took several deep cuts. Rock flowed to fix the damage, but Damien didn’t give her a chance to recover. She was too dangerous to play it safe.

He needed something fast and precise, but none of his spells really fit that category. An idea struck him, and he latched onto it without an instant of hesitation. Instead of using the Space Ether within his Core, he used the Dark.

Quinlan’s shadow twisted. A spike formed within it and shot up, piercing through a crack in the bottom of the drake’s stomach. The monster shuddered and crashed to the ground, lava flowing off it as the magma cracked and fell away, leaving Quinlan lying on the ground.

The air popped, and a man wearing Mountain Hall colors appeared beside Quinlan, healing magic already covering his hands.

“She’s out,” the man said, watching Damien warily as if he would continue attacking.

“Understood,” Damien said, letting an explosive breath. “Will she be okay?”

“No serious injuries. Just Ether over usage and some nasty cuts I’ll have handled shortly,” the man replied with a shrug. “Go finish your training. Kat will have my head if she finds you standing around here talking.”

Damien nodded. He turned and Warp Stepped into the forest. He’d used a sizeable amount of Ether against Quinlan, and he would have preferred to conserve his remaining reserves. Unfortunately, he doubted Kat would be willing to wait around for him to show up before she took their flag.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



The forest blurred past Damien as he teleported from tree to tree, heading back toward the flag and, hopefully, the members of his team defending it. He hoped Kat hadn’t found it yet, but his fears were confirmed by loud crashes coming from the direction he headed.

He kept low and tried to make as little noise as possible as he approached. The trees in the area had been decimated, forming a small clearing. A small fortress of shimmering blue ice covered the flag. Venus and Xil were within it, pouring magic into the ice while Kat whaled on it, slowly tearing their defense apart. She wasn’t even using much magic from what Damien could tell—the professor was just slamming her fists into the ice, shattering large portions of it with every blow.

Damien gathered Ether in his palms, overloading a Gravity Lance. She wasn’t paying attention to him, but that wasn’t his problem. The Ether churned, growing in intensity. He whipped the magic out, and it shot through the air, dark streamers twisting off the compressed lance of Space energy.

Kat spun, raising a hand and blocking the spell with her palm. It detonated with a sharp crack. There had been enough force in the spell to tear apart a small building, but the damage was so minimal to her that, for a moment, Damien thought he might have somehow missed.

“Shit, that bloody hurt,” Kat snapped. She shimmered, and Damien immediately Warp Stepped, appearing on top of a tree behind the icy barricade.

A ripple tore through the ground, shaking the trees and sending cracks racing through Venus and Xil’s defenses. Damien lost his footing and fell from the tree. He grabbed the branch, swinging himself back into the air and Warp Stepping before he could hit the ground.

“Kneel.”

Kat slammed to a halt just a few feet away from Damien. Her knees crashed to the dirt, but she caught herself with one hand before his magic could knock her completely prone. Damien drew on the new spell he’d created while fighting Quinlan, and Kat’s shadow erupted, sending dark spikes into her stomach.

Instead of punching clean through like Damien had expected, the magic bent and screeched as if it had struck an invisible wall. Kat gritted her teeth and pushed herself up.

“Has anyone ever told you how annoying this ability is?”

Damien detonated a Gravity Sphere on her shoulder. Her body rippled, and she staggered but, again, the spell failed to penetrate whatever armor she used.

“About as annoying as whatever defense you’ve got going on,” Damien replied. Ether rushed past his head, coursing into Kat’s body. He took a cautious step back, drawing the runes for Devour before him in an instant.

The spell never came. Kat’s body bulged as two leathery red wings erupted from her back, splaying out to their full wingspan with a series of loud cracks. Scales rose along her skin, covering her body as her teeth sharpened and her eyes turned green.

What the hell is that spell? Some transformation like Delph has done? Or a Manifestation?

“Manifestation,” Henry said. “Delph’s wendigo form was a poor copy. This woman has completely changed her body as far as my senses can tell. She’s full to the brim with Ether. You sure I can’t help you?”

No. This is a good test.

“Shatter.”

Lines of dark energy erupted from Damien’s hand, coursing out and racing over Kat. With a sound like a window pane dropping from a ten story window, they shattered. The air around her split, shifting as the spell snapped it.

Her scales cracked where the magic touched them, and several tiny streams of blood slipped out from behind them, but the spell had been almost completely ineffective. Kat’s defenses were the strongest Damien had ever seen, but she wasn’t about to let him marvel for long.

She didn’t vanish. She simply moved. One second, she was on the ground in front of Damien. The next, she was in front of him, her fist in his stomach. Henry hardened his mage armor an instant before the blow struck, but Damien was still launched back, the air knocked from his lungs.

He slammed into a tree, and wood splintered around him with a crash. The world flickered, and he slumped, barely managing to Warp Step before Kat’s fist obliterated the tree he’d landed in.

Damien teleported again, not willing to trust his reflexes against Kat in her current form. He reformed in the air, and the back of his neck prickled. He teleported once more, narrowly avoiding the fist that whistled through the air behind him.

There wasn’t even time to curse. Damien reformed and staggered, gasping for air as he gathered all the Ether he could.

I take it back. Help me manage this. I can’t cast this many spells at once on my own.

Damien split his concentration, extending several dozen strands of mental energy to hold his Ether in place. His mage armor turned black as Henry took over it, cloth tendrils stretching out behind him and rising up defensively.

Kat appeared before him, and they crossed in front of his face, barely managing to block the strike. She spun, bring her leg whipping around, but Henry intercepted the other attack as well. He wrapped the cloth tentacles around her limb, but Kat yanked back, tearing them clean off.

It wasn’t a wasted effort, though. Henry had bought Damien a few seconds, and their concentration wasn’t on keeping Kat from hitting him.

“Is this it, Damien?” Kat asked, cocking her head to the side. “If you don’t do something more interesting, I’m going to turn around and grab your flag. Or is most of your power currently not allowed to be used?”

“I’ve got a little more,” Damien said, baring his teeth. Then, he dove—toward her. Kat’s eyes widened slightly, but she was hundreds of times faster than he was. Her knee came up toward his face.

Henry managed to soften the blow with two tendrils, but it still slammed into his nose, breaking it. Damien ignored the pain and wrapped himself around Kat’s leg as tightly as he could. Henry did the same, engulfing both him and her lower half in tendrils. A tendril reached into his pocket, yanking the runed papers out and pressing them between Damien and Kat’s leg.

Then, Damien and Henry released all the spells they’d been holding in place. The world turned black as Gravity Lances appeared all around them, surrounding the two in a sphere of darkness.

Damien braced himself, holding onto Kat as tightly as he could as the spells all slammed into them. His eardrums popped from the force of the explosions as the gravity in the area was torn to pieces by his magic. He couldn’t hear anymore, but Kat was still standing. He detonated every single one of the papers.

A powerful blast hurled him back and through a tree as a ball of flame rolled up from Kat’s body. His vision flickered, and he slumped down with a groan, barely able to make Kat’s form out as she stalked toward him, smoking. One of her wings hung at her side, and the scales covering her were cracked and shattered, exposing the bleeding and bruised flesh beneath.

Unfortunately, she was still standing. She drew up to him, but he couldn’t even form coherent thought. A splitting headache drummed violently, threatening to knock him unconscious. He drew a weak breath, vaguely aware of Henry trying to say something.

Kat’s mouth moved, but Damien couldn’t hear the words. The professor shook her head and raised a foot to take him out of the fight completely. Then, she staggered, her eyes widening. The woman spun, revealing a shimmering ice dagger buried in her back.

He got a brief glimpse of Xil, who had left the safety of the ice fortress. Then, he passed out.
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Damien awoke with a start. The remnants of a headache still thrummed in the back of his mind, but the rest of his body only felt a little sore. Something cold and wet was pressed against his back. He grimaced, blinking, and opening his eyes. He was lying on the dirt.

“Take it easy,” someone above him advised. “You did quite a number on yourself. That was a very impressive showing, though. Well done, kid.”

Damien craned his head back to see a Mountain Hall healer standing above him. His face was shadowed from the hood pulled over it, but he could still make out the grin on the man’s face.

“Thanks,” Damien said with a grunt. “Did we win? I saw Kat get hit with a dagger.”

“Nah. She dropped your friend with one blow, then took Venus out a few seconds later.”

“Damn. What happened to the rest of my team?”

“They ran into Quinlan and Kat right at the start of the match. It was just the three of you for the majority of the match,” the healer replied with a sympathetic smile. “You did pretty damn well, though. Nothing to be ashamed off.”

Bugger. I thought we had Kat at the end there. What kind of monster can get hit by that many powerful spells and just shrug it off?

“We were crippled,” Henry pointed out. “If you were using Void magic or I could go all out, this would have gone very differently. Also, you need to diversify your Direct Casting more. You’ve got what, two ways you use it right now?”

Yeah, you’re right. It’s just that I understand those two the most, and when I don’t really understand what I’m asking the Ether to do, things go somewhat poorly. I did figure that new spell out on the fly, though.

“Shadow Spike,” Henry said. “Not a bad offensive spell. Very fast. Not the smartest idea to use it in combat without testing, but it turned out well. You should probably polish it up before using it again, though.”

Agreed.

Damien pushed himself upright and brushed the dirt off his back, taking a look around the forest-turned-clearing. Their battle had done a serious number on the trees. For hundreds of feet around them, broken wood and twigs were scattered across the ground.

The other students hadn’t fared much better. Everyone other than Blake and Kat were laid out on the ground, their clothes in various states of disrepair. Xil and Venus lay to Damien’s left, both mostly intact but unconscious.

Quinlan, Eren, and Tim were to his right. Both Quinlan and Eren were covered by blankets, but everyone’s wounds had been healed.

“Damn, I wish I got to see that last fight,” Blake said, noticing that Damien had woken up. “I could hear it from all the way at our base.”

“Not much to see. Just lots of explosions,” Damien said, shaking his head to try and throw off the headache. “That was a lot harder than I thought. Kat, why are you so damn hard to hurt?”

“A lady has to have some secrets,” Kat replied with a smirk. “If it was something you could learn, I’d teach you. But, unfortunately, I don’t think you’ve got access to body modification magic. And don’t even talk about terrifying—I don’t like the idea that I had to try this hard against a kid who was holding back.”

“Body modification?” Damien asked. “Like Cheese?”

“You know Cheese?”

“He goes to my school.”

“Ah, that explains it. Mel must have taught him as well, then. There aren’t too many of us around. You did quite a number on me, though. I wasn’t expecting that, especially with your spells restricted.”

“Not enough,” Damien said. “I’ve still got a lot I need to work on—strategy evidently being one of them.”

Kat laughed. “Oh, absolutely. Did your team really think we would just rush toward any source of loud noise?”

“Kind of, yeah.”

“Well, I suppose it did work in the end,” Kat allowed. “Just…after we’d taken out your advance team. Live and learn. Maybe try something a little more creative in the future. And don’t feel too bad, this was your first run at this. Your team did quite well considering you’ve never worked together before and were all at a disadvantage.”

Kat looked down at Xil, her expression unreadable. “This girl in particular. Stepping out of safety to attack me—if she was just a little stronger, it might have worked. She capitalized on a flicker of an opportunity with almost no hesitation. Granted, the attack was pathetic aside from its speed, but…hmm. Not bad.”

“What happened to Venus?” Damien asked. “You were in poor shape, weren’t you?”

“Oh, the rest of my team was waiting for our fight to finish,” Kat said with a chuckle. “Blake and Tim came in as soon as you went down. She took Tim out and did a number on Blake before we got her. I don’t think he’ll be doing any more shit talking about Xil. She did more damage to me than he ever has. As I said, not a bad showing at all.”

“I see,” Damien said. Then, a grin crossed his face. “That was pretty fun. When are we doing it again?”

“Once everyone has time to process everything and improve their skills,” Kat said. “A week at the minimum. For now, just hang out a little to make sure the healers don’t throw a hissy fit. They’ll be all wrapped up with everyone soon, and then we can head back to campus. Lunch will be on me.”


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



It Who Stills the Seas sat in a room, globes of water floating around it. Flickering images danced across the spheres, each one showing a different one of the incarnations the Void creature had sent out.

The ground at its feet was littered with artifacts. Grand swords, beautiful daggers, chalices made of glittering gold and studded with gems—all discarded like trash. Their magic had been shattered and warped, their beauty lost forever.

It Who Stills the Seas raised a gilded sphere and narrowed its eyes. Water condensed from the air and twirled around it in a cocoon. Crackles of gray light poured out of the artifact in its hand, and it shattered with a bang.

The air around the old man shuddered, and the world shifted, two overlapping versions of it splitting apart. The first was fully grayscale, and the other color. There was a sharp pop, and the worlds slammed back together.

Void magic shot back down It Who Stills the Seas’ arm, throwing the monster across the room and slamming it into a wall. It pressed its lips together, rising back to its feet as the smoking remains of the artifact joined the pile on the floor.

“You are a tenacious creature, Moon. I felt your death, and yet you continue to vex us. I’m sure you would feel pride were you still alive, but I—we—are inevitable. Your defenses will not hold forever. With every strike, I feel you weaken further. How many more, I wonder? I am almost curious to see what your face would look like had you realized that the Cycle will continue and that your death was for naught.”

A spark of fire lit in the corner of the room. It expanded, forming into a tall, lanky man with sharp eyebrows and smoldering red eyes.

“Speaking to yourself again?” the man asked, adjusting the lapels of his bright orange suit.

“It Who Burns the Sky,” Seas said, its voice flat. “Why are you here? You have a task to be doing.”

“I am doing it,” Sky replied. It brushed its hair back and examined its face in one of the floating globes of water. Seas flicked a hand, pulling the globe away from the other Void creature.

“Then, why are you here?”

“The Corruption is interfering with my efforts. I’ve located one of the Seeds.”

“Kill it, then. There is no purpose for your presence here.”

“I tried,” Sky replied. “Second has been hard at work. This Cycle has gone on for far too long. The Seed has been consuming matter for who knows how long—perhaps years. Its powers are significant enough that it was able to kill my clone, and it would be dangerous to risk my true body.”

“We cannot allow Second to harvest the Seed,” Seas said, flicking its fingers. The globes vanished, and the monster turned to face its companion. “Bring another one of our brethren with you.”

“We all have tasks to be doing.” Sky’s face was flat. “It Who Shatters the Earth is attempting to restart the Cycle, just as you are. It has gone through eighty seven artifacts, but the defenses Moon put into place are holding strong. It may be years before we can break through them.”

“And you have made no progress on determining what the source of the interference is? Moon’s magic should not be able to hold strong now that he has died.”

“No more than you have.” Sky leaned against the wall and adjusted its lapels once more. “But a few years are not an issue, provided we can maintain our current speed and keep the Corruption from doing irreparable damage to the Cycle in the meantime.”

“With the state of the Seed you found, is that a likely circumstance?” Seas asked, flicking its fingers. Water coursed, forming into a disk before it. It peered into the churning liquid, then dismissed it. “Second blocks my attempts to see into his territory.”

“It is not,” Sky admitted. “When my clone met the Seed, it was defeated in seconds. Considering its current rate of growth, it is likely that the Cycle will cease to exist in under a year.”

Seas drummed its fingers on its knee. “Unless Moon’s defenses fall, our progress cannot be sped up. Therefore, we must slow the Corruption. The mortals attempt to stop us both—aid them in finding the Seed, so that they may stall Second for us.”

“I had come to the same conclusion,” Sky said. “I have just been confirming the course of action with those of us who remain before executing it. We have lost too many to the Corruption already. Our strength is not what it once was. You and Earth are the only other remaining Void creatures on this plane. It Who Heralds the End of all Light has turned against us.”

“We will be enough,” Seas replied. The globes of water erupted around it once more, effectively ending the conversation. Sky bowed its head, flame consuming its body and burning away until nothing was left.
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One Month Later, in Kingsfront

Sylph vaulted over a swinging axe blade, twisting to avoid a spike trap in the ceiling. She hit the ground in a roll, and a scythe erupted from her back, swinging up and knocking aside a heavy sword.

The armored knight wielding it staggered and swung his other fist at Sylph. She leaned back, vaulting onto her hands and kicking the man in the chin. His helmet flew off, and his head snapped back.

Sylph launched off her hands, spikes emerging from her fingertips as she latched onto the man’s armor, the spikes piercing clean through it. He reached for her, but she had already thrown herself over his head. A second scythe emerged from her back, curving around to rest at his neck.

“That’s the match!”

Sylph dropped from the knight’s back, and she reverted to normal. She brushed herself off as floating lights snapped to life in the air, illuminating the circular stone room around her.

One of the walls shimmered and vanished. A tall man wearing beautiful gold and purple armor that was only a step away from gaudy emerged from behind it. A short, slightly round girl followed behind him. She wore the same colors, but her armor was more restrained, and her long blonde hair hung low behind her shoulders.

“Well done, Sylph,” the man said, stopping before her. “That was a beautifully executed fight. When you said you didn’t think I could teach you much about physical combat, I thought you were arrogant, but I’m starting to think you were correct.”

“Thank you, Professor White,” Sylph said. “You’ve had some points I never considered, though. Kingsfront’s fame isn’t for nothing.”

“I’m glad you approve,” White said. “Ralph, get up. You aren’t that injured.”

The fallen knight groaned, sitting up. He worked his jaw, rubbing it with a gauntleted hand. “Does this mean the loss isn’t my fault? If she already knows all the fighting stuff, you can’t expect me to win against her.”

“You will fight opponents stronger than you in life,” White replied, helping Ralph to his feet. A spark of golden light passed from White’s hand into Ralph’s face, and the bruise vanished. “Prepare for it. You did not perform well, but not everything was a mistake. We will go over what you can improve in tonight’s review.”

Ralph sighed and nodded. “Yes, Professor.”

“Are we going again, Professor White?” the female student asked.

“No, Darla. We’re done for this lesson.” White pulled a book out of the holster on his waist and flipped it open. “You and Ralph both have to get to Professor Zed’s class. He was pretty displeased with me when I made you late last time.”

Both of them blanched.

“We’ll be on our way, then,” Ralph said, still rubbing at his jaw despite there no longer being an injury. “See you later today, Professor.”

He and Darla strode off through the section of the wall that had vanished, leaving Sylph and Professor White alone on the circular training room.

“Thanks for the lesson, Professor,” Sylph said, following after them. White fell in step alongside her.

“It’s my job,” he replied. “But you’ve been an excellent student. I may have to adjust my notions about the mages Blackmist puts out. I am slightly ashamed to admit that I was under the impression you were all brutes.”

Sylph failed to keep a grin from flickering across her face. “Actually, you might not want to change your impression too fast.”

White laughed. “Perhaps not. You have earned some respect, though. It’s hard to believe you’re just a Year Two. The growth I’ve seen you undergo over the course of this month is nothing short of incredible.”

“The Corruption is an excellent motivator,” Sylph replied as they reached the end of the dark hallway and started up the staircase leading out of the underground arena. “And Kingsfront has some great teachers. I didn’t think I’d be able to learn much about Artifact seeking in such a short time, but I’m very pleased with my progress.”

“Good, good,” White said. “I’m glad that we’re able to maintain our prestige. With Blackmist’s recent successes, some of us were starting to worry that the teachers there had figured something out to eclipse us.”

“I suppose there’s something to be said for being in constant risk of dying and knowing your teacher is probably at fault for it.”

They stepped out of the stairwell and into a sunny courtyard trimmed by large, golden-leafed trees. It looked like the garden of a nobleman, not the entrance to a training arena. Then again, that was all of Kingsfront. They were nothing if not over the top, but Sylph couldn’t deny they were effective. The school had earned its reputation as being the best for a reason.

“I’ve got a class to get to shortly,” White said, snapping his book closed with a thump and putting it back into its holster. “I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think you’re going to learn much more from me in this class. It’s meant to show mages how to fight in close quarters, but you’ve already mastered that.”

Sylph frowned. “I see. I was enjoying the class, but if you don’t think there’s anything else I can improve on, then there would be no point to continue.”

