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CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      It’d be a lot easier to just burn it all down and start over.

      The ripe, golden wheat waving in the early summer breeze looked healthy, but John knew that appearances were deceiving. Half a year had passed since the nearly disastrous fight against Kythov the Eyeless, and the fallout from the Necromancer’s attack was still having effects on the valley. Legions of undead, many of them dragged from the very battlefields John had burned, had marched on the valley, tainting the land with their mana even after the enchantment that kept them alive had been destroyed.

      If we can train wheat to process mana, we should be able to train it to filter tainted mana as well, but this isn’t working at all.

      Unable to shake the frown on his lips, John turned away from the experimental field and looked at the rolling hills covered in ripening wheat. It was almost time for harvest, and the extra land they had cleared last fall had been put to good use, growing a healthy winter crop. As always, the sight of wind rippling across the golden wheat brought peace to his soul, and for a few minutes he just enjoyed the view. Until the peace was shattered by a loud squawking and a triumphant bellow. Rubbing his forehead in annoyance, John headed for the barn, where the sound was coming from.

      Seeing Thomas leaning against the fence with Ben, John walked over to join them. They were watching Sigvald and Ferdie face off in what might have been the most dramatic game of tic-tac-toe ever played. During a moment of boredom in the dead of winter, John had taught Ferdie how to play and had been regretting it ever since. The bull had, in turn, taught his greatest rival, the giant rooster Sigvald, and they had been playing game after game ever since.

      “It sounds like Ferdie is on a winning streak again.”

      “Four games in a row,” Ben replied, hanging over the fence’s top bar.

      With a mighty flap of his wings, Sigvald erased the previous game and scratched out new lines. Head held high, he glared at Ferdie from his uncovered eye. He was still wearing the eye patch Ellie had made for him like a badge of honor, despite being able to see perfectly well out of both eyes. Since becoming Ellie’s familiar, Sigvald had continued to grow and now stood a whopping six feet tall. The metallic glint his red and orange feathers carried had increased and occasionally faint sparks would dance across them, giving him a powerful appearance. His wingspan was nearly as large as he was tall, and when the rooster puffed himself up, he looked more like a prehistoric lightning bird than a chicken.

      As impressive as Sigvald was, it was Ferdie who John couldn’t believe. Waking up one morning, John found that the bull had suddenly shrunk down, appearing no bigger than a calf. Soon after he had returned to a normal size, and from then on didn’t grow a single inch no matter how much mana he consumed. That didn’t mean he wasn’t getting stronger, of course, just that he had somehow learned to control his size. At the drop of a hat, he could grow to more than double his normal size, transforming from a large bull to a flame-covered monster the size of a barn.

      The biggest change, however, were the scales that had started to grow on his skin. Though faint normally, they turned into hard, stone-like armor when he grew large, reminding John of the pictures of dragon scales from his time on Earth. With molten horns, iron-clad hooves, and the ability to breathe great gouts of flame, Ferdie was becoming more like a dragon than any bull John had ever seen.

      Now, though, the two animals were keeping their normal forms as they faced off across the tic-tac-toe board. Pacing back and forth, Sigvald looked at his opponent with a supercilious gaze before darting forward, his claw tracing an X in the center square. Just before his claw landed a horn stabbed down, blocking his mark. Without pausing, Sigvald’s wings battered at Ferdie’s head, knocking the horn off course as his other leg unleashed another strike, managing to make his X. With a crow of triumph, he backed off, returning to his side as Ferdie huffed in annoyance.

      The two beasts’ devotion to the game had caused them to add an extra rule that allowed their opponent to interfere with their choice of square. Though initially this had caused things to escalate until John was forced to step in to keep the barn from being destroyed, they had now settled on using no mana as they sparred, relying only on their strength and speed to compete. Shaking his head, John straightened up as he heard the milk cart coming into the yard.

      Ben jumped down from the fence and hurried to help Even unload the empty cans, each of his steps carrying him six to eight feet forward. Sensing the mana shimmering around his feet, John glanced at Thomas, who was still watching the two battling beasts.

      “How is Ben’s training going? It seems like his footwork is getting better.”

      “It’s going well, sir,” Thomas said, glancing over his shoulder at Ben, who was about to vanish around the corner. “He has a natural knack for it, and whatever those Shadow Singers are teaching him is really working. He is taking to it like a fish to water.”

      Almost thirteen, Ben was already a class holder, and the spectres who watched over him had been training him constantly. He was still getting combat training from Thomas as well, and since his body had been reshaped by mana during his class ceremony, Thomas was running the young man hard.

      “In another couple years he’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

      “I can hear some hesitation,” John commented, glancing at Thomas, who was showing a slightly troubled expression.

      “Yes, sir. Well, it’s just that he doesn’t have a lot of experience, sir. It reminds me a bit of the young squires in the academy.”

      Instantly understanding Thomas’ concern, John’s frown returned and he considered the problem. As the Ecclesia had taken over Lepiera they had established an academy to train recruits for the military, turning out highly skilled Knights. Unfortunately, after a few classes the young squires began to have problems. They were highly trained in both combat and warfare, but because they were sheltered they ended up with a warped sense of their place in the world, causing them to often get tangled up in dangerous problems. Though Ben had experienced the harshness of the world when he was young, he had been surrounded by incredibly powerful people for the last few years, and that had given him a dangerous sense of bravado. Earning his class had only given him wings, and Thomas was rightly afraid that it would bring Ben into unnecessary danger if it wasn’t corrected.

      “Hmm, that is a serious problem,” John said. “I’ll talk to Ellie about that. Do you have a solution?”

      “Apprentice him outside the valley,” Thomas replied after a moment of thought. “He is skilled in his own right, and the spectres continue to watch over him, so his safety should not be in question. I’m afraid that if he stays in the valley, your shadow will be too large for him to find his own strength.”

      Nodding, John gave the battling beasts one final glance before heading for the barn with Thomas.

      “I don’t know that Ellie will go for that, but I’ll talk to her.”

      “Thank you, sir. I think it would be best for him.”

      Silently mulling over Thomas’ words, John opened up his status window as he split ways with Thomas and walked toward the porch.
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      His failure to stop the apocalypse had resulted in the removal of his Doom Points and the addition of Apocalypse Points, though he had yet to understand the difference. The game was as broken as ever, and the lack of a tooltip to explain what he was looking at still drove him crazy. The winter had been spent studying the infinitum, the doorway that Azewix Valehawk, the first Mage, had left behind, but apart from slowly increasing his Astral Insight skill to seventeen, not much else had changed.

      Opening up his three quests, John read over them for the umpteenth time, more out of habit than anything else.

      
        
        [A World on the Brink: Though the world has been saved from immediate doom, the apocalypse has begun. The wheels of causality spin, causing threats to rise from all corners of the land. Numerous threats that could destabilize the world and send it tumbling into the abyss have begun to stir. It is up to you to stop them. Bring this world’s Apocalypse Points down to zero or watch as this world perishes.]

      

      

      Rumors had been swirling recently about all sorts of catastrophes on the horizon, almost as if everyone in the world could feel the impending apocalypse in the air. Though John had not made any progress on this quest, he had a feeling things were about to change. He could sense a hint of pressure every time he looked at the quest, and though he had no idea what would happen when it came to a head, he could tell it was going to.

      
        
        [Feed the Nations: You have managed to do the impossible, creating a type of wheat that consumes mana to grow yet is still edible. However, in the face of the sea of mouths that go hungry every day, the wheat you have grown is less than a drop. Expand your production of this new wheat, propagating it until it is sufficient to provide food for the world. Be careful of those who would take the wheat for themselves, trying to monopolize in order to generate wealth.]

      

      

      The second quest he had was a continuation of the chain quest he was on, and though the coming harvest would help with it, what John was really waiting for was news about the wheat planted in the Moritoi forbidden lands. After coercing the Moritoi to plant and cultivate fields of wheat in their mana-ravaged ancient homeland last year, John was hoping that this year’s harvest would be enough to prove this method viable, thus killing two birds with one stone.

      [Reclaim the Forbidden Lands: The wheat seeds in your hand hold the secret to reclaiming the lands blighted by the forbidden spells. Rewards will be dependent on the size of the reclaimed land. This is a repeatable quest.]

      If the experiment happening among the Moritoi was successful, he would be able to complete both Feed the Nations and Reclaim the Forbidden Lands in short order, which would hopefully finally reduce the number of Apocalypse Points he had. Closing all the windows, he let out a small sigh.

      “Something the matter?”

      Hearing Ellie’s voice, John looked up and saw her standing in the doorway that led into the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. Unable to stop the smile that tugged at the corners of his lips, he shook his head.

      “No, I’m just rehashing the same thoughts over and over again without getting anywhere.”

      “That’s what happens when you’re responsible for the world,” Ellie said, laughing.

      “Can I give it back?”

      “Nope, sorry. You’re stuck with it until someone catches up to you. Come on, I just made some bread, you can help me try it out with the new cheese.”

      “Ooh, is it done?”

      “I think so, though the consistency doesn’t seem quite right. I used a mix of sharp and mild cheddar since it was a bit too strong last time, but I don’t think I have enough liquid. You can tell me what you think.”

      Following Ellie into the kitchen, John saw a small bowl with a crumbly pale-yellow cheese mixture. The cheddar they made on the farm typically came out pale yellow, though he had been experimenting trying to get a stronger yellow color to help their customers tell the difference at a glance. Cutting a piece of bread, John spread the cheese mix on the bread, paying careful attention to how it felt to spread.

      “See, it isn’t as smooth or as light as you described. You called it pub cheese, right? And a pub is like an inn?”

      “Yes, but typically without rooms. It’s just the restaurant and bar portion of an inn. Though the word comes from public house, which was a name for an inn. I agree though, this is delicious, but not the right consistency. What did you use for it?”

      Taking the recipe, John looked at it closely, trying to match it to what he remembered from Earth. He had never made cheese spread, but he had eaten it enough times to have a good sense of it. A faint memory stirred in the depths of his mind, and he suddenly snapped his fingers.

      “Got it! We need a good ale. That’s how we increase the liquid without diluting the taste.”

      “Ale? I think we have some in the storeroom.”

      While Ellie went to check the storeroom, John scooped a bit more cheese. It was really good, and the mix of cheddar reminded him of macaroni and cheese. When Ellie came back holding a bottle, she saw that he was lost in thought so she poked him.

      “Will this work?”

      “Hm? Oh, yeah, it should.”

      Pulling the cork out, Ellie added a splash to the cheese mixture and gave John the mixing spoon. Adding another splash, John stirred the cheese, his hand blurring as fast as a blender. Sitting down at the table, Ellie put her chin in her hand and stared at him.

      “What were you thinking about?

      “I was just thinking about noodles.”

      “Noodles? What is that?”

      “Where I come from, we make… they’re sort of hard to describe. They’re like long thin slices of bread that are so dense they won’t fall apart in soup,” he said slowly. “Sometimes we even make them into short, bent tubes. And they pair wonderfully with cheese.”

      “Is noodles hard to make?” Ellie asked, perking up at the mention of another mysterious food.

      “Noodles is the plural. I’m not sure, I’ve never made them before. But it would be worth trying to figure it out. Noodles are a pretty common staple where I’m from, and if you dry them properly they have a great shelf life. Actually, now that I’m thinking about it, I’m liking this idea better and better.”

      Though he knew very little about how to make noodles, John was confident that if he put his mind to it, he would be able to figure it out. A thousand ideas flitted through Mental Model in a moment as he scooped out some of the pub cheese to try on a new piece of bread.
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CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      That afternoon John headed for town, his mind still full of thoughts of noodles. He had been trying to think of how best to use the wheat that was being grown, and noodles seemed like the perfect solution. Not only were they easy to make, but they could be dried, allowing them to keep for a long time. The problem was, he didn’t actually know how to make them. Tossing that problem to the back of his mind, he tapped on Merlin’s sides, urging his horse to speed up. Haver had asked him to swing by, and since John wanted to put an order in at the general store, he figured now was as good a time as any.

      Fairford had grown considerably since he had arrived in the valley, and after all of the turmoil of the last three years, John had grown to enjoy the small town and the people who lived in it. On his way into town, he caught sight of Gerret, the village blacksmith, waving at him, so he stopped to chat.

      “John! Beautiful day isn’t it? Much better than the rain we’ve had the last few weeks.”

      “Did the rain slow business down much?” John asked, leaning his arms on his saddle’s pommel.

      Shaking his head, Gerret jerked a thumb at the main street which was filled with wagons.

      “Nah, there have been so many new people in town that we’re swamped. A lot of wagon repairs and shoeings, but the big draw is building materials. A lot of orders for nails, building tools, hearths, and the like. That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. You have a forge out at your place, right? We’re up to our eyeballs in work orders and more are piling up every day. I was hoping I could rent your forge for the next few weeks.”

      “No need to rent it,” John said, waving his hand. “Just send a team over whenever you want to use it.”

      “I can’t use it for nothing,” Gerret protested.

      “Tell you what, when you have a spare moment, make me a nice gate. I’ve been thinking about putting one at the end of the lane but haven’t had time to put anything together. That and one of those pies your wife makes.”

      “Hey, don’t push your luck too far,” Gerret said, laughing. “Those pies are worth their weight in silver.”

      “That’s why I want one,” John replied with a smile, gathering his reins. “Seriously though, bring your crew out any time. We’re happy to help.”

      “Thanks, John. You’re saving my neck with this one.”

      With a wave, John headed further into town, finding a place at the crowded hitch bar. Since it was too tightly packed to get down from his horse, he got down in the street and led Merlin forward. The big stallion looked around and let out a snort, causing all of the nearby horses to tremble and step back, giving him plenty of space. Nudging John, Merlin looked at his owner with pitiful eyes, doing his best impression of a hopeful puppy, the complete antithesis of his haughty behavior from a moment earlier. Shaking his head, John pushed Merlin away.

      “No, not till we’re back at the farm. You want to cause a riot?”

      Leaving his sad horse behind, John walked into the general store and handed his list to the clerk, who hurried over to help him. The Sutton Farm was easily the largest buyer in the valley, and even a single order was typically enough to keep the store in business for a month. Most of the items on the list would have to be ordered from outside the valley, but even though it cost marginally more than sourcing everything through Gofreid, John liked buying local.

      “We should be able to have everything in by this time next week, sir.”

      Surprised, John’s eyebrows rose.

      “Oh? That’s faster than normal.”

      “Yes, sir. There are a lot of caravans moving back and forth right now. So our supply times have shrunk a good bit.”

      “Great, you can just deliver it all when everything comes in.”

      Once he had settled with the shopkeeper, John walked out and stood on the porch that ran in front of the store, watching the people go by. The town was busier than ever, but there was something about it that felt different from the normal laziness of summer in a small town. The people he saw moved with a sharper purpose, their clothing rougher and expressions less friendly than the normal townsfolk he saw. Seeing a woman in a simple robe coming out of the inn across the street, John made his way over.

      The woman was accompanied by a man dressed in chainmail and leathers, and from the dirt in the creases of his armor and the stubble on his chin, it was clear that it had been a long time since he had last encountered a bathtub. The smell of sweat that assailed John when he walked close confirmed his suspicion. Seeing him coming, Eva’s eyes lit up and she waved.

      “John! Haver was looking for you.”

      “How are you doing today, Eva? Enjoying the weather?”

      “Hey, buzz off, I’m talking to the lady,” the unshaven adventurer said, addressing John, only to be completely ignored.

      “Is Haver in his office?”

      “No, he’s out back with the pups. He had another litter yesterday.”

      Unable to take the hint, the adventurer reached out to grab Eva.

      “Oi! I’m talking to you!”

      Looking frightened when his large hand fell on her shoulder, Eva turned her imploring eyes on John but got only a disinterested look back. Stepping past her, John gave the adventurer a glance and shook his head. Annoyed, Eva called after him.

      “Aren’t you supposed to help the beauty in distress?”

      “Do you need help?”

      The answer floated back as John walked into the inn. Rolling her eyes at John’s answer, Eva flicked the man’s hand off her shoulder and looked at him squarely.

      “Accosting women, on the street, or anywhere else, is prohibited by the laws of the Ecclesia. There are no circumstances in which it is lawful. The punishment is up to five gold and one to ten months, depending on if there is physical contact or not.”

      Staring at her dumbly, the adventurer let out an incredulous laugh.

      “This isn’t the capital, pretty. We’re all the way out on the fringe of civilization and you want to talk to me about laws and rules? Out here, the strong make the rules!”

      “Precisely,” Eva replied, gesturing behind the adventurer.

      Before the man could turn to look at what she was gesturing to, he felt cold metal on his shoulders as two heavily armored Holy Knights grabbed him. The blood in his face drained away, and he could only stare in shock as they picked him up and carried him down the street, his feet hanging six inches above the ground. Behind him, Eva rubbed her forehead in frustration. She was exceptionally good looking, and he was the sixth newcomer who had gotten a bit over-eager this week. Soon they would need to build a bigger jail to keep all the people they were locking up.

      Inside the inn, John had taken a seat at the bar. The inn was owned by Katrine, but she was busy studying the infinitum, so currently it was being run by Benoit, the former grand duke of Allera. The formerly rotund duke had lost a lot of weight over the last year and had regained the dashing looks he had been famous for in his youth, just with a dash of salt and pepper.

      “What’s with that?” John asked, jerking a thumb toward the porch.

      “A newcomer who doesn’t understand the rules,” Benoit said, shrugging as he filled John’s glass. “There have been a handful of them this week alone. He’s lucky that it was Eva around and not Haver though. The last one had to be carried to the jail on a stretcher.”

      “A lot of new people around?”

      Nodding, Benoit placed John’s glass in front of him and leaned in, lowering his voice.

      “A lot of adventurers, and even more refugees. This has become a popular destination for those who are trying to escape the war.”

      “Has Allera pushed over the border?”

      “No, but it’s only a matter of time. Many of the refugees are from the border towns on Allera’s side. They’re fleeing to avoid the draft, or in some cases, find food. The food shortage is getting more severe everywhere except out here, so we’ve been seeing a pretty steep increase in the number of people showing up. Thankfully, we’ve still got plenty of food so far.”

      “What about that adventurer?” John asked, taking a drink. “He didn’t seem like a refugee to me.”

      “He isn’t,” Benoit said, picking up a glass to polish. “It seems that when the refugee groups rolled through the cities on their way here, they picked up some of the local riff-raff that was looking to escape one thing or another. There are a few dozen of his ilk running around the refugee camp on the edge of town.”

      “We’ve got a refugee camp now?”

      “Yessir. Off the path that leads into town from the mountain pass. They’ve been setting up along the road wherever they can find space. Must be at least a few thousand of them by now.”

      Finishing off his drink, John set his cup down, his mind busy with the implications and potential problems that would come with such a large influx of people. The entire valley didn’t have more than five hundred residents, so to suddenly add a flood of a few thousand would cause no small amount of friction. World-ending quests aside, John had been quite enjoying the peacefulness of his rural home and had no interest in seeing it swarmed by people. Seeing that he was about to leave, Benoit took out a sealed letter and handed it to him.

      “Would you mind giving this to Her Majesty, sir?”

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      “It’s a report on the state of Allera, and what little we know about the man who has usurped her throne.”

      Giving Benoit a hard look, John smiled wryly.

      “I thought Katrine told you she was done being empress and not to bother with it.”

      Nodding heavily, the former duke looked quite depressed. As much as he appeared satisfied with his current life, he had spent almost his whole life serving Allera, and it was impossible for him to erase the loyalty to his former nation that was carved into his bones. Watching Katrine reject her rightful position as empress and abandon the nation to a madman bent on conquest left him miserable.

      “I know, sir. I… I just can’t help but hope she’ll change her mind.”

      “I understand. I’ll make sure she gets the letter and reads it too.”

      Saying goodbye to Benoit, John headed out the back door and walked along the alleyway that ran behind the inn. It was much quieter than the main street, and John quickly arrived at the house that now served as the town supervisor’s office. It had once belonged to Halden, the former village head who had turned out to be a serial killer, ultimately meeting his end at the point of Thomas’ blade after being mortally wounded by Ben in a fight. Now converted into the town’s administrative building, Haver was using it.

      Walking around back, John stood by the fence and watched as Haver the Wolf King, former bandit and new town supervisor, played with the wolf pups that had just been born the day before. A legendary class holder in his own right, Haver had sensed John coming from a block away, and after finishing his checkup on the last pup he walked over. In the corner, his wolf companion that had been napping opened one eye lazily and, seeing it was John, jumped to his feet and ran over, mouth open and tongue out.

      Greeting the excited wolf, John condensed a bit of mana into a crystal, tossing it into the wolf’s open mouth. Shaking his head in mock disapproval, Haver leaned against the fence, watching his companion return to his napping spot.

      “That’s bribery, that’s what that is,” the legendary Tamer said, stroking the soft fur of the pup he held. “Pure bribery. No wonder my reports on your farm come back all garbled. The officials are on the take.”

      “Hey, what works, works,” John joked. “Besides, I have to keep what I’m doing under wraps. What if you made me pay taxes on all that food I’m growing?”

      “Who’d you pay taxes to?” Haver smirked. “What would be the point of taking from one hand just to give to the other?”

      “That’s true. I ran into Eva a bit ago. She was throwing some scruffy looking adventurer in jail for being handsy. Benoit said that you put another one in a cast.”

      Shaking his head, Haver’s lips curled back in a wolfish smile.

      “I only broke his legs. But that’s what I want to talk to you about. We’ve had a large group of people with the last few caravans, and they’ve taken to setting up their tents along the road. So far things haven’t been too bad, but more and more of them are taking to coming into town, and that’s causing some problems between them and the townsfolk.”

      “Can’t you get the Ecclesia to help?”

      “Oh, they are, but with only two Holy Knights and a squad of ten soldiers, they don’t have the hands for it. Most of the townsfolk think we should drive them off, but I don’t agree. I think that it’s not all bad to have new blood in the valley, we just have to be careful in how we handle it.”

      “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Yes. I was hoping to use some of the land over by the old Keller place. I know you’ve got a mine there, and I was thinking you might want some help opening it back up. There’s a good bit of forest south of mine, and we could clear the trees to build another town. It would give the refugees something to do and make it easier to deal with the troublemakers. I also wanted to talk to you about buying the land on the northern edge of Fairford, past the blacksmith, to put up some new houses.”

      “That land isn’t mine,” John said idly, mulling over the idea of reopening the abandoned iron mine.

      Giving him a strange look, Haver put the pup he was holding down and watched it totter back to its siblings, who were tangled up in a large pile.

      “It doesn’t belong to the Sutton Farm, but it does belong to the Eternal Flame. Like every other inch of unclaimed land in this nation.”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah, I’m fine with that. Talk to Eva and take what you need,” John said. “As for the mine, I’m not sure if there’s enough ore in it to support a town, but I’ll find out. If there is, I think that’s a great idea. If we really end up going to war with Allera, we’ll need all the iron we can get our hands on, so opening up the mine preemptively makes a lot of sense.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Leaning over the fence railing, John mulled the idea over a bit more before continuing.

      “Give me a couple days and I’ll let you know. In the meantime, that’s a great location for housing, so I say we start building, mine or no mine. Also, it’s just about time to harvest, so I’ll be putting up some notices for help, and then we’ll be recruiting people to prepare more fields as well.”

      “That’s good. If I learned one thing from my time at Wolf Den, it’s that idle hands are a breeding ground for trouble, so it will be good to give the refugees some direction. Between mining, farming, and building, there should be plenty for them to do,” Haver replied.

      “What about those who don’t want to work?” John asked, shooting a glance at Haver from the corner of his eyes.

      “They can move on,” Haver replied calmly. “We welcome anyone who wants to build a life here and contribute to our valley, but loafers can go loaf somewhere else.”

      “Good. That’s the attitude we should have,” John said, straightening up. “If you need any more help let me know, but consider yourself to have full permission for whatever you want to set up. Just make sure to run it by Eva. I don’t want the Ecclesia bothering me because you’ve set up another bandit camp or something.”

      Giving John an amused look, the Wolf King shook his head.

      “My bandit days are firmly behind me. Now I’m a law-abiding town supervisor.”

      “Hah, I’ll believe it when I see it. Some night when you’re free come out to the farm for dinner. Six o’clock is when we eat.”

      “Thanks, I will.”

      Leaving Haver to his pups, John made his way back through town, occasionally stopping to talk with some of the townsfolk who were out on the street. Though most didn’t talk about anything more serious than the beautiful blue sky and warm weather, John could sense the undercurrent of worry they carried from their unconscious glances toward the ever-growing tent camp at the edge of town. Once he got Merlin, he decided to take a ride through the refugee camp and spent around half an hour observing it.

      Most of the camp’s residents looked like honest small-town folk, though with an edge of desperation that John hadn’t seen since coming to the valley. The Ecclesia had set up a food distribution station, and most of the refugees were in line to make sure they got their dinner before the food ran out. His head full of thoughts, John turned his horse and rode back through town, heading for the farm.

      As rough as the camp was, it’s no doubt a thousand times better than the situation outside the valley. Gofreid should be coming soon to pick up the harvest, and he’ll have a report. Ugh, maybe I should just go wipe out this Iron King or whatever he calls himself. It would only take me a few days to get there and I could just burn the whole place to the ground. Though that might destabilize the enchantment I set up. Which reminds me, I need to double-check that it’s still working. And figure out a more permanent solution until the wheat is being grown in sufficient volume to break down the mana purity. Why does it feel like there’s never enough time?

      After felling Kythov, John, with the help of his companions, had created an enchantment that acted as a reverse filter for the pure mana that filled the universal pool, separating it out into its weaker component parts. Unfortunately, the enchantment naturally degraded from the stress it was under, forcing him to spend time maintaining the enchantment once a month to help stabilize the situation. Once the new wheat strain had been spread throughout the world, there would be no need for it anymore since the wheat would naturally perform the same function, but until then, he had to keep it going manually. The farm was quiet when he got back, and from the smells wafting out of the kitchen it was just about dinner time, so John stabled Merlin and washed up at the sink in the barn before heading inside.

      “Oh, John, can you get me some cream from the cellar?” Ellie asked, seeing him come in the door and handing him a large bowl.

      “Sure.”