“Oh, you misunderstand. There’s always more you can learn, but I need to keep the class at a pace that fits all the students. This is already the advanced version, and I can’t go any faster. You would be better off practicing against a more capable opponent rather than attending this class.”

“That makes sense,” Sylph said with a nod. “I’ll look into finding a partner, then.”

“Do that,” White said. “Of course, I don’t want to shortchange you out of a class. Considering your interest in Artifact seeking, I can put you in contact with Vaugh, a professor who specializes mental energy control. Sensing an artifact falls under his realm, so it should hopefully be a good addition to your other class.”

Sylph’s eyes lit up. “That would be very helpful. Thank you, Professor.”

“Not a problem at all, Sylph. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to run.”

He did just that—the professor broke into a full sprint, dashing out of the garden and making a sharp turn onto the gold-paved path in the direction of his next class. As Sylph turned to head back to her temporary lodgings, Yui stepped into the garden.

Despite attending the same school, Sylph hadn’t seen much of the princess since arriving at Kingsfront. When she did meet her, Yui was always surrounded by her admirers and guard. This time, there was no sight of Gaves or Bella.

“Ah, Sylph. What a coincidence, I’ve been hoping to run into you,” Yui said in a tone that gave Sylph zero doubt in the slightest that it had not been a coincidence.

“It’s nice to see you again,” Sylph said politely. The less time she spent with her former target, the better. “I’m sorry, I’m pretty sweaty. I just finished up training with Professor White’s class. I should get back to my dorm.”

“Nonsense. We both know that isn’t a serious problem for either of us. People talk after long fights all the time. I’ll go ahead and drop the pretense—we need to talk.”

“Do we?”

“I’m afraid so. I hate to burden you, but I find myself in a serious conundrum, and you’re the closest person I know who would be able to help me.”

“You have an entire entourage.” Sylph cocked her head to the side and squinted. “Why can’t they help you? I’m not really interested in getting involved with politics if it’s all the same to you. Damien has already gotten pretty tangled up there, Princess. I don’t want to get pulled in any further.”

“Please, just call me Yui,” the princess said with a weary laugh. “And the entourage is the problem, I’m afraid. Not all of them, of course, but they restrain me just as much as they aid me.”

“I see,” Sylph said diplomatically, trying to search for a good excuse to just leave. She couldn’t think of one that wouldn’t just flat out insult the princess. “I suppose I could hear your request out, but I can’t make any promises.”

“That’s fine with me,” Yui said. She nodded at one of the benches between the trees and walked over to it, sitting down. Sylph reluctantly joined her. It was a few moments before Yui spoke again.

“You know about the situation with Nolan and House Gray, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, my mother is still determined to find me a match. I’m just as pleased as Nolan to be out of that particular agreement, but I’m afraid he’s the only one who has truly escaped.”

“Your m—the queen is trying to set you up with someone you don’t like?” Sylph guessed.

Yui grimaced. “With a lot of people I don’t like. Men, women, everything in between. The problem is they’re all in it for the power. I might play games just like the rest of the nobles, but I’m still a woman. I don’t want to marry some bastard who’s only in it for the power and control, but my mother is only interested in strengthening the kingdom. I really have no way to know which of my suitors is actually interested in me and which one just wants the position of king.”

“How am I supposed to help there?” Sylph asked. “And why can’t all the people following you around do something about it? This feels like something Gaves or Bella could easily investigate.”

Yui brushed her hair out of her face and looked at the trees above them with a groan. “That’s the problem. They aren’t really my friends, Sylph. They’re my guards. They report to my mom, not me. Just like most of the other people I know.”

“Is that really a problem, though?” Sylph asked. “I mean, would the queen object to you liking the person you get betrothed to?”

“No, probably not. The problem is that she wants me to take the partnership with the strongest noble house I can get. She still thinks I’m looking for the strongest match as well, but if I was to tell anyone I wanted more than just a politically powerful partner, she’d take steps to remove the decision for me.”

“I see. I’m sorry.” Sylph pursed her lips. “I can see why you wouldn’t be able to ask anyone about that. But how am I…”

She trailed off, barely managing to stop the horror from flashing across her features. Yui nodded, her face turning red.

“A lot of nobles are in Kingsfront right now, and many of them would be suitable. I want you to try to figure out which ones might actually be worth my time.”

“That’s a fancy way of saying you want me to play matchmaker for a princess.”

“So it is,” Yui said, her lips quirking up in a grin. “Will you help me?”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



“You’re serious about this?” Sylph asked, squinting at Yui. “This isn’t a joke?”

“I wish it was.” Yui let out a heavy sigh and ran her hands her through her hair. “Do you really think I want to be going around asking people to help me pick out a boyfriend? Would you want me to do that for you?”

“Absolutely not,” Sylph said without an instant of hesitation.

“You didn’t have to be quite so fast to answer that,” Yui said, scrunching her nose in annoyance. “But then you can imagine how I feel. Unfortunately, I really don’t have much of an option. Typically, I would have tried to ask Damien since he’s been amiable to my requests before, but he’s nowhere to be found.”

“He’s busy. And I’ll be honest, Princess Yui. I don’t think I’m the best person to look for someone for you. My understanding of relationships is…pretty flawed. I probably don’t know what the best traits to look for in someone are.”

“It seems like it worked out for you fine with Damien.”

“We got roomed together by Blackmist. Then, some stuff happened. I don’t know how much credit I can take for much of anything. Circumstances just kind of took care of everything for us.”

“Some stuff?” Yui asked, arching an eyebrow. “That sounds juicy. Now that we’re having this talk anyway, care to share?”

“Sure. I shattered my Core, and he stabbed me in the heart to carve a bunch of runes on my chest and save my life.”

Yui grimaced. “Ah. Of course, he did. I was hoping for something a little more romantic, but I suppose neither of you have much of a romantic bone in your body.”

Sylph cleared her throat and glanced away. “Yep. None.”

She missed the smirk that flashed across the princess’ face before the other girl got her features back to their typical poker face.

“Lack of experience or not, I really don’t have someone to turn to right now,” Yui grumbled. “I don’t mean to insult you when I say you aren’t my first choice, but I’m seriously out of options. With the threat to the frontlines and the Corruption looming, my mother is pressing for me to find a match more than ever before. I really don’t have much time to be picky. I just don’t want to hate them for the rest of my life.”

“What was wrong with Nolan, then? You seemed pretty eager to get out of that particular relationship.”

“I was trying to be nice,” Yui said, burying her face in her hands. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m not attracted to Nolan. He was a prick for most of the years I knew him. He started changing after he went to Blackmist, but all I can see is the snotty little noble betrothed to me for years. When I realized he wasn’t interested in me either, I was more than happy to swap him for someone of my choosing—I just didn’t realize everything would go bad so quickly. If I had, I would have kept Nolan. At least I can tolerate him.”

The princess tugged on her hair and stretched out, splaying her hands out over the edge of the bench and looking into the sky with a groan.

Sylph chewed her lower lip. The person she’d grown up training to kill was sitting on the bench next to her, complaining about a lack of good romantic interests. If anyone had ever tried to tell her this was where her life would have led, she’d have laughed in their face.

“Please?” Yui tried, her face twisting as she said the word. “And I’m really not used to asking for things this politely.”

“I can tell,” Sylph said with a snort. “I suppose I can try.”

Yui’s eyes lit up, but Sylph raised a finger.

“But that doesn’t mean anything beyond me trying. I won’t guarantee anything. My training takes priority over this, and I honestly don’t think my advice is going to be that great, so you don’t get to complain if you don’t like who I suggest. Feel free to ignore it, but no claiming I didn’t try.”

“Deal,” Yui said. “Anything is better than nothing.”

“You haven’t seen who I’ll dig up yet,” Sylph replied with a wry grin. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Princess. I should get moving before someone catches us talking and gets too suspicious.”

“That’s a good idea. Wait, when will we meet again? It isn’t easy for me to get away from my people during the day. Shouldn’t we set up a time to regroup and share discoveries or something?”

Sylph snorted. “You’re making this sound like a covert mission, Princess.”

“It is!”

“I’ll find you. Just don’t get your hopes too high. I’d hate to let you down,” Sylph said, rising from the bench. She set off, leaving the princess staring behind her.

That had possibly been one of the strangest interactions she’d ever had, and Sylph wasn’t sure she was particularly keen on it. That said, the idea of trying to find someone else a boyfriend sounded a little fun.

Damien probably would have gotten a huge kick out of it. Sylph grinned to herself. There was no way he’d be able to beat this story. She couldn’t wait to tell him about it.
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The endless expanse of gray snapped back to full color. Damien let go of his staff, his limbs trembling with exertion, and he flopped back into his bed with a groan. He’d been training with Kat and the advanced class for around a month now.

He’d been pretty confident in his abilities, but Kat had quickly shown him just how much more room he had to grow. Instead of teaching him new magic, she doubled down on working on everyone’s casting speed and pushing them to the absolute limits.

Damien lost count of the number of times Kat forced them to fight until they were all out of Ether, then draw on what little dregs that could squeeze out to continue pressing on in preparation. It took him considerably longer to run out than his fellow classmates, but Kat just used that as an excuse to spar him longer.

He was fairly certain that Sylph was actually a better fighter than Kat, but the professor was far stronger than his girlfriend—not to mention she was considerably faster as well. She didn’t pull her punches much either.

Still, Damien couldn’t complain. His body had grown stronger, and spells were coming to his fingertips faster than they ever had before. When he wasn’t working with the class, he spent most of his time focused on trying to improve his connection to the Void.

His efforts there had proven successful as well, although to a lesser degree. At Henry’s advice, Damien avoided casting any new Void spells. In fact, he didn’t cast any Void spells at all. Instead, he focused on trying to push back against the immense apathy that threatened to overcome him whenever he connected to it.

It had gotten to the point where he could hold it back for nearly a minute, which he was rather pleased with. It wasn’t the longest time, but a minute was quite a while in a fight.

He brushed his hair out of his face, pausing for a moment to check its length. Henry let out a snort of laughter at his expression.

“I need a haircut. It’s past my eyes.”

“I was wondering when you’d notice,” Henry said. “But I did consider that you might have just decided it was time for a new look.”

“Well, if I had, it certainly would have been a mistake,” Damien muttered, tucking the hair behind his ears. “I don’t know how I didn’t notice this. I wish I had one of Sylph’s daggers.”

“I’ve got a dagger,” Xil called from the room over. She lobbed an icy blade out of her room in a slow arc. Damien snatched it out of the air.

“Thank you.”

He headed into the bathroom and used the small mirror he’d bought at Xil’s insistence to take care of his hair problem. A few minutes and one Devour spell later, his hair was cut and everything had been cleaned.

Unfortunately, while the cleanup had gone well, the haircut was…less than stellar. It was choppy and slightly uneven at the front. Not enough to be an eyesore, but it still made Damien’s eye twitch. Henry let out a snort of laughter.

“Well done, Cassanova.”

“Who?”

“Someone from one of my books. Never mind,” Henry said with a sigh. “You’re illiterate. I forgot.”

“I’m not illiterate. I just don’t spend my time reading smut.”

“Art.”

“We aren’t getting into this argument again.” Damien studied his hair in the mirror, pursing his lips before throwing his hands up and stalking out. Xil glanced at him, then quickly returned her attention to the book in her lap.

She wasn’t quick enough to hide the tiny flicker of a grin that tugged across her face, though. Damien just sighed.

At least she seems to be getting happier.

“Getting stronger tends to do that for people,” Henry said, rising from within his shadow in a spiral of smoke. It formed into his spherical, tentacled form and gave Damien a smug grin. “And you’ve all been doing a fair bit of that. Who would have thought that Venus was actually a good teacher?”

“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Xil said, shuddering. “She’ll have my head. According to her, she just lets me sit in on her practice sessions. That isn’t technically teaching, and she won’t listen to anything otherwise.”

“But she’s a good teacher?” Damien asked.

“Oh, a great one,” Xil replied with a wide grin. “I’ve learned so much this past month. She’s even shared some of her resources with me. I suppose you really don’t need them once you evolve your Core. She just had a lot of it sitting around that she’s letting me take.”

“Well, if it’s working, I’m glad. Have you thought at all about what you want to do once I leave Mountain Hall? I suppose you could try to talk to Venus about moving to her place, but I doubt you want to stay here.”

Xil pursed her lips and sighed. “I won’t be staying at Mountain Hall, that’s for sure. I’m not welcome here. Even if I was, I hate this school. It’s terrible.”

“You can say that again,” Damien muttered. “But there are a few redeeming people in it.”

“I won’t argue with that. I’m thinking about trying to apply for a transfer,” Xil said. “I keep participating in the advanced class training, and Professor Kat said she’d consider recommending me to another college if I can improve more.”

“Good luck with that,” Damien said. “You’ve been doing pretty well, so I think you’ll get there.”

“You think? I lose against every single one of you whenever we spar.”

“We aren’t good points to compare against,” Damien replied. Even if he didn’t count his Void magic, he was a step ahead of the rest of the advanced class. Quinlan was the closest behind him, with Venus trailing behind her. The other students were above average, but Damien felt like they were considerably weaker than Cheese and Aven. Still, compared to a Year One, the advanced class was an impossible target.

“I guess so,” Xil said. “It’s hard not to compare myself against you when you’re the ones I train against, though.”

“You’ll get a chance to see how far you’ve come soon enough. Then, you’ll probably wish you didn’t,” Damien said. “I’m heading out to do some more physical training.”

“Good luck,” Xil said, waving farewell as he headed out of their room.

Damien set off in a light jog, accelerating into a full run after he felt like he was warmed up enough. Henry floated alongside him, bobbing merrily.

So, it’s been a month since you told me you’d get a full manifestation that wasn’t a little sphere of hatred. When’s that happening?

“Soon,” Henry replied, flicking Damien in the back of the head with a tentacle. “Don’t be impatient. None of the other companions have to go through what I do to make a full manifestation. I could always come out in my true form, you know.”

On second thought, I think I’m more than happy to wait. Good things happen to those who have patience.

“That’s what I thought,” Henry laughed. “At least you’re learning now. Better late than never, I suppose. And I guess it’s your impatience that I have to thank for getting to be here. It would have been quite lame if that never happened.”

Agreed. I can’t imagine having anyone else as a companion. I suppose I’ve got a lot to thank Moon for. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to focus on training. We’re almost at the forest, and I want to impress Sylph when we get to meet next. Maybe I’ll even be able to keep up with her in hand to hand combat.

“Keep dreaming.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



“Hey, wake up. Stop sleeping.”

Something prodded Damien in the side. His eyes shot open, and he bolted upright, only to see Henry’s blobby form floating in front of him. Damien let his breath out in a quiet sigh, turning to squint out the crack at the bottom of the door. There was no light.

“What do you want? Why aren’t we using my mindscape for this?”

“You’ve been using it too much recently,” Henry replied. “And it wouldn’t have been as cool in there. More of the second reason than the first, really.”

“Never could have guessed,” Damien mumbled, licking his lips and shaking his head. He swung his legs out of bed and pulled his coat on, wrapping the scarf around his neck. “What is it? And this better not be something about goats.”

“No goats,” Henry promised. “But we’re going to need to go somewhere were people can’t watch. This is a surprise, after all. It’s more fun if we get to use it multiple times.”

Damien cocked an eyebrow as he strode out the door, closing it gently behind him. He headed out of the mountain made for the secluded peak that Kat had sparred him on weeks ago.

You sound pretty excited. What’s this about?

“Telling would be spoiling.”

It’s your full manifestation, isn’t it?

“Hey! How’d you know that?” Henry floated around to cut Damien off. “That’s no fair! Did you figure out how to read my mind? That shouldn’t be possible. You never studied anything about that. Unless you waited until I was distracted…”

No mind reading. It was just kind of obvious. Have you even been doing anything else these past weeks? It’s literally the only thing you’re working on. You also kind of confirmed it. I was only guessing.

“I— Bah.” Henry crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at Damien. “Now, I do not want to do it.”

Don’t be a sourpuss. You brought me all the way out here, and just because I know what you’re doing doesn’t mean I know what the surprise is. If it’s anything half as cool as Quinlan’s transformation, I think it’ll be more than worth it.

Henry harrumphed. “I’m way cooler than her stupid little lizard. What can it do, anyway? Set itself on fire? Anyone can do that at least once.”

Damien rolled his eyes. Henry complained the rest of the climb up the mountain until they reached the small sparring arena. He walked into the center and raised an expectant eyebrow at Henry.

“We’re alone here, so I guess I’ll talk normally,” Damien said. “Go on, then. Show me!”

“It just feels so lackluster now,” Henry said mournfully. “The wind has left my sails, and my heart is empty.”

They stared at each other.

“You stole that from a smutty novel.”

“I most certainly did not.”

Damien cocked his head to the side.

“Okay, I might have,” Henry admitted. “But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“Are we really going to do this?”

“No, no. I’m getting to it,” Henry said, waving a tentacle dismissively and floating over before. “All right. You ready for this? Behold!”

Henry rose into the air. Crackles of dark energy rippled across his purple flesh as his eyes lit with burning light. A dull hum washed over Damien’s skin, carrying an energy that made his teeth vibrate in his gums.

Then, it vanished, sucked back up into Henry’s body. Damien glanced around, making sure he hadn’t somehow missed it.

“What was that?”

“You’re watching me,” Henry said crossly. “It’s making me nervous.”

Damien’s eye twitched. “You have definitely been reading too many of those novels, Henry. I’m going to have to stage an intervention at this rate. Just show me the damn thing. I want to see it!”

“That’s what the chick in the novel said, too,” Henry said. He cackled at Damien’s expression, then dove into the ground and vanished into Damien’s shadow. Rivers of ice curled through his veins, wrapping up around his legs.

He went stiff as energy coursed through his body, flooding his muscles and covering his skin. Waves of dark energy pulsed off his body as shadowy threads shot out, whipping around his skin and connecting to his clothes.

The mage armor turned black around him in the same way that it typically did when Henry was entering his Battle Manifestation, but it didn’t stop. The cloak stretched out even farther than it had before, and eyes spit open all over it.

Greaves of black metal formed over Damien’s legs, building themselves up to his waist, where a plain chest plate took the place of the cloth armor. Eyes sprouted over it, twitching around before shifting to stare straight ahead.

The shadows continued upward, forming jagged shoulder pads and encasing his arms in the slippery metal.

“Eight Planes,” Damien said, shifting his footing. He couldn’t even feel the weight of the armor. It felt like he was just wearing his normal mage armor. “What is this?”

“Armor,” Henry said, a mouth splitting open in the center of his chest plate. “What did you think it was?”

“Creepy armor,” Damien agreed. “What does it do? It kind of looks like a scarier version of your Battle Manifestation.”

“Oh, this is my new Battle Manifestation,” Henry crowed. “I just wanted to show you this first. The eyes are the same ones I use for my own magic. You haven’t learned that particular spell yet, but I’ll be able to use it while you fight. It should be pretty effective.”

Damien studied himself, wishing he’d brought a mirror of some sort. “It looks intimidating. I like it. Are there other new features?”

“The armor will function like a better version of your mage armor. I can also control more parts of it, so I can do more than annoy people with tentacles during fights. Also, it’s freaking badass.”

“I’ll give you that,” Damien admitted, still trying to get a better look at the rest of Henry’s creation. “Well done. It looks great.”

“Hah. If you’re impressed with this, I’m about to blow your socks off,” Henry said. “You ready for my Full Manifestation? Actually, wait. Ask me some questions. Try to figure out what it is.”

Damien rolled his eyes, but Henry’s enthusiasm was infectious. And, considering his companion had been working on it for so long, it would have been rude not to play along at least a little—so long as Henry didn’t slip in too many sex jokes.

“Considering we were both jealous of Quinlan’s Full Manifestation, is it something big?”

“Not as big as hers,” Henry replied. “But sleeker. More intimidating.”

“That was a given, to be honest,” Damien said. “Everything about you is intimidating to most people. Uh, it’s not a giant eyeball or something, is it?”

“Nope. That sounds lame.”

Damien tried not to let the relief show on his face. “Well, you don’t exactly have a natural form like a dragon would. You’re just a blob of shadowy, brain melting stuff. Did you fashion it after a monster?”

“Something like that,” Henry said. “But not just any monster. It’s one we know. I thought it was fitting.”

“A monster we know?” Damien asked, pursing his lips. “I don’t think we know any monsters. I’ll throw in the towel. Just show me?”

“Very well. Feast your eyes upon the most intimidating Full Manifestation that has ever existed on the Mortal Plane!”

The earth before Damien rippled as his shadow stretched out around him. It lost its form, turning into a circle on the ground around him. Darkness bubbled, curls of ropey energy lifting off it and floating into the air.

Shadows rippled like a pool, gathering in front of Damien as a humanoid form started to take shape. At first, Damien though Henry was just returning to his normal, shadowy figure. That quickly proved to not be the case.

Henry rose to stand several heads above Damien. Instead of the typical shadowy flame that made up his body, this one was solid. Purple light trailed and pulsated along its surface.

The new body was lithe and tall, bordering on malnourished. Henry’s hands ended in long, spindle-like claws. His face was empty, aside from a single, purple tinged eye. It swiveled to look down at Damien as two massive, axe-shaped wings erupted from Henry’s back. Their edges looked as sharp as blades, and there were two thin, ropy lines on each of them.

“Eight Planes,” Damien said, taking a step back despite himself. Henry looked beyond menacing. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought his companion was the monster from a tale told to keep children in line. Henry’s ribcage poked at the edges of his dark, pulsating skin, and the area where his mouth was shifted ever so slightly, as if he were trying to breathe from behind a heavy blanket. “That’s terrifying.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Henry said. His voice layered over itself, reverting to how he had sounded when Damien had first spoken with him. “I’ve gathered the aspects of my true form and tried to bring them out in a way that won’t just end up killing everyone around us—including you.”

Thin bolts of white light rippled within his body before fading away. Henry examined his hand, nodding to himself. “And I think I did a damn good job at it.”

“What can you do?” Damien asked. “Aside from cut things—those fingers look sharp.”

“I’ve got a passive Tear spell running on them,” Henry said, swiping a hand through the ground. His claws carved clean through it without even an ounce of resistance. “But that’s the least of it.”

His wings extended, casting a shadow over Damien. “I’ve got wings, so we can fly now. Much better than Warp Stepping yourself constantly in the same place to hover.”

“Agreed,” Damien said. “You look fairly fast as well.”

“Faster than you, slower than Sylph and Kat,” Henry confirmed, lowering his wings. “But the speed is just a nice little bonus. That wasn’t what I was really going for. As I said, I aimed to get as many aspects of my true form as possible without actually completely revealing it.”

Henry sank into the ground and rose a short distance away from Damien. “I can move through the darkness so long as it’s within my domain—the domain being that ring of shadow I made around you.

He stepped behind Damien and wrapped his arms around the boy’s neck. As soon as his body touched the mage armor, it shimmered and melted, joining into it. Within instants, Henry had completely merged into his body, leaving only the huge wings behind.

“And you’re part of my domain, so I can mesh our bodies together. That means I can give you my wings, among a few other things.”

“Okay, that’s pretty nice. I see you stole that from Quinlan or Kat,” Damien said with a grin.

“Kat,” Henry admitted. “They looked cool. But I made them better. This is the main part of my Full Manifestation—everything else was just secondary.”

He separated from Damien and stretched his right wing out. One of the lines along it shuddered, then peeled open, revealing a pale white eye. A wave of energy pulsed through Damien as the world morphed.

Colors drained away. Rocks bent and the walls danced as his attention was pulled into the center of the eye as if nothing else existed. Damien staggered. His eyes narrowed, and he steeled his resolve. The feeling felt almost familiar. He shook his head, and the strange vision vanished as the world returned to normal.

“Incomprehensibility,” Henry said, letting the eye close once more. “You’re incredibly resistant to it, but most people won’t be. It’ll incapacitate weak opponents completely and cause a fair amount of trouble for stronger ones. It probably won’t do much against someone like Second or other Void creatures, but I think you can see how it would be useful.”

Damien let out a whistle. “Yeah, I can see that. There were two lines on each of your wings—does that mean you’ve got four eyes that do similar things?”

“Yep,” Henry replied with a grin. “Well, something to that effect, anyway. It isn’t perfect yet. I might have gotten a little too excited and jumped the gun on telling you. I’ve only got one of them working, and another is close.”

“Well, what’s the other?”

The other line on Henry’s right wing snapped open. Instead of an eye, there was simply a dark void behind it. A howl filled Damien’s ears as his vision faded and the light on the mountaintop started to vanish. Streamers of energy spiraled into the void. With every passing second, Damien’s vision gave out even more.

There was a pop, and his sight flashed back to normal. Henry flexed his wing and let it drop. “That one’s fun. I’m not using darkness magic—I’m literally absorbing the light, so even people that have ways to see in the dark won’t be able to use them. I can convert that energy as well, but I haven’t gotten it functioning in a way that won’t break your other people’s puny mortal minds on accident.”

“Eight Planes,” Damien said, shaking his head in disbelief. “That’s terrifying. If I didn’t know better, if I saw you standing somewhere, I would assume you were still trying to destroy the world.”

“And it isn’t even fully complete yet,” Henry crowed, striking a pose. “I’m so much cooler than Quinlan’s companion. The last two eyes will be on a completely different level if I can get them working.”

“You going to tell me what they do?”

“Not yet. I don’t know if they work yet, and I might just end up changing their purpose if I can’t make them work how I want them to.”

“That’s fine,” Damien said, walking in a circle around Henry. If he hadn’t seen Henry in his true eldritch form, this would have been without a doubt the most terrifying version of him he’d ever been in the presence of. His skin prickled despite his logic telling him there was nothing to worry about. “I can’t wait to show Sylph this. She’s going to be so impressed. Brilliant job, Henry. Seriously. You must have worked hard on this.”

“I did,” Henry said. “Compliment me more.”

“Nope, that’s all you’re getting,” Damien said with a laugh. “How much do we have to hide this? Is it going to give your true nature away to anyone? Or can we pass it off as something from the Plane of Darkness still?”

“I’ve made sure no Void energy will leak out. We’re totally safe,” Henry said. The shadows surrounding them fell away as his form sloughed away, and he returned to his blobby form. “Can we show off to some Mountain Hall people first? We don’t get to see Sylph for a while, and I’m impatient.”

“Oh, absolutely.” Damien grinned. “I bet Kat will take us up on it. I want to see what you can do against her. Let’s go. It shouldn’t be too long until people start to wake up, and I’m sure she’ll take us up on a little sparring.”


Chapter
Thirty



Kat was definitely willing.

In fact, when Damien approached her that morning to ask if she would be up to testing out a new ability he’d developed, the professor practically dragged him back to the sparring arena.

“Well? What is it?” Kat asked eagerly. “Did you figure out a way to do more with that strange magic of yours? I want to see it!”

“You’re a lot more excited than I thought you would be,” Damien said with a chuckle.

“Of course, I am. Do you know how many students are actually exciting to fight against? I’ll give you a hint. Not many. Half the other professors here are sourpusses, too, so I barely ever get a chance to go all out.”

“Are you implying you’ve gone all out against me?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be able to soon.” Kat rubbed her hands together and licked her lips. “So, let’s see it. Give me a challenge, Damien.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not the one that you’ll be fighting,” Damien said. His grin grew as Kat’s face fell.

“What? I came all this way for nothing?”

Damien’s shadow stretched out and Henry rose from it, taking on his normal humanoid form. “Nothing? I’ll have you know I take offense to that.”

Kat blinked. “Your companion? And wow, he talks and has a humanoid form? That’s an impressive full manifestation, assuming it can do anything.”

“This isn’t his full manifestation,” Damien said. “And that’s what we’d like your help with. We want to see what he can do against a strong opponent.”

“You want me to spar your companion? Without you?”

“Yep.”

Kat pursed her lips. “Damien, that isn’t really a good use of my time. Companions are meant to fight together with their summoners, not on their own. I know you’re excited about your companion’s ability, but there’s only so much a companion can do on their own.”

“Don’t be like that, mini-Delph,” Henry drawled. “Humor us. I promise I’ll be able to make you try at least as hard as you had to against Damien when he was going all out.”

“Oh? And what happens if you can’t?” Kat asked, raising an eyebrow. “You trying to make a bet?”

“Whoa,” Damien said. “Hold on there. I don’t know about—”

“Only if I have something to gain if I impress you, Professor,” Henry said, several mouths splitting open in grins. “There are other strong professors in Mountain Hall. We can just hunt them instead.”

“Hunt? Quite the opinion you’ve got of yourself. What are you, a demon from the Plane of Darkness?”

“Something like that,” Henry said. “I want the best cultivation supplies you can provide.”

“Those are reserved for Mountain Hall students, but I suppose I could make an exception. I doubt Hawk would complain much,” Kat said, cocking her head to the side. “What if you lose and are completely disappointing?"

“Damien will clean your room or something.”

“Wait, what?”

“Hah. Deal,” Kat said. “Cleaning is a pain in the ass. You should have opened with that.”

“I didn’t agree to this,” Damien grumbled, but neither Henry nor Kat responded to him. He sighed and walked to the edge of the arena, sitting down. “Henry, you better not lose.”

“Me? Lose? The word isn’t in my vocabulary,” Henry replied. “You ready, girl?”

“I am a fully grown woman not a girl,” Kat growled, her red wings unfurling from her back.

“Not to me,” Henry replied. “Try to make this fun for me. Damien doesn’t let me play around much.”

A pool of shadow expanded from his feet, covering the center of the arena. Henry’s body burst into motes of shadow and reassembled. Long, slender legs and lanky arms formed as his gaunt form stitched itself into being.

Damien had expected it to be less intimidating in the daylight, but he was sorely mistaken. Henry’s lanky arms hung low by his sides, his jagged fingertips nearly scraping the ground.

As his axe-shaped wings rose into the air, casting a shadow over Kat, she took a step back before she could stop herself. Henry’s featureless face scrunched, as if he were smiling behind a tight blanket.

“Seven Planes,” Kat said, her eyes wide. “What are you?”

Henry sank into the pool of shadow beneath him, his laughter echoing even after he was gone. “Don’t lose your nerve, Professor. We haven’t even started yet.”

Kat’s eyes narrowed, and the fear vanished, replaced by practiced determination. She dropped into a fighting stance, waiting for Henry to strike. He didn’t make her wait long.

His hand rose from the dark, pointed fingers reaching for Kat’s leg. She blurred, vanishing before he could get close. The hand vanished and Henry reappeared behind Kat, reaching for her again.

They flitted around the shadow circle for several seconds in a game of Kat and mouse. While the professor was considerably faster than Henry, he seemed to be able to reappear anywhere within the circle once he was completely submerged within it, locking them in a stalemate. Damien couldn’t even keep up with their movements. There were just constant flickers and splashes of shadow.

After a few seconds, Kat stepped out of the circle, completely unharmed. It only covered the center of the arena, so she had considerable space to maneuver around it without leaving the bounds of their fighting zone.

Henry pulled himself out of the darkness, covering a yawn. He hadn’t taken any hits either. “You do a lot of running.”

“But you don’t do much catching,” Kat said with a smirk. “You’re slower than I am.”

“Point in your favor,” Henry admitted, studying his pointed nails. “You really are fast. I hope you’ve got more than that, though.”

Kat cracked her neck. “You’re going to have to be a lot more impressive if you want more than this.”

Henry’s wings extended to their full size, casting a long shadow over the ground and Kat. One of the lines on his right wing twitched and pulled open, revealing the eye behind it. Even though the attack wasn’t targeted at him, Damien staggered as a thrum of energy slammed into him.

He brought his mental resistance to bear as the world shuddered and warped. Even as prepared as he was, Damien couldn’t convince his mind that the world wasn’t starting to fall apart at the seams.

Purple light slipped through cracks in reality, and chunks of the ground crumbled and fell away into the endless void opening beneath their feet. Kat launched herself into the air, Ether curling around her body defensively.

She dodged to and fro, seemingly at random. After a moment, Damien realized she was likely seeing illusions that he’d managed to suppress. Henry watched the results of his spell for a few moments, then snapped his wings downward, launching himself into the air.

The illusion wavered at the movement. Kat spun, her eyes focusing on Henry, but he was already on top of her. His claws scored across her chest plate, and Ether flared around the two of them. Kat blurred, reappearing behind Henry and slamming a fist into his back.

He rocketed into the ground and hit the ring of shadow in the center of the arena, sinking into it without a trace. Laughing, Henry rose once more, the eye on his right wing still open. Kat gritted her teeth, raising a hand to her head as she struggled to keep his influence out.

“You’re holding out better than I thought you would,” Henry called. “Do you have training against mental intrusion?”

“Delph and his companion taught me a lot,” Kat replied through gritted teeth, lowering her gaze to meet his face. “But this is nothing like what—”

She hissed and dropped from the air, slamming to the ground with a groan. Curls of Henry’s Ether floated around her body, growing in number.

“What is this?”

“Careful now,” Henry warned. “Stare too deep into the abyss and something might look back. Delph taught you how to resist a human mental intrusion. I am not human.”

The eye on Henry’s wing snapped closed. Kat shot back to her feet and launched at Henry. Still chuckling, he sank into the shadows, vanishing as her hand passed through the air where he’d been an instant before.

He reappeared on the far side of the ring, the second line on his right wing snapping open in the process. Damien cursed as light and color twisted into a maelstrom, vanishing into the devouring abyss in Henry’s wing.

His smug laughter was cut short as a loud smack echoed through the air.

“I don’t need to see you to fight you,” Kat said from somewhere in the darkness. Damien squinted, but it was pointless. All he could see was black. He sighed, straining his ears as hard as he could to try and pick up what was happening.

All his efforts gave him was aggressive scuffling against the sand and the occasional crash of magic. Then, as abruptly as the light had vanished, it roared back into being. Henry and Kat stood across from each other, both covered in scores and cuts.

Kat was breathing heavily, and one of her wings had been completely cut off. Henry was riddled with dozens of small cuts, but none of them looked serious.

“Incredible,” Kat breathed, spinning out of the way as Henry brought his claws raking toward her shoulder. “This might be the most powerful student Full Manifestation I’ve ever seen.”

“I am pretty great,” Henry agreed, flicking some blood from his claws. “But I’m still taking offense. Only the most powerful amongst the students?”

“You’re putting up a fight, but you haven’t pushed me to my limit,” Kat replied. “Be happy that you’re strong enough to cause me trouble on your own. Once you and Damien get stronger, you’ll be unstoppable. You’re just a little too limited to close range.”

Henry’s wings folded back to their resting positions. “Ah. Well, this was a fun little test. I’ve got some things I’m going to need to fix, I’m afraid. What a bother.”

“You admit defeat, then?” Kat asked, not letting her guard down in the slightest. She shifted from foot to foot as she watched Henry, waiting for the first sign of movement. “Because you’re impressive, but you didn’t beat me.”

“Nothing of the sort,” Henry replied, raising his hands into the air. Dozens of motes of dark Ether twisted into reality around them, forming into floating eyes. They peeled open, turning their gazes toward Kat. “I was just done playing with my new toys. I only just figured those out, after all. Isn’t that fascinating? I made them myself, you know. But, for now, I suppose I’ll have to go back to what I know. Start dancing, Professor.”

Beams of purple light ripped out of several of the eyes and cut through the air, cleaving through the ground. Kat flickered, her eyes going wide as she reappeared. Damien couldn’t be certain, but it felt like the attack had gotten far closer to catching her than the others.

Henry swept his hand in a wide arc. Tendrils erupted around him in every direction, rapidly expanding until they filled nearly a quarter of the arena. Kat vanished from view, only reappearing for mere instants at a time as they shot out at her.

Damien grimaced as he felt his Ether reserves start to strain. Henry was still limited by Damien’s strength, and his companion was using a fair amount of magic. He still had some left, but it wouldn’t last long at the rate Henry was wasting it.

“Relax, Damien,” Henry called. “Get that look off your face. I’m just having fun.”

“Pay attention to your opponent,” Kat yelled, appearing behind Henry and driving a fist into his back and blowing a huge hole through his chest. His body split down the middle, and Kat launched herself into the air before a dozen tentacles slammed into the spot where she’d been standing.

Henry reformed, drawing the writhing mass of tendrils back into him. Kat hovered in the air, watching him warily. The eyes Henry had formed still tracked her every move, but no more attacks had fired from them since the first.

“There are so many options,” Henry complained. “I don’t know which one to use! What do you think, Damien? Cool lasers? Forgotten magic? I don’t know!”

Kat’s eyes narrowed. Red magic crackled across her body, and her hair rose around her, electrified. “You aren’t taking this seriously. You’ve got quite the ego, companion.”

“Oooh, are you getting serious?” Henry asked, clapping his hands. “Unfortunately, I don’t feel like fighting anymore. I already tested what I want to.”

“You don’t get to—”

Henry snapped his fingers. Damien staggered as an enormous amount of Ether flooded through his body and into Henry. Hundreds of eyes formed in the air around Kat. She raised her hands to defend herself.

Instead of beams of light, they detonated. Whirlpools of jagged black energy filled the air, and Damien recognized miniature Tears flitting through the sky. It was like Henry had cast dozens of Storm spells at once.

He flicked his fingers and dismissed the magic. Kat’s armor had been carved to pieces.

“You still weren’t taking me seriously,” Henry said, clicking his tongue. “Should have used your Full Manifestation instead of that half-assed Combat one. Oh, well. My win.”

Kat dropped to the ground, awe etched across her face as she studied her ruined armor. “I don’t believe it. You might have actually killed me if you didn’t stop those spells.”

“You’re welcome.”

“What magic was that?” Kat exclaimed, running over to him. “How did you do it? How can you channel so much Ether and concentrate on that number of individual spells? This is incredible! You’re a marvel of nature! Are there other creatures like you?”

Damien shook his head. For a moment, he’d thought she might have gotten mad. He certainly hadn’t expected her to start gushing over Henry.

Henry’s body fell apart as he returned to his spherical form and shot back to Damien. “Whoa, back up. No touching the tentacles. You don’t get to ask questions, Professor. You lost. If you wanted to get something out of me, you should have tried.”

Kat crossed her arms and pouted like a child. “That’s no fair. Why would I ever expect that a student’s companion would be that powerful? It would have been overkill to try against you.”

“Which is why I made that bet,” Henry said cheerfully. “Thanks for the win. I’ll be more than happy to take you on for real in a few months, once I’ve gotten my new toys working better. Evidently, they only do so much against an experienced opponent.”

Kat’s face lost its glow and grew serious. She walked up to Damien, but her eyes were transfixed on Henry. “No. Actually, they’re probably far more effective than you think.”

“What do you mean?” Damien asked.

“Damien, Delph trained me against all forms of mental attacks, not just ones from humans. I spent years specifically learning to fend them off. Everything about my body is optimized to make sure nobody can affect it. The fact that Henry was able to do so much damage to me with an illusionary spell—you can’t use this against any other students. Do you understand? You might legitimately stop their heart and kill them.”

Henry burst into laughter. “Like a rabbit? Dying of fright? Oh, that would be a sight.”

Kat’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry?”

“We’d never do anything of the sort,” Damien said, giving Henry a sharp glance. “Apologies, Professor. Henry is a bit insane if you haven’t noticed. Luckily, he follows what I tell him to do.”

“Every word,” Henry said, somehow keeping a straight face. “I’m a good companion. I’d never disobey Damien. No chance.”

Kat sighed. “Somehow, I don’t believe that in the slightest. Don’t give me a reason to become your enemy, Damien. I like you, but I need to protect my students.”

“Don’t worry,” Damien promised. “I’m not Mountain Hall’s enemy. Not unless they make me into one.”

“I think we’ll be doing everything possible to avoid that,” Kat muttered. “This was quite the wake up call. I did not expect to actually lose. Granted, I think I still would have won if I’d fought with my true strength, but it would not have been easy. What kind of monster will you be in a few years?”

Damien wanted the answer to that himself. Kat stared at them for a few more moments, then shook her head. “I’ve got a class to get to. You’ll get your supplies, Henry. For that matter, why do you even need them? Damien’s Core has already evolved, hasn’t it?”