      The cellar, which had doubled as a safe house during the zombie crisis that past fall, had been repaired and reinforced again, and as John walked down the stairs to get some cream from the jar inside the door, he couldn’t help but be a bit proud of the new improvements. A second storage area had been added underneath the main level, along with more rooms, another bathroom, a full kitchen, and a breakroom. The cheese production area had been redesigned to be more efficient and handle a larger production capacity as well to take advantage of the farm’s growing herd. Waving to the ladies who were working in the cellar, John used a scoop to skim some cream for Ellie and put it in the bowl she’d gave him.

      “Oh, Mr. Sutton, have you heard that Lori is getting married?”

      Walking over to the table where the ladies were working, John looked at the young woman in question and shook his head.

      “I hadn’t. Congratulations, Lori. Who’s the lucky man?”

      “Ansel, from down valley,” Lori replied, lowering her head and blushing. “It’ll be the first day of fall.”

      “That’s wonderful. He has the farmstead by the old mill, right? With the pigs? You’ll have your hands full with that place, but you’re both hard workers, so you two will do well. Make sure to send us an invitation.”

      “I will, Mr. Sutton.”

      Leaving the ladies to continue their work, John carried the cream back inside to find Ben and Thomas already sitting at the table. Noticing the empty seat where Even normally sat, he put the bowl on the counter by Ellie and raised his eyebrows.

      “Did Even go over to the Clark’s again?”

      “Yup. I hear Emily is showing off her cooking skill.”

      “We need to get a bell for all these weddings that are coming up,” John said, grinning. “I just heard that Lori is going to get married at the beginning of fall.”

      “Yeah, to Ansel, the pig farmer.”

      “Are we going to get a third wedding this year?” Ben asked from the table, causing his sister to shoot him a glare.

      Nonplused, he just grinned back at her and turned his sharp gaze on John. It was clear to everyone what direction John and Ellie’s relationship was going, but things were moving at a snail’s pace. John was nothing if not slow when it came to matters of the heart. Much too slow for Ben’s taste.

      “There are at least a few things that must be dealt with before we talk about that,” John said calmly. “Like the impending end of the world. But don’t worry, your sister and I will deal with everything in due time.”

      “What a wet blanket,” Ben said, shaking his head glumly. “You’re way too serious about everything.”

      “I can confirm that, young master,” Thomas said, “which is why he earned the name Parade Rainer Sutton back in the army.”

      “Parade rainer? Oh! Like he rains on parades. Hah, that’s funny. Let me guess, Lady Katrine came up with that one, right? She has the funniest way of talking.”

      Sitting down at the table, John looked at Ben, who was laughing.

      “Let it be known that anyone who tries to use that name to address me will find out just how rainy I can be.”

      “No bickering at the dinner table,” Ellie said, bringing the whipped cream to the table. “Let’s dig in.”

      As they ate they chatted about the farm and all the things that still needed to be done. There was a never-ending list of improvements and repairs on a farm, and they were also in the process of hiring more people and expanding their fields. When John mentioned his talks with Benoit and Haver, the tone of the conversation turned somber. It was easy to feel like everything was alright with the world while sequestered in their valley, but it was obvious that wasn’t the case. Though they had dealt with Kythov the Eyeless and his minions, the number of challenges the world faced had only risen.

      Still, there was nothing that could be done about it for now, so they put it aside and continued to enjoy each other’s company. Late that night, after the dishes had been done and the evening chores completed, John sat on the porch, enjoying the coolness of the evening. Hearing the kitchen door open, he looked over and saw Ellie coming out, carrying two cups of tea. Giving him one, she put the other down and then sat next to him, curling her legs up under her skirt.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked, taking a sip of her tea.

      “I was just wondering if this is the same sky as the one I saw back on Earth,” John replied, looking out into the star-speckled darkness that covered the valley. “Obviously the position of the stars is different since we’re in a different place, but I was curious if it would be possible to go from here to there.”

      “You mean if we opened the infinitum doorway?” Ellie asked, her expression stiffening slightly.

      Missing the change in her expression, John nodded, his eyes gleaming in the darkness.

      “Yeah. Clearly, people came through that door. Or rather, a person did. The first mage, Azewix Valehawk, arrived here with the spectres and summoned people from my world, giving them classes and setting up the system that we know of today. But he also mentioned in that message that there was an organization he was part of. Where the doorway leads.”

      “Candle Scholar Tower.”

      “Exactly. So, I was just wondering, if we open it, will we find a similar doorway that leads to Earth?”

      “Do you want to go back?” Ellie asked, her voice quiet.

      “Eh, sometimes I think it would be nice. But if I’m honest, I’d be afraid to see how the world changed without me. No, I’m pretty happy here,” John said, his eyes tracing the shadow of the barn in the darkness.

      “So, if you got the chance to leave, would you go through the doorway?” Ellie asked.

      Hearing the oddness in her voice, John’s head snapped around and he stared at her.

      “Did something happen?”

      Hiding her face behind her cup, Ellie nodded and took a sip. Hesitating as long as she could, she finally put her cup down and sighed.

      “Yes, Katrine sent word earlier that they decoded the spell on the wall and the doorway finally responded. They think they can open it.”

      “Wow, that was faster than I thought it would be,” John said, his eyes practically burning with curiosity. “But I guess that’s what happens when you have three sages and a super plant working on it day and night. Come on, let’s go see what they’ve discovered.”

      Standing up, John held his hand out to Ellie, and she reluctantly took it.

      “Thomas, we’ll be going to check out the door and the progress that has been made.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      A black shadow detached itself from the edge of the porch and Thomas’ clone bowed his head to acknowledge John’s command. A faint glint of water appeared at John’s feet and he vanished, carrying Ellie beyond the farm in a single moment. Still holding her tea, Ellie kept her eyes fixed on it, hiding the growing bitterness in her heart. Conversely, John grew more and more excited the closer they got to the door’s location. Deep in the earth, they soon came to the stone building that held the door, and in a few moments they had traveled all the way to the room that held the mysterious door.

      As they flashed by, the recording of the first Mage started to play, but they were moving too fast to catch any of it, and after a second the recording faded, but not before Azewix Valehawk’s image flashed a frown. Inside the big room, all traces of the fight against Kythov had been erased and tables had been moved in. A giant plant stretched out above the doorway, its leaves and flowers trembling ever so slightly as mana passed through it. In front of the doorway, discussing something in low voices, were Katrine, the former empress of Allera, the old Moritoi sage, Togene, and a wicked-looking old man with a hunched back and a long dirty beard. Stopping with a splashing sound, John put Ellie down and strode over to the three sages.

      “Ellie says that you’ve made some progress. What have you discovered?” John asked, his tone eager.

      “Huh, took you long enough to arrive,” the Hermit snapped, his tone sharp. “While you’ve been playing around, we’ve cracked the activation method for this door.”

      “Oh? Is that right?” John asked, his eyebrows rising as he looked at Togene and Katrine. “That surprises me. I would have thought you would have already opened the door if that was the case.”

      “While it’s true that we now understand the activation method, it’s theoretical knowledge at best,” Togene replied, giving the scowling Hermit a glare. “We still need to verify that it works, and Katrine thought it best to wait for you before trying anything.”

      “You know, just in case we open up the portal and find eldritch horrors or something like that,” Katrine said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      Curious about what was making her angry, it only took John a few minutes to figure it out. The Hermit was both grumpy and foul-mouthed and didn’t hesitate to take out his ire on whoever he was talking to. Insults flowed freely from his mouth, but his knowledge was considerable, and without him it would have taken at least a dozen times as long to decode the spell written on the wall.

      There were dozens of variables involved, and it was clear that only those with both enough power to cast the spell and the knowledge of magic needed to decode it would be able to pass through the doorway, clearly establishing the standard Azewix Galehawk had set. Candle Scholar Tower, the organization behind the first Mage, was undoubtedly powerful, and it was likely that only those who could pass through the doorway were worthy of its attention.

      A lot of information had been contained in the recording the first Mage left, including the path for progressing from the first to the fourth level of each of the five main classes. Azewix had called them orders, and from what John could understand, they were the same as the class holder, titled class holder, legendary class holder, and sage levels this world knew. Unfortunately, there was no information beyond that, so John had no idea if he was in the fifth order or not. Bringing his attention back to the present, John looked at Togene.

      “What do we need to do to get this door open?”
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CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      “The spell itself isn’t that hard,” Togene said, pointing to the inscription carved on the wall. “As you can see, there are three components to it. The first is identifying this location. The second identifies the location of the door’s exit. Finally, the third determines how much mana is needed to move between the two points. Unfortunately, though it’s simple, there are a number of complex problems we have to solve to determine our location and the exit location. The first Mage left us the method for solving those problems, but not the solutions.”

      “Huh, any idea why?”

      “Because the solutions change, depending on the time of year,” Katrine said, making a circular motion with her finger.

      Being from Earth, John immediately understood that she was signaling an orbit, but the Hermit just sneered.

      “I’m telling you, that idea is preposterous. We live on a flat disc, around which the sun and moon traverse, not a sphere that rotates around a sun. The idea that we would be on a ball is simply silly. Wouldn’t those on the sides and bottom simply fall off?”

      Taken aback, John looked at the sage in confusion. Glancing at Katrine, he confirmed that he was hearing the Hermit’s words correctly from the frustrated expression on her face.

      “I’m sorry, you think this world is shaped like what?”

      “It’s not I think, it’s I know. The world is a disc, surrounded by a giant ice wall that continually pours water back into the world. We can tell this because, no matter what direction you travel, there is ocean. If we were not a disc, how would the water stay in place? I can’t believe the ignorance of modern Mages.”

      “Have you seen the ice wall?” Katrine asked, rolling her eyes.

      “No, but that’s because the ocean is impassable,” the Hermit replied, unbothered by her question. “Not only do the currents flow in such a way as to pull you back toward the shore, because they drain under this land, but the mana storms will destroy anything that tries to pass through them.”

      “Wait, so you think that this is the only continent?” John asked, his brow furrowing. “What about the records of the Land of the Beginning?”

      “What is the Land of the Beginning?” Ellie asked.

      “A myth, a complete fabrication,” the Hermit replied smugly, waving his hand.

      “There is a record in the chronicles of the king that there is another, much larger continent where magic beasts that are as smart as people live. There is supposedly a beast civilization there,” John said.

      “Which is preposterous,” the Hermit interrupted. “Beasts are not, and cannot be equal in intelligence to humans.”

      Ellie, John, and Katrine all immediately thought of Ferdie, Sigvald, and Rebya, the large plant stretched above the door. A moment later, a large tendril stretched over and the purple flower on it opened up, revealing Rebya’s figure.

      “The Land of the Beginning exists in my records as well,” she said softly, “in both a geography text and a collection of trade agreements.”

      “Which is a clear indicator that there is someone or something in that land with the capacity to form complex thought,” Katrine said, happy to stick it to the Hermit.

      Sensing that the old man was about to double down, Togene coughed.

      “Ahem. We are getting off track. We were discussing the spell.”

      “And then she made a preposterous claim,” the Hermit said, eager to get a word in.

      “You’re calling my claims preposterous? Alright, Mister ‘how come we don’t fall off.’ People in this world are so dumb.”

      “Enough, Katrine,” John said.

      “But he started it,” she replied, pointing her finger at the Hermit.

      Sneering, the Hermit smacked at her finger.

      “You’re the last person in this room who should be calling someone dumb, whelp. You know nothing of magic. Being able to make the wind blow a little seems to have filled you with hot air.”

      Her eyes narrowing dangerously, Katrine raised her hand, a flutter of wind blowing at her hair.

      “Let’s see how you deal with my little wind.”

      “Oh, I’d be happy to take you down a peg,” the Hermit said, stretching his wrinkled hand out as the stones under him started to jump.

      “I said enough.”

      John’s voice cut through the tension, evaporating the mana Katrine and the Hermit were gathering and causing the temperature in the room to suddenly skyrocket. Though he didn’t speak loudly, the air itself seemed to obey him and both sages felt the air in their lungs seize, as if afraid to move. Like the stirring of a lion sleeping among field mice, John’s presence completely suppressed the room, and even Ellie found it hard to breathe. Rubbing his forehead, John let out a deep sigh and the aura retreated back into his body, freeing up the room once again.

      “I’m sorry, I’ve had a long day, and there are a lot of issues cropping up that I still don’t know how we’re going to solve, so listening to other people bicker about silly things is not at the top of my to-do list. Figuring out the spell for the doorway, on the other hand, is. Togene, where were we?”

      Cowed, Togene took a moment to gather herself and spoke in a halting voice.

      “As I said, there are three components to the spell. For the first two, we have complex problems we need to solve that change every day. For the last, we have to use the first two as inputs to solve for how much mana we need.”

      “Do we know what happens if the amount of mana we use isn’t right?”

      “No, we don’t,” Katrine said, joining the conversation. “But based on some clues, we have a rough idea. Too little, and we’re likely to undershoot the jump, which means ending up somewhere we probably won’t be able to survive. Like in the middle of a rock, or even in space.”

      “She means the void,” Togene clarified.

      “Thank you, I understand.”

      “Yeah, the void. Too much mana, and we’ll arrive too fast. At which point,” Katrine brought her hands together, “splat.”

      “So getting these problems solved is of paramount importance. Got it. What’s the challenge with them?”

      “The challenge is that no one in this world understands math beyond basic algebra. But these problems are... oof, you should just look at them.”

      Following Katrine over to the wall where they had discovered the three formulas, John couldn’t help but flinch at the sight of the tightly packed symbols. Lost for words, he stared at the formulas for a few minutes until they started to weave and dance before his eyes, forcing him to blink and look away.

      “As you can see, while they shouldn’t be a problem, they are a serious problem,” Katrine said, scowling.

      “Well, you all have fun with that,” John said, his lips twitching as he backed up.

      “What do you mean, you all?” Katrine asked, matching John step for step, her glare intensifying all the while.

      “I mean that I don’t do math. Especially math like that,” John replied candidly, pointing at the wall. “I don’t even know where to start with a problem of that sort. And what if we got it wrong? I have as little desire to splat anything as the rest of you, so I’m not about to gamble on being right. Especially when it comes down to the answer to a math problem I don’t even understand.”

      “Okay, fine, but will you at least help us figure it out?” Katrine asked, her voice frustrated.

      Nodding, John held up his hand.

      “Fine, I can help, but I really don’t have a lot of time. I can give you two days, but that’s my absolute maximum. We have a harvest coming and, if I’m being honest, it’s way more important than figuring out how to open this door.”

      Shifting closer, Rebya nodded.

      “That is fine, two days should be enough. The biggest reason we have failed so far is a lack of speed. If we do not solve all three problems within twenty-four hours, the entire equation has to be redone. With you helping, we should be able to do it.”

      “Understood. It’s evening now, so are we waiting until midnight to start again?”

      Looking between everyone present, Togene nodded.

      “I think that’s a good idea. We’re all a little short on sleep right now, so why don’t we take this chance to get some rest before we start?”

      “That’s a great idea, Togene. If anyone needs me, I’ll be over in the corner trying to suppress my impulse to give the old man here a lobotomy.”

      “As if you could,” the Hermit fired back, sniffing disdainfully.

      Ignoring the two bickering sages, John waved for Rebya and Ellie to follow him and walked over to the other side of the room. With a gentle sway the plant lady drifted over, followed soon after by Ellie, who seemed lost in thought.

      “Rebya, do you have a root system near the old Keller farm? That’s the abandoned farm with the abandoned iron mine at the edge of the mountains. It’s roughly northeast from the granite mines.”

      “I don’t at the moment, but I pass under there with my root that goes to your farm. I could probably dig up to the tunnels in a few days. Why do you ask?”

      “We’re trying to figure out if there’s still any ore to be mined in there. We also have to figure out where the water that’s flooding the tunnels is coming from so we can block it out. I’ve only used the abandoned material that was already mined, so I’m not sure what it’s like below.”

      “It shouldn’t be too complicated to figure it out,” Rebya said after thinking about it for a moment. “I can send a few guardians to take a look, and I have a high level of sensitivity to soil composition, so we should be able to make an accurate assessment for you. Are you committed to that location specifically?”

      “No, not necessarily. Anywhere south of there along the cliffs or the mountainside should work. Why? Do you have another spot?”

      “Yes, there is a significant ore deposit about half a mile south that branches west into the mountains. It would need a good amount of development to sink shafts into it, since there are a number of sizable granite formations that run through the rock throughout that area.”

      “Labor won’t be an issue,” John said, trying to picture the location Rebya was talking about. “I think that should be fine. I’ll talk to Haver to see if there will be any issues. In the meantime, if you don’t mind checking out the mine to see if it’s recoverable, that would be helpful.”

      “Of course. I’ll start working on that right away.”

      “Thanks. And stick around, I want to talk to you about what you think of the doorway. I’ve heard Katrine’s opinions extensively, but I’d like to get your perspective.”

      “That’s good, because I’m interested in your thoughts as well. However, I imagine right now you wish to talk with Ellie about what we’ve learned regarding the Witch class, am I right?”

      “Completely,” John said, grinning. “And I want to hear about the first four orders of Mage as well.”

      “Why?” Ellie asked, smiling slyly. “Are you afraid you did it wrong?”

      “Oh, I know I did it wrong,” John replied, taking the teasing in good fun. “But maybe I can learn something.”

      True to his word, Azewix Galehawk had left a complete record of the path through the first four stages of each of the five base classes that he had summoned to this world. Each stage, labeled as orders one through four, were marked by the abilities the class holder could execute. First-order class holders typically knew the most specific skills, while fourth-order class holders knew and practiced the more powerful, generalized versions of the skills. The way Reyba spoke made it sound like the lower level skills weren’t actually complete skills in and of themselves, but would instead combine to form complete skills over time.

      Higher orders held even fewer skills, and though there were hundreds of possible skills a class holder could awaken or develop, Rebya had found a reference that seemed to indicate there were only six core skills per class. Hearing that, John stealthily opened his status window and counted his six skills. His Astral Insight skill was the only one that wasn’t maxed out, but thanks to what he was learning about the door it was ticking up in a reliable rhythm, leading John to wonder what would happen when it too reached max level.

      According to the records, the best way to increase the level of a class holder’s order was to focus on the breadth of skills, rather than depth. This happened to be the exact opposite of the typical practice of class holders in this world, which explained why leveling up was considered so hard. Since there was no public record of skills related to each class, most class holders would focus on their best skills and polish them ad nauseum, hoping to grow as their mana capacity increased.

      A class holder’s mana capacity always grew naturally, and as Rebya described it, John got the sense that class holders were like wells. Most focused on digging their well as deep as possible, but the narrower the opening, the more susceptible to blockages the well was. On the other hand, digging it wider made it harder to block, and since the depth of the well, or mana capacity, would continue to grow naturally, the wider the well, the stronger a class holder would be in later orders.

      Since John already had the six core skills for his class, he asked Rebya about the six core skills for the Witch class. Unsurprisingly, two of them, Arcane Tongue and Mana Control, were the same as Mage skills. In addition, Witches had four unique skills that only they could use, including Alchemy, Divination, Fortune, and Summoning. From what he understood, Summoning and Astral Insight shared some crossover, but the application of the knowledge was completely different, which created the class distinction.

      Currently Ellie didn’t have any core skills for her class, but as she began to learn more skills and filled out the gaps in her knowledge, her skills would slowly evolve into core skills. Currently, the one that seemed closest was Truesight, which fell under the Divination skill. Her exploration with creating artifacts in the Shadow Tower had also increased her knowledge of Alchemy, and she seemed to be on the cusp of gaining that core skill as well. Lost in their conversation, John didn’t realize how much time had passed until Togene came over and tapped him on the shoulder.

      “It’s time to start, John. It’s midnight.”

      “Already? Okay, let’s give this a shot.”
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      Exactly twenty-four hours later, John stared at the completed problem, his lips twisted in a rueful smile. With his help, they succeeded in solving all three of the problems. Unfortunately they only ended up with a minute of extra time, which was not enough to charge the doorway. Even with his Mental Model working overtime, he had not been able to shorten the time it took to solve the problem due to the sheer volume of calculations.

      With a frustrated sigh, Katrine threw down the pen she was holding, shooting a glare at the Hermit who was sitting across the table, grumbling under his breath. Sensing the brewing storm, John looked at Togene, asking with his eyes if she was going to intervene. With a groan, Togene gathered the pages of the formula together and stared morosely at them.

      “All that work for nothing,” the Hermit said, his voice shrill. “Completely useless!”

      While they weren’t sure if he was talking about the formula or the others at the table, no one beside Katrine was in the mood to engage, and a warning glance from John stopped the words about to spill from her lips. Emboldened by the silence, the Hermit was about to continue when Ellie, who had been watching from the side as the others solved the calculations, spoke up.

      “Not completely useless. We can use this formula in a year, right? I mean, on this date next year it should once again be useful.”

      Her words were like a flash of lightning, illuminating the five Mages around the table. Embarrassment crept into Katrine’s expression, and even the Hermit looked slightly chagrined. Letting out a deep breath, John solemnly stood up and suddenly hugged Ellie, causing her to blush and fall into a fluster.

      “Who knows how long it would have taken us to realize it,” Rebya said, clapping her hands in excitement. “We shouldn’t be solving for the same day, but for the future. If today we solve for a date next week, it won’t matter how long it takes us. Eventually we can project the entire year, which will allow us to activate the doorway any time. It’s embarrassing I didn’t think of this earlier.”

      “What date are we solving for?” Katrine asked, her embarrassment turning to excitement. “What about in two days? That will give us the time we need to not only solve the formulas, but also prepare for going through the door.”

      Letting go of Ellie, John lifted his hands and shook his head.

      “I’m out. I have a harvest to get to. My recommendation would be to pick a day in a few weeks, since that will also give you the time you need to rest. We’re not in a rush, are we?”

      “Apart from the burning curiosity that’s consuming my mind as we speak?” Katrine said, arching her eyebrow. “No.”

      “I think giving ourselves a bit more time would be better,” Togene said, looking at the Hermit. “What do you think?”

      Considering it for a moment, the Hermit nodded, his eyes burning with excitement and a hint of greed.

      “Even if we solved the problem, having the time to prepare for the journey is a good idea. What about the end of next week?”

      “Then we are resolved,” Rebya said. “We will solve for a date eight days from now.”

      “I’m happy to work on a portion of the problems in the evening,” John volunteered. “Harvest will take most of my time, but I can still contribute a bit.”

      After settling on their plan, the group split up to rest and John brought Ellie back out to the farm. The next morning, after taking a shower and getting breakfast, John went out to the fields, a cup of tea in hand. Thomas was already out there, assessing the plants to see if it was the optimal time to harvest.

      “How are they looking?” John asked, taking a sip from his cup.

      “Good morning, sir. The wheat is looking good. We could wait another day or two, but much longer than that won’t have any impact.”

      “Alright, then let’s just get started. I’ll run the harvester, if you want to manage the team binding.”

      “Of course, sir. The temporary hands I hired should be here within an hour.”

      Heading for the pasture where Ferdie was lounging in the shade of Rebya’s plant, John gave a whistle and the big bull stood up and trotted over, nuzzling against John happily. Letting out a low moo, he tugged on John’s shirt, pulling him over to one of the fence posts where there were a dozen small scratches.

      “Is that your new winning streak?” John asked, amused.

      Nodding his head happily, Ferdie pushed his head against John again, asking to be scratched. Obliging the spoiled beast, John scratched behind Ferdie’s ears and then led him over to the barn where he threw the harness over the bull’s back. The harvester was a device John had made the year before, and over the winter he had spent a fair amount of time tinkering with it. Fetching a few tools from the forge where Gerret’s apprentices were already beginning their work, John and Ferdie took the machine out to the field and got it set up.

      After making the first pass, John stopped to make a few adjustments to the angle of the blades and the chute that guided the stalks, and then walked over to greet the group that had gathered by the bunkhouse. There were at least a dozen people he had never seen before, along with ten or so who had helped on the farm previously, and as John looked over them he was startled to see a couple class holders among them. Seeing his frown and guessing what he wanted to ask, Thomas introduced him to the group, making special mention of the two class holders.

      “Attention. This is Mr. Sutton, the owner of the farm. He will be running the harvester, while we will be following behind to bind the sheafs. Budic and Joren will be responsible for moving the sheaves to the drying rack, and then, once they’ve been dried, storing them in the barn. Everyone here has done this before, so we’ll be working fast. Budic, Joren, come with me.”

      Leading the two class holders over to John, Thomas introduced them.

      “Sir, these two are brothers who have come into the valley recently and are interested in taking up farming. They applied to oversee our new field crew, so I asked them to come and help today.”

      “I see. Welcome to both of you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Sir.”

      Seeing the way that both of the brothers straightened up and crossed a fist on their chest, John’s eyebrows rose imperceptibly. It was clear that both brothers had a military background, which made their arrival on the farm even more curious. The thought that they might be here to monitor him flashed across John’s mind, but ultimately he tossed it away.

      Whatever, Thomas will deal with any problems that arise.

      With everything ready, it was time to start cutting the field, so John lined up the harvester and gave Ferdie his command. Walking along next to the edge of the field, the harvester clicked away, cutting a row of wheat and funneling the stalks into a line that fell neatly behind the machine. At the end of the row, John flipped the direction of the chute and they cut another swath, laying down the second row right next to the first.

      Pleased with how smoothly it operated, John told Ferdie to speed up, and soon they were walking up and down the field, leaving neat piles of wheat behind for the workers to bind up. By the time a single row had been bound, John and Ferdie had already cut most of the acre, and by the time the second row of sheaves had been made, they were on to the next. As he walked behind the harvester, John thought about what he would need to do to make a combine, running the problem through his Mental Model.

      Currently, he was cutting the wheat stalks and laying them down, but if he could introduce a beater of some sort that turned with the wheels, it wouldn’t be hard to filter the small wheat kernels from the chaff, saving a considerable amount of labor. They already had a hand-turned thresher they used, but combining the two devices would make the whole process easier, increasing the speed of harvest.

      The problem would be the weight of the machine. Without access to the engines that drove farm equipment on Earth, harvesting could very well become a class holder job, which, while not an insurmountable problem, introduced a number of complications. Already, there was a split between the common folk and the class holders, and if a major part of food production suddenly became reliant on class holders, that gap would only widen.

      Do I really need to try and develop an engine? Ugh. I have no idea where to even start with that.

      Without a solution, John could only continue to work, and by the time lunch came he had developed what he thought was a good design. Taking a few minutes to sketch it out, he took the design to the forge where Gerret’s apprentices were busy with their orders. Seeing him come over, the lead apprentice stepped away from the forge where he was making nails and greeted John with a bow.

      “Hello, sir. Do you need something?”

      “Yeah, can you help me put this together? It doesn’t have to be a rush, and I need the gears to be really smooth. This drum section doesn’t have to be metal, but the spikes should be, and we’ll need sealed bearings for this wheel to make sure nothing gets stuck in it. The holes in the pan in the back should be just big enough to allow wheat kernels through when shaken, you can get some from the barn to test it out.”

      Taking the plan John had drawn up, the apprentice listened carefully and then nodded.

      “Yes, sir. It might take a few days, but I think we should be able to make it for you.”

      “Great. Let Thomas know what it’ll cost.”

      “It won’t cost anything, sir,” the apprentice said, shaking his head firmly. “Master Gerret told us to help you with anything you need, on account of you lending us the forge and all.”

      Despite his protests, the apprentice stuck to his position, so all John could do was thank him and head back to where lunch was being served. Grabbing a bowl of the stew Ellie had made, John took a few slices of bread and walked over to sit next to the racks where the wheat sheaves were being dried. It only took a touch of mana to circulate a hot, dry wind through the racks, pulling the moisture out of the stalks and getting them ready to be tossed into the large drum thresher.

      Once he was done eating, he put his bowl in the stack and hooked Ferdie up again, getting ready to get back to work. For the next few days, John did little but lead Ferdie up and down the fields, switching the harvester’s chute back and forth as more and more stalks were cut and laid down in neat lines. During the evenings, when it was all quiet on the farm, he would work on the calculations for the infinitum doorway with Ellie, teaching her how to do the math. She was naturally sharp, and the reinforcement she got from Truesight only compounded her learning ability, allowing her to master what John was teaching her quickly.

      During the day, John would work on the harvest and occasionally make adjustments to the machine being built at the forge. A few times he nearly got impatient and made it himself, but he resisted after thinking about his long-term goals. It was one thing for him to be able to make a machine; after all, he could bend metal into any shape he wanted with his hands, and his fingers were as good as welders. It was entirely another for a regular blacksmith to be able to create a machine, and John was hoping that the combine harvester he had designed would be one of the latter.

      On the third day, the apprentices wheeled out the large device they had created, making a terrible din as it bounced and spun. Looking it over, John found himself quite pleased. Though the overall workmanship was shoddy, due to how rushed it had been, John was only concerned with the interior mechanism. Bringing it over to the harvester, John removed the chute that laid down the stalks and connected the two machines. After pushing them back and forth to make sure the gears were working properly, John buckled Ferdie up again and took him to a fresh part of the field. A big sack was added to the back of the combine harvester, and then it set off.

      Trundling across the field, the harvester now fed all the stalks into a large chamber where a rotating drum with metal studs bounced it around until it had broken down. Shaken free of the stalks, the grains fell with the chaff down into the bottom of the combine where two shifting screens filtered the small kernels into the bottom of the machine while spitting the chaff out the side. Then, flung by a series of turning brushes, the wheat was thrown into the sack.

      Or, at least, that’s what should have happened. Instead, there were a series of loud clunks and then the entire mechanism seized and with a monumental groan the wheels broke and the drum in the back popped loose, twirling in place like a top. Unsure what had just happened, John could only rub his forehead, at a complete loss. Unfortunately, while he was lost for words, Ferdie, who wasn’t paying any attention, continued on his merry way, dragging the broken machine another thirty feet.

      “Whoa! Ferdie, stop!”

      Slowing to a stop, Ferdie turned his big head back with a questioning moo, only to see that the machine had caught fire and flames were licking at the top of it. Rushing over, John pulled off his shirt and pretended to pat at the fire, all while draining the heat out of the tongues of flame. As the fire died down, John caught sight of the culprit. The drum, which wasn’t made of metal, had been spinning so quickly that it had caught fire as it rubbed against the metal casting. Currently it was still spinning like a tree chipper, but John reached in and caught the drum, stopping its rotations as he pulled it free.

      “Huh, I guess spring loading this thing wasn’t as good an idea as I thought,” he said, looking at the ruined part.
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CHAPTER 6

        

      

    

    
      Late at night, John sat in the darkness, working on the damaged combine. The principle of the machine was right, but the material he was using wasn’t up to snuff. There were a lot of differences between the refined ores in this world as compared to those back on Earth, mostly because the level of technology simply couldn’t be compared. While people here had access to mana, there was little understanding in how to use it when it came to things like making metal. While John could have simply built the thing himself, that would have defeated the purpose, so now he was stuck taking apart the broken machine and trying to come up with solutions that would work for the general population.

      He was just about to reinstall the drum into the combine, sans the spring, when a torrent of mana rushed out from underground, dispersing into the air. The mana was thick, deadly, and all too familiar to John. With a flash of flames, his body vanished, leaving nothing but his voice in the air.

      “Get everyone to the cellar.”

      “Understood, sir,” Thomas’ clone said, stepping out of the shadow of the combine.

      Already a mile away by the time Thomas’s words faded, John moved as quickly as he could, heading for the cave entrance that led down to the infinitum doorway. The mana that was spreading was flavored like sandy soil, marking it as the Hermit’s, but what was most concerning was that both Togene’s mana and Katrine’s mana were mixed in as well. Getting closer to the source of the mana, John could feel his body reacting to the dense mana in the air. The only time he had ever encountered mana like this was in a fight to the death, and his fight or flight response was beginning to kick in, driving him to find and end the source of the mana.

      This time he was moving so fast that the recording didn’t even have a chance to appear before he was past it, standing in the middle of the room that held the door. In front of the door, which was glowing with a pale blue, stood the Hermit, his mana roused to the utmost. The old man was locked in a confrontation with the door, trying to send his mana into it, though judging from the veins that stood out on his forehead, it wasn’t going well.

      Both Togene and Katrine were using their mana to protect themselves, but some of their mana was getting dragged into the vortex that had formed around the Hermit. Unsure what was going on, John felt the density of the mana continuing to build before it suddenly reversed, sinking down into the doorway. Woven from a nearly incomprehensible mix of mana, the door had, until this point, completely resisted any attempts to introduce this world’s mana into it, but now it seemed like a starved beast, sucking up mana at a tremendous rate.

      Since the densest mana in the surroundings was coming from the Hermit, his mana was drained the fastest. Pulsing with light as some of the symbols on the door were filled with the captured mana, the threads that made up the door gradually got brighter until they shone a brilliant, clear blue. With a cracking sound, the doorway suddenly split open and golden light spilled from the crack, causing the Hermit to let out a shrill laugh. Turning, he looked at Katrine and Togene in triumph before noticing that John had arrived.

      “Weren’t we going to wait for a week?” John asked, not liking the edge he noticed in the Hermit’s smile.

      “We were,” Katrine said flatly, keeping her hand up and her eyes on the Hermit.

      The golden light that gushed out of the doorway carried an intoxicating scent, and the Hermit, currently covered in it, breathed in deeply, sucking in the pure mana it contained.

      “You fools really thought I would wait for you? Hah! I’ve been waiting for this moment for far too long to share it with the likes of you.”

      Only half paying attention to the ramblings of the old sage, John studied the doorway, his eyes picking apart the mana that was running through it. Mental Model was working overtime as he tried to understand what he was seeing. In his late-night sessions he had already solved the majority of the problems for their target date, but whatever the Hermit had input, it wasn’t the coordinates of Candle Scholar Tower.

      “Where does that door lead?” John asked, his voice dangerously calm.

      “I’m surprised you noticed,” the Hermit said with a sneer. “I never needed those coordinates on the wall, no, I already had my own! A location of a magical race beyond anything you can conceive of. Able to rip worlds apart with a wave of their hands! True gods who have granted me power beyond your mortal minds! And when they descend, all shall bow before their feet, serving as my slaves!”

      The sheer madness behind the Hermit’s words was palpable, but John didn’t move. Instead, it was Togene who responded.

      “What insanity are you spitting? Who are these beings you speak of?”

      “Haha, you’ll find out soon enough,” the Hermit said, taking a step toward the door. “But before I go, let me give you a taste of what exquisite agonies you fools have to look forward to!”

      Lifting his hands, he thrust them outward, speaking a powerful arcane word that caused the entire room to vibrate. The earth swirled up around him, transforming into a dozen armored golems that rushed forward to attack the others. At the same time, he cast a shield to block the air blades Katrine was throwing at him. Togene had started casting but was forced to abandon her spell as the golems attacked her, and even Katrine was forced back, leaving John, whose eyes were still focused on the doorway behind the Hermit, as the closest person.

      With the other two temporarily dealt with, the Hermit turned his attention to John, casting a complex spell that formed a rotating magical circle in front of him. As he activated it, the golden mana spilling out of the doorway was pulled up around him, channeling through the magical circle and turning into a concentrated beam that shot at John. Frowning, John lifted his hand and batted the beam aside, only to jerk back in surprise when he saw that his palm had been pierced through.

      Blood gushed out of his wound, filling the air with an indescribable smell that prompted an instinctive hunger in everyone who smelled it. His frown deepening, John clenched his fist and the wound healed perfectly even as the mana in the surroundings flowed toward him, eliminating the smell as it pulled in tight. Another golden beam shot over, and this time he used the mana he gathered to form a shield, trying to block it.

      Once again the golden mana ripped through his defenses, but this time he understood what was happening. The density of the golden mana was at least twice as high as the mana he was using, causing its destructive power to skyrocket. Seeing that the Hermit’s spell was continuing to operate, John decided to stop messing around and a dozen fireballs spawned above his head as he snapped his fingers. Before he could launch them, however, Togene and Katrine attacked, both flying toward the Hermit, which forced John to hold back his attack.

      Razor-sharp winds raged around Katine as she flew through the air, the mana surrounding her transforming into a deadly storm. Togene, on the other hand, appeared to be accompanied by savage horsemen of the plains, their weapons glimmering like starlight. The power of sages was the ability to create a powerful domain around themselves that manifested through the mana in their environment rather than from within. For Katrine, it was the same vicious storm of blades that had accompanied her on the battlefield, while for Togene, it was those of her people who had passed on before her.

      Not to be outdone, the Hermit responded by summoning his own domain. As it came into being, John couldn’t help but stare. The golden light spilling from the doorway behind the Hermit rose and soon transformed into a magnificent dragon whose scales shimmered like liquid gold. With a bang that shook the room, the three sages clashed, their domains fighting against each other. While Katrine and Togene were trying to keep from clashing they poured all of their power out on the Hermit, but the golden mana that made up his dragon was simply too strong.

      It could block the wind blades with its scales, and its claws and teeth made short work of the ethereal Moritoi. With a cackling laugh, the Hermit pointed one of his crooked fingers at Katrine, but before he could command it to attack her, the temperature shot up and the dragon let out a terrified shriek. Wrapping around the Hermit, it pulled back, barely dodging the fireball that had just floated over. Tiny, the fireball was entirely white, but the dragon, who had just blocked Katrine’s domain without flinching, treated it like the most terrible poison.

      “Go back where you come from and tell your masters that if you ever step foot in this world, I will burn all of you to ash,” John said, his face expressionless.

      While he was taking a gamble that the dragon would understand him, he was fairly confident of its intelligence since the dragon had been acting without commands from the Hermit, and his suspicions were proven right when the creature immediately dragged the Hermit into the doorway. However, as soon as he was immersed in the thick mana coming out of the doorway, the Hermit’s face warped in pain and he started screaming in agony. The golden mana rapidly corroded his robe and melted through his skin, fusing his robe to his body even as the fabric lit up with flames.

      Not caring one bit that its master was burning to death from the intensity of the mana, the golden dragon dragged him into the doorway inch by inch. Despite being a sage, the Hermit did not have the physical strength to contend against the dragon he had summoned with his domain, and with painful slowness he was pulled through the blue doorway, his blood burning up as soon as it dripped from the burns that covered him.

      As soon as he vanished, the doorway slammed shut and the golden mana cut off, leaving a small clump of wispy, cloud-like golden mana. The twists that made up the doorway dimmed and the mana drained out of it, trace amounts diffusing into the air. In horrified shock, Togene stared at Katrine, who was looking like she was going to be sick, and John, who was so expressionless it was frightening.

      “That did not go as well as expected,” Katrine said after a moment, trying to lighten the air.

      Unfortunately for her, John was in even less of a mood than normal to play around. He had no idea what they had just faced, but he did know that they were dangerous, and intelligent enough to try to infiltrate this world. That meant they had the ability to influence people from this side, or at least to communicate with them. While that thought bothered John, what was more scary was that, unless this door was the only way into the world, which John knew it wasn’t, there would be no way to know when they came.

      Taking a deep breath to calm his rage, John briefly considered reopening the portal that had just closed and taking care of the problem from the get-go. He knew he wasn’t necessarily the strongest being ever, but he also didn’t know how far off he was. Judging on the dragon’s reaction to his pure flame, he was confident that he could at least convince the beings on the other side of the doorway that his was a world that shouldn’t be touched.

      “We need to understand where the Hermit went,” John said, his eyes narrowing as he glanced toward the corner of the room where the Hermit had been staying, but he didn’t see anything but ash.

      “I’m sorry, he had already burned them before he opened the doorway,” Katrine said, guessing what John was looking for. “Without opening the door again, there’s no way to know.”

      “What… what was that mana?” Togene asked, staring at the doorway where the golden mana had been coming from. “Why was it so much fiercer than ours?”

      “Most likely it came from a world where the universal pool is purer than ours,” John said, sighing. “Since it is purer, it was able to blow through the mana your domain controlled. But the Hermit clearly wasn’t used to it either, which is why he might have died from going through the door. What an absolute mess. Honestly, I feel like it would be better to just destroy this stupid door.”

      “Don’t you dare, John!” Katrine said, quickly stretching out her arms to protect it. “We have the chance to leave this terrible world, and I don’t know what I’ll do if you destroy it.”

      Though Katrine’s voice was firm, John could sense the pain hidden beneath her words. Katrine had nearly gone mad with sorrow when her husband had been poisoned, and it now seemed that she had pinned all her hopes on getting to leave this world behind. Lowering his half-raised hand, John allowed the fireballs that were hovering above him to go out.

      “Fine. I won’t ruin your dream. But you may absolutely not activate this door without me here. We have our date set, and I don’t want you trying to do it any sooner. If we have a repeat of today’s experience, I’m warning you, the outcome will not be pretty.”

      Knowing that John was speaking firmly because he wanted to be able to protect her, Katrine gave him a small smile, trying to hide her complex emotions.

      “That’s fine. It’s only four more days. I can wait.”

      “Good. Togene, are you determined to go as well?” John asked, turning to the old Moritoi woman.

      “I am.”

      Unlike Katrine, Togene was firm in both her conviction and her spirit. When John frowned, she smiled slightly and explained.

      “Some of us are getting old, John. Why do you think the infinitum has, for so long, been the object of our desires? Immortality lies through that door, and death waits for me here.”

      “What the Hermit got didn’t look like immortality to me,” John said, shaking his head.

      “But he listened to the whispers of devils. I will trust the first Mage and seek the immortality he spoke of beyond the door. Who knows what Candle Scholar Tower is, but if the first Mage did not lie, it is where we will find a chance to advance and, by doing so, extend our lives. There are few like you, who are so young yet have walked so far. One year, John. That is all I have left before my life bleeds away. I will take the risk, hoping beyond hope that what we have heard is true.”
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CHAPTER 7

        

      

    

    
      John took the walk back to the farm slowly, his mind churning over what had happened. The Hermit had always been an unstable element, but John had largely paid the man no mind, figuring he would be able to handle anything the crazy old man threw out. The last hour had proven to John that his outlook was still naive. There was too much he didn’t know about this world, and the worlds beyond. The only silver lining was that interacting with the golden mana and studying the door after the spell had been activated had increased his Astral Insight by a full five points, raising it to twenty-two.

      Though, if he could trade his new skill points for not having to deal with whatever problem the Hermit’s actions would bring him in the future, John would have done it gladly. Unfortunately, he had a sinking feeling that today’s fiasco would turn into tomorrow’s catastrophe. Letting out his breath as he stared up at the night sky and stars twinkling coldly in the distance, John felt the old anger boiling up in him, but he suppressed it. This world was not fair, and the fact that he was the one walking under the night sky was proof of that.

      In the early days his survival had been nothing but dumb luck, and dozens of others had died when he should have instead. Those days had been full of terror and pain and a desperate scramble to survive. But he was the one who made it through, and now complaining about the difficulties placed in his path seemed foolish. Full of thoughts of the blazing battlefield that had served as his home for so many years, John came out of the woods and saw a towering figure staring at him.

      Crimson eyes that released sparks and nostrils that blew gouts of flame stared at him intently, and in the light reflecting off of Ferdie’s molten horns, John saw a spark of delight on the bull’s face. Mooing in his great, deep voice, Ferdie trotted over and tried to lick John’s face, causing John to lean back in disgust, trying to ward off the giant, wet tongue.

      “That’s gross, Ferdie, stop it. Seriously, stop. Don’t lick me.”

      Unfortunately, the bull’s tongue was long and he was determined, so by the time John got back to the farm yard, any trace of gravitas or dignity was gone, replaced by sticky saliva. Stepping out of the shadows as John got close, Thomas started to salute and then saw John’s disheveled state and had to stifle a laugh.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “Nothing, sir. I trust that everything turned out?”

      “Ugh, that dumb bull’s tongue is like sandpaper. Yeah, everything is fine. Well, there was a problem with the Hermit, but he’s probably dead, so it’s not worth worrying about. I need a shower.”

      Hiding his amusement, Thomas bowed as John went into the house to clean himself off. Glancing up at the roof of the barn where a giant rooster had perched, Thomas went back to the bunkhouse, content that the farm was safe for the night. In the house the lights soon winked out and the peaceful darkness settled on Sutton Farm, only broken the next morning by the warmth of the early morning sun.

      John was up even before dawn arrived, working on the harvester as the sun crept across the valley. He had pulled the whole thing apart to find the problem, and after testing all of the pieces, he was pretty confident that he had found the trouble spot. In the initial design, he had added a spring that would cause the drum to spin faster than the gears from the wheels would normally allow. Unfortunately, it had worked entirely too well and the torque it generated had mucked up the mechanics of the combine.

      Thinking through a few other ideas, John picked the best of them and started sketching it out. Once he had something he liked, he went to the forge and fired it up with a snap of his fingers. It was easy to shape metal when you could heat it with your finger and squeeze it into whatever form you wanted with your hands. While he was aiming for his final creation to be replicable, the pieces he was making were ones that even the least skilled blacksmith could create.

      After he finished making the new parts, John reassembled the combine and called Ferdie over to try it out. Most of the workers would arrive after breakfast, so he continued to make adjustments until they arrived. Though it wasn’t perfect, he managed to get it working at about seventy percent efficiency, which was good enough for the morning. The largest problem was that the brush system had trouble getting all of the grains out of the hopper where they filtered, so John had to stop every once in a while to empty it out. Which he did by lifting the entire machine and shaking it.

      Since that clearly wouldn’t work for most people, he made some notes on how to adjust the sweeping system and then, after grabbing a bite to eat, got started in earnest for the day. There was still a lot to do, but the combine harvester shortened the process by a lot once Ferdie got into the rhythm of it. The workers they had hired were soon moving bags of wheat that John had dried with a touch as he was handing them off.

      He had planned on working until it got too dark to see, but in the middle of the afternoon there was a bit of commotion at the farm, and one of the hired hands ran to let him know that Gofreid’s caravan had just arrived. Turning over the harvesting to Thomas, John headed back to the farm, trying in vain to brush some of the dirt and dust from his clothes as he walked. They had been expecting Gofreid, but John had a sinking feeling that he wasn’t going to get the happy news he wanted to hear.

      The merchant was directing the goods being unloaded when John arrived at the farm, but when he saw John he turned it over to one of his men and hurried over. Bowing before John, who waved off the greeting, Gofreid spoke with his usual exuberance, not quite managing to hide his exhaustion from John’s sharp eyes.

      “It’s wonderful to see you, Your Exc… John. I’ve brought a number of things I think you’ll be interested in, and I’m happy to report that our sales have been higher than ever. It looks as if your harvest is going smoothly as well.”

      “It is. Come have a cup of tea.”

      Stepping up onto the porch, John held the door open for the merchant, scanning the large caravan Gofreid had brought. There were close to fifty guards watching the two dozen wagons, all Moritoi warriors, and though they had clearly made an effort to clean up, the signs of battle were still on them. The sight of their chipped weapons and dented armor caused the bad feeling John had to grow by another degree as he entered the kitchen after the merchant.

      “Welcome, would you like some tea?” Ellie asked, putting a pot of water on the stove.

      “Tea would be lovely! Thank you, madam.”

      While they waited for the hot water to boil, Gofreid kept up a stream of small talk, filling the kitchen with amusing stories from the noble circles and interesting events that had happened to him as he expanded their cheese business. Sutton Farm goods were, after only two short years, considered to be the cream of the crop when it came to food stuffs, and the cheese they sent with Gofreid each time was selling out faster than ever. Once he had his tea, the merchant added just a touch of honey and took a sip, some of the hidden tension he carried evaporating.

      “Ah, as wonderful as always, madam. You make a good cup of tea.”

      “Thank you, Gofreid. Help yourself to some cookies. You said that the price of our cheese has been rising to follow the market, does that mean everything is getting more expensive?” Ellie asked, sitting next to John who was across the table from Gofreid.

      “I’m afraid so. Prices always rise at the rumor of war, and then jump again when war materializes. Unfortunately, the mana surge last fall made many of the crops inedible, so that has contributed to the price of food rising, which has driven up a lot of other things as well.”

      “I would have thought that in times like these the cheese wouldn’t have sold as well, since it’s a luxury product,” John said.

      “But it’s also food,” Gofreid replied, trying to smile and not quite managing it. “Rations have already been implemented by the Ecclesia, and it’s one of the few items not being controlled. That has caused a bidding war that has naturally driven up the price.”

      “If everything else is being rationed, why isn’t the cheese being rationed as well?”

      Giving John a look that was a mix of exasperation at his strange obliviousness and admiration that he was so removed from his own importance, Gofreid chose to be blunt rather than dance around the topic.

      “Because it bears your mark, sir. They wouldn’t dare to interfere with anything carrying the Sutton Farm brand.”

      “Hm. Maybe I should have a talk with whoever’s in charge of the ration,” John said, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

      “Instead, if I might,” Gofreid hurried to interject, lifting his hand as if it could ward off John’s anger. “I’ve already made a donation to the general wellness fund in the name of our partnership, to the tune of fifty percent of the excess profits we’ve made on the cheese. I took the liberty, figuring that you would be happy to contribute to the plight of the commoners, but I’d be happy to absorb the cost entirely if you don’t wish to do that.”

      “What does the general wellness fund do?” Ellie asked, looking at John. “Is it the same as the charity fund?”

      “Yes. It goes to orphans and widows in the major cities. Or at least it’s supposed to.”

      Nodding, she smiled at Gofreid.

      “That’s fine. Feel free to donate all of our profits if it would be helpful. Before I came to the valley the charity fund and the sisters of the Ecclesia helped me considerably, and I would love to help provide for others.”

      “Thank you, madam. I will be sure to keep my eyes open for opportunities.”

      Tapping his cup, John heated up the tea that had cooled down and took a long drink. Placing his empty cup down, he filled it back up and then topped off Ellie’s and Gofreid’s cups.

      “How is the war going? I’ve heard that formal war has been declared, but fighting hasn’t yet entered Lepiera, is that correct?”

      Losing his normal smile, Gofreid took a sip of his tea as he nodded.

      “That is correct, at least according to what I’ve been able to gather. The Allerian army is moving strangely, but we are certainly at a state of war. They are clearing towns and villages on their side of the border, completely razing them. It’s to the point that many of their citizens are fleeing, entering our country as refugees. Our scouts keep coming upon burnt-down towns that have been emptied of everything of value. We have no idea why they would do such a mad thing, but if we know anything about their king, it’s that he’s a certified lunatic.”

      “Is there no one in Allera who is opposing him?” John asked, his expression dark.

      “There are many, but he kills brutally, and at the drop of a hat. Those who are not slain on the spot are made examples of. Since the death of the empress the country has devolved into bloody chaos, and he has used that to cement his control. There have been a dozen assassination attempts, and three that were even reported successful, but he just showed up the next day, completely fine, while the assassins were hung from the gates.”

      Falling into a brooding silence, John considered taking a quick trip to Allera, but ultimately he rejected it. Killing the self-declared emperor wouldn’t solve anything, as it would just force the country back into a state of chaos as others tried to seize power. Since they had not yet stepped into Lepiera, John thought he could leave it alone for now. He had much more pressing issues, like keeping the world from starving to death.

      “That’s a terrible situation,” Ellie said, letting out a deep sigh as she stood up. “But there’s nothing we can do about it from here. I’m about to start dinner, Gofreid. Will you join us, or are you heading back to town?”

      “And miss the chance to eat your delicious cooking? Never, madam. It would be my honor to have a seat at your table tonight.”

      Laughing and waving off his compliment, Ellie rested a hand on John’s shoulder. The warmth of her hand snapped John out of the grim line of thoughts that were spiraling through his mind, and he looked up, his expression softening.

      “Why don’t you show Gofreid the fields? I’m sure he would be interested in the combine you made.”

      “Ah, good idea,” John said, pushing back from the table and standing up. “I’ve come up with a device that combines the harvesting and threshing steps of harvest, providing a serious increase in efficiency since you don’t have to bind the stalks.”

      “That’s incredible,” Gofreid said, his eyes practically turning into gold coins as he imagined the wealth that could come from selling something like that.

      “Slow down a bit,” John said with a laugh, leading the way outside. “It’s not refined enough to be mass-produced, and even if it was, there aren’t many fields large enough for the efficiency gains to be that high. Give it a couple years, however, and that’s a different story.”