“They’re not for Damien,” Henry replied with a cackle. “Deliver them to our room. Thanks for the spar. I look forward to beating you again next time.”

Kat clicked her tongue. “We’ll see about that.”

She vanished. Damien waited a few moments, then let out a slow whistle. “That was something, Henry. Imagine what we can do when we’re actually fighting together.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“One thing. How hard were you actually going? Was that all out?”

Henry turned to give him a side-eye. “No. It was just a little more than half.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



While Damien and Henry were training in the art of combat, Sylph was having a considerably more difficult time determining what eligible bachelor was the best match for the princess she’d once been meant to kill.

She groaned, running her hands through her hair as she studied the notes she’d drafted over the past few days. Sylph wasn’t even sure why she was trying so hard to help Yui. Her own training had suffered as a result, but something wouldn’t let her stop.

Perhaps it was the genuine sincerity in Yui’s voice when she’d asked for Sylph’s help. Maybe it was the traces of regret Sylph still felt from what her job had once been. She wasn’t sure, and so she found herself poring over a list of men she had no interest in in the middle of the night.

She’d managed to narrow the options down to three people, but none of them were really that interesting in her eyes. The first was Gabe, a large boy from the Starcaller House. They were a little smaller than the Grays in terms of political power, but their mages were considered top notch.

From the few hours she’d spent studying Gabe from afar, the boy seemed kind enough—for a noble. He stood a head taller than Yui and was equal parts fat and muscle, with a round face and a thick head of hair.

Unfortunately, he was also obsessed with his retainers. Sylph was far from an expert in romance, but she was fairly sure Gabe was in a relationship with all three of the students who followed him around. Either that or he was the touchiest man she’d ever seen.

Sylph doubted Yui was interested in a polygamous relationship, so that made Gabe slightly less than an ideal choice. Her eyes drifted to her next target.

A thin boy by name of Riker, of House Whitecastle. He had sharp eyes and a short, pointed nose. He wasn’t particularly attractive, and his noble house was fairly weak compared to many of the other students attending Kingsfront.

He was, however, an incredibly talented duelist. His footwork and swordsmanship matched and possibly exceeded Mark’s. Of course, it would have been too easy if that was the end of it. Riker was also obsessed with his swords, and Sylph had observed him whispering lovingly to them multiple times.

She sighed and shook her head, pushing that paper aside as well and glancing at the last target. A blonde, square-jawed student by the name of Carson. He was muscular and fairly popular, with some sort of fire magic that he used to enhance his strikes.

Of the candidates, Carson was the most eligible. She hadn’t observed him doing anything completely obscene, and he was friendly with almost everyone he knew. There was only one large problem Sylph could find with him—she couldn’t find any information about his noble house. There wasn’t a single scrap of information in the library records, and none of her teachers seemed to know either.

There was one more thing that Sylph had learned, and it poked in the back of her mind like a splinter. Nearly every single student in Kingsfront was a noble. That was common knowledge. However, Year One students were assigned at random.

It wasn’t that hard to guess that Kingsfront rigged things to make sure they got the students they wanted, of course. Nobles didn’t play by the rules. Sylph had expected that. What she didn’t understand was why Nolan and Reena had landed at Blackmist.

The more she researched the noble houses, the more she realized the Grays were powerful. There was absolutely no reason they’d have ended up anywhere other than Kingsfront—unless someone had set things up purposely so they wouldn’t.

She couldn’t think of any reason why someone would do that, though. Sylph sighed and filed away the thought. It was something she could try to figure out later when she didn’t have bigger problems on her plate.

Sylph pushed her chair back and stood. She’d spent far too much time on this already. It was time to figure things out by taking a page out of Henry’s book. She slipped out of her dorm room through the window.

Her back rippled as eight grayish-green spiderlike appendages emerged from it. She scuttled down the side of the tall building, jumping when she was close enough to the ground and landing with a soft thump.

The extra limbs retracted back into her back, and she set off through the night, making for a square building across the large garden she was currently striding through—the boy’s dorms. She’d already tailed Carson on a previous night, so she knew where he lived, but she hadn’t been quite this desperate at the time.

Sylph reached the beautifully carved marble wall and the spider legs shot back out of her back. She effortlessly scaled the wall, counting windows off until she reached the appropriate one. The room was dark. Repressing another sigh, she rapped on the window.

There were a few seconds of silence. Then, a lantern clicked on, bathing the room in faint light. Shadows danced across the wall as someone shifted around in it. Sylph nearly groaned in disappointment. If she’d actually been an assassin, he would have already been dead with the amount of noise he was making.

She rapped on the window again. A few seconds passed before Carson’s wide eyes poked over the edge. They widened as he came face to face to her, and he stumbled back, repressing a curse. He was wearing a nightgown, and his hair stuck out in every direction. Sylph cocked an eyebrow and nodded at the window.

Carson gaped at her, then slowly reached out and unlatched it.

“Who are you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Sylph replied, effortlessly sliding through the gap. Her extra limbs sank back into her skin, vanishing and leaving nothing but several holes in the back of her shirt.

Carson’s room was surprisingly plain compared to most of the nobles she’d known. There was a single portrait of Carson and what Sylph assumed to be his family on a wooden dresser across from his bed. His desk piled high with papers, and an old quill and pen sat askew beside them.

“Excuse me?” Carson hedged. “What are you doing in my room?”

“Sorry,” Sylph said, shaking her head. “We needed to talk. Do you have a girlfriend?”

Carson’s eyes widened, and he choked. “What?”

“That came out wrong,” Sylph said, massaging her forehead. “I’m not interested in you.”

“Then, why did you climb through my window in the middle of the night and ask me if I’ve got a girlfriend?” Carson asked, baffled.

“I’m doing it for someone else.”

Carson blinked. “Someone else?”

“Just answer the question, please.”

“No, I don’t,” Carson said, squinting at Sylph. He glanced at the window. “Is this some sort of joke? And can you tell me who you are? I don’t recognize you.”

“I’m a transfer student,” Sylph said, tapping her foot impatiently. “My name is Sylph, but that really isn’t important. What noble house are you from?”

Carson’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms. “Why does that matter? What’s your actual goal? Are you trying to rob me or something?”

“What? No. If I was trying to rob you, I wouldn’t have woken you up first.”

“I— Yeah, I guess you wouldn’t have,” Carson admitted. “So, why are you here?”

“I just told you.”

“There’s no way you think I’m actually going to believe that,” Carson said. “Do you even realize how ridiculous this sounds?”

Sylph scrunched her nose. “Not really. It’s just a question. It wouldn’t be that weird if it wasn’t the middle of the night, would it?”

“Yes, it would! Nobody asks someone out for someone else. What are we, twelve?”

“I don’t see what our age has to do with this,” Sylph said. “And you still haven’t answered my question.”

“Nor do I plan to,” Carson said. “Why should I tell some stranger what noble house I’m part of? Especially one who sneaks through my window in the middle of the night?”

“Because I have a knife?” Sylph offered, a dark blade flashing into her hand. She laughed at Carson’s stricken expression and tossed the blade away, letting it fade into shadows before it hit the ground. “I’m just kidding. If I was trying to kill you, you’d already be dead. I don’t have much to work with here, you know. I’m just trying to get this over with.”

“I do not think I’ve ever been more confused in my entire life,” Carson said, taking a step back. “Why exactly do you need to know this about me?”

“I’m trying to find a suitable suitor for someone, and they can’t do it themselves,” Sylph replied. “I’ve gone through dozens of nobles in this school, and most of them are either insane or pompous assholes.”

“I suppose I should take that as a compliment,” Carson said slowly. “And that somehow led you to me?”

“Unfortunately,” Sylph said. “Trust me, I want to be here even less than you want me here.”

“I very much doubt that,” Carson said, glancing down at his nightclothes. “Suppose I believe your reason and pretend like it isn’t the worst excuse I’ve ever heard. You need to know my noble house because this person is of a rank who can’t marry too far downward?”

“That’s correct,” Sylph said. “And she can’t look herself because of her peers.”

“Well, who is it?”

“I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you that. I think this is meant to be a secret.”

“So, you can’t tell me who you’re evaluating me for?” Carson asked. “What if I don’t like them?”

Sylph stopped dead in her tracks. “Oh. I didn’t even think about that.”

“You didn’t even— What? How? Shouldn’t that be the first thing that comes to your mind when it comes to trying to matchmake for someone?” Carson asked, his mouth falling slightly open.

“I’m not very good at this,” Sylph said with a sigh. “Seven Planes, this was a mistake. I don’t know why she asked me of all people to do this.”

“Not the romantic type, huh?” Carson asked, starting to relax slightly.

“Not particularly,” Sylph replied, rubbing her chin as she tried to figure out what steps to take next. “I kind of stumbled into my current relationship, but it worked pretty well. I was thinking the same thing would work again for my…friend.”

“There was a bit of hesitation at the end there,” Carson said suspiciously. “Wait, you’re in a relationship?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re sneaking into other guy’s bedrooms in the middle of the night?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t see how that would be a problem?”

“No,” Sylph replied with a frown. “Why would it? He’d understand when I gave him context.”

Carson stared at her. “You’re being serious, aren’t you? About all of this.”

“Of course, I am,” Sylph said, baffled. “Why would I lie? That seems like a horrendous waste of time.”

Carson sat on his bed, still staring at her in shock. “So, there’s some eligible bachelorette who, what, hired you to find them a boyfriend?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Sylph said.

“And you’ve chosen me? Based on what?”

“I wouldn’t say I’ve already chosen you,” Sylph replied. “Especially since you pointed out that you have to like each other. I didn’t remember that part. There were some other nobles I was looking at as well. I just don’t think they’d be very good matches.”

“And I am?”

“Well, you don’t seem like a psychopath,” Sylph said. “That puts you a league ahead of the vast majority of your competition.”

Carson snorted. He stood back up and walked into his closet, closing the door. Clothes ruffled around for a minute before he walked back out, now wearing proper attire.

“This is the strangest visit I’ve ever gotten,” Carson said. “I don’t think I’m going to be going back to sleep with much success.”

“Sorry,” Sylph said. “I was getting impatient waiting. I’ve got things I need to take care of.”

“Well, I’m sorry to trouble you,” Carson said. “You couldn’t find my noble house because I’m not a noble.”

“What? Seriously? Several teachers confirmed you were.”

Carson snorted. “Only in the barest sense. I’m a distant descendant of House Weinford. They’re a minor group of nobles at the edge of the kingdom near the frontlines. My status as a noble is tenuous at best. It’s only through sheer luck and a sizable donation that I was able to attend Kingsfront.”

Sylph pursed her lips. “I see.”

“So, if your friend is anyone of any real ranking, I don’t think they’d be particularly interested,” Carson finished. “And, with all due respect, I’ve got no interest in committing myself to someone I’ve never met. Especially if their method is sending strange women through my window in the middle of the night.”

“Actually, this wasn’t her idea,” Sylph said, glancing back out the window and chewing her lower lip. “Well, the finding-a-boyfriend part was. The window thing was all me.”

“I see,” Carson said dryly. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

Sylph tapped her foot against the ground. If Carson’s noble lineage was really this tenuous, it probably wasn’t exactly what Yui was looking for. He seemed like a nice enough boy, but was she really trying to get Yui in massive trouble with her mother?

A tiny grin tugged at the corners of Sylph’s lips. In the end, wasn’t it more important to like your spouse than for them to be of noble lineage? She couldn’t have cared less about Damien’s background, even if he was Stormsword’s son.

“Actually, this might still work,” Sylph said. “You’re still a noble, even if the tie isn’t that strong. We can work with this.”

“Wait, what?” Carson asked.

“It can’t hurt to just meet her, could it?” Sylph asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“You want me to go meet some strange noble girl you won’t tell me anything about?” Carson asked. “You have to understand how much this sounds like a poorly planned out kidnapping attempt.”

Sylph sighed. She grabbed his desk and lifted the entire thing a foot into the air before setting it back down carefully and turning back to him. “Trust me. If I was trying to kidnap you, I wouldn’t have wasted this much time.”

Carson swallowed. “Was that a spell? I didn’t sense any Ether moving around you.”

“No. That was just my normal strength. Do you want to meet her or not? I won’t force you, although it would make things a lot easier on me. There’s always a chance she won’t care about the fact that you aren’t a high noble, and you could make a connection that lasts a lifetime.”

“That sounds rehearsed.”

“Sorry. I read it in a book. It did sound good, though, didn’t it?”

“Not particularly,” Carson replied. He swallowed. “Is there something…wrong with this girl? Why does she need you to find someone for her?”

“She looks perfectly fine, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Sylph replied. “And she’s no more awful than any other noble. Make a decision already. Can I take you to meet her or not? If not, I’m going to have to go hunt down one of those other nobles and try them. Maybe the one obsessed with his swords.”

“What, Riker?” Carson shuddered. “Not him. I’ve seen him kissing the hilt of his sword before. He’s not right in the head.”

“Then, you know what options I’ve got to deal with,” Sylph said, crossing her arms. “Yes or no?”

Carson opened his mouth. Then, he closed it and stared at Sylph for a few moments.

“I might be insane, but fine. I’m curious now. When are we meeting her? I suppose I’ll have to get ready and—”

“Now,” Sylph replied. “I was serious when I said I had better things to do. Hold on.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



She opened the window and slipped back out, extending a hand to Carson. He stared at it, then slowly reached out and took it. Sylph’s spider legs shot back out of her back, latching onto the stone.

Carson’s eyes widened as she pulled him out the window and carried him down the side of the building. She set him down when they were on the ground, then started back toward her dorm. She’d already memorized Yui’s room as well, so she could take care of this whole debacle before the night was over.

“What kind of magic is that?” Carson whispered, jogging to keep up with her.

“No talking. I don’t want to get caught,” Sylph replied as they reached the girls’ dorm. She grabbed Carson by the back of his shirt and clambered up the wall. He gaped up at her, the protests dead before they could reach his lips.

Sylph passed her own room on the way up to the top row where Yui lived. Even though there were several windows, the entire thing was just one large penthouse. She’d scouted it a day ago just in case a scenario like this arose.

She knocked on the window that she knew led into Yui’s bedroom. There were faint runes lining it on both sides that none of the other rooms had. It didn’t surprise Sylph that the princess had better defenses than everyone else, but it did mean she didn’t dare just force her way into the room.

Sylph knocked on the window again, louder this time. Carson winced.

“Are you sure she’s here?” he hissed. “What if someone spots us? This feels very against the rules!”

“It’s her room. Now, be quiet.”

A light flicked on in the room.

“It’s me,” Sylph hissed, not daring to raise her voice much. She was confident she could get away if someone spotted them, but it probably wouldn’t have been a good look if she abandoned Carson to a patrolling teacher. “Let me in.”

“Sylph?” Yui asked, her voice muffled and drowsy. The curtains in front of the window ruffled, and there was a click as the princess unlatched the window. “What are you doing here at this time of night?”

Sylph slipped inside, dragging Carson along with her. She set him down, retracting her legs and closing the window. “Bringing you a visitor.”

Yui gaped at her. The princess wore a silken nightdress that was only a few steps above being see-through. It was probably worth more than what most people made in a year, but it fit in perfectly with the rest of the extravagant room.

It was like the polar opposite of Carson’s lodgings. The bedroom itself was easily two times larger than his, with a huge, plush bed covered with comfy sheets and several stuffed animals—one of which wore a yellow, knitted cap.

Carson made a noise like a mouse that had just come face to face with a very hungry cat. He scrambled until his back bumped against the wall.

“Sylph?” Yui asked, her mouth hanging open. “Am I dreaming? What are you doing in my room with a random boy?”

“Fulfilling your request,” Sylph replied, pulling the curtain shut just in case someone had noticed the lights in the room turn on. “Here you go.”

“I— What?” Yui rubbed her eyes and gave Carson a double take. Her cheeks turned bright red, and she sprinted into her closet. After several bumps, she emerged wearing a shirt and pants that also somehow managed to look ludicrously expensive despite being completely plain. “I can’t believe you.”

Carson still sat in the corner, stammering and mumbling words incoherently under his breath. Sylph pulled him to his feet and gestured to him. “Here.”

“Here what?” Yui hissed. “You dragged a boy into my room in the middle of the night? Are you actually insane?”

“I didn’t want to deal with your posse of guards,” Sylph replied. “You told me to find someone suitable. He said he couldn’t date someone without getting to know them, which made sense. So, I brought him here. Problem solved.”

Yui stared at Sylph like she was turning into a monster. Then, her eyes flicked to Carson. She cleared her throat, her cheeks still flushed a bright red.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think Sylph would kidnap someone for me.”

“Y-you’re the princess!” Carson said, desperately glancing around for any way out.

“So I am.” Yui sighed and ran a hand through her hair. She paused, then grabbed a hand mirror from a dresser and looked at her reflection. She groaned. “Seven Planes, it looks like I just got hit by a bolt of lightning. Sylph, couldn’t you have at least warned me before you brought someone? Look at me! I’m the princess! I can’t be seen like this.”

“Why not? You’re just a person in the end,” Sylph replied, squinting at Yui. “And if you’re going to date someone, don’t you think they’re going to see something like that? Seems like a stupid reason. Just skip the part where you dance around with all the stupid noble courting stuff and actually get to know each other.”

“That’s not how it’s done!” Yui snapped. “How would you like it if your first meeting with someone was when you were half-naked?”

“Well, Damien stripped me and stabbed me in the heart only a little while after we met,” Sylph said, glancing up and scratching her chin. “It was a little awkward, but he forgave me.”

“He forgave you?” Carson asked, finding his words and gaping at her. “What? How does that make any sense?”

“Don’t ask,” Yui said, throwing her hands up. “Sylph and Damien aren’t human. There’s something seriously wrong with both of them, so they’re perfect for each other.”

Carson froze. “Damien? Wait. Sylph—you were the winners of the tournament!”

“Yeah,” Sylph replied. “Does that matter?”

“I— You know what, I suppose it doesn’t,” Carson said, rubbing his forehead. “You’re terrifying.”

“She is,” Yui agreed, sharing a knowing glance with Carson. “If I had literally any other option, I would have gone with it. Unfortunately, I didn’t.”

“You’re welcome,” Sylph said dryly. “I’m glad you appreciate my efforts. I didn’t just waste several days poring over which worthless noble was the best fit for you.”

“Why did you ask Sylph to do this?” Carson asked carefully, choosing each word like it might be his last. “I mean, you’re the princess, aren’t you? No offense. Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Yui replied, flopping down on her bed with a sigh. “You can talk freely. It’s not like this can go much worse. I’ve got a group of people assigned by my mother who follow me around. If they discovered that I was trying to marry someone for any reason other than bettering the kingdom, it wouldn’t go well.”

Carson gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. That sounds really stressful.”

“It comes with the role,” Yui said with a shrug. “It works like that for all nobles, to a degree.”

“Not me,” Carson said, looking up at the ceiling. “My family couldn’t care less what I do. I can’t really try to court anyone here, though. My standing in my family is far too low, and no noble is going to want to marry into my family. I’m sorry for wasting both of your time.”

“He’s still a noble,” Sylph pointed out. “Carson is part of House Weinford, but he’s not a direct descendant.”

“I don’t understand how you came to me as the choice to match with the princess,” Carson muttered. “I’m barely a noble. I should have been the last place you looked.”

“You aren’t main branch?” Yui asked, cocking her head to the side. “And you still got into Kingsfront?”

“It occasionally happens. I scored well enough on the tests, and my dad used some favors to get me in.”

“That’s still a fairly impressive achievement. You’ve been here since Year One, haven’t you?”

Carson nodded.

“There aren’t many people who can get into Kingsfront without transferring if they aren’t a direct line noble,” Yui said.

“See?” Sylph asked. “And he’s still technically a noble. That means it hits your requirements. Isn’t someone who earned their place a better choice than the guy that likes talking to his sword?”

“Is she always like this?” Carson asked Yui.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen her do something romantic before, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her do something without putting her all into it. I guess I should have expected something like this,” Yui admitted. “But I really didn’t have much choice. I’m sorry you got dragged into this.”

“Well, it’s certainly been interesting,” Carson said carefully. “I didn’t think my life would ever lead to this particular sequence of events.”