      As they walked out to the large fields the workers bustled around them. Many were moving the filled bags of wheat toward the barn in hand carts, while others cleaned up the empty stalks and chaff left behind by the combine. Still others were piling the bags of wheat into the wagons that Gofreid had brought, packing them in tight after checking that they were dry enough. As he walked by, John made sure to touch the bags passing by, ensuring that the moisture was reduced enough that they wouldn’t rot on the trip back to Kingsmouth. There the wheat would be dried again and then ground into coarse flour before being sold.

      Struck by a sudden thought, John stopped, causing Gofreid to stop as well. Realizing he was making the merchant nervous, John pointed to one of the bags that was being loaded into a wagon.

      “Would it be better if we ground the wheat into flour here? I don’t know much about that process, but we could probably save you a step by selling you flour directly.”
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CHAPTER 8

        

      

    

    
      Thinking it over, Gofreid nodded slowly.

      “It would make sense to grind it here, so long as the result was market acceptable,” he said, tapping his chin. “In fact, the more I consider it, the better I like the idea. There are thousands of mills spread around the country, and most people who buy wheat are forced to pay an extra fee to a mill to turn it into something usable, since hand grinding is so time-consuming. But going to a mill always comes with the risk of having the flour padded with sawdust, stone, or worse.”

      A flash of darkness passed across John’s face at Gofreid’s words, and seeing it, the merchant hurried to shift the conversation in a different direction.

      “But the Ecclesia is cracking down on that now, so it’s not as bad as it was. Still, many people don’t have the coin to get a mill to grind their wheat. If you were to grind the wheat here, turning it into flour, we could save people a step and the cost. Plus it would ship easier than the wheat, so long as we could waterproof the bag it was in. You would need a miller. Does the valley have one?”

      “No, but we do have an old mill,” John said, thinking of the broken-down building to the south. “We could refurbish that to process the wheat.”

      Continuing to talk about the idea, John led the way to the field where Thomas and Ferdie were operating the combine. It was a loud machine, so rather than try to be heard over it, John had them stop so he could explain how it worked to the merchant, who was soon completely glazed over. Not noticing his audience’s daze, John enthusiastically explained his thought process and each of the different pieces until the bell rang, indicating that dinner was being served. Realizing that a whole two hours had passed and the workers had nearly caught up to them, John coughed in embarrassment and sent everyone home.

      Dinner was simple but as delicious as always, and once they were done, Ellie brought out the pie she had made, serving up generous portions to everyone. With the fresh whipped cream she had prepared slathered liberally on top of the pie, John devoured his in a dozen quick bites before noticing that Ben had barely touched his. The young man was picking at it, a hesitant expression on his face.

      “How was your day today, Ben?”

      Hearing John’s question, Ben jumped slightly, startled to suddenly be the center of attention.

      “Ah, it was fine. I helped with loading the wagons for most of the day and did the milking.”

      Falling silent, Ben peeked at Thomas and then at Gofreid before going back to poking at his pie.

      “Is something the matter?” Ellie asked, picking up on her brother’s strange state.

      Shaking his head hurriedly, Ben looked up, only to find the entire table staring at him.

      “If there’s something you want to ask, just ask,” John said, helping himself to another slice of pie.

      Shooting a fearful glance at his sister, Ben gathered his courage and blurted out his question.

      “I want to go with Gofreid. To the city!”

      “Absolutely not,” Ellie said, her expression darkening.

      “But I’ve never been to a city before!” Ben protested, his tone growing shrill. “I want to see things, experience things, not stay in this valley for the rest of my life! All the other kids have been apprenticed already and they get to travel with their masters, but I’m stuck on this farm milking cows! I don’t want to grow up and be a farmhand like Even!”

      Realizing what he had just said, Ben’s face turned bright red and he hastily mumbled an apology to Even, who just grinned and waved it off. Ellie, clearly unconvinced, shook her head and opened her mouth, but John beat her to the punch, speaking before her.

      “What sort of apprenticeship did you have in mind?” John asked, adding a dollop of cream to his pie.

      “I… I could be a merchant,” Ben said, pointing at Gofreid, who blanched as Ellie’s fierce gaze turned to him. “I’m really good with numbers, even you’ve said so. Or I could be a guard. I could even be a musician or a… adventurer.”

      “An adventurer,” Ellie corrected without even thinking about it. “You’re only twelve, you’re too young to go out on your own.”

      “First of all, I’m a class holder. A class holder who’s been trained under Thomas and the spectres, if you can even call the torture I go through every day training. And second of all, all my friends in town have already been apprenticed, and most of them are only eleven!”

      Opening her mouth, Ellie found herself unable to protest. As much as she hated to admit it, Ben had an excellent point. She had seen for herself just how skillful her brother was. The Shadow Singer class he possessed gave him a strong mix of stealth and charm that focused on survivability. Which wasn’t to say that he lacked the ability to defend himself. Ben had been training with Thomas in combat arts for a year and was adept with a dagger.

      While he lacked the strength of a fully grown class holder, the steady diet of mana John had been surreptitiously feeding him had given him a sturdy body and an impressive level of endurance. Unable to come up with a good reason that he couldn’t leave the valley, Ellie looked to John for help, but he was concentrating on his pie, leaving her on her own. Sensing her weakness, Ben pounced, his eyes gleaming brightly.

      “I could go with Gofreid to Kingsmouth and stay there. That’s really far from the border, so it’s not like I’d get caught up in the war. And if anything happened I’d be able to just come back.”

      “You can’t apprentice to Gofreid,” John said, still not looking up from his pie. “He knows your sister, which means he’d treat you too nicely. But if he has a friend who’s looking for an apprentice, I think that would be okay.”

      “John!”

      Glancing up, John’s fork hung in the air, halfway between his plate and his mouth.

      “Why don’t we think about it? Gofreid won’t be leaving until next week, so we have plenty of time to consider what the best course of action is.”

      “Hmph. Fine.”

      Jumping up from his seat, Ben rushed around the table and wrapped his arms around his sister. The fact that she was even willing to consider it meant he was halfway there ,and he was sure that, given a week, he’d be able to convince her. Grumpily patting his head, Ellie pushed him off. She wasn’t pleased by the idea, but it was clear from his silence that even Thomas, Ben’s master, was on board, which meant that she was probably going to be on the losing end of this one.

      Sending Ben out into the world wasn’t something she was excited about, but even with her hesitation, she knew in the back of her mind that there wasn’t a good reason to keep him close besides her fear of something happening. With all the turmoil in the world, she was feeling an urge to keep all those she loved as close as possible, but Ben was getting to the age where he desired adventure above everything else, and she knew that the more she stifled him, the stronger that urge would grow. Still, that didn’t dampen her desire to protect him, which made her hesitant to agree.

      Over the next couple days the harvest continued apace, and besides Ben being extra helpful to show just how mature and competent he was, everything on the farm seemed normal. John could tell that the question of her brother’s departure was weighing heavily on Ellie, but ultimately it was something that she had to come to terms with. By the time the end of the week rolled around, everything was just about done, and one evening he found her sitting on the porch in the light of the sinking sun, her knees tucked up under her chin and her legs tightly wrapped in her arms. Taking a seat next to her, John waited in silence, giving her space to speak. When she finally did, it was in a calm, quiet voice.

      “I can’t help but imagine something happening to him, even though I know that’s silly. He is a class holder in his own right and could easily defeat me if I didn’t use my spells. The other day I saw him sparring with Sigvald, and he actually held his own. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Sigvald more offended. Hah.”

      “Plus, he still has two shadows,” John said softly.

      “True. Irora and Henluin won’t allow him to come to harm. I know he’ll be safe, no matter where he goes. Or at least as safe as it’s possible to be in this world.”

      “Yet?”

      “That’s just it, I have no good reason to say no. But I still want to say no.”

      Considering her words carefully, John tried to understand her feelings.

      “Do you mean your instincts are telling you not to let him go?”

      “No, it’s just selfishness on my part,” Ellie said, her voice muffled as she buried her face in her legs. “I want him to stay because I like my life. I like having the people I love close around me, where I can talk to them, where I can touch them. I’m afraid that, if he goes, this world we’ve built will start to crumble apart, turning back into the nightmare that existed before.”

      Nodding, John gazed at the pink sky, watching as it slowly inched toward the purple that heralded the coming night.

      “I know exactly how you feel. This place feels unreal sometimes. As if we’ve somehow gone back in time to before the world was destroyed. And my hope is that we’ll be able to use it as a template for what the world will be like once peace comes. But if we want to get to that point, our only chance is to grow stronger. And I don’t just mean me and you, but Ben as well. He has seen the ugliness of the world and has experienced the joy of what it means to have a stable life. I think it’s time to let him spread his wings a bit and start learning how to carve out his own place in the world.”

      “Hah, I know. But I don’t like it. Give me two more days and I’ll come around, but tonight I’m not there yet.”

      “I get it. Hey, want to come see the doorway opened? It’s a pretty impressive sight.”

      “Is it already that time?” Ellie asked, her voice slightly strained. “Yes, I’ll come.”

      After letting Thomas know they were going, John and Ellie made the trip down to the underground ruin where the door stood. Katrine and Togene were standing by the doorway when they arrived, and it was clear from the small packs they carried that they were impatient from waiting.

      “John, Ellie. We’re ready to go,” Katrine said, her voice bright.

      “Are you sure about this?” John asked, trying to temper her excitement. “The last time this door opened, the mana of the other world wasn’t suitable.”

      “That’s because the Hermit went to the wrong world,” Togene said. “Since the first Mage left us these coordinates, it should be fine.”

      “Exactly. We aren’t going to some sketchy world given to us by devilish whispers like that idiot did,” Katrine said with a disdainful snort. “We’re going to Candle Scholar Tower.”

      Since it was clear that John wasn’t going to be able to convince them to stay in this world, all he could do was sigh and begin the spell. Even the Hermit had been able to cast the spell to open the door, so for John it was as simple as waving his hand. Mana coalesced around the doorway, gathering in greater and greater quantities. Unlike the Hermit, however, John’s control of the mana he was gathering was perfect. Not a single drop of the rapidly condensing mana leaked outside the room, allowing the charging of the door to happen much faster than it had the last time.

      Even though they had seen John’s spellwork countless times by now, Katrine and Togene couldn’t help but exchange glances, unable to wrap their heads around the way he effortlessly molded the mana into the spell and infused it into the twisted helix of mana that made up the door. What had taken the Hermit a full half an hour took John less than five minutes, and soon the door had turned bright blue. With a creaking sound, the door cracked open and a gentle white light spilled forth, carrying with it a refreshing smell.

      The mana contained in the light was slightly higher than the ambient mana they were used to, not even reaching the level of purity during the mana surge that had happened after the fight with Kythov. Excited, Katrine stepped forward, her burning eyes trying to peer through the gap. Seeing Togene follow her, John frowned slightly.

      “Katrine. Are you sure about this? We have no idea what’s over there.”

      “But we can find out,” she replied, not taking her eyes off the door.

      “It could be worse.”

      “Maybe for you, John. But I… I want out of this hell.”

      “Fine. But what happens if you can’t get back?”

      “I appreciate that you’re worried for me,” Katrine said, finally tearing her gaze away from the doorway and turning to look at John. “But remember how I got my name? Anyone or anything that wants a piece of me will have to pay the price with blood. I’ll be okay. And if we can open the path in this direction, we can open it in the other direction. This time next year, we’ll be back to visit.”

      Knowing there was nothing more to say, John fell silent. For the last ten years Katrine had been one of the few links to sanity he had, and the thought of losing her was impacting him more than he cared to think about. Suddenly realizing that this must have been exactly what she was wrestling with, he walked forward and wrapped his arms around Katrine, squeezing her in a tight hug.

      “Be safe. And if anything happens, you know you can always come back.”

      “I know. You be safe too. Don’t think that just because you’re the biggest and baddest thing on this planet that you’re always going to come out on top. And remember that the people around you are squishy,” Katrine whispered, trying her best to lighten the mood.

      Pushing him away, she took a deep breath and linked arms with Togene. Just before they stepped into the beam of light drifting out of the doorway, the Moritoi Wise Woman looked at John and bowed her head.

      “Please watch over my people. They need a guiding hand if they are to put their spears down and pick up the plow.”

      “I will.”

      Reassured by his words, Togene took a deep breath, a youthful enthusiasm filling her face as she and Katrine walked into the doorway, vanishing from the world a moment later.
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CHAPTER 9

        

      

    

    
      As the blue light around the doorway dimmed, John suppressed his desire to dive through after them. The feeling was only extinguished when he felt Ellie’s hand grab his. Her face, slightly pale in the fading light, showed the fear she was feeling, and for a moment John didn’t know what to make of it. Her next words erased his confusion.

      “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      This wasn’t the first time she had asked this question, but given Ben’s impending departure, Ellie’s attitude suddenly made perfect sense to John. Shaking his head, he turned away from the doorway resolutely. Somehow, the world around him seemed clear, and the thoughts that were rattling around his mind stilled as he came to a decision in his heart.

      “No. This world is where I belong. I’ve contributed to its destruction, and until it’s been restored, I’m staying right here.”

      A deep chime rang out in John’s mind as he finished speaking, and a window popped up in front of him.

      
        
        [You have removed a threat to this world. The apocalypse weakens.]

        [Apocalypse Points: 9/10]

      

      

      What? What threat did I remove? Wait, was me leaving through the door a threat?

      Completely bewildered, John still hadn’t figured what threat he had removed by the time they made it back to the farm, but once he got there more pressing matters claimed his attention. Somehow, the cows and the chickens had been let out and were gathered on either side of the pasture, watching in total incomprehension as Sigvald and Ferdie duked it out over a giant game of tic-tac-toe. John’s annoyance was palpable, and it scared both beasts into instant submission. The unfortunate side effect was that it stunned both the cows and the chickens, resulting in all of them fainting.

      With his annoyance turning murderous, John and the others had to carry each animal back into their pens one at a time. The entire time, the two cowed instigators stood without moving in the field, afraid that if they did a barbecue would follow shortly after. It took almost an hour to get the animals back where they should have been, but when John returned to talk to them, they shared a look and took off. With a loud moo, Ferdie shrank down until he was no bigger than a fist and ran behind Rebya’s shoot that grew at the other end of the pasture, while Sigvald clucked pathetically and shot behind Ellie, vanishing into her body.

      Left without a target, John could only glare in Ferdie’s general direction, because when he looked for Sigvald, he just saw Ellie’s cheeky grin. With nowhere to vent his anger, John shook his head and let out a sigh, letting the annoyance bleed out of him as he returned Ellie’s smile and headed for the house.

      The next day was the final day of the harvest, and soon everything was finished without a hitch, apart from Sigvald trying to steal a bag of wheat and smuggle it into the pasture to share with Ferdie. The large bird had tucked it into his wing but had forgotten that he had pecked it open to sample, leaving a trail of grain that ran between the barn and the pasture. After loading up the last wagon, John, Ben, Ellie, Thomas, and Gofreid gathered to talk about Ben’s potential trip. The young man was terribly nervous, since his sister hadn’t given him an indication one way or another as to what her choice would be. Furthermore, John and Thomas were being no help at all. Even Gofreid, who had been supportive from the beginning, was being quiet, afraid to invoke Ellie’s wrath. As they sat down to eat, everyone focused on their food, waiting for her to speak. Finally, after the most nerve-wracking twenty minutes of Ben’s life, his sister put down her fork and looked at him.

      “If you don’t write, I will curse you so badly you won’t be able to sit down for the rest of your life.”

      Taking a second to process what she said, Ben let out a whoop that shook the windows and vanished from his chair, appearing behind Ellie as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      Darting out of the room, Ben was back in a moment, a giant pack on his back into which he had stuffed every single thing he owned. With a smile that threatened to split his cheeks open, he walked around the table, shaking each person’s hand one by one, then marched out the door to wait in the wagon that would take him and Gofreid back to town. Watching him leave, Ellie’s lips twitched and she turned to look at the merchant with a hint of sympathy.

      “You’ll have your hands full with him. Do you know who you’re going to apprentice him to?”

      Putting down his fork, Gofreid wiped his lips and smiled.

      “There are a few people I was thinking of, but among them was Cormick, the grain merchant you met in Kingsmouth. Thanks to the little nudge you gave him when you came to Kingsmouth, he has developed quite the business, and he has connections all over the nation. Since you already know him, I thought it would be a good option. You’re also going to be dealing with a lot of wheat soon, so having someone who’s trained in the market would be a boon.”

      “That sounds good to me,” John said, helping himself to another piece of meat and glancing at Ellie. “What do you think?”

      “Cormick was the one who we sold the wheat to last time? That’s fine.”

      “Good. In that case I’ll set it up when I get to Kingsmouth. The standard apprenticeship is seven years, but given Ben’s status as a class holder, I would guess that it would be reduced to two at the most. It’s not like Cormick will be able to catch him and drag him back if he ran away.”

      Once the details were worked out, Gofreid said his goodbyes, and soon Ellie, John, and Thomas were standing in the yard, watching as the wagon got further away. When it was finally out of sight, Ellie frowned, prompting John to raise an eyebrow at her. Beginning to walk back toward the house, she gave John a wan smile.

      “It’s going to be quiet around here.”

      “Just call out that bird brain,” John said, practically growling. “And I’m sure that you’ll have more noise than you care to handle. But tell him that the next time he tries to steal a bag of wheat, we’re having fried chicken.”

      Smiling as she thought of Sigvald’s escapade the night before, Ellie seemed to cheer up a good bit. With the end of harvest, the frenzied activity on the farm calmed down, and though Ellie missed her brother, there was too much to do to think about it. There was still cheese to be made, the garden to tend to, wheat fields to replant, and cows to milk. On top of the farm, there was research to do in the Shadow Tower, neighbors who needed help with this and that, and a whole new town that was being put up south of the old iron mine.

      As for John, he spent any moments, when he wasn’t keeping the farm running or helping Rebya with her experiments, working on his new pet project. Most of the wheat had been sent along with Gofreid, but after deciding he wanted to try to make noodles, John had kept a dozen bushels back to experiment making flour. The flour that was typically ground from wheat was a coarse whole wheat flour created by crushing the grains between two large stones, but in order to get the noodles that John wanted, he would need to come up with a process to split the grain, separating the endosperm from the bran and germ.

      The white flour that he remembered from Earth held very little of the bran and germ, which was what gave whole wheat flour its brown color and gritty taste. Though noodles could be made from whole wheat flour, John remembered not liking them due to their rougher consistency. The problem was, he had no idea how to crack the grains without damaging them. As he thought about it, he headed for the Shadow Tower, taking the portal stone in the milk cellar. A small wall had been erected around the portal stone and some basic enchanting and alchemical equipment had been placed along the wall.

      Opening the portal with a simple command, John felt the familiar motion as his surroundings warped. He had long become immune to the disorienting effects of the portal, so he was able to begin walking as soon as he arrived in the underground tower. Unlike the first few times he visited, the Shadow Tower had completely lost any sort of shadow, and the mana stone lights were in fine working order. The giant mana storage crystal that sat at the top of the tower had been filled with John’s mana, and the result was enough power to keep the tower in perfect functioning order indefinitely, assuming the defenses weren’t needed.

      Considering the sheer number of flower guardians the tower had, John really hoped that they faced no threat that required them to deploy the creepy vine monsters. At the edge of the chamber was another portal stone, this one set into a circular opening in the wall. Checking the wall, more out of habit than anything else, John found the spell for the floor he needed to go to and cast it, soon appearing in the laboratory. A thin stem connected to a flower floated near one of the tables, and he could see Rebya’s figure sitting in the middle of the flower. A dozen smaller vines that mimicked the sinuous movement of snakes assisted her with her experiment, and as John walked over they all dipped, as if greeting him.

      Used to the strange sight, he no longer got the impulse to burn them all to the ground, which really helped his relationship with the plant woman Mage. It was easy for him to forget that Rebya was not, in fact, a powerful Mage from hundreds of years ago but instead an entirely unique giant plant that bore the memories and experiences of a dead Mage, allowing her to create a facsimile that could easily pass for a real human.

      Not only was she skilled with plant magic, but she was incredibly sensitive to the mana fields around others and on more than one occasion had used them to read a human’s emotions. At first this creeped John out and had nearly led to him wiping her out then and there, but thankfully she had been able to explain her actions as the way all plants communicated. Any change in their environment was observed and recorded in genetic memory, allowing their descendants or even their offshoots to react appropriately when that change occurred again.

      “Hello,” Rebya said, turning to smile at John even as the vines continued their work. “What brings you to the tower today?”

      “Figuring out how to open a wheat kernel and separate the three pieces,” John said, stopping at the table next to Rebya’s. “The issue is doing it without completely mixing the pieces.”

      “Hmm. I feel like I have a spell like that,” Rebya said, her form shimmering for a second.

      A moment later a thin tendril unfolded and reached out for John, connecting with his forehead. A pulse of mana pulled him in, and his surroundings shifted as his mind was moved to the tower’s magical library. Rebya was already there, searching through the shelves for something. Pulling a book out, she tossed it to John and continued to search, eventually emerging from behind a dusty shelf with three other books.

      “The horticultural department was the main focus of Storm Master Kelvis’ tower, and a spell that splits a plant into its component pieces was fairly common, to facilitate the study of mutations in plants. Additionally, we have a spell for keeping the plant alive during this process, another that will remove impurities, and finally one to sort the plant pieces into various containers. It strikes me that you may need all three.”

      “Let’s skip the one that keeps the plant alive for now,” John said, taking the three other books and beginning to flip through them with interest.

      “Sure, I know where it is now, so it’ll be easy to retrieve next time.”

      Armed with three new spells, John left the library and turned to his table. With a flick of his wrist, he spread a handful of wheat across the surface of the table and then began to weave his first spell. Magic established a boundary to keep all the kernels in the center of the table, and then, as John moved to the next step, started to pull the kernels apart, smoothly dividing them into their different parts. Since there was only a single one of the three different parts that John wanted to keep, it only took a single cast for him to pull the wheat’s endosperm into a pile and then another single cast to clean it, making sure that any dirt or other impurity was eliminated.

      The wheat John was growing was modified to be able to grow by cycling mana, resulting in larger than normal kernels with significantly higher nutritional value. This meant that the white flour he was making was much more nutritious than even the whole wheat that most people ate. While it lacked the full nutritional value of whole wheat made from the modified wheat kernels, John only had to look at the white powder he had after he carefully crushed the endosperm to know that he had just hit a jackpot.

      Curious about what John was doing, Rebya had stopped her observation of a growth flower and had come over to check out his experiment. Staring in curiosity at the white powder, she was stunned. From her memories she clearly knew what flour was, but not even the most vigorously sifted flour had the type of white color that this flour displayed.

      “Is there something wrong with it? Why is it white and not brown?”

      “Because I pulled out the bran and germ,” John said, showing Rebya a handful of the other pieces of the kernels that had been piled up at that side.

      “Hmm, is it good?”

      “Good doesn’t even begin to describe it,” John grinned. “This white stuff will completely take over this world. Just wait till you try Italian bread. Well, maybe not you specifically, but you know, people. Wait till people try it.”

      “Am I not a person?” Rebya asked, her tone teasing.

      Smiling sheepishly, John carefully gathered the flour he had made into a container and got ready to test the spells again. If he wanted enough to make something, he would need to optimize the spells considerably.
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CHAPTER 10

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Ellie asked, staring askance at the mixture John had whipped up.

      “Absolutely. It’s going to blow your mind,” John replied, sliding it into the oven.

      They were in the kitchen, and John had just embarked on his first white flour adventure: a cake. Rebya had been experimenting with wine making since she was a whiz at growing different grape varieties, even sometimes on the same vine, and after John found out, he borrowed some of the potassium bitartrate that she had been discarding. On earth, potassium bitartrate was also known as cream of tartar and was an important baking ingredient.

      Mixing it with beaten egg whites, flour, salt, sugar, and a tiny bit of extract from a plant that smelled exactly like vanilla, John had created one of the only recipes he knew by heart. He had even created a pan in the forge specifically for this baking exercise, and the anticipation in his heart was so great that John spent the forty minutes it took to bake staring at the oven, monitoring the cake and perfectly controlling the heat.

      As soon as it was done, he pulled it out and slowly sucked the heat out of it, allowing it to cool completely. Once done, he slipped a knife around the edge of the pan, cheering a little when it came out clean. Flipping it over onto the plate he had prepared, he tapped the top of the pan, just hard enough to allow the cake to release, and with bated breath lifted the pan to reveal a perfect angel food cake. As soft as a pillow and so light and airy it might have floated away at any moment, the cake smelled unlike anything Ellie had ever smelled. Licking her lips, she was about to say something to John when there was a loud moo and a large nose and tongue was pressed up to the window, sniffing with such force that the windows rattled.

      “Looks like I’m not the only one who thinks it smells good,” Ellie said, chuckling. “Do you just eat it like this?”

      “We’ll put powdered sugar on it,” John said, going to the cupboard to get some sugar.

      With a pinch, he crushed the granules into a fine powder, sprinkling it over the cake until it was lightly dusted. With the cream Ellie had gotten while the cake was baking and a few fresh sliced strawberries from their garden, John made up a plate for Ellie and then got a plate for himself. Ferdie was making big eyes at him from outside the window, so John begrudgingly got a tiny slice for the giant bull and shooed him off.

      Sitting on the porch with Ellie, he waited for her to take her first bite and wasn’t disappointed. Her eyes widened at the sweet, fluffy cake, and she could barely stammer out a few incomprehensible words before she took another bite. Laughing lightly, John took a bite of his own, savoring the sweetness. The strawberries and cream went perfectly with the cake, and it wasn’t long before they had wiped their plates clean. Seeing Ellie staring at him intently, John chuckled and took her plate, getting her another piece.

      “What is that?”

      “That’s called angel food cake. They say that it’s so light that angels could eat it and still fly without being weighed down,” John said, a small smile on his face.

      “Oh, what’s an angel?” Ellie asked, tilting her head. “Is it a type of bird?”

      Not prepared for the question, it took John a moment to find the right words. Eventually he just nodded.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “I believe it. What an astounding taste. But even more than that, the texture was… light enough to fly away. Where did you learn how to make it?”

      For a little while John didn’t respond, his gaze turning toward the blue summer sky and the mountains beyond it. A few times Ellie wanted to say something, but seeing John’s melancholy smile, the words failed her. Eventually, he spoke softly, his eyes full of reminiscence.

      “My brother. A long time ago. At least it feels that way. My brother really liked this cake. We weren’t able to afford presents, but I made him a cake like this every year. Whether I had to beg, borrow, or steal the ingredients. I haven’t had it in at least a dozen years.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing you have to be sorry for,” John said, reaching up to wipe at his eye and flicking away a tear that evaporated with a sizzle as soon as it left his finger. “I’m guessing he’s doing just fine. Probably got the insurance money from my death. At least, it felt like a heart attack when I was pulled over here. He’d be able to buy as many angel food cakes as he wanted.”

      “I’m sorry for you, John. Not him.”

      “Heh, thanks.”

      Standing up, John closed his eyes and reordered his emotions. He had known that making an angel food cake was likely to disrupt his sealed memories of his brother, but he hadn’t been able to resist. Letting out a short laugh, he shook his head.

      “You know, now that I think about it, I don’t think my brother cared what kind of cake he got. It was probably just my favorite and I used him for an excuse. Hah, what a mess.”

      Taking Ellie’s plate, he brought them inside and returned with the tea pot, refilling their cups. Once they were settled again, he took out the small bag of flour that remained and gave it to Ellie.

      “That cake is only the beginning of what we can do with this stuff. Bread that’s to die for, cakes, pastries, you name it. If you can use whole wheat flour, or brown flour for it, this stuff will make it taste better. But more importantly, we can make noodles. I was originally thinking that we should be aiming to create a system that doesn’t require magic to use in order to create this type of flour, but that will take too long.

      “Instead, we’ll set up a magical mill that uses enchantments to perform the different tasks it needs. Dump wheat in one end of the magical machine, get pure flour out the other side. This will not only increase the amount of flour we can generate, but will also work well to set up for the next thing I’ll be building. Industrial-scale noodle-making equipment.”

      “I thought you said you don’t know how to make noodles,” Ellie said, looking at John over her cup.

      “I don’t. But as soon as I do, you better believe it’s going industrial,” John said, flashing a crooked smile. “We make noodles, we dry them, and package them with magic. From there, we send the high-end flour with Gofreid, including instructions on how to bake high-end bread. And we give the noodles to the Ecclesia, with instructions on how to make a meal with them for them to begin to give out to anyone in need. At the same time, we start selling them in packs to anyone who can afford them. If we want to get really fancy, we can even put salt and beef bouillon or chicken bouillon into the packs so the entire thing can be cooked as a meal. Not quite as good as noodles and cheese, but almost. And a lot faster. The key, however, will be in making sure they’re shelf stable and can travel.”

      “And who will do all this work?” Ellie asked, her tone skeptical.

      “That’s the best part,” John said, grinning. “If the whole process is magical, then Rebya can run it. We can set it up with portal stones to move the raw material into the factory in the Shadow Tower and then move packaged goods back out the same way. We set up caravans to carry the goods back to civilization, and hey presto, we have a stable supply chain of food for everyone and their mother. Eventually of course we’ll want to release the recipe and tech so people can do it themselves, but between the valley running two or three crops of wheat each year and the various forbidden lands where we’re growing wheat, we should have more than enough to feed the surrounding nations.”

      Thinking it over, Ellie chewed on her lip a bit but ultimately nodded her head.

      “Fine, it’s worth a try at least. I can foresee a dozen problems, but hopefully none of them will be too devastating, and we should be able to head them off at the pass if we’re careful. When will you start working on it?”

      “I’ve already started up here,” John said, tapping his head. “But I want to see if we can get those extra fields planted before I really get into it. We won’t have a major use for it until the wheat we just planted grows, so there’s no real rush, but I’ll still be able to test different optimizations with the bags of wheat we saved. Oh, we should figure out what to do with the bran and germ. We could mix some of it in with the wheat to fortify it, or maybe we just feed it to the chickens.”

      Continuing to discuss their options, John and Ellie talked until the moon was high in the sky. Looking up at the brilliant stars, John let out a sigh and stretched. Today had been a major success, and the future looked quite bright. Solving the current food crisis was one of the most important things on his plate, and while it would take a season to start generating either bread or noodles in the quantity he would need to make a dent in the problem, he could see the solution clearly, which energized him.

      Saying goodnight, John went to bed and woke up to the best smelling bread he had encountered since coming to this world. It was a small loaf, but the white sourdough bread Ellie had made with the remainder of the white flour was simply delicious. Hearing Even and Thomas constantly complimenting her, Ellie finally couldn’t take it and, with burning cheeks, confessed that it was due to the new flour John had made.

      “That’s that, madam,” Thomas said, speaking in his normal calm voice, “but if you hadn’t put your hand to it, it wouldn’t have turned out so good.”

      “Hear hear,” Even added, grabbing the last piece before Thomas could finish the last bite of his bread.

      Laughing, John finished his eggs and sat back, enjoying the warmth from the oven and the good company. Both Thomas and Even were clearly trying to make up for Ben’s absence by being more lively than normal, and John was happy to see that it was working as Ellie laughed. Reminding himself to commend their hard work, John turned his mind to what needed to be done that day.

      The most pressing thing at the moment was to build out the spells that were needed and then start designing a machine that could process as large or small a volume of flour as needed. From the little he remembered, noodles were simply dried dough that was boiled, but in order to produce noodles in the quantity he would need for his experiments, he would have to make sure he had a steady supply of flour. That meant standardizing and automating the process.

      Heading back to the lab at the Shadow Tower, John greeted Rebya and began working. He started by recasting the spells he needed and then writing down any similarities between the spells. His goal was to reduce the overall cost by keeping a set of common enchantments active instead of turning them on and off. With those enchantments constantly on, he could flick through the other spells, activating each in turn while keeping his mana expenditure at a minimum.

      While it was a negligible amount of mana in one set of enchantments, over a large-scale machine any amount of mana that could be saved would add up, eventually becoming significant. Since he planned this magical machine to operate at a massive scale, he wanted to make sure it was as efficient as possible. For three days he messed with the three spells he would be using, arranging them in every way he knew how and testing to see what kinds of drain they generated.

      When he had finally narrowed it down, John carefully copied down the parameters of the enchantment and used Mental Model to simulate two of them operating simultaneously. When that proved to be a success, he continued expanding the number of enchantments, checking each number one by one. A week had passed before he was finally convinced that, even with a hundred of these enchantments running side by side, there would be no problems.

      But that was only a single enchantment to separate, clean, and sort the wheat kernels into their pieces. On top of that, he needed to move the sorted and cleaned pieces into their proper locations. The bran and germ were sent away to be turned into chicken feed at the new large-scale farm John was planning, while the endosperm was cleaned again and sent to another machine, this one with a series of rollers that completely pulverized the remains of the wheat into flour.

      Once it was turned into white flour, it was sent into a giant sifter that used an enchantment to move giant vibrating plates back and forth. The final step was packaging for the time being, though John had full confidence that he would soon be building another large machine to take the flour and make noodles. He had drawn out the entire plan, tested the enchantments, run the simulation a dozen times, and even created a scale model. Calling Ellie over to the tower, he had her go over the plan just to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. After that, he went to Rebya and asked her to renovate a large floor next to one of the lower levels of the tower.

      He hoped to build out a giant factory there before changing the access point. Currently, the best way into the tower was to use the portal stone, but since that was in the cellar and John had no desire to see a constant stream of people carrying wheat into his cheese-making factory, he’d decided to build another building for it. The portal stone that led directly to the floor of the Shadow Tower where the factory was located was carved into the floor of the small stone building, and the other end was suspended upside down over the machine that Rebya had helped John construct. It was almost a month later when John was ready to test the machine he and Rebya had cobbled together, and he couldn’t deny the excitement that coursed through him as he watched it begin to work.
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CHAPTER 11

        

      

    

    
      They hadn’t yet set up the portal stone that would move the wheat into the tower, so John had carried three bags of wheat through the cellar and placed them in the large storage room Rebya had dug out. Next to the storage room, which was big enough to hold four of John’s barns, she had created an even bigger room that was twice as long and one and a half times the width. Currently, the only thing in it was a simple machine that looked like a series of boxes. It stretched a dozen feet, from the wide-open mouth where a bag of wheat could be poured to the large barrel where the white flour was sifted at the end.

      After enchanting, testing, and re-enchanting the machine a dozen times, John was confident they had finally landed on something that would work. Today, however, he was testing something else. Standing to the side, he watched as one of the wiry flower guardians ambled into the storage room, its flower head weaving back and forth. Under Rebya’s direction, it picked up one of the bags John had placed in the room, and came back out, heading for the machine. Fumbling with the sealed bag for a minute, the flower guardian finally just ripped the thing open and upended the bag into the milling machine’s hopper.

      “Make the bags easier to dump so we don’t have to build a bag-making factory,” John muttered, making a note on the clipboard he was holding.

      Rattling, the wheat was fed into the machine, which started to hum, the first spell firing. A second, third, and fourth spell fired soon after, and then a crunching sound joined the rattle as the cleaned endosperm was crushed. Listening to the various sounds as the machine took in more wheat and continued the process, John made sure to check the mana flow, taking detailed notes on how much mana was being used, how the mana was interacting with the flour, and what sort of mana concentration was being created.

      “Rebya, there’s a hint more mana pooling than I think is safe. It’s fine for a single machine, but by the time we get a hundred of these things in here, it’ll start pooling badly enough that it’ll be dangerous. And the last thing we need is for someone to get flour that will cause mana poisoning.”

      “I should be able to drain it. Are you talking about under the barrel where the flour is sifted?”

      “Yeah, can you feel it here? There’s a point zero zero one percent increase.”

      Shaking her petals, Rebya gave John a look, wondering if he had a giant super mana sensitive plant in his family tree. His ability to sniff out mana was absurd, even by her standards. Sure enough, she found the barest hint of mana pooling under the sifting barrels, so she sent a tendril up from the floor to rest under the barrel and set it to absorb mana at the slowest rate it could.

      “Hm. It looks like I can’t pull mana that little. That means I might drag more mana over time, even pulling some out of the flour.”

      “That isn’t a problem,” John said, closely monitoring what Rebya was doing. “Though let’s say we had a second machine and put it here next to this one. That would put the two barrels four feet apart. If you put a tendril between them, would the combined mana meet your threshold?”

      “In theory.”

      “Great. We’ll try that. Looks like we’ve processed a full bag of wheat. Let’s check to see what we have.”

      The bag of wheat they had used held approximately one bushel of wheat, which was the equivalent of sixty pounds of wheat kernels. After cleaning, processing, and grinding, the resulting flour had been sifted into the large barrel at the end of the machine, where John had hooked up a simple counterweight scale to determine how much flour they were getting. Grinding by hand, a single bushel of wheat would yield around sixty pounds of whole wheat flour, but when the bran and germ was removed, the result was roughly forty-five pounds of white flour.

      Pleased with the output, John carefully emptied the barrel into the bag he had prepared and had the whole process run a second time. After processing four bags of wheat, he was happy with the results of their tests and took the white flour back to the farm. He had completed the milling machine, but it was from here on that things would get really busy. The next step was to make more machines, while also starting to test the best way to make noodles.

      Using the bits of white flour he had been producing, Ellie had been learning all sorts of recipes and trying out different cooking experiments while he worked on the milling machine, and now that he had brought one hundred and eighty pounds of flour back, she was ready to begin her experiments in earnest. Two days after the first machine had been finished, Ellie found John in the Shadow Tower workshop, putting together the second milling machine.

      “Hey, John.”

      Looking up from the channel he was carving, John smiled at Ellie. She always seemed to have smudges of flour here and there on her face, and he thought it made her look endearing.

      “You’ve got some flour on your nose.”

      “Still? I thought I got it all off,” Ellie said, wiping at her nose with the apron half-heartedly and only managing to spread the white powder around. “Hey, do you have half a day you could spare?”

      “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

      “I need ovens. And not one. I’d like three large ovens, probably out behind the house on the other side of the garden. I’d also like a baking shed so I’m not constantly making a mess in the kitchen.”

      “That’s a lot of ovens,” John said, putting down his chisel.

      “We have a lot of bread to make. I’m testing different recipes to figure out the best one, but it’s too slow only being able to bake two loaves at a time.”

      “We can use stone for the ovens, and between me and Thomas, we should be able to get them knocked out pretty quick. I’ll add it to the schedule for tomorrow morning,” John said, scratching his head as he thought about it. “What are we going to do with all that bread?”

      Examining the enchantment John was working on, Ellie ran her finger along the smooth groove John had carved and nodded her approval.

      “We get approximately one loaf per pound of flour, but the loaves come out to be a pound and a half. So the one hundred and eighty pounds of flour would be a hundred and eighty loaves. At the end of the day, it’s not that much bread until we get into mass scale. There are nearly a thousand people in the mining village, and they’re going to eat us out of house and home unless something happens. Sally Baker stopped by yesterday to make another order since she missed Even, but I think she really just wanted to complain to you. Since you weren’t there, I got the earful instead.”

      “She’s the baker’s wife?”

      “Yes. According to her, they’ve been selling out every day because there are so many more people in the valley and it’s starting to worry her because, at this rate, their supplies won’t last through the winter. She has a point too, since it’s getting harder to buy food from outside the valley. It’s all well and good to sell your stock every day, but if there’s no food to buy with the money, what’s the use? We’re going to be using the ovens to try and supplement that a bit.”

      Tapping on the table lightly, John thought about the problem for a moment before letting out a sigh and shaking his head.

      “I’ve been going about this wrong. We shouldn’t be making white flour. Every time we do we lose fifteen pounds of food. It’s fine if there’s some loss, but when people are starving, we’ll be kicking ourselves. Though, another option would be cereals. Bran and germ can be eaten independently, and if we mix it with oats we should be able to make a strong food source.”

      Seeing the look on Ellie’s face as he was talking, John cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “After eating white flour, I don’t know that I can go back to whole wheat,” she admitted in a small voice. “The difference is night and day.”

      Chuckling, John had to agree. Beyond just the difference in texture, refined flour was easier on the stomach as well. After thinking about it for a few moments longer, he decided that Ellie was right. Instead of walking back their progress, they would forge ahead with the refined flour while also trying to figure out a good way to use the other parts of the wheat as stable food stuff. He had some ideas for producing quick cooking oats, and creating a pre-packaged cereal that would only take a few minutes to cook was a good option.

      For now, however, he had to focus on helping Ellie put her ovens together. With Rebya’s help, John cut out a ton of stone and transported it back to the farm, piling it up behind the house. There were a few trees to be cleared, so early in the morning he took his axe and chopped them down. While Thomas stripped the branches, John tore out the stumps and packed the ground down, using a spell to create a flat, even surface. With the perfectly square stones that were stacked nearby, he and Thomas began laying a patio. Rather than using mortar, John just made sure the stones fit together perfectly. Each side of the bricks had a depression or protrusion that allowed them to lock into place, and by the time lunch had rolled around, there were three massive ovens standing behind the house.

      Rather than make them wood burning, John spent the afternoon enchanting the ovens, using the same enchantment they had used inside the kitchen to create a variable heat source. With Rebya kindly supplying the mana the ovens would need, they would be able to avoid burning wood in huge quantities just to fire a loaf of bread. Thomas worked on a small outbuilding Ellie could use for baking while John finished up the enchantments and then installed a line for a sink.

      A few times Ellie thought about stopping them since all of this was overkill, but the men looked like they were having so much fun that she couldn’t bear to. What should have only taken a morning soon dragged on to a second day when John decided that granite counters and a granite sink were in order. After that, he designed and built a wire rack system for the ovens that would allow the bread to be rotated out of the oven to decrease the chance of being scorched and make it easier to load and unload the loaves.

      That took a day and a half, and in his spare time he knocked together a longer working table, tall stools, a watertight storage system, and a dozen tools. The amount of work a class holder could get done in a day was at least five times that of a regular person, but John was on another level. Once he started moving, he was like a machine with no wasted motion. While he didn’t seem to hurry, completed projects fell from his fingertips like a gentle summer rain. It helped, of course, that he needed no tools and could take apart or put together practically anything with his hands alone.

      He had also become much more comfortable using magic since he wasn’t getting Doom Points anymore. Spells that didn’t use his pure mana, but borrowed the ambient mana around him, didn’t increase the overall purity of the universal mana pool, so he used them whenever they would be helpful. And helpful they were. From holding things in place to manipulating them remotely, to cleaning, polishing, reshaping, and even completely transforming, John used small spells for just about everything he did.

      The Shadow Tower’s library was full of spells, and by this point John’s spell list was so full that it had to be sorted into categories rather than listing them all out. Though he could use his own mana to replicate and even improve on the effects of the spells he was casting, most of the time the spells were sufficient. Take, for example, the Summon Flame spell he had been using as a base for the oven’s heat enchantment. Using what he had learned from studying the Summon Water spell, John had been able to develop a controlled connection to the elemental plane of fire that he could use to heat a pot or cook a loaf of bread.

      Standing back, John looked at the new outdoor kitchen happily. He was about to go inside to get Ellie when a thought suddenly struck him. What about when the weather wasn’t good? Wouldn’t the rain ruin the loaves as they were being taken in and out of the ovens? After thinking it over for a moment, John headed into the woods, finding four tall, straight trees. Cutting them down, he lopped off the branches and dragged them out, erecting them at the four corners of the courtyard. With metal rods, he made hooks and then went to town to buy some rolls of canvas, stopping to consult with Eva and Haver while he was there. Promising to visit the new town that was being finished, John headed home and stitched the rolls of canvas together.

      Once the completed canvas sheet was strung up on the four poles, it created a nice rain cover that blocked the heat of the sun as well without interfering with the ovens. Pleased, he brushed off his hands and went to find Ellie. The project that should have taken a morning had ended up taking a full week, but as John gleefully showed Ellie around her new outdoor kitchen, she didn’t have the heart to scold him. By the time he got around to showing her the ice chest he had made, she was even starting to get as excited as he was.

      The most impressive thing he had built was the rack system in the ovens. Like a giant turn wheel, the system was made up of long arms in the oven that the wire trays could slip onto. Those trays could then be pulled out and transferred to standing racks to cool while other trays could be put on. A wheel on the outside of the oven controlled the whole thing, allowing it to be turned for even baking and ease of access. Seeing John staring at her after he had finished explaining how everything worked, Ellie could only smile and resolve to be more careful about what she asked for next time.

      “It’s really nice, John. Thank you.”
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CHAPTER 12

        

      

    

    
      The summer was progressing well, and Sutton Farm was in full swing. Slowly the number of people who worked on the farm had grown as more people were hired to help keep everything running. The herd of cows on the farm had grown significantly over the last few years from the initial thirty to nearly one hundred and fifty. Some of those had been born into the herd, but the majority were from other farmers in the area who were selling their herds. The increase in herd size required more people to milk, and there were now nearly two dozen men and women who made the trip out to the farm each morning and night to milk the cows.

      The increase in milk production necessitated an increase in cheese, butter, and cream production as well, which also meant more people, leading to another dozen workers who worked nearly around the clock to keep up with the milk that was pouring in. And that was to say nothing of the men who worked the forge, the women who had taken over the baking, and the hired hands who helped with the crops. More and more, Ellie was beginning to feel like she was no longer a farmer and had turned into a bookkeeper, so John hired a narrow-faced, middle-aged man who had come with one of the refugee caravans to manage everything.

      With the farm operating well, John and Ellie were freed up to spend most of their time in the tower, which they did with relish, continuing to dive into the secrets of magic. Though the Shadow Tower had been built for Mages, by Mages, there was a surprising amount of knowledge that had been gathered from the other classes, especially around magic. That included the herbology of Witches, allowing Ellie to increase her Alchemy skill substantially, which had an unexpected benefit when it came to making noodles.

      Ellie had been walking by his station where he had dozens of sticky mixtures he was trying to turn into serviceable noodles, with no success. Looking over to see what he was doing, she frowned and stood next to him. Grabbing some flour from the can he had on his desk, she made a small heap in the middle of the table, poured a bit of water on it, added a pinch of salt, and in a couple minutes had a soft, dough-like substance. Flattening it out as John watched, she cut it into fine strips and dropped it in the pot of boiling water he had going.

      “Get that out in two minutes,” she said, patting John on the shoulder before heading over to her desk to continue working on her potion.

      Staring at her and then at the pot, John narrowed his eyes. He had the uncomfortable feeling that she might have just solved the problem he had been working on for two weeks in a matter of minutes, and with nothing but flour, salt, and water. Exactly two minutes later, as he pulled the perfectly cooked noodles from the water, his face twisted.

      “You can add some eggs if you want them to be a bit chewier. That would probably help them when we dry them out too, since they won’t fall apart as fast,” Ellie said, not even looking at him as she carefully added a single drop of some sort of extract to the potion she was making.

      Biting his lip, John took a moment to center himself, reminding himself that not everyone had the same talents and abilities. While John could craft enchantments and complex spells with the best of them, Ellie’s natural ability with potions and Alchemy in general dwarfed his. It was as if the world itself conspired to provide her with answers to any question she had that involved the mixing of natural substances. Resolving himself not to be jealous of her abilities, John took a bite of the noodle she had made and grinned.

      Once the basic recipe was cracked, the research began in earnest. John made dozens of batches of noodles each day, documenting each of the changes and their results. While Witches were undisputed masters of Alchemy, there was no one who could systematize like a Mage. By the time two weeks had passed, John triumphantly presented three bowls of identical noodles to Ellie, challenging her to find the differences.

      “These are the same,” she said after sampling each of them.

      “Exactly,” John said with a wide smile. “They are exactly the same, despite being made on different days, at different times, and with different conditions. I’ve locked down the spells we need to turn out these noodles perfectly. The next goal is to work on a machine that will let us extrude the noodles. After that, we figure out the best way to package them and then we’re in business.”

      Unfortunately, John’s dreams of continuing to build his noodle-making empire were shattered the next morning when a battered-looking soldier ran up to the farm early in the morning. John had been up for about an hour, sketching various designs for a noodle-extruding machine when he heard the noise outside and went to see what it was. Panting, the soldier nearly collapsed, having run all the way to the farm in his chainmail. Catching the exhausted man’s shoulder, John helped him sit down and fetched him a glass of water.

      “Slow down and take your time to breathe,” John said as Ellie came out to the porch. “You can tell me what the problem is in a minute.”

      When he had finally recovered enough to talk, the soldier put his cup down and spoke hurriedly.

      “There’s a group attacking Gem, my lord. They are lighting the buildings on fire and capturing the residents.”

      “Gem is the new town’s name?” John asked, his eyes narrowing as he ignored how the soldier had addressed him.

      “Yes, sir. They arrived early this morning and started gathering the townsfolk, putting them in chains. Lady Eva and Lord Haver have led the Knights to go and try to stop them.”

      “Ellie, Thomas, with me,” John said, not wanting to waste any more time. “Ferdie!”

      With a loud moo the bull began to run toward John, growing with each step until he was large enough to walk over the fence without touching it. Flames burned in his eyes and his horns began to glow in the early morning light as John tossed the soldier up onto his back. Grabbing Ellie’s waist, John flashed on ahead, followed by the giant bull and his earthshaking steps. Thomas flickered through the shadows behind them while Sigvald gave the farm yard an imperious look and then launched himself into the air, the lightning on his wings carrying him overhead.

      It only took a few minutes for them to reach Gem, and even before they could see it they had noticed the raging flames. Shouting and the clash of metal drifted over the forest as they arrived at the edge of town. Seeing the buildings on fire, John’s first priority was making sure they were doused, so he set Ellie down and flew into the air, pulling the heat in the surrounding area to him. From every direction the flames leapt up, licking at his body. More and more flames were pulled away, surrounding him in a fiery cocoon while down below Ellie’s dance began.

      The smell of a thunderstorm filled the air, and out of the clear morning sky thick clouds began to roll in. Conducting with her wand, Ellie danced to a silent symphony until the rapidly darkening clouds burst under their own weight, creating a downpour that drenched the smoldering buildings. With a sizzle, even the fiercest of the embers went out, extinguished by the cold rain. Only the flame around John kept burning, and with a flick he sent it toward Ferdie while he scanned the fierce fight taking place below.

      Two hundred armored soldiers were fighting against the townsfolk, who were led by Haver and Eva and the two Holy Knights. Though they were outnumbered by at least four to one, the armored soldiers were clearly highly trained and worked with great efficiency as they tangled the townsfolk in nets and barbed whips. Dozens of townsfolk had already been captured, and John could see them being chained together behind the soldiers.

      The biggest problem, however, were the dozen men who currently fought against Haver, Eva, and the two Holy Knights. Armed with thick shields and long handled axes, they were all at least titled class holders, and the two who stood at the center of their formation were legendary class holders. They were currently putting a lot of pressure on Haver, who was forced to defend Eva and the two Knights against them. Even worse, behind them two women in robes were casting fireballs at the houses and casting snaring spells to drag the townsfolk out.

      Seeing John flying in the air, the two Mages let out shouts and began casting their fireballs at him, expecting to see him burned to a crisp. Instead their fireballs rushed around John, almost as if they were happy to have gotten close to him. Melting into the fire that surrounded him, the fireballs vanished, causing the two Mages to blanche and switch to wind blades.

      Where on earth are these Mages coming from? There were none at the end of the war and now they’re popping out of the woodwork! Are they a remnant from Infinitum? Or maybe there’s a school I don’t know about.

      With a flick of his wrist, John sent a tongue of flame toward one of the legendary fighters while he condensed a flame blade in his hand and shot toward the two Mages. Knocking one of the wind blades off course with a twist of his sword, he dodged the other, moving so fast it looked like he teleported. Behind him, the legendary class holder he had marked quickly backed up, guarding himself against a follow-up spell. When nothing happened he looked around in confusion, only to see a behemoth bearing down on him through the pouring rain.

      Ellie’s rain spell had reduced visibility drastically, and it wasn’t until Ferdie was almost on top of him that the legendary fighter noticed the flaming bull. With surprising speed, he lifted his giant axe and brought it down on Ferdie, only for it to bounce off the armor on Ferdie’s skull. A molten horn slashed toward his head while another cut toward his legs as Ferdie twisted his head. Blocking one on his shield, he ducked to avoid the other and then the bull hit him, sending him head over heels.