“Neither did I,” Yui said. They both turned to look at Sylph.

“What?”

“She’s a lost cause,” Carson said.

“Completely lost,” Yui agreed. “She’s lucky Damien is somehow just as dense as she is.”

Sylph rolled her eyes. “Well, you two have fun. My job is done.”

“Wait, what?” Carson asked.

Sylph unlatched the window. “It takes time to get to know someone, you know.”

“Sylph, stop!” Yui started for her, but Sylph had already slipped out the window. She snickered to herself as she slid down the wall and returned to her own room through the window, latching it behind her.

That was one problem solved. Now, she could get back to training. If she didn’t, Damien was going to get too far ahead of her. Sylph grinned to herself and slipped into bed, settling in for a restful night of sleep. It was the only proper reward for a job well done, after all.
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Sylph woke up the following morning with a sense of satisfaction that she hadn’t felt in a while. It took her a moment to realize that it was stemming from aiding Yui in her situation. In her years, she hadn’t been able to do much for anyone. She’d been completely focused on surviving.

The first person that she’d ever really done something selflessly for was Damien, and that was only after he’d helped her first. She nodded to herself.

Helping people feels pretty good. Once I’m stronger, I should do more of it.

Sylph went around her room, getting ready for the day before glancing outside. The sun was still just barely rising over the horizon, and she didn’t have any classes for at least a few hours.

I guess I should check on Yui. That would be the polite thing to do, right?

Sylph’s body rippled and faded as she activated her camouflage. She opened her window and climbed out, easily scaling the wall up to Yui’s room. The window was still open, so she pushed the curtains out of the way and poked her head in.

Yui and Carson were sitting on the princess’ bed, talking in low voices. Sylph went to drop her camouflage, then paused. If they were still talking to each other, that meant things might have been actually working out. Interrupting them probably wasn’t a good idea. After all, if they didn’t, there was a chance Yui would try to get her to find someone else. A grin flickered across her face, and she slipped back out the window, returning to her own room.

There was a lot of training she had to catch up on, after all. There was no point wasting any more time if she’d already accomplished the task Yui had given her. Sylph sat on her bed and started to meditate, focusing on connecting with Human, her namesake companion. She was pretty confident they could still improve their connection and get a better Full Manifestation, and she planned to get it mastered by the time she next met Damien.

While Sylph started to practice, several floors up in Yui’s room, the princess and Carson were desperately trying to figure out a good way to get him back to his own lodgings without somehow informing everyone in the building that she’d had a nighttime visitor. If Sylph had been there, despite their growing panic about getting discovered, she would have seen the smiles on each of their faces.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



A month passed. Kat’s class had several more training sessions, but Damien only participated in some of them. To his great amusement, Xil ended up in more of them than he did.

She and Venus spent more and more time together, training their magic. Henry donated all the resources Kat had lost to him to Xil. With their aid, she was able to reach and evolve her Core after just a few more weeks.

Venus watched over her during her evolution, claiming that she was only interested in making sure all the hours she’d ‘invested’ on training the other girl wouldn’t be lost. Damien hadn’t seen her since due to his intensifying training regimen, but Quinlan told him Xil had been successful in evolving her Core.

His control over the Void continued to improve, as did his ability to fight together with Henry’s Full Manifestation. Kat seemed to grow more distracted with every passing week and, by the end of the month, she was clearly only half paying attention to classes.

“It’s about time, don’t you think?” Henry asked Damien one morning as he got out of bed. They’d spent the night in his mindscape, training, but his progress was starting to slow down once again.

“Time for what?” Damien asked.

“You’re reaching the end of what normal training is going to do for you. You need some real fights again,” Henry replied, his little blobby form popping out of Damien’s shadow. “And I think we’ve gotten a lot of what Mountain Hall has to teach us.”

Damien grunted. “Can’t say I disagree. I don’t care for the school much, but I’ve come to appreciate some of the students here. You have, too.”

“Bah. Don’t put it like that.” Henry gagged. “I just felt pity for their pathetic existence.”

“Sure you did,” Damien said. He paused, a small grin crossing his face. “I’d love to see Sylph again, though.”

“Ugh. I’m going to go have to bother the goats again, aren’t I?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Damien replied, warming to the idea even more. He’d spent far too much time here. “Don’t pretend like you aren’t looking forward to that. Do you think we could get Mountain Hall to excuse us early so I can go to Kingsfront?”

“I don’t think they’re going to say no to much of what you ask,” Henry replied. “Kat’s on your side, and Hawk just doesn’t want Mountain Hall to look any more pathetic than it already has.”

Damien strode out of his room. The sun had still yet to rise in the sky. Night blanketed the sharp mountains surrounding the school. Kat’s class probably wouldn’t start for at least another hour, but they’d been meeting early to get extra training in.

He reached the arena a few minutes later. Kat was supposed to arrive about thirty minutes ago, which meant she was probably just about to—

“Ah, Damien,” Kat said, walking up behind him. “Glad to see you’re on time.”

“Likewise,” Damien replied dryly. “You do realize I’ve just started giving you a time that’s half an hour before when I actually show up myself, right?”

“Hey, if it works.” Kat shrugged, not embarrassed by her inability to show up on time in the slightest. “What are we working on today? More physical combat training?”

“No,” Damien replied. “Actually, I don’t want to train at all today. I had something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

Kat arched an eyebrow. “I was worrying about this. I’m not interested in guys younger than me, sorry.”

Damien choked. “What? No, not that.”

“Oh,” Kat said, scrunching her nose. “Damn. What was it, then?”

“Why would you even think— Never mind,” Damien said, shaking his head. “I’m thinking about visiting Kingsfront. I think I’ve gotten what I wanted to from Mountain Hall.”

“Interesting. You think we’ve got nothing else to teach you?”

“I’m sure there’s probably still something,” Damien replied. “But I’m not improving at the rate I was when I get here. I need a bigger challenge, and the Corruption concerns me. I haven’t heard anything about major attacks recently, which means its preparing for something.”

“Just how wrapped up are you with the Corruption?” Kat pursed her lips. “More than most, I think.”

“More than most,” Damien agreed. “And you can’t say I’m wrong, can you? None of the other students in the class can pose a real challenge to me if I use all of my strength. I need to find a stronger opponent.”

“You think you’re stronger than me?”

“You haven’t sparred against me recently. Every time I check, you’re busy. Something tells me you’re caught up with your own problems, Professor.”

Kat opened her mouth. Then, she closed it and sighed. “You got me. I’m putting a transfer request in with the school.”

“What?” Damien asked, blinking. “Why? I mean, aside from the fact that Mountain Hall is a miserable place. I guess that’s a pretty good reason.”

Kat snorted. “That, too. But, no. I need to talk with Delph. Now that I know he’s at Blackmist, I’m going to follow him.”

“Why?” Damien asked.

Kat cleared her throat and glanced away. “That’s my prerogative, but I’ve been hunting the bastard for a while. I don’t think you understand how hard it is to track Delph down. Now that I know he’s actually got a place he’s tied to for a little, I need to take this opportunity.”

“Fair enough.” Damien shrugged. “I’ll probably see you at Blackmist, then. But what about your students?”

“I’ll figure something out,” Kat replied. “I don’t want to abandon them. But as for being released from your transfer to Mountain Hall—that usually doesn’t happen until the end of the year, when you return to your normal school. Not unless you’re booted out, anyway.”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Mountain Hall, it’s that you make exceptions for people who are strong,” Damien said, crossing his arms.

“Okay, that’s true,” Kat said. “It probably won’t be very hard to get that taken care of. I’ll speak with Hawk and get it done. What are you going to do at Kingsfront, though? You can’t just walk up to the school and say you’re joining.”

“I have no plan to. I’ll just be visiting before I return to Blackmist. Whisp won’t have any problems with it.”

“Hey, if you’re sure.” Kat shrugged. “I’ll see you at Blackmist, then. Are you going to class today?”

“No,” Damien replied. “There’s no point. Venus and Xil are still out because Xil is recovering from her Core Evolution. Quinlan told me she’s taking today off to spend time with Alina, so there isn’t anyone for me to even try against.”

“What about— Oh, never mind. When are you leaving?”

“I’ve never been one to draw things out. I’ll go today,” Damien said. “It sounds like we’ll meet again shortly at Blackmist anyway.”

“So we will,” Kat said pensively. “Don’t worry about Hawk, then. I’ll get everything hashed out for you. Good luck with whatever you’re doing at Kingsfront. Try not to beat the shit out of a bunch of their students when you arrive.”

“When have I ever done something like that?” Damien asked with an innocent smile. “Thank you for your tutelage, Professor. It made this transfer worth more than I expected it to be.”

“Get out of here. You’re going to make me blush.” Kat waved him away. “I’m going to go back to bed. Class isn’t for another thirty minutes.”

“You’re going to be late.”

“Don’t care,” Kat said with an evil grin. She blurred and vanished, leaving behind a gust of wind that buffeted Damien’s hair back.

Damien turned and walked off as well. He didn’t want to leave before letting his friends know where he was going. His first stop was Quinlan’s room, and he rapped on the door when he arrived.

Quinlan cracked the door open, then stepped back and opened it the rest of the way. He heard the shower running in the background. “Damien? Did something happen?”

“No, I was just swinging by.” Damien rubbed the back of his head. “Do I really only come by when something is wrong?”

“Or when you want to train.” Quinlan laughed. “It’s fine, I’m the same way. What’s going on?”

“I’m leaving Mountain Hall today,” Damien said. “Henry pointed out that my training was slowing down, and I think he’s right. I also miss Sylph, so I’m going to head over to Kingsfront.”

Quinlan didn’t look too surprised. “I saw that coming, I think. I’m honestly surprised you stayed this long.”

“Me, too,” Damien admitted. “I really only came here to help you out, but I’m glad I did.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to properly thank you for that,” Quinlan said, her hands tightening at her sides. “It’s hard to believe all of this happened because your companion stalked me.”

“Hey, that makes me sound weird,” Henry said, poking his head out of Damien’s shadow. “Think of a better verb.”

“No,” Quinlan said, a tiny smile flitting across her face. “You’re a good person, Henry. Even though you try to hide it. Thank you as well.”

Henry gagged and retreated back into the shadow.

“He likes to pretend he doesn’t care about people,” Damien said.

“I know,” Quinlan said. They fell silent for a few moments. Then, she cleared her throat. “I’ll keep training. There’s a lot I know I can improve on, and I think I’m going to need it to help fight off the Corruption. When things start to pick up, I’ll be there.”

“I’m counting on it,” Damien said. “When I go back to Blackmist, I was thinking about talking to Whisp about letting Xil into the school. Do you know what Alina wants to do?”

“She hates Mountain Hall, and I don’t blame her. I do, too.” Quinlan bit her lower lip. “You said you could talk to Whisp about letting Alina in, too, right? Do you think you could do a third person as well?”

“Who?” Damien asked.

“Me,” Quinlan replied. “As an assistant instructor or the like. I don’t have that much long left in school, after all. I’m a Year Four. I just don’t want to leave Alina so quickly. Is that weird of me?”

“I’m the wrong person to ask about that, but I don’t think so,” Damien said. “You’ve got a lot of time to catch up on. I’ll talk to Whisp, but I can’t promise anything. She’s kind of hard to predict.”

“That’s all I can ask.” The shower shut off, and Quinlan glanced over her shoulder. “Ah, Alina is done.”

“I don’t want to interfere in your day, and we’ll meet again soon,” Damien said, raising a hand in farewell. “I’ll go talk with Xil and Venus now. Have fun with Alina.”

“I will,” Quinlan replied. “Good luck at Kingsfront. Not that you’ll need it.”

Damien laughed and headed off, making for Venus’ room. He was already starting to feel antsy. He’d been at Mountain Hall for too long. He reached his destination a few minutes later and approached the door.

It swung open before he could even knock. Venus narrowed her eyes. “I thought I sensed you coming.”

“Since when could you do that?” Damien asked.

“I started learning after you showed up on that first day,” Venus replied. “It’s pretty difficult, but knowing when a strong opponent is approaching is a very valuable ability. Are you coming to check in on Xil?”

“Among other things,” Damien said. Venus stepped to the side, and he entered the room. Xil sat on Venus’ bed, her nose buried in a book and her features creased in concentration.

Venus cleared her throat, and Xil jerked her gaze up. Her eyes widened when she saw Damien, and she set the book down. “I’m sorry! I didn’t realize someone was here. I was really caught up.”

“It’s fine.” Damien laughed. “I’ve done that a few times myself. I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to check on you earlier. How’s everything going after the Evolution?”

“Really well,” Xil replied, her eyes lighting up. “I’m so much stronger! Venus lent me her old books, and I’ve been going through them and practicing so many new spells. It’s incredible.”

Venus glanced away, her cheeks reddening. “I didn’t need them anymore. They were just being wasted.”

“The resources you gave me helped more than I can ever say,” Xil said. “Thank you so much—to both you and Venus. Attacking you was the best thing I ever did. Wait, that came out wrong.”

Damien burst into laughter. “I’m glad you see it that way. To be honest, I didn’t think I’d be able to do much other than help Quinlan when I came to Mountain Hall, so I’m happy to know that I’ve had more of a positive impact than I expected to.”

“That sounds slightly melancholic,” Venus said. Her eyes narrowed. “You’re about to leave, aren’t you?”

“I am,” Damien admitted. “I’ve already talked with Kat. It’s about time I got moving again since my original goals here have been accomplished.”

“I see,” Xil said, glancing down at the book in her hands.

“I think I can convince the dean of Blackmist to let you in, if you want,” Damien offered. “But I won’t force you.”

Xil glanced at Venus, who gave her a slight nod. Damien pretended he didn’t notice it.

“It’s not like Mountain Hall?” Xil asked.

“Nothing like it,” Damien replied. “It’s far from perfect, but people are treated like humans. Most of the time.”

“Then, I’ll be in your debt even further if you can,” Xil said. “I want to get stronger, and I’ll take any opportunity I can get.”

“Quinlan might be at Mountain Hall, too,” Damien put in. “And Kat is probably going to take a trip there as well.”

“Seriously?” Venus asked. “Are you just bringing half of Mountain Hall back with you?”

“Well, I’m not going straight to Blackmist. I’ve got another stop on the way, and it might be a little while,” Damien said. “Venus, do you think Xil can stay with you until I get the okay from Whisp? I don’t want any repeat incidents.”

“Sure,” Venus said. “It’s nice to have a roommate, I guess. And don’t you worry about that—nobody would be stupid enough to try someone in the Advanced Class.”

Damien grinned. “Perfect. I’ll try not to be too long.”

“Just don’t attack me the next time you show up,” Venus muttered.

“No promises,” Damien said. “Take care, you two. I hope I’ll see you both at Blackmist at some time in the future.”

“Me?” Venus asked. “What would I do there? I’m about to graduate!”

“Quinlan is thinking about becoming a teaching assistant or something,” Damien replied. “I don’t know what your goals are. If you’re going to the frontlines, I think we’ll meet there, too.”

Venus shuddered. “You’re saying that, no matter what I do, we’re still going to run into each other?”

Damien grinned. “See you soon. Take care of each other.”

“We w— Wait, what?” Venus asked, choking on her saliva.

Xil laughed. “See you soon, Damien. Thank you again for everything.”

“You might not be thanking me when you get to Blackmist,” Damien replied, waving as he walked out of their room and headed down the mountain.

“Eugh,” Henry grumbled. “I’m going to need to find some goats when you visit them, too, aren’t I?”

“At this rate, you’re going to need a lot of goats.”

“Say it like that, and I’m going to want you to start spending more time around them or Sylph.”

They chuckled, and Damien picked up his pace. There was a portal he needed to get to, and he didn’t want to wait a second longer. It was time to visit Kingsfront.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



He accelerated into a jog as he descended the mountain and made for the portal courtyard. The sun had still yet to rise over the mountains, but faint orange hues painted across the sky as it was lit from below.

Damien ascended the mountain that he’d first arrived in and walked into the portal room, hoping that whoever ran the portals would still be present despite the early hour. To his delight, an old woman sat near the arch, reading a book with half-lidded eyes.

“Excuse me,” Damien said. “Could I use the portals? I need to get to Kingsfront.”

She glanced up from her book, a frown crossing her wrinkled face. “This early?”

“I’m afraid so. I hope that isn’t too much trouble, but I’m going on a mission from Professor Kat.”

Sorry, Professor. It isn’t technically that much of a lie. I did tell you I was doing it, at least.

The woman sighed, tucking a corner of the book in to mark her spot before snapping it shut and rising to her feet with a groan. She hobbled up to the old portal Damien had arrived through and set her hand on it.

Ether gathered around her palm and poured into the stone, lighting the runes along it with a low hum.

“You said Kingsfront, boy?”

“Yeah,” Damien said. “Thank you.”

She harrumphed. A brown portal yawned open in the archway. Motes of Ether lifted off it, dissipating as they flew into the air. Damien grinned and gave her a wave before striding through the portal. His skin prickled, and the world warped, shifting and pulsing with earthly colors. Then, he was gone.

Damien had gone through quite a few portals in his life, and while he was getting somewhat experienced in dealing with them, it wasn’t the same as getting used to it. Ether buzzed in his ears like a hive of angry bees as the spell crossed leagues in an instant, spitting him out onto a gold tiled courtyard.

He staggered, and the world spun around him for a few moments. Damien gritted his teeth, grateful he hadn’t had anything for breakfast. There was a nonzero chance it would have found its way back out into the world.

Gritting his teeth, Damien shook his head and gathered his bearings. It hadn’t been that long since he’d seen the extravagant gold and purple colors of Kingsfront. Somehow, he was more excited to be here this time than he had been during the tournament.

The sun peeked through the clouds on the horizon. Kingsfront was set in a flat plain, so the sunlight washed over it despite the early hours. Students were already walking around the streets, and Damien wasn’t even the only one in the portal courtyard.

Several other portals buzzed around him, and a steady stream of students and teachers went in and out of them every few seconds. Damien shook himself off and walked off the platform.

Where do you think Sylph is?

“Probably training,” Henry replied. “She’s good at doing that. Doesn’t need to be reminded.”

Why does it feel like you’re about to throw an ‘other than you’ in there? I’m just as hardworking as she is! I even work through the night in my mindscape. This is slander.

“Boohoo,” Henry said. “She beat your ass when you fought at the tournament. That means she tries harder.”

I beat her when we sparred in the forest.

“If a chump wins a fight in a forest, does anybody believe him?” Henry asked philosophically. “Get good enough to beat her in public.”

And you’ll stop making fun of me if I do? That seems like a good deal.

Henry burst into laughter. Damien sighed. He didn’t need an answer for that one to know Henry had absolutely no plans of stopping no matter what he did.

One day, I’m going to find something to hold over you. And, when I do, I’m never going to let it go.

“Good luck with that,” Henry snickered. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Damien shook his head. He’d been standing still in the middle of the road for a few seconds, and he was starting to get strange looks from passersby. He set off in a random direction, walking toward the largest buildings he could spot.

Right, let’s see. Kingsfront is fancy, so they’ve probably got housing that isn’t completely ridiculous.

“I find that doubtful,” Henry said. “Maybe just ask somebody and save us the time?”

Yeah, that might be for the best.

Damien veered, making for a short boy wearing glasses who walked in the other direction. Like everyone else in Kingsfront, he wore clothes made with fine silk and covered in beautiful designs. They probably depicted something about the kid’s noble lineage or the like, but Damien didn’t know and couldn’t be bothered to find out.

“Hey, do you know where the dorms are?” Damien asked. “I’m trying to find someone.”

“They’re over there,” the boy said, pointing over Damien’s shoulder to a pair of tall, square buildings on either side of a lush garden. “Boy’s dorms are on the left.”

“What about the girl’s dorms? They’re on the right, I guess?”

“They are, but visiting hours aren’t until sunrise.” He pushed his glasses back slightly. “You aren’t allowed in there until visiting hours. Also, you aren’t wearing Kingsfront colors. Are you not from here?”

“Just visiting,” Damien replied, setting off toward the dorms on the right. The boy gaped at him, but he didn’t bother saying anything else. He’d managed to narrow down where Sylph might be, but there was still an entire building to check.

Oh, I know! I bet I could find her with the sense thing we were learning. She’s got a bunch of Corruption in her, so it shouldn’t be too hard.

“If only you’d thought of that a few minutes ago,” Henry laughed. “You might have spared yourself the effort of bothering some random kid. He’s still staring at you, by the way.”

I don’t care. I guess they’re kind of strict about the visiting hours here, but that’s hardly ever stopped us from doing anything before. It sure would be nice to have Sylph’s invisibility spell, though.

“Camouflage,” Henry corrected. “And you could learn a real invisibility spell with Light magic if you bothered studying it.”

I’ve got better things to do with Dark and Space magic. No point spreading myself too thin. Now, stop talking and let me concentrate. This is a little difficult.

Henry scoffed but fell silent while Damien sat down on a bench near the front of the garden. He closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Tendrils of mental energy stretched out and trailed through the air, seeking the familiar feel of the Corruption.

Several seconds passed. His senses spread out further, passing through the square building before him and slowly rising up through it. A grin stretched across his face, and he stood.

Got her. She’s near the top.

“Good job,” Henry said, and he didn’t even sound too sarcastic. “Now, you need to get in.”

That’s not that difficult. After all, I already know what room she’s in.

Damien walked into the garden, ducking behind a wall of shrubbery so nobody walking by would spot him. Then, he looked up at his target—a window on the top floor of the dormitory, and Warp Stepped.

He grabbed the windowsill as soon as he popped into existence, then used his other hand to try the window. It was locked.

Damn it. Henry, do the honors?

Henry let out a loud mental sigh, but he extended a thin tendril of darkness from Damien’s hand. It slipped under the windowsill, worming straight between the runes, then wrapped around the latch.

There was a click, and the window popped open. Damien pulled himself through it, dropping inside the room behind the curtain. He landed lightly and straightened back up behind the curtain, brushing himself off with a pleased grin as glanced outside—nobody was looking in their direction, so he closed the window.

See? Perfectly executed. Maybe I’m the one with the assassin training.

Henry just howled with laughter. Damien rolled his eyes and pushed the curtain out of the way. Like his senses had told him, Sylph sat on the huge, extravagant bed on the other side of the room.

What his senses hadn’t told him was that she wasn’t alone. Yui sat beside Sylph, and a blond boy was in a chair in front of them, a book in his hand.

“Ah, Planes,” Damien said. “Oops.”

Henry laughed even harder, and Damien pushed him into the back of his mind.

“Damien!” Sylph exclaimed, launching herself off the bed. He caught her in a tight hug, laughing.

“They really do just do this, don’t they?” the blond boy asked Yui.

“First I’ve heard of it, but evidently,” Yui said wearily. “Hello, Damien. I wasn’t expecting to see you break into my room today.”

Sylph pulled away from him. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay? Don’t tell me…”

“It’s fine,” Damien said wearily. “Do I really only show up when things are going poorly?”

“Of course not. That’s just usually how things end up being,” Sylph said. She turned back to the others. “Carson, this is Damien.”

“I gathered,” the boy said with a sigh. “You two were made for each other. Do you both just break into people’s rooms at random hours? At least this time it isn’t the middle of the night.”

“Ah. I thought this was Sylph’s room,” Damien said, rubbing the back of his head. “Whoops. Wait, did Sylph break into your room?”

“Yes,” he said, watching Damien’s expression carefully, as if he was waiting for something.

“Did you get what you were looking for?” Damien asked.

“Yep.”

“Ah. Nice,” Damien said. “And, to answer your earlier question, I got bored at Mountain Hall. Nobody was worth sparring against anymore, so I came to visit you here.”

Carson gaped at them, then looked at Yui. “She was right. He didn’t care at all.”

“If you spend any amount of time around them, you’ll get used to it,” Yui said, rolling her eyes. She cocked her head to the side, as if registering Damien’s words for the first time. “Wait, you got bored? At Mountain Hall? Why not just fight some of the people in the higher years?”

“I already did that. Promptly after I fought a bunch of their students at once,” Damien replied. “Got bored with it. I guess I could have looked for some of the other Advanced Classes to practice against, but I figured that, if I was done with one of them, the rest were probably about the same.”

“Hold on,” Carson said. He set his book down and squinted at Damien suspiciously. “What year are you?”

“Two.”

“And you got bored fighting Year Threes and Fours?”

“Also, yes. Sylph, could you introduce us?”

“As I mentioned earlier, name is Carson. He’s thing I was looking for,” Sylph replied. She nodded at Yui. “Yui wanted me to find her a boyfriend.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” Damien nodded.

I did save Nolan from that particular fate, so I suppose she needed a replacement. Also, she’s calling the princess by her first name. That’s new.

“Sylph!” Yui exclaimed. “You can’t just…say that to people! It sounds terrible! Not to mention it’s also meant to be a secret.”

“I’m not keeping secrets from Damien,” Sylph said. “And if you think it sounds bad, maybe you should have done it yourself. Who asks somebody else to find them a boyfriend?”

“She does have a bit of a point,” Carson said with a snicker. “Sorry, Princess.”

“I told you to call me Yui,” Yui said, rubbing her forehead. “Damien, please try to keep this on the downlow. It would cause me some trouble if my mother found out what I was doing.”

“Sure. That’s no problem,” Damien said with a one-shouldered shrug. He was still struggling to keep his eyes off Sylph. She looked…different. He couldn’t quite place what it was, but she’d definitely gotten stronger since they’d last met.

Sylph had always been lithe, but her muscles looked more defined now. Considering the amount of time she’d spent training in her life, Damien doubted the new growth was just due to practicing more.

“They’re just going to stare at each other like that for a while, aren’t they?” Carson asked.

“Sorry, sorry,” Damien said, waving his hand. “I haven’t seen Sylph in months, okay? I think this is allowed. You look like you’ve gotten a lot stronger, Sylph. Have you gotten a breakthrough while training or something?”

Sylph scrunched her nose and shot a pointed glance at Yui. “I was making progress, but I did waste several days researching nobles for a certain princess.”

“You’re not going to let me live this down, are you?” Yui asked wearily.

“Not a chance,” Sylph replied. “I have to get at least something out of it, even if it’s just amusement.”

“Excuse me?” Carson asked, looking at all of them like they’d just eaten a frog. “Are we really going to gloss past the fact that Damien said he wasn’t having any trouble defeating Year Four students? He’s a Year Two!”

“Yeah, but he’s Damien,” Yui said, squinting at Carson as if that was supposed to answer the question without leaving any room for doubt. “You realize he and Sylph won the Intermurals, right?”

“They won among the Year Twos! There’s no way that translates to beating Year Threes and Fours,” Carson protested.

“Damien and Sylph aren’t normal,” Yui said. “The less you worry about it, the better. You’ll just have to get used to it.”

Damien raised a hand. Yui glared at him. “Don’t treat me like a teacher. I’m just a student.”

He laughed and lowered it. “Sorry. I just wanted to check—so Sylph actually found you a boyfriend?”

Yui sighed. “Yes, I guess. We’re just trying things out right now, but I wasn’t with many options, and she helped me out. It was a bit of a debacle, but it turned out that Carson and I relate about enough things that we might be a decent match.”


Chapter
Thirty-Five



“I’m still not entirely sure how we got to this exact point,” Carson said. “I think our mutual awe of Sylph gave us something we shared.”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment and not an insult,” Sylph declared. “Even though I’m pretty sure you didn’t mean it as one.”

“No comment,” Carson said. “But, Pr—ah, Yui, is this really okay? Whether we work out or not, aren’t you going to get a lot of trouble from the other nobles and your mom? I mean, you’re supposed to marry for the sake of the kingdom.”

Yui scrunched her nose. “I’ll deal with that. I’ve handled the courts for this long, and I’m not completely without favors. I have more than enough to ensure people will keep their noses out of my romantic life so long as you can prove you’re capable enough.”

Carson sighed. “I’m going to have to fight a bunch of people, aren’t I?”

“A lot,” Yui confirmed. She gave him a smug grin. “It’ll be worth it, though. Not everyone gets to date a princess.”

“Most people with any amount of intelligence don’t want to,” Sylph said. “Considering all the problems it tends to come with.”

“Now that I think about it, I had to rescue someone from dating you,” Damien said, tapping a finger on his chin with a grin. “Now, Sylph’s doing the opposite. What does that say about how you see us?”

“Shove off,” Yui said with a groan. “I don’t need this from either of you. Besides, I wasn’t the one who asked for it. Nolan did. What happened to being careful around me? I think I preferred that.”

“You wanted that particular relationship over with just as much as Nolan did. And if you didn’t want me to have a little fun, you shouldn’t have asked me to find you a boyfriend,” Sylph said. “Or Damien to get rid of one for you. Hopefully you don’t need that particular service again.”

Carson shot a glance at Damien out of the corner of his eyes. “Get rid of one? Are you her assassin or something?”

Sylph choked, and Damien forced a laugh.

“I didn’t kill him. Yui was in a relationship with one of my friends, but it was arranged, and neither of them wanted to be involved in it. I helped them get out without causing too much trouble.”

“How? Are you a noble or something?”

“His father is Stormsword,” Yui said.

Carson’s face paled. He swallowed and gave Damien a once-over, looking at him in a new light. “Oh. That explains it.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Sylph said flatly. “Stormsword has nothing to do with Damien’s abilities.”

“It’s fine, Sylph,” Damien said. “I’m not offended. It’s only natural to assume that he did. I’m sorry to disappoint, Carson. My father didn’t train me.”

“I’m sorry,” Carson said, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly. “I think I might have hit on a sore topic. I didn’t intend to.”

“No harm done,” Damien said. He shifted the curtain to the side and glanced out at Kingsfront’s sprawling campus. “Sylph, did you want to get lunch? With all respect to the good princess, I didn’t come all this way to talk with her.”

“You hurt me so,” Yui said, clutching a hand over her heart. “Is that any way to speak to your future queen?”

Damien cocked an eyebrow. “Beat me in a fight, then I’ll be more polite.”

“Pass,” Yui said. She glanced at Carson. “You want to champion me?”

Carson’s eyes narrowed. “Do I need to?”

Yui’s grin widened. “No. Good catch. If you’d taken Damien up on that, it would have likely been a very humiliating defeat. Sorry. I just wanted to see what you’d say.”

“I’ve been around nobles long enough to know when I’m being set up.” Carson crossed his arms. “You’re paying for my lunch because of that, though.”

“Deal,” Yui said. She looked to Sylph. “Would you and Damien like to join us? It could be a double date.”

“That seems…dangerous,” Damien hedged. “What are the chances we get attacked by someone who doesn’t like the idea of you hanging around someone who doesn’t have the queen’s stamp of approval?”

“Well, I suspect people might make assumptions if Stormsword’s son is escorting us,” Yui said with a sly grin. “After all, wouldn’t it be logical to assume the son would be preparing to take up his father’s position?”

“You’re using me and Damien to get to go on a date with Carson without getting the queen’s plants pissed off?” Sylph cocked an eyebrow.

“Absolutely. So, how about it?”

“Fine,” Damien said, rolling his eyes. “But this counts as a favor. As does what Sylph did for you.”

“Of course, it does,” Yui said, her eyes losing their merriment as her face went serious. “I know how much both of you have done for me. I won’t forget it. I’m seriously in your debt, even though Nolan didn’t want to deal with the politics involved with having a favor from the princess.”

“Noted,” Damien said, letting the word hang ominously in the air for a few moments if just to see the brief flash of worry across the princess’s face. “Let’s go, then. You’re paying for all of us. It’s not like you can’t afford it.”

“Fine,” Yui said with a sigh. She rose from the bed and glanced down at herself. “Give me a little to change.”

She swept into her enormous closet and pulled the door shut behind her without waiting for a response.

“Good luck with that,” Damien told Carson.

“It’ll be unique at the least,” Carson muttered. “She’s really quite interesting, you know. I never would have thought I’d relate so much to a princess.”

“See? I’m a great matchmaker,” Sylph said. “I should do this more often. Maybe I could set up a business for it.”

“Sylph, I’m fairly certain you traumatized both of them into a relationship,” Damien drawled.

She gaped at him for a moment, but she lost her composure and burst into laughter. Damien and Carson joined her.

“I’m never doing that again,” Sylph said once they’d gotten control of themselves. “I wasted so much time researching a bunch of nutjobs. I could have been training!”

“I hope you got at least some training in,” Damien said. “Because Henry and I have. We’ve got another training session waiting for us, Sylph. Henry was frothing at the mouth to show you our new tricks.”

“Don’t put words in my mouth,” Henry said, poking out from Damien’s shadow and nearly giving Carson a heart attack. “But, Sylph, we’re going to squish you.”

He retreated before she could respond. Sylph rolled her eyes. “He’s gotten confident. Same rules as the last one, then?”

Damien grinned. “Sounds good to me.”

The closet door opened, and Yui emerged in a purple and gold sundress. It would have looked right at place in a beauty contest if she hadn’t been wearing thin, runed armor pads below it.

“Functional and pretty. Nice,” Sylph said approvingly. “Is the dress runed as well?”

“Yeah. Runed thread,” Yui replied. “It should hold up against most spells. Not as effective as full mage armor, but that’s what the lower set is for.”

“That must have cost a fortune,” Carson said. “Wait, do you have multiple sets of clothing like that? Why didn’t you use them at the tournament?”

“Because my mother paid for them,” Yui replied. “I want to prove that I’m strong enough without her help. I’m more than just a princess, and using crutches like expensive magical items would undermine that. But, for outings like this, there’s no point not being safe.”

Damien’s respect for her rose a notch.

I never considered that she could have just crushed her opponents with money. Do you think we could have won the fight against her if she had mage armor or the like?

“The first time you fought her? Probably not,” Henry replied. “When I was observing the Mortal Plane, I saw some people with mage armor that could resist spells as strong as your current ones for a short amount of time. At the level you were when you fought Yui, she likely would have won.”

Damn. So, she gave up the win out of pride.

“Curious woman,” Henry said. “Makes me wonder what her mother is like.”

Something tells me Yui isn’t much like the queen at all.

“What’s he doing?” Carson asked. Damien blinked, realizing that he’d frozen while he was talking to Henry.

“Don’t worry about it,” Yui said. “He’s just talking with his companion. He does it all the time.”

“Sorry,” Damien said. “I’m back. I just got a bit distracted.”

“It’s fine,” Sylph said. “Lead the way, Princess. I’d rather not have to break Gaves’ arm when he jumps us for being in your room.”

Yui grimaced. “I guess we can’t leave through the window, can we? All right. I’ll figure out an explanation. Come on.”

She opened the door to her room. Damien expected it to lead out into the hallway but, instead, it just opened out into a massive living room. Large velvet couches lined the walls, and a coffee table in the center of the room was laden with pastries.

“You have an entire snack table in your room?” Damien asked, aghast. “Do you even have people over that often?”

“No,” Yui grumbled. “They just insist on stocking it. I never eat the pastries. They’re terrible for my figure.”

Henry extended a tendril from Damien’s shadow, sweeping half a dozen of them off the table. They vanished into the darkness, and Carson glanced down at it, paling.

“Uh…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Damien said. “He’s just a little hungry. Yui, I don’t suppose you’ve got any goats in the area? This is only going to get worse.”

“What? No, I don’t have goats. Why would I?”

“Planes. Well, if you want us around often, I’d invest in some,” Damien recommended. “He isn’t a fan of human relationships. I think they make him jealous.”

“They most certainly do not,” Henry snapped from his shadow. “You’re all just disgusting little fleshbags. What you do with your ugly bits doesn’t bother me in the slightest. But listen to Damien about those goats, Yui. Goats are fun.”

Yui sighed, and Damien grinned at Carson. “You’ll get used to it if you stick around long enough.”

“No, I’m not sure I will,” Carson muttered.

Yui opened the door on the other side of the living room, keeping herself positioned squarely in the center of it. Thankfully, this one just led out into a hall. Damien grimaced as he spotted Gaves and Bella leaning against the far wall. Their eyes went wide as they spotted the others in the room behind the princess.

“Princess Yui?” Gaves asked in alarm. Damien’s improved senses picked up the Ether as Gaves started to draw it in.

“I’m fine,” Yui said. “Damien came by to visit Sylph, and we were training together, so he dropped by my room.”

Gaves narrowed his eyes. “Training, Princess? In your room?”

“Meditation training,” Damien supplied. “Sylph is an expert at it, and I’m still picking it up. I tend to break the people I spar with, so I thought some introspective time was appropriate.”

“I see,” Gaves said. “Please, notify us if you do this, Princess. I know your room is warded, but we still worry if there are a bunch of unpermitted visitors behind you. What if one of them had ill will?”

“I’m more than capable of protecting myself, Gaves,” Yui drawled. “And I would have called for help had I needed it.”

“Why is there another Kingsfront student here?” Bella asked, her dead eyes falling on Carson. “He has no relation to Damien or Sylph.”

“I picked him up,” Damien said, spotting the pause in Yui’s answers. “He gave me some directions when I got lost, and we instantly bonded. It was beautiful. You should have been there.”

“There, you have it,” Yui said. “Thank you for concern, Bella, Gaves. There is no need for it, though. These students will be accompanying me to breakfast.”

“Of course, Princess,” Gaves said, inclining his head. “Please, give Bella and I a moment to prepare. We were not aware you wanted to go out for breakfast today.”

“No need for anything like that. Take the morning off.” Yui waved a hand dismissively. “Damien and Sylph are more than enough protection for me. Nobody would be stupid enough to try something against the winners of the Year Two Intermural Tournament.”

“I’m not sure that’s proper, Princess,” Gaves hedged. “The queen hasn’t—”

“My father is Stormsword,” Damien said, cutting Gaves off. “He would never stand for anything improper or dangerous to happen to the princess. You don’t have anything to fear.”

Gaves pressed his lips together, searching for a counterargument and failing to find one. He sighed. “Princess, you’re putting us in a very difficult situation. You know the queen told us to keep you safe, but we can’t do that if you’re nowhere near us. What am I supposed to tell her correspondents if they see you without us?”

“Don’t worry,” Damien took a step forward and put a hand on Gaves and Bella’s shoulders in a comforting motion, “I’ll handle that. Sylph, could you open that window?”

Sylph nodded and opened a window at the end of the hall that overlooked a garden. Beyond it was the boy's dormitory building.

He wove Ether through his palms and pushed it into Gaves and Bella. Yui’s guards vanished in two puffs of black smoke, involuntarily Warp Stepped to the top of the other dormitory building. “Seven Planes,” Carson said, taking a step back. “Did you kill them?”

“What? No. I just compressed space and sent them away a bit. It won't be their fault for losing track of Yui since I was the one who sent them away, so they shouldn't get in trouble for letting her out of her sight. If I didn't do that, they might have gotten issues from the queen. Now might be a good time to make an escape, Yui.”

Yui rubbed her forehead, then laughed. “I suppose it is. Not the solution I would have gone for, but it actually works pretty well, both for us and for them. Let’s go. I already know a restaurant, and they’ll give us somewhere a little more private to eat so we won’t have to worry about too many gawkers.”
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As it turned out, when Yui said that she knew of a restaurant, what she meant was that she knew of a small, four-story palace. Tables were lined along large balconies above them, but only the bottom few floors had anyone in them.

A waiter at the front of the restaurant spotted Yui and his eyes widened for an instant before he gathered himself with a surprising level of professionality. He adjusted his Kingsfront-colored suit as he walked up to them and dropped into a low bow.

“Princess. How may I serve you today?”

“A private table for my friends and I,” Yui replied.

“Of course. We have a spot at the top room waiting for you. Will you be expecting any more company?”

“No,” Yui said. “Please, ensure that we are not bothered for the duration of our meal.”

“Of course,” the waiter said, rising from his bow. “Please, follow me.”

He led them through the large, marble archway and into the bottom floor of the restaurant. Most of the tables were empty, but the people that were there all wore extravagant clothes. The majority of them looked more like professors and visitors rather than students.

The waiter led them past red-clothed tables and up to a small platform in the back of the room. It gently lifted them up, passing several floors before coming to a stop in a large glass bubble.