      The other legendary fighter saw Ferdie slam into his companion and twitched, instinctively wanting to try and distract the beast, but in that moment a thin silver blade shot out of the rain, somehow managing to find a hair-thin crack in his armor. As fast as it arrived, the silver blade withdrew from the wound it had caused, vanishing and then appeared again, shooting toward the fighter’s eyes. Forced to lift his arm to block, he could feel blood dripping from the wound under his armor, soaking his side as the motion ripped the wound wider.

      Battered from his fight against the two legendary fighters, Haver spat out some blood as he saw Thomas materializing from the pounding rain to engage his opponent. A slight warmth filled him as Eva’s hand touched his back, and Haver was once again thankful for his friends. Now that John and the crew from the farm were here, he could finally rest. When one of the armored soldiers saw him sag back, the soldier let out a shout and charged, lifting his axe high into the air to chop into Haver’s shoulder, only to get hit with a bolt of lightning that wiped the savage grin from his face.

      Hovering above Haver and the others, Sigvald spread his wings wide, lightning dancing along his feathers as he let out a powerful cry. Shaken to their cores by the sudden change on the battlefield, the soldiers looked around, hoping for a command, but to their dismay all of their leaders were either dead or dying. One of the legendary fighters had already collapsed on the ground, blood streaming from a dozen places in his armor, while the other was being systematically stomped into the ground by a terrifying beast. As for the Mages, they were in even worse shape. Wrapped in chains of fire, they were held in midair, their faces dyed in absolute terror.

      “Put down your weapons and surrender, or face your death,” John’s cold voice echoed over the battlefield, brooking no argument.

      So strong was its power that even villagers quickly threw their weapons down, unable to stand the pressure. Most of the soldiers followed suit, dropping their weapons and kneeling down, but around fifty of them managed to resist, holding onto their weapons tightly as they faced John. One of them, an officer by the looks of his armor, stepped forward to speak to John, shouting as loudly as he could.

      “We are under…”

      Without waiting for him to finish, John snapped and fifty blue fireballs appeared in the air around him. In a flash they transformed into swords and shot out toward the fifty soldiers still standing. Panicking, some lifted their weapons to block while others were so frightened that they dropped their weapons. Those that had let go of their weapons found that the fiery blades stopped a quarter of an inch from their heads, while the others lost their heads in a flash.

      Silence fell over the battlefield, broken only by the hiss of rain and the dull thud of Ferdie continuing to stamp the helpless legendary fighter deeper into the ground. Ignoring the bull, John let his gaze sweep the battlefield, making sure he hadn’t missed anything. Everywhere his eyes passed the enemy soldiers quivered, unable to muster any thought of resistance.

      “Eva, deploy the burning brand.”

      With a pale face, the Priestess nodded and lifted the flame symbol she wore around her neck. With a flash of blue, it transformed into a bright flame that crackled against the rain. Though it didn’t burn her, it was clear that the flame was putting considerable pressure on Eva. Still, she began to walk toward the closest enemy. Beside her, the two Holy Knights lifted their swords and followed her, just in case one of the soldiers got any fresh ideas. Walking among the surrendered soldiers, Eva touched the flame she carried and then touched the captured soldiers, causing a tiny blue spark to attach itself to their foreheads.

      Fear colored their eyes, and a few times one of the soldiers attempted to speak, but before they could John’s gaze settled on them and they were swallowed by a paralyzing fear. It took a full ten minutes for Eva to make her way around, and by the end she looked ragged. Still, she clung to the flame in her hands like it was the most precious object in the world. Holding it in front of her chest, she murmured what sounded like a prayer and the flickering sparks shot into the prisoners, planting themselves in their hearts. Feeling the connection solidify, Eva could sense each and every one of the sparks and knew that with a thought she could cause them to erupt, instantly ending the life of any of the captured soldiers.
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CHAPTER 13

        

      

    

    
      Cleaning up the battlefield was left to the townsfolk, and while Ferdie, Thomas, Sigvald, and the two Holy Knights guarded the captured soldiers, John, Ellie, and Eva sat in the charred remains of the town hall, staring at the highest ranked surviving soldier and the two terrified Mages. While they hadn’t been affected by the burning brand, there was a much more terrifying flame that had invaded them, controlled directly by John.

      “I have no patience for those who do not cooperate,” John said, his voice dull. “And that means I will end the life of anyone who attempts to deceive or manipulate me. If you would like to die, simply raise your hand and it will all be over, but do not waste our time. My companions are both able to detect lies, so if you are tempted to mislead, prepare yourself for death. Am I clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Y…es.”

      When the officer nodded after the two Mages stammered out a reply, John rubbed his eyes. He could feel the cold indifference toward humans that he had been fighting so hard to get rid of starting to creep back in, and it was making him angry.

      “Okay, let’s start with the most basic questions. Who are you, who do you serve, and what was your objective here?”

      When all three of them started talking at once, John realized his mistake and held up his hand for silence.

      “That was my fault. Elect one among you to speak.”

      When the officer and one of the Mages both looked at the last Mage, she gritted her teeth and rose from where she had been kneeling, bowing deeply to John.

      “I am Koeri, Mage of the Soaring Cloud Tower and apprentice to Grandmaster Joro the Mechanicist. We… we were deployed here to assist Count Yevin’s soldiers in recruiting soldiers for the upcoming war against Allera.”

      “Recruit? That didn’t look like recruiting to me. Was burning down the village and enslaving its inhabitants part of your orders?”

      “Y… yes.”

      Seeing her glance at the officer, John stared at him until the man hurriedly nodded, confirming it.

      “And where did those orders come from? Count Yevin, or your master Joro?”

      Wincing slightly as John spoke her master’s name without his title, Koeri didn’t dare say anything about his disrespect and instead answered the question.

      “It was Count Yevin. He sent a request to our master for support and we were dispatched to assist with whatever he needed.”

      Frowning slightly, John glanced at Ellie, who gave a curt nod, indicating that everything Koeri had said so far was truthful.

      “Eva, who is Count Yevin?”

      “He’s one of the counts whose land borders Allera, sir. He is responsible for guarding the border, which is why he’s allowed to maintain a fully equipped private army.”

      “I want a full report on him.”

      Watching from the side, Ellie’s gaze took in the dispassionate look on John’s face and she shivered. Since arriving on the battlefield, he had transformed to the point that he was almost unrecognizable. There was a casualness about the way he held his body that spoke to the supreme confidence of an apex predator. Even her elemental spirits, who normally had no trouble playing around him, were currently hiding behind her, terrified that his empty gaze would touch them and burn them up.

      Gathering her courage, she reached out to touch his hand but suddenly stopped, her heart seizing in fear. Though she was only an inch from him, she found it physically impossible to cross the last bit of distance, as if there was a layer of separation between him and the rest of the world. Just as she thought her heart would burst, he noticed her hand and casually grabbed it, life coming back into his eyes as he looked at her. Giving her a light smile, he turned back to stare at Koeri. This time, however, his eyes were simply cold, shedding the inhuman aura that had shrouded them before. Finding it much easier to breathe under this new look, Koeri risked a glance at Ellie, marveling at both her courage and the astounding effect she had on John.

      “Tell me more about your tower and the master you serve,” John said, still holding Ellie’s hand.

      “I… we serve Grandmaster Joro the Mechanicist, one of the three tower lords of the Soaring Cloud Tower. We… we are an order that has survived since before the Mage War. My master and the other tower lords gathered children who had lost their parents in the war and trained us. Those who are talented become disciples, the rest serve as thralls.”

      The more Koeri spoke, the more confident she became, and it was clear that she took great pride in the tower and her status as a disciple. Watching carefully for any sign of enchantment, John didn’t see anything, which meant that the Mage in front of him really did believe what she was saying.

      “Grandmaster Joro the Mechanicist is beyond the legendary level, and of his apprentices, I am his forty-third.”

      “Are you the weakest?” John asked casually, interrupting her.

      “No, there are many…”

      Belatedly realizing what she had just given away, Koeri blanched. Realizing that there was no point in holding anything back, she continued what she was going to say.

      “I’m about in the middle. Most are only apprentices still, while a handful are titled, or even legendary Mages.”

      “I see, and the other two tower masters?”

      “Master Folis the Forge Lord, and Her Ladyship, Orateth of the Dark Path.”

      “A Pyromancer and a Necromancer? Or a curse Mage?”

      Shaken once again by the total disregard in John’s voice, Koeri nodded.

      “Her Ladyship specializes in curses.”

      “I see. And where is this Soaring Cloud Tower located? You know, in case I want to go and pay them a visit to thank them for coming and attacking my people.”

      Shivering, Koeri found herself unable to speak. Her strong sense of loyalty to her master and the tower where she had learned magic told her not to say anything, but John had made it very clear that he would not tolerate unhelpfulness, and from the speed with which he had killed earlier, she knew she would be no different. As the seconds ticked by John’s cold gaze grew colder still, and suddenly the other mage, who was already kneeling, bowed fiercely, slamming her forehead on the ground.

      “Please forgive us, my lord! It was not the tower who ordered this, but Count Yevin! He is the one who requested for assistance. My master does not know what we’re doing.”

      Surprised by how she was lowering herself, John’s eyebrows rose. In his experience, Mages were universally stuck up and incredibly self-serving, and for good reason. As soon as they learned their first spell they became significantly more dangerous than even other class holders, and that gap only increased as they grew more powerful. As Mages, these two women were more powerful than almost anyone else in the world, and even if they lacked titles, most titled class holders would not be their match. It was only those few people above them who might be able to make them bow their heads.

      This had only been exacerbated by the war as more and more Mages died. The ones who survived were the ones willing to do and sacrifice anything in order to make it out alive, so by the time John came around, only the truly terrible Mages were left. Self-centered, vindictive, as cunning as serpents, the Mages he had run across up until this point were mad with a lust for power and would rather sell out their mothers than lose an advantage.

      While John certainly qualified to make them bow due to his overwhelming strength, it was unexpected that they would protest on someone else’s behalf rather than their own, even if that person was their master. Though, the more he thought about it, if they indeed had a tower that had survived for the last two hundred years, it would make sense that their culture would be more like the original Mage culture rather than the twisted abomination it had become.

      “It is incredibly unlikely that a sage would not know what was happening,” John said, shaking his head.

      “I do not dare doubt your wisdom, sir, but our master is not like most sages,” the bowing Mage said, continuing to press her forehead against the ground. “He is removed from the world and buried in his research. The count had helped him at some point in the past, and when the request came he agreed and paid it no more attention. Master’s first disciple is the one who chose for us to come rather than the master himself.”

      “So you’re telling me that I should go and see this count? Never fear, I’ll be doing that as well. But why hesitate to tell me where your tower is? Surely you aren’t afraid that I might harm your master? After all, with three sages how could I stand a chance?”

      “Sir, I do not know your esteemed name, but that is because our tower has only recently emerged after a long period of isolation. It was not our intent to trespass in your territory. We were told by the count that this valley contained only outlaw villages.”

      Wait, do they really not know who I am? They can’t be that ignorant of the world, can they?

      Glancing over at Eva, John jerked his head toward the Mages and tapped his chest before flashing a subtle hand signal. Understanding what he wanted, Eva rose from her seat and took off her holy symbol, holding it out for the Mages to see. When they looked at it uncomprehendingly, she shot a confused glance at John.

      “This is the symbol of the Ecclesia and the Eternal Flame. Are you not familiar with it?” she asked, tying it back around her neck.”

      “I… I’m sorry. I am not.”

      “No. I have never seen that before. Wait, I think some of the soldiers wore that symbol.”

      Listening to the two Mages answer, John’s hand twitched as Ellie laughed silently. The idea of finding someone in the world, especially a Mage, who had no idea who the Eternal Flame was caused her no end of amusement, and even John had to control himself to avoid laughing. But it was also clear from the sense of nervous puzzlement that neither of the Mages had ever seen him, let alone heard of him.

      If they really have been in a sealed tower all this time, then it would make sense that they have no idea who I am, but to not know of the Ecclesia is strange.

      Still trying to jog something in the Mage’s memories, Eva pointed to the flag that flew over the village. It could be seen in tattered rags due to the burnt outside of the building, and the sight seemed to act as a warning for the two Mages, who grew much more respectful.

      “You are in Lepiera, where the Ecclesia rules. How can you not even know where you are?”

      Blushing slightly, Koeri looked toward the officer who was still kneeling with them, but he just looked down, leaving her to answer for herself. Hate flashed through her eyes, but she did her best to mask it before bowing to Eva.

      “We were told that this was the outlands, not belonging to any nations. Please believe, we had no intention to embroil our tower in a dispute with any local power. We have only been active in the world for half a year, and most of that time has been spent in the immediate vicinity of our tower.”

      “Which is where?” John asked again.

      Sharing a glance with her fellow Mage, Koeri licked her lips and decided that her only chance was to risk it.

      “It is located on top of the Cloud Cliffs, shrouded in the mist that naturally forms there. Our enchantment that sealed us away was shattered six months ago after the concentration of mana in the universal pool rose suddenly.”

      Uh oh.

      “And how many Mages did you say you were?” John asked, his voice failing to hide the weariness he felt.

      “There are approximately sixty disciples under each of the tower masters,” Koeri said, her voice trembling as she tried to understand why John was asking.

      “One hundred and eighty Mages. And three sages. Great. That’s not a horrifically large number,” John muttered, so quietly that only Ellie, who was holding his hand, could hear it. Then in a normal voice he continued, “I am more curious than ever to meet with your masters. You will stay as my guests for the next few days, and then we will set off to meet them. You, what is your name?”

      Realizing they weren’t going to be killed by the terrifying spell John had wrapped around their hearts, the two Mages shared a hopeful smile, and the one who had not introduced herself quickly spoke up.

      “I am Vaphaen, disciple of Grandmaster Joro the Mechanicist.”

      “Vaphaen and Koeri. Got it. You can call me John, or sir. If we return to your tower and I find that they are blameless, I shall turn you over to them for punishment. If that is not the case, then I will execute you on the spot. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Y…yes, sir.”

      Turning his attention to Eva, John jerked his thumb at the officer who was still kneeling there.

      “The soldiers are to serve for ten years in the mine as penance for their crime. The Ecclesia is to find out what is happening with Count Yevin. I want a satisfactory answer as soon as possible. If he has turned traitor, find someone else to guard the border.”

      “Yes, Your Eminence,” Eva said, bowing.

      Leaving Count Yevin’s officer to the Ecclesia, Ellie and John ordered the two Mages to follow closely and left the tent. John was still holding onto Ellie’s hand, squeezing it more than he normally did. Though it hurt slightly, Ellie didn’t complain, letting him calm himself down. When they got to where Haver and Thomas stood with Ferdie and Sigvald, John briefly explained the situation and the trip that they would soon be taking. As for the damage to the town, he offered to provide the funds for it, but Haver shook his head and told John to just see to adding some defenses.

      Overall, the damage to the village looked much worse than it was, and Haver was confident that, within a few days, everything could be rebuilt. Finally agreeing after some back and forth, John led the way back to the farm, two new Mages following along behind. Because they were walking normally, it took nearly an hour to return home from the ruins of Gem, and when the Mages realized that both Ellie and John lived on a dairy farm, they had no idea how to react. Grinning slightly when he saw their reaction, John spread his arms out.

      “Welcome to Sutton Farm.”
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CHAPTER 14

        

      

    

    
      John had decided to leave in three days to give himself time to finish some of the projects he had been working on, but Ellie threw a wrench into that when she insisted on coming. He had been planning on taking the trip by himself and leaving her to run the farm, but after a heated conversation that ended with her throwing a loaf of bread at his head, he thought it would be easier to just let her come along. It wasn’t that he didn’t think she was competent enough, it was just that he was worried he’d have enough trouble keeping himself alive against three sages who had lived through the Mage War.

      Had he been fighting against Katrine, Togene, and the Hermit, John was confident he could wipe the floor with all three of them before breakfast. But three unknown sages in their own tower was entirely another thing. Anyone who had lived for hundreds of years would have more tricks than could be counted, but the real challenge would be dealing with magic that he had never run into that originated from before the Mage War. John knew next to nothing from that time except that it was the heyday of the Mage’s power.

      Ellie had been insistent, however, and rather than risk her chasing after them, he relented. She seemed quite happy about that, and after giving the two captured Mages a gloating look, went to pack. With no idea what that had been about, John continued to take care of his projects, assigning some to Rebya and some to Thomas to complete. His work on the noodle machine would have to wait until he came back, but he had been able to get the milling machine simple enough that Rebya could make more of them.

      They had set up enough materials to create forty of the machines for the giant factory space, which was enough to process way more wheat than they had access to. However, John wanted to be prepared for when the first of the Moritoi crops arrived. He had already coordinated for them to be transported into the mountains, where they would be transferred to the Shadow Tower and then spit back out as flour that would go to Kingsmouth. He had taken quick trips over the spring to check on the wheat growing in the forbidden zone and was confident that the yield would be as good or better than his own.

      Even more importantly, in a single season there had been a noticeable decrease in the poisonous mana that seeped out of the Moritoi’s ancestral land. While it would take many years of planting to erase the impact that the forbidden level spells had, there was something almost poetic in the solution coming from such a simple plant. The wheat absorbed the mana to use for its own growth, untangling it in the process, and then spat it back out in its various elemental components.

      When the Moritoi arrived, they would use the portal stones that had been set up in the mountains, starting a cycle that John hoped would allow the nation to survive through the coming winter. A smaller set of portal stones at the farm allowed Thomas to place bags of wheat in the small room built around them and get refined flour back. Many of the local farmers who grew wheat were happy to sell it, so John set a standing order to buy as much as was available. Not all of the wheat was as nice as the wheat John was growing, but it still worked to make refined flour, so it was worth it.

      With Rebya’s help, John set up a few magical wards outside of Gem and Fairford that could be activated in case of an attack. Once they were triggered, hundreds of flower guardians would descend on the village under Rebya’s control, eliminating the enemies. While not a foolproof plan by any means, it was better than nothing, and the ward pillars that John put up helped set people at ease. To keep the farm safe, he assigned Thomas and Ferdie, much to the big bull’s sorrow. Ferdie had taken to following John around, mooing sadly and making puppy dog eyes at John, but he was firm in his stance.

      It took a day longer than John thought it would to get everything set, but no one rushed him, and finally four days later they mounted up and left. Merlin and Storm were eager to ride, but Koeri and Vaphaen were riding normal horses, so they had to set a somewhat sedate pace. Riding out of the valley, John stopped to look back over it. The faintest chill hung in the air and he could see that the leaves were starting to lose their mid-summer vibrance, heralding the coming of autumn. Breathing in the clean air, John hoped that when he saw the valley again it would be just as picturesque.

      Turning away, he led the way up into the mountains, the horses taking the narrow path one at a time. It was then that he heard it. A low mooing sound came from the horse right behind him and his head whipped around, a frightening look in his eyes. Staring at him in a fright, Vaphaen had no idea what she did wrong, but when the mooing rang out again her eyes drifted down to her saddlebags. There, peeking out of the flap, was the tiniest bull she had ever seen. No bigger than a palm, his tiny horns were like little needles and his tail a small brush. Glancing up ahead, as if to ask why they had stopped moving, he saw John’s glare and let out a small shriek, diving back into the bag.

      “Stop laughing,” John growled, talking to Ellie, who had doubled over on her horse, laughing so hard she had to hang onto the saddle.

      Even Merlin seemed to be snickering as he turned his head away from John. Sensing that he had been schemed against, John took a deep breath and accepted that this trip was going to be nothing but trouble. Rubbing his head, he decided to make the best of an annoying situation.

      “Ferdie. Come out right now or I’ll send you back to the farm with no horns.”

      In a flash, Ferdie had jumped out of the bag and clambered up onto the back of Vaphaen’s horse. Seeing John beckoning, he leapt down to the ground and quickly returned to his normal size, bowing his head sheepishly. Despite his show of repentance, John didn’t miss the glances Ferdie kept giving him to check if he was mad. Unable to keep himself from laughing at the sight, John just groaned and tapped Merlin to go, causing Ferdie to do a little shuffle and then prance alongside him.

      It wasn’t that John didn’t want Ferdie along—after all, in two short years the bull had gone from a normal animal to a legendary level beast with horrifying combat strength. He had been eating a condensed form of John’s mana nearly every day for those two years, and if John wasn’t wrong, it was turning him into some sort of dragon-bull hybrid. Since he had never fought with Ferdie, mostly because the stupid creature would just roll over like a dog wanting its belly to be rubbed whenever John tried to spar with him, John wasn’t sure the extent of Ferdie’s strength. Even he had been surprised at the sight of Ferdie’s one-sided pummeling of Count Yevin’s legendary fighter. The problem was that having Ferdie with them left the farm less defended. Thankfully, Rebya had mentioned that she would help keep an eye out for any trouble.

      Hold on, does that mean she was in on it? I bet she was the one who gave the dumb bull the idea in the first place. And Merlin, from how he was snickering, he must have known too. Huh, just wait. A gentleman’s revenge never comes too late.

      Traveling for the rest of the day, they camped in the mountains, and for punishment John made Ferdie stand guard, something the bull was more than happy to do. Waking up in the middle of the night to furious bellows and loud crashes up on the mountain, John realized that Ferdie had run off to challenge the biggest, baddest beast on the mountain they were camping on and was currently stomping on the giant lizard’s head, knocking the poor creature into next week.

      “Knock it off!”

      John’s shout echoed around the mountain, the rage in his voice so intense that the rocks around the camp melted. Freezing mid stomp, Ferdie put his hoof down very carefully and then tiptoed back to the camp, where he did his best impression of a statue. There was not another sound on the entire mountain for the rest of the night, as even the wind seemed afraid to blow. Waking up the next morning, Ellie and the two Mages were startled to see Ferdie’s bloodshot eyes, as they had not heard a single sound, but from the way John kept muttering under his breath about t-bone steaks, they thought it better not to ask.

      Biting her lip to keep the smile off her face, Ellie bustled around, making food while John and the two Mages packed up the camp. When they came across the melted rocks they exchanged worried glances, unsure to what sort of place they had come. The outside world was mostly foreign to them, as they had been young children when they first went to the Soaring Cloud Tower, but nothing in their extensive education had prepared them for the sheer amount of weirdness they experienced around John and his friends. Putting her pack on her horse, Vaphaen tugged on Koeri’s sleeve.

      “Something is strange. Why were those rocks melted? They weren’t melted last night. That one was the size of a man! Now look at it!”

      Glancing at the stone that had been reduced to a two-foot-high stub, Koeri shuddered slightly and closed her eyes. She could still feel the burning flame that circled her heart like a chain, binding her to John’s whim. Though he hadn’t asked anything of them yet, she had read enough stories that it had kept her up, unable to sleep for the first few nights. Even now, the heat reminded her that the best thing to do was whatever John said.

      “Hush. His… that woman isn’t asking, so it’s best to follow her example. Remember, don’t disagree and try to keep a low profile. When we get back we can ask her Ladyship Orateth to help us undo the curse he cast on us, but until then we just need to focus on making it back alive.”

      “But…”

      “No buts, Vaphaen. We’ve already disgraced Master enough by being captured. We can’t afford to die before he knows what he’s up against.”

      Taking a deep breath to stabilize her scattered thoughts, Vaphaen nodded. Though everything was overwhelming, she was a Mage and, as such, was not afraid of anything. At least, that’s what she repeated to herself as they mounted up and followed John further into the mountains. The path soon widened out, and as they met up with the main road they made good time.

      It took three days to get out of the mountain, and by that time Ferdie had gotten his fill of messing around, so the trip was much smoother. As they headed down from the mountains into the great plains, the weather turned for the worse and a wild prairie storm blew in. When Koeri started to cast a spell to disperse it, John stopped her and instead cast a spell to keep everyone besides Ellie and Storm dry. Staring up at the gathering clouds with an enraptured look, Ellie sucked in a huge breath of the fierce winds and spread her arms out wide. Responding to her, Storm took off, galloping for the center of the storm. When Merlin wanted to follow her John pulled on his reins, keeping him back.

      “Let her go. She’ll be back.”

      “Aren’t you afraid she’ll get hurt?” Koeri asked, looking after her with some concern.

      Smirking, John shook his head. He knew the Mage wasn’t worried about Ellie, but rather that John would go mad if something happened to her.

      “She can handle herself.”

      “But storms on the plains are dangerous,” Vaphaen warned, stopping when John lifted his hand.

      “I know. The Moritoi have a saying. Tallest rider calls the lightning in the storm. But believe me, lightning won’t slow her down one bit.”

      Racing forward on Storm, Ellie kicked her feet free from her stirrups and hopped, her feet landing on Storm’s back. Standing up, she stretched her arms out as the clouds roiled, letting down great sheets of water. Lightning arced across the sky, blasting a hole in the grass only a hundred feet away, but Ellie just laughed in delight. She had seen storms in the valley, but nothing that came close to the power and intensity of this one, and it was filling her with so much life she felt like she was going to burst. Thunder rolled across the plain, shaking the air and flattening the grass.

      When another bolt of lighting fell, this time toward her, she let out a whoop of pure joy, mana pouring into her. At the last moment she jumped into the air to meet the lightning, wings unfurling from her back as she borrowed her familiar’s power. With feathers of steel that danced with lightning of their own, she slammed into the bolt, using her wings to channel it away from Storm. With the energy from the lighting dancing across the feathers, she shot into the air. The rain didn’t seem to affect her as she spun and wheeled, dancing across the sky in the purest expression of happiness.

      Coming out of a turn, she accelerated once again, this time heading for the dark clouds up above her, but just before she slipped into them she spun, her eyes meeting with John’s across the mile that separated them. Cocking her finger, she beckoned to him and then was gone into the clouds. For the briefest instant John felt like he was the one who had been struck by lightning before flames exploded around him, sending him hurtling into the air.

      “Run if you dare.”

      Leaving a single, fear-inducing sentence, he burned through the air like a comet, quickly vanishing into the cloud in search of Ellie. Staring after him, Koeri was about to say something when Storm trotted out of the fierce rain, blowing water from her nose. Nuzzling up next to Merlin, she neighed happily when Ferdie let out a huff of hot air that dried her off completely. Whatever Koeri was about to say died in her throat, and without even exchanging a word she and Vaphaen sat down to wait for John and Ellie to come back.
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CHAPTER 15

        

      

    

    
      By the time the storm had blown over the sun had long since sunk below the horizon, leaving a glittering sea of stars that stretched as far as the eye could see. Walking hand in hand over the prairie, John and Ellie found the two Mages sitting around a fire that they had started after setting up camp. Practically glowing as the mana from the storm coursed through her, Ellie’s eyes crackled with a faint shine of lightning. Noticing the food on the fire, John smiled slightly.

      “And here I was sure you would try to flee,” he said, sitting down by the fire.

      “I’m afraid your beast wouldn’t have let us,” Koeri replied with a strained smile.

      Giving the smug looking bull an exasperated look, John nodded.

      “Which is why I didn’t want to bring him.”

      A chill rolled down Vaphaeon’s back at the implications of the statement, but Koeri’s hand tightened on her arm before she could say anything.

      “Sir, I think there’s a misunderstanding. We’re excited to introduce you to our master.”

      “Mmhm. I bet,” John said, choosing not to reveal her lie. “We have to make a stop before we head to the tower, but it’s in the same direction so we shouldn’t waste too much time. But in the meantime, why don’t you tell me a bit about your experiences in the tower. You said that the mana surge was what destroyed the seal keeping your tower hidden, right?”

      “Yes,” Koeri nodded, accepting the plate Ellie was dishing up. “The tower is a strict place, after all, resources are limited. Everything is a competition, and only those who win can progress. At the same time, it is a safe place. Even the thralls are clothed, fed, and protected.”

      “Much better than the world outside,” Vaphaen added.

      “Then why’d you come out?” Ellie asked, rolling her eyes as she sat down next to John.

      “Because our master chose us too,” Vaphaen said, drawing herself up defensively.

      “A foolish choice, though maybe the real foolishness was granting a favor to someone like Count Yevin,” John said, licking his spoon. “I’m curious, why did you think it was okay to capture and kill a village of strangers?”

      With genuine puzzlement, Koeri looked at John and Ellie.

      “Because they refused our command? Serfs have no right to question the commands they’re given.”

      Raising his eyebrows, John stared straight at Koeri, causing the Mage to drop her eyes nervously.

      “And what possessed you to believe they should listen to you?”

      “As their natural superior, it’s only right that we be able to command them. Our mistake was in not knowing they already served under you. Which brings me to a point I don’t understand. Why did they not just tell us they were already thralls to a Mage? We would have come and talked to you first. Instead they just resisted, which led to an escalation.”

      “Burning down their village is certainly an escalation,” Ellie said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Who taught you that Mages are naturally superior?” John asked, his forehead furrowing.

      “Are they not? Mages control the forces of the world and reshape it to their will. It has been this way since before the tower was sealed away from the world. We simply continue to observe the natural order.”

      “I see. So you’re saying Mages should rule because of their strength?”

      “And their wisdom, yes. Even an apprentice knows more of the truth of the world than the most learned mundane scholar,” Koeri said, her voice earnest. “Would the world not be better off controlled by those who know more of the truth?”

      Not responding, John reached for the ladle and got himself another helping. After filling up Ellie’s bowl, he gestured toward the brilliant stars.

      “It is said that there’s always a sky beyond the sky, meaning that no matter how good or strong someone appears to be, there’s always someone better. Though I have yet to know if it’s ultimately true, even if it is, should we not have the ability to live our lives as we desire? Shouldn’t those who live normal lives be the same?”

      Carefully hiding the affronted feeling that welled up in her at John’s question, Koeri tried to think of a response that wouldn’t reveal how dumb she thought John’s position was. Speaking slowly, she picked her way around the issue.

      “The dumb farm animals on your farm know to get food, seek shelter, and even mate, but that does not qualify them to decide what should be planted next, or where to build your barn. Their existence is for the sake of the farm, and ultimately for the farmer. If your bull… if your chickens were to start trying to run the farm, the only result would be chaos and the destruction of your farm. The same is true for the world, is it not? The tower masters made the difficult choice to hide themselves away, preserving the knowledge needed to bring the world back to life after the end of the war. Unfortunately, no one could have predicted the sudden surge of mana breaking our seal.”

      The longer Koeri talked, the stiller John got, and by the end he was practically a statue. After a moment he spoke, his voice soft, as if afraid he would startle her.

      “The war ended four years ago.”

      “But did it? I was told that Allera would be attacking Lepiera, which was why Count Yevin was recruiting more soldiers. From what I see, the world is still gripped by war,” Koeri said, looking between John and Ellie. “I don’t mean to question you, sir, but just because there is a time of relative peace, that doesn’t mean the war is finished. The goal of the tower is to preserve humanity’s strength for the time after the war, when the apocalypse arrives.”

      Drawing in a sharp breath, John’s gaze grew intense and he stared at the Mage, causing her to quail.

      “What did you say?”

      “The… the apocalypse? Many years ago there was a prophecy that the world would be drowned in a tide of beasts. I… I don’t know the exact words of the prophecy, sir, as only the tower masters have seen it, but that is why we train. To stop the beasts that will come to destroy the world.”

      
        
        [You have discovered one of the great threats of the apocalypse, the Beast Tide. Learn more about this threat, that you might remove it and save the world.]

      

      

      The window that popped up in front of John’s face derailed his thought process, and it was a good few minutes before he was able to recover. First it had been Rebya who had mentioned the world burning away as the universal mana pool grew too pure, and now it was a tower of Mages, hidden away and preserved from before the Mage War, who spoke of a prophesied beast attack. Stifling the urge to curse the terrible game system, John brought his attention back to the present and tried to gain as much information as he could.

      Unfortunately, apart from the general information she had already provided, it was clear she knew very little else. The prophecy had been a part of the Soaring Cloud Tower since well before Koeri had arrived, and she had been raised with it, knowing only that it was the core reason for the tower’s existence. Listening from the side, Ellie jumped into the conversation during a lull.

      “How old are you?”

      “Excuse me?” Koeri asked, thrown off by the sudden change of subject.

      “Your age. You look to be around thirty-three, thirty-four. Is that right?”

      “No,” Koeri shook her head. “I’m only twenty-eight.”

      “Twenty-eight. I see. And how long have you studied at the tower?”

      “Since I was eleven,” Koeri replied, a proud look on her face. “I’ve been part of the tower for nearly twenty years.”

      “What about before that?” Ellie asked, leaning forward as she got to her real question.

      “Before what?”

      “Before you were part of the tower,” Ellie asked patiently.

      Opening her mouth, a slightly confused expression crossed Koeri’s face. For a full minute she tried to answer the question, but no words came forth. Licking her lips, she tried again, but it quickly became apparent that she had no memory of her life before the age of eleven. The more she tried to come up with something, the greater her confusion grew until, with a sheepish grimace, she shrugged.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t really remember that part of my life.”

      “That’s fine. I was just curious,” Ellie said, waving her hand as she got up to gather the dishes.

      Later that night, as John and Ellie sat by the fire, he glanced at her and jerked a thumb at the two Mages who had gone into the tent they were sharing.

      “What do you think? Do you think the Soaring Cloud Tower is as good as they seem to think?”

      Shaking her head, Ellie took John’s arm, pulling herself close to him.

      “No. Koeri shows clear signs of a curse that interferes with her memories. Plus, she’s at least thirty-three. Which means that someone not only changed her memories, but also lied to her about her age. Someone much more powerful than her.”

      “How did you spot that?” John asked, looking over at the tent where Koeri was sleeping.

      “First, she’s much too deferential for a Mage,” Ellie said, chuckling. “Which got me thinking that something must be wrong. Second, she isn’t quivering in abject terror every time you look at her with your scary eyes.”

      “Scary eyes? What do you mean? My eyes aren’t scary,” John protested.

      “Keep telling yourself that, John. As I was saying, I noticed that both of them show some abnormalities, so I suspected some sort of behavior-shifting spell. They’ve both got a lot of enchantments on them, so as we’ve been traveling I’ve been practicing my divination, and I picked up on a curse. I don’t know where it is precisely, or how it works, but I think the source is the tower token that each of them are wearing. It’s pretty subtle.”

      Curious, John filled his eyes with mana and was going to look through the tent at the sleeping Mages but quickly thought better of it. Coughing lightly, he looked up at the stars.

      “Ahem. I’ll have to take a look tomorrow and see what I can determine,” he said, pretending he couldn’t feel Ellie’s pinch.

      Even before the sun had risen fully they were on their way, continuing toward the border between Lepiera and Allera. Their end goal was a small mountain range that was just over the border into Allera. Ever since John had known about it the mountain range had been perpetually covered in fog, which, according to Koeri, was generated by the seal the Soaring Cloud Tower had deployed. Before they arrived, however, John wanted to stop to check in on the Moritoi. He had promised Togene that he would watch over them, but even more important was checking in on the upcoming wheat harvest.

      The prairie stretched out in all directions, making it easy to lose direction, but between Ellie’s spirits and keeping the mountains that they had come from to their southeast, they continued on their way, making good progress. Two more days of travel put them in the center of the plains, where they finally encountered a traveling Moritoi tribe. Seeing them coming, a band of a dozen young Moritoi warriors, all dressed for war, came out to meet them. Stopping fifty feet away, the leader of the group lifted his spear and called for a halt.

      “Hold! You are approaching the Braided Mane tribe! State your name and tribe.”

      Smiling at the familiar greeting, John lifted his hand in greeting.

      “I am John, blood-bonded brother of Zayaat the Slaying Wind, Khan of the Flying Eagle tribe. I escort three Wise Women to the north, crossing the plain to reach the Cloud Cliffs.”

      A murmur broke out among the young men and they fidgeted on their horses, showing their nervousness. Even the leader of the group wasn’t able to hide his excitement as he listened to John’s introduction, but he still managed to hold himself together well enough to follow up.

      “Your presence honors us! We… we are on the road, and so have no feast… I…”

      Recognizing the young man’s plight, John just grinned and waved his hand.

      “Thank you for your offer, warrior, but we lack time to appreciate your tribe’s generous hospitality. Certainly, the next time we meet on the great road we will enjoy a feast together.”

      A small group broke away from the tribe, heading out to meet them, and John saw that it consisted of a few older Moritoi men. When they got close the young warriors all made way, but they were still so excited to see John that they continued to murmur. The leader of the young men, bursting with pride to have been called a warrior by John, quickly introduced the man who had ridden up beside him.

      “This is my father and the Khan of my tribe.”

      “Greetings, I am Daritai, of the Braided Mane tribe,” the Khan said, bowing his head toward John.

      “Well met, Daritai. I am John of Sutton Farm. With me are the Wise Women I am escorting.”

      With a slightly fearful gaze, Daritai quickly greeted the three women before looking back at John in absolute awe. He had attended the great assembly the year before and was familiar with both John and Ellie, if only from a distance. Seeing that two more Wise Women were following John, he was half impressed, and half frightened, as he had no idea how they were to entertain three Wise Women properly, especially since their tribe had lost their Wise Woman after the assembly. When he heard that John and the others weren’t stopping, it was with no little relief. Not holding it against him, John turned in his saddle before he left and gestured to the young men.

      “Out of curiosity, why do your young men dress for war?”

      “We fly the flag of the Eternal Flame,” Daritai said, his tone growing serious as he gestured to the two flags that snapped in the breeze above the caravan, “and soon the call will go out to gather for war. We would not have our people shirk from their duty, so the young are learning what they need so that they might spill the enemy’s blood.”

      “I see. We will continue our journey now, but if the great road wills, our paths will cross again.”

      “May your path be smooth and the breeze refreshing,” the Khan said, saluting.

      Returning the salute, John and the others continued on their way, leaving the Braided Mane tribe behind. As they rode away, the two Mages looked back a few times until the caravan was finally out of sight.
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CHAPTER 16

        

      

    

    
      “Those people, who are they?”

      They had been riding along when Vaphaen’s question broke the silence. Glancing over, John saw that the Mage’s forehead was tightly furrowed, as if she was really struggling to capture a thought.

      “The Moritoi are a nomadic nation made up of hundreds of small tribes. They are powerful warriors, though recently they’ve taken up farming and trading. Why do you ask?”

      “I… I don’t know. I feel…” trailing off, Vaphaen shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was just curious about them. I’ve never seen a tribe like that who carried their homes with them.”

      “You’ll see more of them soon,” Ellie replied, her head cocked to the side as she listened to the whispers of the wind. “There are a dozen tribes gathered in the direction we’re going.”

      Looking ahead, John could just barely make out the slight haze smeared across the horizon. It shifted as if it were alive, twisting and rolling in a strange dance that flickered with black and purple.

      “That’s the edge of the forbidden lands. They’re set there to guard against the abominations that creep out of the blighted lands, and to tend to the wheat that’s being grown around the edge of the lands. We should reach them before nightfall, so long as we don’t run into any problems.”

      Waving grass stretched in every direction, a sea of green that twisted and whirled in the wind that blew down from the mountains. Overhead the blue sky, impossibly big, was broken only by the occasional wisp of white cloud. From the center of that huge expanse the golden sun shone down on them, delivering its life-giving heat in fierce rays that were almost visible. Accompanied by the creak of leather and their horses’ noisy breaths, they rode in silence, each occupied with their own thoughts.

      Vaphaen and Koeri rode close together, their postures stiff. Clearly unused to riding for long distances, they were starting to feel the strain of it. Even though Mages focused on manipulating mana over using physical abilities, they were still class holders, making them stronger and tougher than the average person. But after almost a week of riding, they were getting sore. Still, they had no choice but to follow after John and Ellie as they galloped across the wide grassland.

      Not long after the sun set and the moon rose, they saw the glow of fires on the horizon, and a short while later they came to a large collection of tents where the tribes camped. They were only half a mile from the edge of the forbidden lands, and they could hear the shouts of the warriors as they fought against the never-ending trickle of monsters that crawled out of the faint purple mist to seek food. As they got closer, one of the patrols near the edge of the camp swung up onto their horses and came out to meet them.

      “Hold! You trespass—John!”

      Pulling his horse to a stop, Dogar, the large, bald warrior who had come with Onggur to invite John and Ellie to the Moritoi assembly the previous year, let out a shout.

      “Welcome, brother! Ah, I greet the Wise Woman.”

      “Hello, Dogar. Have you and your wife been well? How is your new child?” Ellie asked, causing the large warrior to look down bashfully.

      “They are both doing well, and the sun is shining on our family.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “If you are here, does that mean Onggur is around?” John asked, glancing at the large collection of tents.

      “Yes,” Dogar said, nodding heavily, “we’ve come to address a problem that has cropped up. Come, I’ll take you to meet the Khans.”

      Weaving through the camp behind Drogar, John saw many of the Moritoi peeking out at them through the cracks of their tent flaps. There were small children and women but no men, causing a seed of worry to sprout in John’s heart. Torches cast long, dancing shadows across the muddy lanes that ran through the camp, and the squelch of their horse’s hooves sounded loud in the quiet night. As they approached the center of the camp, Ellie suddenly looked up, staring into the darkness beyond where the forbidden lands started.

      It took John a moment to catch what Ellie had sensed, but once he focused mana into his ears, the low buzz became clear. Before he could say anything, they had arrived at their destination and Drogar swung down from his horse, calling over the two warriors standing at the tent’s entrance. Hearing the commotion, the tent flap opened and a group of armored warriors came out, their eyes lighting up when they saw John and Ellie.

      “John! Welcome!”

      Opening his arms wide, Onggur strode over, wrapping John in a big hug. Pounding his back, Onggur let out a happy laugh, clearly excited at the unexpected visit. Stepping back, he saluted Ellie and then introduced the rest of the Khans. All of them were familiar with John and Ellie from the assembly they had attended the previous year but few had gotten a chance to meet them, so they bowed and saluted with excitement.

      “It is good to meet you,” John said, returning the salute. “Allow me to introduce Koeri and Vaphaen, Wise Women of the Cloud Cliffs. We are heading back with them to their home and just came to check up on the wheat.”

      “Ah, then you have come at the right time,” Onggur said, his expression growing grim. “A new threat has emerged and we were just discussing it. Please, come in and join us.”

      Stepping into the tent, they sat on the cushions, and Onggur called for wine as he began to explain what they were facing.

      “Ever since we began growing wheat, we’ve had more tribes stationed here to keep the beasts back. But two weeks ago, we found damage on some of the crops and began to see a strange type of monster that we’d never seen before. Drogan, can you get the body?”

      While the large warrior stepped out of the tent, Onggur leaned forward.

      “We’ve been able to track them back to a ruined town in the forbidden lands, but they come and go too quickly for us. We believe they have a nest in that ruined town and were just discussing mounting an attack on their nest to try to destroy them at their root. Ah, here. This is what we’re looking for.”

      Coming back into the tent, Drogan presented the body of a one-foot-long insect whose shell had a jagged crack running down it. Six long legs ending in pinching claws drooped from the body, and while it appeared to lack wings, John could see a hint of mana in its shell that gave him a sense of lightness. Large pincers with spider-like mandibles presented a fearsome look, and it was easy to imagine how terrifying it would be to face a horde of these monsters. Taking the monster corpse from Drogan, John tapped its back, testing the strength of its shell with his finger.

      “How did you make this wound?” He asked, gesturing to the crack that ran across it.

      “A blow from an axe,” Onggur replied, “but most of the time they move so fast that our warriors cannot catch them. This was a lucky hit. They cannot fly, but they move abnormally quickly and can change directions abruptly. We’ve been trying to keep them off the crops, but their numbers are increasing too quickly for us to keep them back.”

      “When were you thinking of going?” John asked, putting the insect’s corpse down.

      “First light. They are most active at night, so most of our warriors are working to keep them out of the fields.”

      “Send a guide with us, and we will go deal with the nest,” John said, standing up.

      Surprised, Onggur glanced at Ellie and the two Mages and saw they were just as taken aback. They had been traveling all day, and the thought of immediately going to fight caught them off guard.

      “Right now?” Ellie asked, looking up at him.

      “Is there a better time?” he asked, blinking at her.

      “How about after we rest? We’ve been traveling all day and some of us are tired. Let’s go in the morning.”

      “Ah, of course,” John said, slightly embarrassed that he had forgotten to take the others into account.

      After Onggur ordered a few warriors to show them to their tent, John decided to go and take a look at the fields. Most of the fields he had planted with Togene the year before were deep in the forbidden lands, but in order to make them easier to handle the Moritoi had established the majority of their new wheat fields around the edges of the mana-soaked lands. One of these fields was within a stone’s throw of the camp, so John wandered over while Ellie and the two Mages were getting ready for bed.

      Ferdie went with him, occasionally stopping to sniff at something interesting. The wheat was ripe, and though it was not as healthy as the wheat John had grown in the valley, each stalk was still covered in plump kernels. Running his hand across the top of the wheat lightly, John activated his Mana Control skill and began parsing the mana contained in the kernels. A relieved smile slipped across his lips as he saw that there were no pockets of mana stored inside the wheat, proving that the method they were counting on had actually worked.

      A sense of relief washed over him, loosening a tension he hadn’t even realized he was carrying. There had been a small chance that what had worked in the valley would have failed in the mana-rich environment of the forbidden lands, and if that had been the case he wasn’t sure what it was they were going to do. The food crisis was already growing dire, and it would be a close call even with the Moritoi’s harvest. Without it, the death toll would have been as bad as the days of the Mage War. Hearing a low snort from next to him, John tossed a few wheat kernels into his mouth and looked over at Ferdie.

      The bull was staring into the depths of the forbidden lands, excitement burning in his eyes. Thanks to John’s empowered hearing, he could faintly pick up the shouts of Moritoi warriors and the low buzz of the large insects. Reaching out to grab Ferdie’s back, John vaulted onto the large bull and they took off, galloping around the field to head toward the sound. Each time Ferdie’s hooves hit the ground puffs of mana rose, twisting the air around them, but Ferdie just let out a snort of flame that burned it away.

      Unhindered, they thundered across the rolling hills, quickly coming upon the battle between the Moritoi guarding the wheat fields and the swarm of insects attacking them. There were at least fifty of the monsters who were besieging the four-man patrol team, and the fighting was fierce. Taking in the situation with a glance, John slapped Ferdie on the shoulder and then vaulted off, heading for the field while Ferdie happily charged into the midst of the insects.

      Letting out a bellow that silenced the area, Ferdie fell upon the swarm like a runaway train. Flame trailed from his eyes and horns as he moved, leaving crimson streaks in the air as he twisted his head this way and that. Each time his horns struck a jumping insect they fell to the ground with a sizzle, only to get stomped into paste a moment later. Reacting to this new threat in their midst, the insects pulled back from the warriors and darted toward Ferdie, only to be met with a carapace-melting beam of fire that shot from the bull’s eyes.

      While Ferdie was having the time of his life crushing the insects, John arrived at the edge of the field. There were a few insects that had gotten into the wheat and were gorging themselves, so John unsheathed his sword and with a few swift blows cut them apart. One of the insects tried to launch itself toward his head, but he caught it with his left hand and squeezed, crushing it into a puddle of ichor that burned up in blue flame. Water flowed at his feet and his body flashed forward as he stabbed, his sword transforming into a silver line that pierced through the last insect’s head with unerring accuracy.

      Shaking the dead insect off of his blade, John looked at the damage the insects had done, his expression darkening. A glance at the corpse of the insect that he had just killed confirmed his fear, and with another step he was gone, reappearing a moment later in front of Ferdie. Reaching out, he grabbed Ferdie’s horn, stopping the rampaging bull with a single hand before Ferdie destroyed the last of the swarming insects. With a harsh screech, the insect’s powerful legs fired, trying to use the chance to escape, but John’s fingers reached out and pinched its back leg, stopping it in place.

      Sheathing his sword, John grabbed the back of the insect’s shell firmly and held it out in the air, not allowing its long legs to find purchase on anything. Annoyed that John had stolen his prey, Ferdie let out a low moo, but when John looked over he quickly thought better of it and turned his head away. Rolling his eyes at Ferdie’s sudden disinterest, John left the bull to clean up the battlefield while he walked toward the Moritoi warriors who were standing nearby, their eyes filled with fervor.

      “All hail the Eternal Flame!”

      Hearing the shout from the warriors, John hid his wince and waved his hand before they could prostrate themselves.

      “Dispense with the formalities, please. Can you tell me what is going on?”

      One of the warriors, a broad-shouldered man with an impressive mustache, got up from his knees and bowed his head, clearly overwhelmed by John’s presence. Still, he managed to gather himself well enough to respond to John’s request.

      “We have been fighting against these swarms of insects for the last few days, Your Excellence. At first there were only a few, but since yesterday they have been coming in larger numbers, as you have seen. I’m afraid that if the size of their swarm grows much more, we won’t be able to manage it.”

      “Do you know where they come from?”

      “Deep in the forbidden lands,” the warrior said, pointing past John with his sword. “They always come from that direction, and when they’re done eating they return that same direction.”

      “I see, thank you.”

      Turning away so he didn’t have to acknowledge their deep bows, John examined the struggling insect in his hand. He could feel the presence of an enchantment on the insect he held, an enchantment that had linked the rest of the insects together as well, only fading after they had died. Even now he could feel the mana in the insect shifting and moving, trying to recall the monster. John had encountered creatures that had a natural bond with their own kind, like Haver’s wolf pack, but this connection was a step beyond that and reminded John of the zombies he had destroyed in the valley when fighting against Kythov the Eyeless.

      Shooting a troubled glance at the direction the insects had come from, John tossed the insect to Ferdie, who bit it in half with a snap before chewing the broken pieces and swallowing them down. The bull had already eaten up the other insects that he had killed, and as he finished devouring the last one John couldn’t help but sigh. Regardless of how the insects had acquired the enchantment that bound them, it didn’t bode well.
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CHAPTER 17

        

      

    

    
      By the time dawn was casting its silky rays across the plains, John and Ferdie had dealt with four other swarms, each consisting of at least forty insects. With his face twisted in a scowl, John strode back into the Moritoi camp, heading for the tents where Ellie, Koeri, and Vaphaen had spent the night. Each insect he had examined made him even more sure of his findings, which soured his attitude even further. Scratching on the tent flap of Ellie’s tent, John waited for her to come out, his Mental Model skill trying to parse the enchantment he had found.

      A minute or so later, she opened the tent up and invited him in. Ellie was already dressed in her leather armor and was buckling a bandolier of vials across her chest. It held two dozen small vials containing different potions she had made in a variety of colors, allowing her easy access to them. Her wand was placed in its sheath at her side, next to the small crystal ball she used to cast her spells. At her feet she had a small bag with everything she would need to explore a ruin, from rope to chalk to candles, along with a lightweight tent.

      “I’m all ready to go,” Ellie said, fixing a strand of her hair that had fallen from her bun. “Will we be bringing any of the Moritoi?”

      Distracted by the way she looked in her leather armor, it took John a moment to process her question, and when he finally did manage to look away, his eyes drifted back to her quickly. Seeing her blush slightly, he turned his head away and cleared his throat.

      “Ahem. No, I want this to be a quick trip, so it will just be you, me, and Koeri and Vaphaen. Ferdie will come with us as far as he can, but if we’re going into a ruin, he’ll guard outside.”

      “Are you sure we can trust them?” Ellie asked, her forehead furrowing.

      “The Mages? I trust the flames they carry,” John replied, sitting down on Ellie’s bed while she continued to bustle around, packing her last few things. “Plus, I want to see what they’re capable of. We’re heading to their tower, and I still have no idea what their standard is. This world is woefully short on knowledge about Mages, so hopefully this expedition can give us a bit of information about what they know.”

      Picking up her pack, Ellie adjusted the straps so it fit properly and double-checked her wand. All ready to go, she grinned at John, who was carrying nothing but his bracer and his sword.

      “I’ve got everything I need. Aren’t you going to bring a pack?”

      “I don’t think we’ll be down there that long,” John replied, arcing his eyebrow.

      “Better to be prepared. I can help you pack your bag if you need me to.”

      Sighing, John shook his head and stood up.

      “Thanks, but I can get it.”

      By the time he had finished throwing a few things into his bag, both Koeri and Vaphaen were ready to go as well, both carrying bags of their own. They looked quite nervous when they saw Ellie and John but quickly schooled their expressions to pretend they weren’t worried about what was coming. Onggur and a few of the other Khans had heard from their warriors about John and Ferdie’s overnight feats and they were standing near the bull when John and the others walked over, talking together in a low voice.