A single, large table sat in the center of the bubble, draped in beautiful velvet. Four sets of crystal goblets and gold-covered plates with matching utensils had already been placed around the table. Damien wasn’t sure when they’d had time to set anything up or how they knew how many of them were coming, but he didn’t question it.

Yui sat down in one of the carved wooden chairs. Sylph sat beside her, saving Damien from trying to figure out their arrangement. He sat across from Sylph, beside Carson. Through the dome surrounding them, Damien felt like he could see all of Kingsfront.

I probably can, actually.

“Can I get you anything to get started with, Princess?” the waiter asked. “Or are you already prepared?”

“The usual is fine,” Yui replied.

“Of course. It will be right out.” The waiter bowed, then slipped away back down the stairs.

From where he sat, Damien had a view of an enormous, gold laden building. Two massive dragon statues wound up its sides, meeting above the building in a vicious fight.

“That’s our Treasure Pavilion,” Yui explained, following his gaze.

“Ei— Ah, Seven Planes,” Damien said with a whistle. “That’s got to be at least three times bigger than ours. Wait, Sylph, don’t we have a bunch of contribution points we haven’t used?”

“Yeah,” Sylph. “I honestly forgot about it when you and Henry broke my Core, and I didn’t really need the dagger anymore.”

“You…broke her Core?” Carson asked, his eyes going wide. “Why?”

“Damien can get quite violent when he’s mad,” Yui said, causing Carson to scoot his chair slightly away from the other boy.

“Stop that,” Damien said, rolling his eyes. “Sylph technically broke her own Core by trying to draw too much Ether. Henry just had to break it even further, and then put everything back together to keep her from dying.”

“If you explain things like that, it takes the fun out of them,” Yui scoffed. “I appreciate you and Sylph doing this, by the way. Don’t get me wrong, I like Gaves and Bella, but they can get a little stifling. I just want to live sometimes.”

“I guess that’s one of the drawbacks of your position,” Carson said. “The kingdom only has one princess, after all. It seems really rough to deal with constantly, though.”

“You have no idea,” Yui said with a sigh. “Does your family not do anything like that with you? I know even Nolan and Reena had personal guards at one point.”

“Me?” Carson let out a bark of laughter. “No way. I think they were thrilled when I went to a Mage College. My dad wanted the best for me, but they’re all busy with their own things. Nobody has time to worry what I’m doing.”

“It sounds like you don’t enjoy it all that much,” Yui observed.

Carson waggled a hand from side to side. “I guess. It’s hard to say, you know? It would be nice to know they cared every once and a while. Maybe not with a constant guard set on me, but a response to my letters would be nice. What about Damien and Sylph?”

“Huh? Me?” Damien asked. “I’m pretty sure I can beat my dad now. With Henry, I should be strong enough to take him out, so no issue there.”

“I already killed the man who raised me,” Sylph put in. “No family problems here either.”

Yui and Carson stared at them.

“I think you’re both the definition of family problems,” Carson said when he realized that neither of them were joking. He did a double take as a thought struck him. “Wait, Damien. You said your father was Stormsword.”

“Yeah. What of it?”

“The main thing that comes to mind for you when talking about your dad is that you can beat him in a fight?”

“Actually, I can kind of see that,” Yui muttered. “He can be a little…difficult.”

“That’s an understatement,” Damien said. “But we’ve got an understanding now. It was rough for a little while.”

“That’s good. How’d you do it?” Yui asked. “I appreciate all the work your father does for the crown, but I swear he thinks I’m going to kill myself if left alone in a room with a sharp object.”

“I told him I’d kill him if he ever came for me or Sylph again.”

Yui cleared her throat. “Right. That probably won’t work in my case.”

“Actually, it might,” Damien said, scratching his chin. “He cares about the kingdom more than anything. If you told him to do something, I bet he’d do it so long as it wasn’t directly against the queen’s words.”

“I am now becoming more happy that my family isn’t involved in this stuff,” Carson said.

“If we’re going to try things out between us, you better get used to it,” Yui warned. “Especially in the beginning. You’re going to get a lot of scrutiny.”

Carson pressed his lips together. “I knew that. That’s fine with me. My family won’t care, and I’m confident enough in my own abilities to fend for myself.”

The waiter strode up the stairs, carrying a large, domed platter, their conversation pausing for a few moments as he walked between them, pouring a sparkling amber liquid into all of their goblets. He set the platter down on the table, then removed the dome and disappeared back down the stairs without a word. The platter held a small but expensive looking board of meats and cheeses.

“Apple cider,” Yui explained at Damien’s curious glance. “I don’t drink when I can avoid it. A drunk princess would not be a good look for the kingdom.”

“It’s not a good idea to lose control of yourself anyway,” Sylph said with a shrug. “Although practicing fighting while intoxicated is an important skill.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Yui said, taking a small sip from her glass.

Henry slipped out of Damien’s shadow and snuck a tendril up to the table, gently lifting his goblet. Damien sighed and pretended not to notice as his companion drained half the liquid and set it back.

“Bleh. Spicy,” Henry said. “Why is your juice spicy? It tastes like sad, depressing alcohol.”

“Because it’s apple cider,” Yui replied. “And it does not taste depressing. It’s very good.”

“Whatever you say,” Henry said, waving a tentacle dismissively. “Say, you think these folk have any goats?”

“Please, don’t torment the waiters of my favorite restaurant,” Yui said. “I’d rather not have to change locations.”

“Hmph. I’m going to go bother those tagalongs of yours, then,” Henry said. Before anyone could say anything, he vanished with a pop. Yui turned an eye on Damien.

“Don’t look at me. I don’t control him.”

“You don’t?” Yui asked. “I thought you just kind of let him have free rein.”

Damien cleared his throat. “No. We’ve got a…unique contract. He can basically do whatever he wants.”

Yui groaned and rubbed her forehead with her palms. “The Mortal Plane is doomed.”

“You have no idea,” Damien muttered.

Carson took a piece of meat from the board and ate it, speaking once he’d finished. “What is your companion anyway, Damien? I hope you’ll forgive the rude question, but I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“An undiscovered one from the Plane of Darkness,” Damien said, grabbing two pieces of meat and offering one to Sylph, who plucked it from his fingers with a burst of wind. “Trust me, you don’t want to know more.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Carson said.

“Let’s switch topics,” Yui suggested, claiming some food for herself. “Damien, you’ve already found out what Sylph has been up to, but you haven’t said what you’ve been doing at Mountain Hall. How was it?”

“Interesting,” Damien replied, tapping his chin in thought. “When I showed up, I had to fight off a group of students who thought I’d be easy pickings.”

“How many?” Sylph asked. “And what Year?”

“I don’t remember to be honest. Probably half a dozen? And they were Year Ones, I think.”

“Wow. That’s a rough way to start a transfer.” Carson grimaced.

“It was,” Damien agreed. “I nearly killed a few of them on accident. I didn’t expect them to be so weak. I ended up getting one of them booted from Mountain Hall because of how badly she lost.”

“Damien,” Sylph said crossly. “Seriously? What happened to her?”

“Oh, I felt bad so I let her move into my room as a fake maid. A bunch of the other students were apparently waiting to attack her, and she had nowhere else to go.” Damien shook his head. “I hate the environment there. Everyone was constantly waiting for an opportunity to bring others down.”

“Ah. Good job,” Sylph said with a nod.

Carson and Yui exchanged a glance.

“Sylph isn’t annoyed that he had a random girl staying in his room for a month or two?” Carson asked quietly.

“I told you—they’re weird,” Yui replied. “Don’t question it. And don’t let me catch you with a random woman sleeping in your room.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“So, what happened with her?” Sylph pressed, claiming more food for herself.

“She got attacked. Henry warned me before it got too bad,” Damien replied. “I realized I had to put a stop to it or I’d constantly be getting bothered by people attacking her.”

“Good idea,” Sylph said approvingly. “What did you do? Make an example of one of them?”

“Pretty much. I ripped one of their arms off,” Damien said. “That worked pretty well.”

Sylph nodded. “Good. I would have just gotten rid of a few until people got the message, but that’s probably a more effective method.”

“Thanks,” Damien said. “But the main reason I went to Mountain Hall was to find Quinlan. I ended up finding her room, but she wasn’t there. It turns out, the whole reason that she was trying to learn runecrafting was to help free her sister, who was locked in stasis by a botched companion summoning.”

“You found the sister?” Sylph guessed.

“Yeah. She was in a coffin of some sort,” Damien replied, taking a sip of cider. It really was quite good. Henry was just a complainer. “Henry and I got her out, though.”

“Figures,” Carson muttered. “You know runes as well?”

“I wanted to be a researcher before I became a battle mage,” Damien said with a shrug. “They’ve been fairly useful. It’s nice to be able to make my own magic instead of just memorizing spells that other people have created.”

“I’d love to do it, too, if it didn’t have such a sharp learning curve. I’d be thirty by the time I graduated,” Carson said, shuddering. “I’ll stick to using spells like a normal person.”

“Where was Quinlan?” Yui asked curiously. “It’s hard to believe she’d leave her sister just sitting around in stasis.”

“She was wrapped up in some business with a monster,” Damien said, not wanting to mistakenly reveal too much. Sylph could be filled in on the gaps later. “I killed it— Oh, this part is more interesting, though. I found one of Delph’s students teaching a class!”

“Really?” Sylph asked. “Which one?”

“Kat,” Damien said. “Have you heard of her?”

Sylph shook her head.

“Well, you’d like her. She used some sort of body modification magic and was incredibly fast. Faster than you, I think.”

“I want to spar her,” Sylph said, her eyes lighting up. “She’s at Mountain Hall?”

“For now. When she confirmed Delph was at Blackmist, she decided to go on a trip. We’ll probably meet her when we go back.”

“Oh, fantastic,” Sylph rubbed her hands together. “That will be fun.”

“I’ll have you know that Henry managed to defeat her,” Damien said. “So, he’s going to hold this over you forever if you lose.”

Carson choked. “Your companion beat a professor? On his own?”

“Yeah, but she wasn’t going all out,” Damien replied. He decided not to mention that Henry probably could have defeated her, even if she had been.

Carson sighed. “I am starting to understand what you meant about them, Yui. Do you think there’s even a point in asking them to spar to see where I can improve?”

“Probably not,” Yui replied. “You can spar with me or Gaves instead. That’ll be more useful.”

“We’re right here, you know,” Damien pointed out.

Yui just cocked an eyebrow. The waiter emerged once more, this time carrying several platters piled high with salads, thin cuts of meat, and pasta. He set everything down with a flourish and departed once more.

Everything smelled delicious, and that marked the end of their conversation. They all dug in, and the rest of the meal was spent in silence as they devoured dish after dish that the waiter brought to their table.


Chapter
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“I can’t remember the last time I’ve eaten like that,” Carson said, wiping his mouth with a napkin and slumping back in his chair with a satisfied grin.

“My mother’s wealth does have some benefits,” Yui said with a shrug. “Might as well get something out of it.”

“Speaking of, you’re sure she isn’t going to cause trouble for you?” Carson asked with a small frown. “To be honest, I don’t know much about the queen.”

“Neither do I,” Damien said. “I barely ever hear anything about her.”

“She puts a lot of work into making sure it stays like that,” Yui said. “She finds that it’s easier to control things when people aren’t thinking about who’s at the lead. And she’ll be fine…eventually. I think.”

“Doesn’t sound like you know her all that well either,” Sylph observed.

Yui didn’t respond for a few seconds. “She’s the queen. There are responsibilities with that role. Not much time for anything else.”

“Sounds like Stormsword’s explanation for always being missing,” Damien said with a chuckle.

“At least you’ve got your mom,” Sylph said. “She cares a lot. It was really clear when we were all at your house.”

Damien blinked, frowning for a moment as his forehead creased. “I— Yeah. That’s true.”

Their conversation was interrupted as the waiter walked up the stairs again. He inclined his head apologetically. “I don’t mean to interrupt, Princess, but your entourage is here and asking about you. They’re causing something of a scene. Should we send them away?”

Yui glanced around the table and sighed. “No, it’s fine. I think we’re just about done now, anyway.”

“This should be fun,” Sylph whispered to Damien as they headed back down to the bottom floor. “What are the chances we’re about to get some practice in?”

“Fairly high,” Damien whispered back, ignoring the glance that Carson sent them. “What about a challenge? Least moves to get rid of them wins.”

“Are you really betting about beating up students?” Carson asked, slowing to walk with them.

“My money’s on Damien winning,” Yui said. “Five gold.”

“You’re encouraging them!”

“I find more offense in the fact that you think Damien is going to beat me,” Sylph said, narrowing her eyes. “Aren’t women supposed to stick up for each other?”

“Where’d you hear that? I stick up for whatever side is going to win,” Yui said with a very unprincesslike snort. “And I know what Damien can do.”

“I really need to stop reading Henry’s novels,” Sylph grumbled. “They’re addictive in a strange sort of way. But—five gold on me. Can’t say no to easy coin.”

“What about me?” Henry asked from within Damien’s shadow. “Is there a bonus for getting rid of multiple people with the same move?”

“You’re barred from the competition,” Damien said. “I’m not trying to kill someone. Yet.”

“Boring,” Henry complained. “I’ve got ways to get rid of them that wouldn’t kill anyone.”

“No permanent mental scarring either.”

“I would like to withdraw from the competition,” Henry proclaimed. “The rules have been unfairly stacked against me. Where are the judges? I’m putting in a complaint.”

They reached the front of the restaurant and stepped through the doors, where two waiters were standing cross-armed in front of Gaves, Bella, and several other Kingsfront students that Damien didn’t recognize.

“Princess!” Gaves exclaimed. “We were worried about you. Are you okay?”

“I was getting lunch, Gaves,” Yui said wearily. “The roast chicken isn’t going to get off the plate and stab me.”

“You were alone with two very dangerous people and an unknown element,” Gaves said, narrowing his eyes. “And I won’t forget that little stunt, Damien.”

“No teleporting him away. That’s no fun,” Sylph whispered.

Damien’s eyes narrowed. “Now, you’re just rigging things in your favor.”

“Winning the same way twice wouldn’t be any fun.”

“Fine,” Damien muttered. “But I’m not holding back when we spar.”

“I wouldn’t expect any less,” Sylph said, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek and nearly causing him to trip over his own feet. She smirked at his reaction.

“Could you not flirt in front of the princess?” Bella asked, her tone as deadpan as ever. “She’s not accustomed to such uncouth sights.”

Carson choked and cleared his throat, suddenly finding a nearby bush fascinating.

“Who do you all think you are, anyway?” one of the girls Damien didn’t recognize asked, stepping toward them. She had strawberry red hair and matching ruby eyes. “You should show some respect around the princess, especially to Gaves.”

“Oh?” Damien asked. “Why?”

Her eyes widened. “Are you serious? He’s the princess’s bodyguard, and one of the best fighters in his year. You’re just asking to get your ass handed to you if you don’t show the proper respect around him.”

Damien struggled to repress a laugh as he raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“What’s so funny?” the girl growled, glancing between Gaves and Damien.

“Oh, I’m just a little confused, I guess,” Damien said with a shrug. “But, as I see it, Yui should get to choose who she hangs out with. I don’t see the point of her wasting time with people too weak to stand on their own, anyway.”

Sylph rolled her shoulders and subtly shifted her stance, picking up on the intonation in Damien’s words.

“This should be fun,” Yui whispered to Carson.

“Shouldn’t you do something?” Carson asked in the same tone as they both took a step back.

“Nah. I want to see if I make my five gold. Besides, I can clear any confusion up with the teachers when they show up.”

“Gaves? What’s going on? Why are we just standing around?” the red-haired girl asked. Damien gave her credit for being smarter than the vast majority of Mountain Hall students—they probably would have attacked him a while ago.

“Damien is stronger than he appears,” Gaves said, rolling his neck. “He’s the second place winner of the Year Two Intermurals.”

“So what? I’m a Year Three,” she replied with a shrug. “There’s a big gap between skill in Year Two and Three.”

“Well, if you’re done bothering us, we’ll be on our way,” Damien said. “Yui just asked us to show her around a brothel since she’s never seen one before. I don’t suppose you know where the nearest one is?”

Yui reddened, and Gaves narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to antagonize us?”

“Yes,” Damien admitted. “Mostly because you’re annoying, and there’s a bet on how many of you go squish first. Honestly, can’t you find a better hobby? Yui clearly doesn’t appreciate this.”

“You keep using her first name,” the red-haired girl said through clenched teeth. “Talk to her with respect, peasant.”

“Oh, man, she sounds like a worse version of Nolan when we first met him,” Damien said to Sylph.

“And now you’re just ignoring us,” the girl’s hands clenched, and lightning crackled down her arms, filling the air with the faint smell of ozone. “Gaves, you can’t mean to just let this pass.”

“Notice how she isn’t actually asking Yui what she wants,” Damien drawled. “Are you only hanging around to improve your standing with the queen or something?”

“We do this because we care for the kingdom,” Gaves snapped. “You clearly don’t. You’re a bad influence on the princess, and just being next to you is probably putting her in danger.”

“Yui’s a big girl,” Sylph said. “She can take care of herself, don’t you think?”

“This isn’t about her abilities,” Gaves said. “There’s always someone stronger. We’re there to make sure there’s no chance she’s hurt. You’re only here for your own enjoyment.”

“Partially true,” Damien admitted with a shrug. “But nobody’s going to enjoy living a sheltered life. Honestly, I don’t care all that much either way. Yui asked to go get breakfast, so I obliged. If you lot can’t even give her that, I think the problem is on your end. Besides, I’m not so sure you could protect her from anything if it really came down to it.”

“Keep insulting us, and you’re going to find out,” the red-haired girl said, pressing her lips together. “Princess, this isn’t proper. We should leave.”

“While rude, Damien has not broken any laws or rules,” Yui said diplomatically. “And I did invite him for breakfast.”

“We’re wasting time,” Sylph said. “Can we just skip to the part where we fight? All of us have things to get to.”

“I’m trying to keep things peaceful,” Gaves said, clenching his hands. “All we want to do is keep the princess safe. Even if you aren’t a direct threat to her, you’re putting her in situations where she could be hurt.”

“Then, she’ll learn,” Damien said. “You can’t protect her forever. Especially not as weak as most of you are. I don’t mean that as an insult. You simply just can’t protect her right now.”

“What about a bet?” Yui offered. “If all of you can beat Damien and Sylph, then I’ll play by your rules until we graduate. But, if they win, I get to decide where you accompany me, and you don’t report it to my mother.”

“That’s deal stacked against us,” Bella observed. “Lying to the queen is a very dangerous offense.”

“I’ll deal with any fallout that comes of it.” Yui shrugged. “Not that any will. She doesn’t care enough to check in beyond what you tell her.”

“There are eight of us and two of them,” the red-haired girl said. “Gaves, take them up on it. We’ve got two Year Fours and two Year Threes.”

Gaves walked up, stopping right in front of Damien. He leaned in, but Damien didn’t feel any malice from his actions, so he didn’t stop the other boy.

“We’re puppets on strings,” Gaves said, his voice so hushed that Damien could barely pick it up. “You probably think we’re all morons, but the queen does not take kindly to anyone wwho disobeys her direct orders. She said to tail the princess, so we tail the princess. If we don’t, that’s it for us, and this is cutting into our own time. We can’t practice as much as we should, but we genuinely don’t have a choice—unless you can prove we can’t do our jobs here.”

Damien inclined his head slightly and answered in the same hushed tone. “You want me to humiliate you?”

“For lack of a better word, yes. It’ll give us an excuse to let Yui breathe and, believe it or not, I’ve got things I want to do myself. The princess isn’t my whole world, no matter how important she is. I’m going to push you now.”

Gaves shoved Damien, sending him stumbling a step back. “Idiot won’t listen to reason. Fine, then. For your safety, we’ll do it. This is in your name, Princess.”

Man, now I feel bad for Gaves. I never really considered that he might not have a choice about following Yui around like a lost puppy.

“Well, this is a great opportunity to help him out,” Henry said with a smile in his voice. “And we get to have some fun while we’re at it. Go on.”

“Perfect,” Damien said, rubbing his hands together and calling on his Ether. “Ready?”

Ether gathered around the students behind Gaves. Damien waited for a few moment as they brought their powers to bear, just so nobody would complain he’d cheated by acting too early.

“Kneel.”

All eight of them slammed to the ground unceremoniously.

“That doesn’t technically count as getting rid of them,” Sylph said. “They’re still here.”

“Does it matter if they can’t move? I count that as gotten rid of.”

Bella’s body twitched, and she pushed herself upright, bracing her hand against her knee and trembling with effort. Gaves and the red-haired student stood as well, along with two other boys.

“They’re moving,” Sylph said. “That’s one move down.”

“Damn it,” Damien muttered.

I shouldn’t have held back that much.

One of the boys thrust a hand forward, forming and sending a barrage of earthen spears flying at Damien. Almost bored, Damien cast Devour, swallowing the spell. Gaves started for him, but Damien grabbed his clothes with his telekinesis. Gaves tried to fight his mental energy off, but his efforts weren’t enough.

He floated into the air, and Damien flung him onto the top of a nearby roof.

“That counts as out,” he said.

“Three moves for one person,” Sylph replied. She shifted her stance, and the boy who had used the earth magic a few moments ago staggered, raising his hands to his ears before he collapsed, his eyes rolling back in his head. “And it took me one.”

“That’s not fair,” Damien complained. “I got attacked.”

Bella darted for him, but he didn’t wait around to see what sort of spell she would try. He Warp Stepped forward and tapped her on the shoulder. Bella tried to fight the spell off, but she didn’t have much more mental energy than Gaves, and Damien easily overpowered her. She appeared on the rooftop beside Gaves.

“Two more moves for one person,” Sylph said.

Damien rolled his eyes.

“Stop treating this like a game,” the red-haired girl hissed. Lightning crackled across her body, and she threw herself out of the clutches of Damien’s magic, blurring toward Sylph.

A black gauntlet materialized around Sylph’s hand, and she brought it up straight into the other girl’s chin with a sharp crack. The red-haired student crumpled to the ground, unconscious. Damien grabbed the last boy who had managed to remain standing and lifted him over to the roof as well.

“Well, that was pathetic,” Damien drawled. “Also, one move on the last one.”

“You still used more moves overall,” Yui grumbled. “Were you trying to lose that on purpose?”

“Hey, I didn’t bet anything,” Damien said with a chuckle. Yui sighed as Sylph extended a hand.

Sylph collected her winnings and slid them into her pocket with a snicker.

“Were they even trying?” Carson asked, staring at the four students who lay across the ground, still unable to stand under the effects of his direct casting.

“Almost certainly,” Yui said. “Although even I didn’t expect them to do that poorly. It wasn’t even a fight.”

“I wasn’t joking about them slacking off. I think they need to spend more time practicing and less tailing you around,” Damien said, his gaze darkening. “Especially now. They aren’t going to be protecting anyone if they can’t protect themselves. Hopefully, this’ll serve as a wakeup call.”

Carson glanced up at Gaves and Bella, who stared down at them from the rooftop.

“That’s not ominous at all. You’re talking about this Corruption threat that all the teachers have been warning us about? Why does it sound like you know more about it?”

“Because I do,” Damien replied. “Yui, Gaves and Bella probably mean well, even though they’re complete idiots. You aren’t safe. None of us are. You should consider training harder.”

Yui grimaced. “Yeah. I will, and I’m sure they’ll join me. Can’t complain about that. I appreciate you not seriously hurting anyone, by the way. Bella is a healer anyway, but restraint is always nice.”

“Our opponents won’t offer the same grace,” Damien said, releasing his spell on the remaining students and allowing them to stand. “Speaking of training, I think it’s about time Sylph and I got some in ourselves. You’ll have to excuse us. I’ll just go ahead and add this to the favors you owe us.”

Yui rolled her eyes at the joking tone in his voice. “I know you’re just messing around, but I haven’t lost count—although I’m not sure if there’s going to be much I’ll be able to do for either of you.”

“You might be surprised,” Damien said, his face darkening. “Sometimes, I think half the threat to us is from other people. We’ll see you around shortly, Yui.”

“Dinner?” she asked. “Assuming you’re staying at Kingsfront, the least I could do is pay for both of your meals.”

“That should be fine,” Damien said with a nod. He and Sylph bid farewell to the other two and set off, the baffled gazes of the small group of onlookers following them until they were out of sight.
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Sylph led Damien out of Kingsfront’s grounds and into the wilderness surrounding the school. Despite how fancy it was, the area around it was surprisingly untamed. After a few minutes of walking, they were well within a fairly dense forest. They stopped in a large clearing within it.

“Well, this looks familiar.” Damien chuckled. “Do all of the colleges have a forest or something next to them?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. I did a little searching around, and I found that Kingsfront sources their healing water from a pool in the forest as well. It’s really similar to Blackmist,” Sylph said. “Either way, this is a great place to spar without having to worry about someone watching.”

“Perfect,” Damien said. “How serious are we getting?”

“Depends. The last time we went all out, you won pretty handily. I’ve gotten a lot stronger since then, but I suspect you have to.”

Damien nodded. “And Henry might have grown even more than I have.”

“Maybe just me versus you, then. I won’t use any of Human’s abilities to make it even,” Sylph suggested. “Henry can make sure nobody interrupts us.”

“Hey! I want to show off as well,” Henry complained from the shadows.

“I’m sure you’ll get a chance soon enough, but I’m more interested in sparring with Damien,” Sylph said.

Henry sighed. “Fine, fine. I’ll make sure we don’t get any eavesdroppers. Knock yourselves out.”

A pulse of purple washed out from Damien, rippling as it touched the ring of trees surrounding them.

“All safe,” Henry reported. “Damien burns through quite a bit of Ether when he fights now, so you might actually have to be a little careful. I won’t be able to block out things for too long against someone at Whisp’s power if he’s going all out.”

“That’s fine.” Sylph rolled her shoulders and raised her arms, arching her back in a stretch before lowering into a fighting stance. “The best fights don’t last that long.”

Damien drew Ether into himself. It churned in his Core as his mental energy already prepared to mold it.

“Make sure you’re ready,” Sylph warned. “I don’t have that much of the healing water on me. I mostly just carry food around now.”

“Noted,” Damien said. “On your mark.”

“No,” Sylph said. “On yours.”

Damien cocked an eyebrow, then nodded. He picked a rock off the ground and nodded to it. “When it hits the ground?”

“That works.”

He lobbed the stone into the air. They both watched it arc through the sky and descend. It thumped against the dirt, and Damien Warp Stepped. He appeared in the air, just below the canopy.

Sylph was already standing where he’d been just an instant before. She flickered, and then she was face to face with him. Damien hardened his mage armor as she drove a fist into his stomach. He grunted and Warp Stepped back to the ground.

She wasn’t quite as fast as Kat, but she was closing on her. Damien sent Ether out into the air around him, binding several gravity spheres in place. The back of his neck tingled, and he spun, raising his hands defensively as Sylph appeared by his side.

He barely managed to block the strike, and the force still sent him skidding across the ground. Damien detonated the spells that now surrounded Sylph, but she was standing before him before they even had a chance to go off.

“Shit, you’re fast now,” Damien said, catching another blow on his armor. “Kneel.”

Sylph slammed to the ground with a grunt, and Damien skipped out of range, gathering his Ether once more.

Several pops came out of Sylph’s back as she hunched over. She rose to her feet, gritting her teeth as green veins pulsed beneath her skin. Two scythes sprouted from her back, reaching around to hang over her shoulders.

Her mental energy wrapped around Damien. He pushed back but, without Henry, she wormed past his mental defenses and latched onto his Ether. Damien felt his connection to his Ether vanish.

“I was wondering when you’d whip that out,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “That ability is annoying.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Sylph replied. The ground beneath her feet crunched, and she bounded toward him, moving with incredible dexterity despite the pressure bearing down on her from Damien’s direct casting.

Even as restrained as she was, Sylph was several times faster than Damien. Without his ability to teleport, Damien was forced to dodge out of the way as her scythes whipped at him. He dropped low, spinning to knock her feet out from under her.

His shin hit her leg with a thunk. She didn’t budge an inch. Damien cursed and rolled to the side as a scythe punched into the ground where he’d been.

“What have you been eating?” Damien asked, vaulting back to his feet. “Shatter.”

Black lines erupted from his hands, zigzagging out and passing over Sylph. Her eyes widened in surprise for an instant, and she blurred, but his gravity had weighed her down just enough to slow her reaction time.

One of the lines caught her in the side. A crack echoed through the clearing, and Sylph staggered, the side of her shirt torn along with the runed bandages beneath it. The skin where his spell had caught her stomach turned stony, and green acid trickled down her side. It quickly patched itself over, and Sylph rolled her shoulders.

“Is that a fat joke?” Sylph asked. She flexed her fingers and gritted her teeth. “Damn, this magic is annoying.”

Damien grinned, but he froze as a strange sensation tickled his mental energy. His direct casting was giving out, the Ether draining out of the environment. The smile on his face faded as Sylph’s grew and her back straightened.

“Eight Planes. You’re consuming the Ether,” Damien asked.

Sylph thrust her right hand out to the side. Ropy green magic erupted from her flesh, twisting together like the roots of a tree and covering her arm. She thrust her hand into the ground, sending ripples through it.

Damien dove out of the way as a jagged spike erupted beneath him. He cursed, breaking into a run as the very earth came alive, chasing after him with grasping green roots. Without his magic, and with Sylph pulling the Ether away as he tried to use it, she wasn’t leaving him many options.

“You look cute when you run like that!” Sylph called.

Damien threw himself into a roll, but a spike shot up and caught him by the hem of his pants. It lifted him into the air, growing at a rapid pace and wrapping around his lower half. Sylph sauntered up to him with a smug grin.

“Well, I didn’t expect that,” Damien muttered. She’d completely cut off most of his abilities.

“I’m just thinking about what we’re going to be doing for my day,” Sylph said smugly. “I’ve got so many ideas.”

“Don’t think too hard,” Damien said, his vision going grayscale as he grabbed the cold, dead wood of his Void staff. Sylph’s magic had yet to cover his hands, and he drew jagged runes through the air with rapid efficiency.

A bolt of black light leapt from his fingers and struck Sylph in the chest, launching her across the clearing and smashing her through several trees. Another series of runes sent a wave of rippling black flame across the roots holding him, burning them away.

Damien dropped to the ground and rose to his feet, the lantern at the top of his staff flickering with pale light. Sylph blurred out of the tree line, her mental energy reaching for him once more.

“What is this?” Sylph asked, her eyes going wide. “I can’t touch your Ether!”

“It’s not mine,” Damien replied, raising a hand. He clenched his fingers, digging into the air, and pulled.

A patch of earth beneath Sylph erupted around her, slamming into her back. Dozens of gangly blades sprouted from her body, carving the dirt apart. Each blow weakened his Void-empowered telekinetic hold over the dirt until nothing remained.

The blades retracted into Sylph, and she shifted her stance before darting at Damien once more. He met her, Void magic churning through his body. There were no more words to be traded—they both respected each other’s abilities too much to risk the distraction.

Damien kept his draw on the Void limited, not willing to risk many of the spells that tugged at his consciousness. He didn’t trust the Faceless, and it was already all he could do to properly control the weaker Void spells without losing himself to the apathy.

The two tore the clearing apart, their powers roughly evenly matched. In the end, it came down to magical energy—and Damien had that in leaps and bounds. Sylph’s Core ran dry after a few minutes of fighting and, without Damien’s Ether to pull from, she slowed.

However, Damien wasn’t far from reaching the limits of his safe Void magic usage. The tides shifted once more as he was forced to release the staff. Using his Ether would have just given Sylph an energy source to draw from so, with no little amusement, they found themselves sparring with just their hand-to-hand abilities once more.

He wasn’t sure how long they’d been fighting, but Damien was exhausted. He desperately wanted to draw on his Ether, but that was as good as losing the match. They traded blows for nearly a minute. Damien drove his open palm into Sylph’s stomach, sending her stumbling back a foot. So long as she wasn’t cut, her body didn’t turn to stone. She returned the blow with a powerful kick to his side. He failed to harden his mage armor in time and was sent tumbling across the ground.

Damien vaulted to the side and rolled to his feet, narrowly avoiding Sylph’s follow-up attack. His heart pounded in his chest, and exhaustion gripped his body. She still had an enormous advantage in physical combat.

Going to need to do something fancy and hope I get lucky.

They traded several more strikes, but Sylph continued to gain the advantage. Damien’s weary eyes caught her rearing back, preparing to drive a powerful strike into his stomach. He leapt forward, thrusting his leg behind Sylph and throwing his shoulder against her as hard as he could.

It wasn’t fast enough to stop the strike from slamming into his stomach and knocking all the wind from his lungs, but Damien didn’t let go. He threw every last ounce of energy he had into the sweep.

Her feet left the ground, and Damien thrust his weight down, spinning and slamming Sylph into the dirt. He immediately jumped on her, wrapping her in a tight grip and trying to lock one of her arms behind her back.

Sylph wiggled in his grip, somehow managing to free her arm and spin to face him. She wrapped her legs around his back and thrust a palm into his chin, snapping his head back and throwing her weight to the side, flipping them so that she was on top.

Damien grabbed a paper from his belt and thrust it against her stomach at the same time Sylph’s finger formed into a blade, and she put it against Damien’s neck.

“I win,” Sylph said, breathing heavily.

Damien cocked his eyebrow. Sylph glanced down at the paper.

“Runed?”

Damien grinned. “Enough to melt through steel.”

Sylph rocked back with a groan, sliding off and flopping down beside him. “We tied?”

“Looks like it.”

“I guess it’s not really correct to call it a tie, since you’re using less than half your strength without Henry to help you. I’ll still take it, though.” Sylph scooted closer to him and rested her head against his chest. “Damn. I really wanted to win that.”

“You damn near did,” Damien said, staring up at the sky. “Seriously, that was terrifying. Since when could you just consume Ether like the Corruption? You aren’t feeling any…adverse side effects, are you?”

“No. I’m not really consuming it,” Sylph said, pausing to catch her breath. “I kind of just expanded on the ability to stop you from using magic that we share. I realized I could see all types of Ether through the Corrupted parts in me, but I can’t actually use them. But I can temporarily kind of…pull them. It’s more like shifting it around than actually using it. If you look, you’ll see that the Ether around us hasn’t actually reduced like it would have if the Corruption ate it.”

“Good.” Damien sighed in relief.

“What about you?” Sylph asked. “You looked…intimidating when you were using that staff. Did you finally figure out how to properly use your Void magic?”

“To a degree. No more random bursts of apathy,” Damien replied. “Honestly, the real one who had progress was Henry.”

“That much?”

“You won’t believe it until you see it.”

Sylph whistled. She reached into a pocket and pulled out two strips of jerky. She handed one to Damien. “Another day. I don’t think I’ll be able to properly fight again today. I’m completely out of Ether.”

She ate the jerky, yawning once she finished. “I haven’t sparred like that in weeks. It feels good to really push yourself to the limit.”

“Agreed. I’m not sure who won the bet at this point, though.”

“We can split it fifty-fifty,” Sylph suggested. “I’ll get to choose what we do for the first half of the day. Then, you can choose for the second half.”

“That works. Tomorrow? I don’t think we’re going to get all that much more accomplished today.”

“Yeah,” Sylph said.

The purple energy surrounding the clearing flickered and fell. Henry arose in his spherical form and crossed his tentacles, glaring down at both of them.

“I hate both of you. I didn’t get to pla—ah, fight, at all. Next time, include your companions when you fight. I’m sure Human wanted to do something as well.”

Sylph paused for a moment, then gave a slight nod. “She does. I think she’s getting a competitive streak in her. We still aren’t really talking with words yet, but I’m getting a lot of images of her kicking you in the butt.”

“I don’t have a butt. I’m a sphere with wings, a mouth, and tentacles.”

“She’s very imaginative.”

“Can she imagine me a goat?”

“Let’s not start with the goats,” Sylph said wearily. “Let’s head back to my room. I want to take a shower.”

She and Damien both rolled to their feet, each going to offer the other one a hand before realizing they were both standing. They laughed, then headed back toward Kingsfront, Henry grumbling behind them the entire way.


Thank you for reading Dawnfall


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: Dawnfall 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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Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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Looking for more great books from Actus?

[image: ]
Everybody wants a second shot at life... Few get that restart. Chosen by roaming angels and sent off to another word full of magic and cultivation, where they can live in ways that could only be dreamed of on earth. Where the only thing that dictated their fate was power. Anyone who met Chance would have agreed that he deserved it more than most. Life isn't that easy. Just like everything else, there are rules and regulations—and Chance didn't make the cut. Not until a lucky encounter gets him a one-way ticket to his future. A world where he can make something of himself. If only he hadn't landed in the middle of an endless maze full of monsters salivating for his life. Isolated and lost, the only thing Chance has to work with is his strange, luck-based magic and his determination to finally live a life worth living. Fortunately, he has a whole lot of good Karma built up. Don't miss the next hit Progression Fantasy Cultivation series from Actus, bestselling author of Blackmist & Cleaver's Edge. Join the adventure of a Karmic Cultivator in a brutal new world who refuses to compromise his values on his quest to grow stronger. Sometimes, luck isn't all it's cracked up to be.
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A ruthless tactician. A pantheon of traitor gods. A quest for revenge. The Gods were believed to be immortal. To exist so far outside the natural laws of the universe that their crimes were unpunishable. Countless had tried to break free of their rule, but all were left broken. A clock hung over the head of every mortal, counting down from their birth to the inescapable day that the Goddess of Death claimed them. Knell Coda was never born. He came into the world outside the reaches of the gods, to a family who had committed the cardinal sin of defying their rule. Had they left him alone, perhaps the world would have remained as it was. Instead, their meddling wound the hands on a new clock – one that hung above the heads of the gods rather than mortals. Because of their blunder, Knell learns the one secret that they desperately wanted to keep. The Gods can be tricked. They can be defeated. They can die. To most, seeking the head of a goddess would be the actions of a madman. To Knell, it is an inevitability. Together with his loyal crew, he will use his deadly cunning and grow strong enough to claim his revenge – no matter the cost. Don't miss the next action-packed, strategic LitRPG Series from Actus, bestselling author of Blackmist and Cleaver's Edge, about a tactician with access to a System, his crew, and his quest for mortal revenge.




Get Advent of Eternity Now!
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Adventurers seek dungeons for riches. Heroes storm great fortresses. Gods clash far above. Arek cooks lasagna and tops it with a dash of finely chopped basil. An orc who has seen more than his fair amount of fighting, Arek wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his days cooking and away from the chaos of combat. However, when Ming and her group of adventurers hire him as their full-time chef, his plans of avoiding violence crumble. He longs to leave his blood-soaked mistakes in his past, but old friends and foes have different ideas. Cleaver's Edge is the first book in a Fantasy / LitRPG lite series with a cooking element that's perfect for the Holiday Season. It contains status windows and other RPG elements, but it is not set within a videogame. It will appeal to anyone that enjoys reading a slice-of-life fantasy about a group of adventurers as well as fans of Food Wars!




Get Cleaver’s Edge Now!
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Ancient Magic brought the world to its knees. Now, Angel is bringing it back. In the time that passed, society rebuilt, mixing machinery and magic to form something new. Great blimps took to the sky, belching steam and smoke as metal city-states sprouted like weeds below. Angel, a daring adventurer, scours the desert endlessly in search of ancient magic. When he’s given an offer he can’t refuse, he finds out that he’s not the only one seeking lost knowledge. His opponents wield magic that the world has forgotten, and their methods leave cities razed and the innocent in their wake. In a race against a group who has lived in the shadows since the Great War, Angel will have to determine just how far he’s willing to go to accomplish his goals. Experience the start of a Magitech LitRPG Series by Actus, the author of Cleaver's Edge. Set in a Steampunk Fantasy world, it's perfect for fans of Arcane, Final Fantasy, and lovers of all things Gamelit, LitRPG, & Progression Fantasy.




Get Steamforged Sorcery Now!

For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Groups


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LitRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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