      “Morning, Onggur,” John said, waving. “We cleared everything we found, so you should be good to start the harvest. While you do that, we’ll head for this nest and make sure the insects are no longer a problem.”

      “Ah, John! My men tell me you slaughtered hundreds of the insects last night! Thank you. Knowing that you will take care of the nest brings relief to my mind. I will mobilize our people to begin working right away. Do you need a guild to take you to the location of the nest?”

      “No, I think we’ll be fine,” John said, glancing at Ellie. “However, I do want to ask that you keep our horses here. We’ll be traveling on foot to the nest.”

      “Of course.”

      After a quick breakfast, John, Ellie, Koeri, and Vaphaen set off, following Ferdie into the forbidden lands. The Moritoi gathered to watch them go, but that only seemed to increase Koeri and Vaphaen’s nervousness, causing Ellie to look at them strangely. After eating so many insects, Ferdie seemed to have developed a clear sense for their smell and had no trouble leading the group toward the direction that the large insects were coming from, so after walking in silence for a while, Ellie fell back and began to talk to the two Mages.

      “Are you familiar with the forbidden lands?”

      Caught off guard by the question, Vaphaen shot Koeri a quick glance and then shook her head.

      “Not personally. I know that they were formed by fights between legendary Mages, but I don’t really know much more than that.”

      “We learned that much at the tower,” Koeri chimed in, “but the specifics weren’t covered. It’s amazing to me to think that the mana from the spells is still active after all these years. It feels as if there are a few different elements all jumbled together.”

      Glancing back at the two Mages, John didn’t say anything, but his ears perked up and he continued to listen to their conversation.

      “I’m detecting fire, water, and air magic,” Vaphaen said, closing her eyes for a moment.

      “Me too. Can you feel any plant magic? I think there’s a trace of it,” Koeri replied. “Oh, and something else that’s sort of dirty feeling. It reminds me of the Dark Path magic, but it’s not quite the same.”

      “I think that’s necromancy, or death mana,” Ellie said, watching the two Mages curiously.

      “Is that what that is? It ‘ different from what I’ve experienced before, but then, our tower doesn’t have any Necromancers.”

      “What paths of magic does your tower follow? I know you said that your master is called the Mechanicist, and that the others are the Forge Lord and the Lady of the Dark Path.”

      Once again the two Mages looked at each other, clearly uncomfortable with the question Ellie was asking. Yet the burning feeling in their chests was a clear reminder that they were in no position to hold back information. With a sigh, Koeri took it upon herself to answer.

      “There are many paths, but only three that lead to the legendary level. All Mages below the legendary level learn different sorts of magic, until they find what they’d like to specialize in. Once that decision is made, we follow one of the three masters. In our case, the path we chose to try to break through the legendary level is that of our master, Joro the Mechanicist.”

      “What does a mechanicist do?” Ellie asked.

      “Enchantments, artifact, and golem creation,” Koeri replied, rolling up her sleeve to reveal a bracer that covered the inside of her forearm. “We make items that carry magic, allowing anyone who can access mana to gain effects and abilities they would not otherwise be able to use. For example, this artifact allows me to use a number of different curses on command without having to prepare the spell components that would normally be needed.”

      Curious, Ellie looked at the magical artifact, noticing how similar it looked to the bracer John wore. The symbols carved on it were quite different, and it was clearly made for a woman, but thanks to the enchanting she had worked on with John, she was able to recognize it immediately.

      “And you said anyone can use it?”

      “Yes, though this one has been specifically bound to me,” Koeri replied. “It was given to me by my master when I became an official Mage. Each of us gets a personalized device.”

      Next to Koeri, Vaphaen rolled up her sleeve as well, showing her wrist guard. The overall design was the same, but the intricate scrollwork was different, making it unique. Glancing over curiously, John’s eyes suddenly narrowed. He had seen that combination of runes before, and thanks to Mental Model it only took him a second to recall where.

      “That’s a slave control device, isn’t it?”

      Hearing John’s question, Koeri blanched and nodded.

      “Our tower makes slave collars, as well as the control units. Each of these devices allow us to control the tower’s thralls.”

      “Is that why Count Yevin requested your help?” Ellie asked, her expression impossible to read.

      Slowly nodding, Koeri reached into her bag and removed a brand-like item. Seeing it, Vaphaen tried to stop her, but Koeri silenced her companion with a stern look. It was clear that she understood their only chance at making it through the current situation in one piece was by keeping John happy, and that meant sharing any information he and Ellie wanted to know. Revealing the thin wire loop she held in her hand, Koeri chanted a short phrase and it lit up with a steel-gray glow.

      “This is one of the slave collars we use. If we had been successful in capturing the ban… I mean the villagers, we would have used this to make them easier to manage.”

      Reaching out, John took the cord from Koeri and flipped it over, examining it with hard eyes. His displeasure must have been clear, because both of the other Mages remained silent, watching him nervously. After he had finished looking it over, he gave it to Ellie before speaking to Koeri.

      “What about the other paths in your tower?”

      Slightly surprised that John had changed the subject, Koeri jumped on it like a drowning person hugging a life preserver. Without holding anything back, she spilled everything she knew, hoping it would ease his anger.

      “Master Folis follows the path of metal. It was his craft that developed the physical structure of these devices. Her Ladyship Orateth teaches the path of curses and developed the enchantments that make our devices work.”

      “And your master combines them?”

      “Yes. This is true, not only for the thrall control system, but for everything we make. In fact, the majority of what we create is not related to these devices at all, but instead artifacts that make life much easier for everyone. Fountains that never run out of water. Devices to communicate over great distances. Pots that can cook food without a flame. There are thousands of projects we are working on, all designed to help improve the world. We are building a future in which mana can be harnessed for the good of mankind, rather than for its destruction.”

      “And where does this thrall control system fit in?” Ellie asked sarcastically, tossing the wire loop back to Koeri.

      Unsure how to respond to the question, Koeri caught the wire loop and shot a glance at Vaphaen, but her companion was just as uncomfortable. Stammering something unintelligible, she was saved when a loud noise up ahead drew everyone’s attention. They had been traveling up a hill that was slightly larger than normal, and as they crested it they saw the ruins of a town laid out before them. At the other end of the town, poking up toward the sky like a broken tree, was a large stone tower, its top jagged where the twisting mana that filled the forbidden land had ripped its roof off.

      In the center of the town, a large scale-covered monster surrounded by a large swarm of insects had just smashed through the ruins of a building, scattering bricks everywhere. The monster was a bipedal creature that was at least a dozen feet tall with arms as thick as tree trunks swinging from its muscular shoulders. In addition to its two normal arms, it had a third, longer arm extending from its left side that it used to balance itself as it loped along, giving it a strange gait. A twisting serpentine tail extended for at least twenty feet behind it, and its snapping beak pecked at the insects who got too close.

      The creature appeared to be trying to close in on the tower, but more and more insects were pouring out of the top of the tower, causing the air to shake with the buzzing sound they released. In waves they spilled out over the ruins like a dark cloud, forming a wall that kept the giant monster at bay. With a sharp breath Vaphaen took a step back, her eyes going wide. Beside her, Koeri’s and Ellie’s expressions were no better. Both the giant monster and the uncountable tide of insects were both terrifying on their own, and seeing them together was almost too much.

      Ferdie, on the other hand, had a completely different response. With a low moo, the flames that surrounded his horns and hooves glowed with a nearly white light and thick scales began to emerge on his skin. Pawing at the ground, he lowered his head as his eyes burned with excitement, leaking flames that scorched the air. Only John was able to remain calm, and reaching out, he grasped Ferdie’s tail before the bull rushed down into the city.

      “Hold on, Ferdie. We’ll go down in a second, but I want to see what’s happening first.”

      With a disgruntled snort, Ferdie restrained the thick aura that was leaking out of his body and stomped on the ground to show his displeasure. They were far enough away that they hadn’t been discovered, but given the intensity of the mana rolling off of Ferdie, John knew it was only a matter of time before they would attract their enemy’s attention, so John didn’t want to waste any time.

      “Get your spells ready. We’re going to be heading for the tower. Ferdie, do you think you can take that big, three-armed guy?”

      Nodding his head, Ferdie let out a deep moo that managed to sound both confident and disdainful. Startled that the bull had responded directly, Koeri and Vaphaen shared a glance, but they didn’t have the time to think about it when John turned to them.

      “Now is a great time to show me what you two can do. Ellie and I will bear the brunt of the fight inside the tower, so your job is to get us there. The insects seem to be weak toward fire and lightning. Can you do that?”

      Pale-faced, Koeri looked down at the swarms of insects that covered the city and slowly nodded.

      “I… yes. We can do it.”

      “Good. Take what time you need to prep, and then, when Ferdie goes for our three-armed friend, we’ll make our move. Ellie, you’re on defense and support. I’ll block any insects that slip through the gap.”

      Swallowing the words she was about to say when she saw Ellie nodding and beginning to cast, Koeri muttered something under her breath and began to gather magic to her staff. A few moments later, the spell she cast coalesced into a glittering shield that surrounded her. Casting the spell a few more times, she attached the magical shields to the rest of the team while Vaphaen charged her staff. Once both of them were ready, John let go of Ferdie’s tail and patted the large bull’s rump.

      “Alright, bud, go wild.”
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CHAPTER 18

        

      

    

    
      Mana swirled through the air, rising from the ground in puffs as it was disturbed by Ferdie’s heavy hooves. Slowly at first, but with ever-increasing momentum, the fire-clad bull moved down the hill. With each step he took his already large body grew larger still, and by the time he reached the edge of the ruined town his molten horns could be seen above the broken buildings. He had already gathered tremendous speed, and with a bellow that shook the earth, Ferdie charged straight toward the three-armed monster. Too big to fit down the streets, his thick scale armor scraped the buildings on either side of the street, sending bricks tumbling.

      Not slowing down in the slightest as the buildings tumbled down around him, Ferdie tore across the city, a trail of destruction in his wake. Lowering his head as he came near the large monster, Ferdie’s speed increased once again and he angled his horns to meet the two-handed strike the monster unleashed. The sound of the impact flattened the buildings for a full block and sent both beasts staggering back, but with another bellow Ferdie was right back in the fight, his eyes blazing.

      The three-armed monster was agile, and used that to its advantage on their next clash, dashing to the side to avoid Ferdie’s stabbing horns. Wrapping its tail around a pile of rubble, it managed to change directions abruptly, launching itself along Ferdie’s side where its claws tore at Ferdie’s scales. Hot blood splashed and the giant bull let out a pained cry, even as he twisted his hindquarters and unleashed a kick with his rear legs. Clipped by one of the flaming hooves, the monster was blasted back, tumbling through a building in a shower of bricks. Faster than he had any right to, given his size, Ferdie spun around and charged again, accompanied by a roaring flame.

      Up on the hill, John watched the fight for a moment longer until he was satisfied that Ferdie had it under control. Freeing his sword from its sheath, he gestured to the others to follow him and began to make his way down the hill. The two Mages, nervous from the sight of the two battling behemoths down below, were behind him, and Ellie brought up the rear, her wand held ready in her hand. Moving at a swift jog, it still took them five minutes to make it down the hill and into the ruined city, and the whole time they could hear the fierce fight continuing.

      Ducking into the shadow of a ruined building, John glanced back to double-check that everyone was ready. Koeri’s magical shields were still holding strong, and she was even prepping another spell that looked like a large-scale ice attack. Impressed that she was able to cast a different spell while still maintaining the four shields, John realized he may have been underestimating the Mages of the Soaring Cloud Tower. Next to her Vaphaen clutched her staff closely, a fully charged fire spell held at the ready. While John didn’t recognize the spell itself, he could tell that the amount of mana that had gathered was significant, causing him to look forward to what was coming.

      “Ellie, is there an entrance to the tower on the back side?”

      Holding up her wand, Ellie whispered something under her breath, connecting with the air spirits that swirled around her. A slight crease on her forehead showed the difficulty of it, but after a moment of concentration she nodded.

      “Yes. It’s on the back left of the tower. If we go over two streets and then go straight, we should arrive there without disturbing the big fight.”

      “Good. Are your spirits having trouble with the mana currents?”

      Nodding, Ellie whispered something into the air, at the same time releasing a burst of mana from her wand.

      “The air here is so mana-saturated that they run the risk of being assimilated, but as long as we’re careful, I think it will be okay. Does Ferdie need any help?”

      Glancing in the direction of the thunderous fight, John chuckled and shook his head.

      “No, he’s having fun playing around, so let him be. He hasn’t had many challenges since his latest transformation, so this is a good way for him to get an idea of his own strength. Let’s advance to the tower. Remember, don’t attack unless the insects do. Our goal is getting to the nest, not getting bogged down in a fight outside the tower.”

      Leading the way out of the collapsed building, John brought them down an alleyway into a wide street that ran toward the tower. Up ahead he could see a collapsed building stretched across the street, blocking the way, so they took their next left, walking down an alleyway. Due to the intense mana concentration in the air, Ellie and the two Mages found breathing to be slightly painful, as each breath caused their lungs to sting. This phenomenon reminded the two Mages of the mana surge, but apart from looking at each other they made no comment.

      Peeking around the corner of the alleyway and looking toward the tower, John saw that the ruined building was practically bleeding insects. Streaming out of the gaps in the stone wall, the insects used their powerful legs to propel themselves into the ruins of the city, quickly vanishing into the shadows as they moved to surround the fight between Ferdie and the three-armed monster. Unable to count the number of insects emerging, Koeri shuddered and took an involuntary step back. Their number appeared endless, but rather than retreat John began moving forward, his sword igniting with crackling blue flame.

      “Shouldn’t… shouldn’t we wait?” Koeri asked, her voice hesitant.

      “Why would we wait?” John asked, his voice calm as he led the way toward the sea of insects.

      “Trying to get into the tower like this, I mean, with that army of monsters in the way. How in the world are we going to get through them all?” Vaphaen’s question joined Koeri’s, causing John to glance back at them, an amused smile on his face.

      “You have spells, don’t you?”

      “Huh? Of course, but there’s no way we’d be able to cast even our largest spells enough times to put a dent in that horde. Look, there are still more coming out!”

      “If I wasn’t already sure you two have never seen a battlefield, that comment would have sealed the deal,” John said, stopping and turning to face the two Mages.

      After a moment of hesitation, he sheathed his sword, extinguishing the blue flames that burned along the blade. He was standing in the middle of the street, and the blue flame he carried had attracted the insects’ attention, causing a large group of them to peel off and head for the team. Seeing them coming, Vaphaen, Koeri, and even Ellie grew pale. The two Mages took a few steps back, while Ellie just moved closer to John.

      “Uh, John? I think they know we’re coming.”

      “It would be hard for them not to, considering the mana you all are giving off. In fact, I’m pretty surprised we haven’t gotten attacked already. Probably means they’re setting up an ambush, though if they’re smart enough to coordinate that, they’ve probably got a brain of some sort controlling the swarm. Probably in the tower, in fact.”

      “They’re getting closer.”

      Ignoring Ellie’s prompts, John gestured to the two Mages, who froze in place as the fire in their hearts flared up. Once he was sure he had their attention, John spoke with a slightly crooked smile.

      “The world has changed a lot since your master locked himself away. The biggest change, by a solid mile, is that no Mage worth their salt would ever be afraid of enemy numbers. Decades of war beat that fear out of those of us who survived.”

      By this point the insects were barely a dozen feet away, their powerful back legs sending them flying like bullets through the air as they darted toward John’s back. It was at that point that John turned around, his hand reaching out to his sides as if he were tightly gripping the air. With a roar, the mana around them responded, gathering so quickly that it manifested in a physical wave, crushing the nearby buildings and splattering bug guts across the broken rubble. The closest insects were pulverized by the rushing mana, and only the three women behind him were spared from the intense force.

      Yet John wasn’t even close to done. Striding forward, his feet landed on the surging mana and he rose up into the air as if he controlled the world. His claw-like fingers continued to tighten as mana poured into the surrounding area, forming a dozen whirlpools that sucked more insects in. Hundreds of the long-legged monsters were sucked up from the alleyways and buildings around them, smashed between the heavy mana and the swirling stones that had flown off the nearby ruins. Without turning his head, he spoke in a voice that arrived next to all three women as if he was standing casually by their sides.

      “Let me show you why Mages are now feared. Protect yourselves.”

      
        
        [Spell Triggered: Apocalyptic Flood]

      

      

      This was not the first time Ellie had seen John summon water, but never like this. Typically, elemental spells would open up a dimensional connection to the appropriate elemental plane and allow some of their desired element to seep over. Not this time. This time, the air itself was transformed into a raging sea. For two hundred feet in every direction, the city was suddenly submerged in water that churned and smashed, pulverizing everything in its path.

      Swept back by the giant wave of water, the insects tried to escape, but there was no way for them to gain purchase, as they were being churned around by the waves. Without anything to push off of, their powerful legs were useless, and even when they managed to kick off one another, the mana-infused water killed their momentum in moments. Like a living wall, the giant wave slammed forward, pulling in more and more insects as it neared the tower.

      Staring at the muddy, four-hundred-foot-wide street that John had just created, the two Mages stared at each other in shock. They knew that those in the legendary stage were powerful, but they had never seen a spell with so much force in their entire lives. Yet even as they turned to look at John they realized that he was just getting started. As if he could sense their shock, John just sneered.

      “It couldn’t be called ‘apocalyptic’ if this is all it was,” he said from where he floated in the air. “Just keep watching.”

      By this time the apocalyptic flood was two dozen feet high, and far from slowing down, it was accelerating. Every building it touched was smashed to pieces and the furious churn of its waters turned the stone, debris, and even the insects into a massive grinder that chewed up everything in its path. The stink of ichor was soon strong in the air as every insect in the wave’s path was pulverized. Blue water grew muddy and gray as dirt, stone, and chitin were smashed into a terrible slurry.

      With a boom that shook the earth, the wave met the walls of the tower, immediately beginning to eat away at the remnants of the wall. Insects were still trying to escape from the top of the tower, but by this time the water had splashed up over the top of the wall and their powerful leaps took them right into the wave, where they were ripped apart. Mana-infused water filled with particles of stone and insect carapace poured down over the top of the tower, eating away at everything it came into contact with like a powerful acid.

      Under the horrified stares of Ellie, Vaphaen, and Koeri, the entire side of the tower melted away as the forbidden spell ate it up. Within minutes the wave had carried on past the tower, digging a massive ditch in the ground as it continued into the distance. From where they stood, there was a four-hundred-foot-wide path of nothing but mud that stretched all the way out of the city. The staircase that went down into the earth at the base of the tower was the only thing remaining of the once-grand ruin. Anything that had been above ground had been torn apart by the wave.

      “Imagine if that had been an enemy army and not a bunch of ruined buildings,” Ellie whispered, causing the others to blanch.

      “And imagine that, rather than casting that once, I was doing it a dozen times,” John replied, floating down to the ground. “All while enemy Mages were casting their own versions at us.”

      The path leading to the destroyed tower was nothing but a muddy highway scattered with the torn bits of insects, but before they could make their way across it Ellie felt a shift in the air as her spirits fled back toward her. They had been spread out to ensure the group wasn’t surprised by anything, but suddenly they retreated, their ethereal bodies pulsing with fear. Noticing Ellie’s growing worry, John smiled mirthlessly.

      “Incidentally, the least dangerous thing about a forbidden spell is the spell itself,” he said, picking his way across the muddy path toward the ruined tower. “Instead, the real danger comes when mana from two or more forbidden spells mixes together. The result is… unpredictable.”

      Chasing after John, the three women could feel the mana on the horizon shifting and swelling, as if a storm was brewing. Fierce winds began to whip through the ruins of the town, bringing the smell of rain with it. Yet rather than the refreshing smell that should have come with the clouds, there was a sharp tang of terror that slithered through their noses and down their backs. A harsh buzzing sound echoed through ruins as the hundred thousand insects who had been spread out in the ruins emerged and began heading back toward the tower, intending to take refuge from the coming storm.

      The insects were not the only ones, however, who were suddenly desperate to get out of the way of the storm. In the center of the mostly flattened ruins the three-armed monster and Ferdie had been battling fiercely, but as the smell of the storm rolled across their battlefield, both beasts felt a sense of crisis and took a step back to assess the situation. In the far distance, the wall of water John had created had begun to twist apart as it encountered the warped elements that filled the forbidden lands. Spouts of gray sludge shot up into the air, forming thick, imposing clouds that were spreading to cast a shadow across the land.

      “We should get under cover,” John said, glancing at the heavy clouds racing toward them. “Come on, we can go down into the basement of the tower.”

      “What if it’s still filled with more of those insects?” Koeri asked, shuddering.

      “Better than staying out here and getting ground apart by the storm that’s about to hit us,” John said with a shrug and a smile. “Besides, we have to go down there anyway. Come on, no need to be afraid. Adventure awaits.”
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CHAPTER 19

        

      

    

    
      By the time they reached the wide set of stairs that led into the basement of the ruined tower, the storm had nearly arrived and heavy gray drops of gritty water were beginning to fall around them, burrowing their way into whatever they touched. Mana had caused the storm to suck up everything the Apocalyptic Flood spell had destroyed and now kept the mixture of stone and chitin suspended in the drops of water spinning at a high velocity, creating an intense grinding motion that wore away at everything. For the last dozen feet before they were able to get out of the open air, Vaphaen cast a barrier spell, pulling mana from the surrounding area together to form a shining golden ceiling above their heads, but even that was soon peppered with holes as the raindrops fell like bullets.

      Nearly slipping as they hurried down the stairs, Ellie felt John’s hand supporting her waist and a moment later they were down at the bottom of the stairwell. When the Apocalyptic Flood spell had hit the tower water had gushed down the stairs, taking a layer of stone off and giving them a melted look. The stone was slick and strangely clean, as the water had erased decades of weathering. At the bottom of the staircase the passage turned and went further down, ending at a small room with two staircases that split to the right and left.

      “Which way?” Vaphaen asked, glancing back and forth between the stairs.

      Muttering under her breath, Ellie drew a small circle with her wand and tossed a pinch of something she pulled from one of the pouches at her side into the air, causing a crackling sound as it burned up. Releasing her wand with a flick of her wrist, she sent it spinning in the air in front of her. Turning swiftly, the wand abruptly stopped in place, hanging in midair as it pointed to the right.

      “There is greater danger to the left,” she said, grabbing her wand before the spell released it. “Which means that we’ll probably find our insect friends down that way.”

      “All the more reason to go the other way, right?” Vaphaen said, her voice hopeful.

      “Not even close to correct,” John replied, turning to look over his shoulder at the drops of water that were starting to spill down the stairs.

      Like tiny drills, they fell from the sky and burrowed into the ground, eating through the stone of the stairs before running together to form a deadly puddle that seemed almost alive as it surged this way and that. Seeing the gathered rainfall beginning to creep toward them, Koeri shuddered and lifted her staff, only to pause. Next to her, John knew exactly why she was hesitating. Typically a Mage’s solution to this sort of situation was to cast a spell, but without knowing how the mix of mana would interact with the spell, the Mage had no way of knowing if they were just going to make the problem worse. Forbidden level spells were forbidden for a reason.

      In the best-case scenario they brought with them terrifying destruction, but the best case was naturally never the reality. The terrifying storm his Apocalyptic Flood spell had morphed into was likely going to completely erase the ruins above them and kill everything that moved under the legendary stage. Ferdie and the three-armed monster would be fine, if a bit beat up, but it was unlikely that even a single one of the insects the tower had been producing would make it out alive. While that had been John’s goal, he had no idea what would happen next. If it were not for his absolute confidence in his ability to not only survive but keep Ellie alive as well, he never would have risked casting such a spell.

      “What… what do we do?” Koeri asked, watching the slowly advancing gray sludge nervously.

      “You’re the Mage,” John said, giving her a bemused glance. “What did they teach you in your tower?”

      “Ah! Right, um, analyze the situation,” she said, closing her eyes. “There is a mix of water and earth mana, which means we should be able to use air and fire to neutralize it! A flame wall should work!”

      “But won’t that take the air out of this chamber?” Vaphaen asked, stopping Koeri from casting. “Which would make it hard for us to breathe.”

      “Will it? I… I’m not well versed in air magic.”

      “What if we used water to dilute it? That would spread the earth mana out, which should remove some of the grinding power, right?”

      “But that might make it flow faster too, which wouldn’t be good.”

      “Ah, I didn’t think of that. Um, an earth wall would just be eaten away, and my light barrier didn’t work very well either.”

      Listening to the two Mages discuss countermeasures while the water drew closer and closer, John found himself growing increasingly exasperated. It had not taken him long to understand that these two Mages were woefully unprepared for life outside a sheltered Mage tower. They had tremendous power at their fingertips but no practical knowledge of the world. If they had been thrown onto the battlefield alongside John, they wouldn’t have lasted more than a few days. Even a non-magical assassin squad would have been able to eliminate them without much trouble.

      Clearly, whoever had trained Koeri and Vaphaen had focused on theoretical knowledge over practical matters, and the result was evident. Prone to freezing in the face of a crisis, the two Mages were still trying to come up with an optimal solution to the problem even as the water reached the doorway of the room they were in. Reaching the limit of his exasperation, John shook his head and reached out his hand, his Mental Model skill running furiously.

      
        
        [Flash Freeze]

      

      

      During one of his idle moments, he had created a spell to instantly increase the temperature of a space that he called Flash Burn. While he had no real understanding of ice magic, Mental Model allowed him to reverse-engineer the spells he knew, resulting in a new ice spell that sucked all of the heat out of a set space. Powered by the dense mana in the basement of the old tower, his spell worked like a charm, sucking the heat out of the encroaching water, taking the motion with it. As the grit began to slow down, the gray sludge reduced its pace and then stopped. More water continued to pour down the stairs into the passage, but John’s spell held and soon the water piling up began to form a short wall of gray ice.

      “Ah! Ice! Why didn’t I think of that?” Vaphaen said, smacking her fist into her palm. “Of course. By removing the heat, you make the liquid viscous, slowing its motion, which in turn drops the temperature further, as it’s not producing heat anymore. I should have thought of that.”

      Nodding her head, Koeri cast a short analysis spell with a shake of her staff and examined the results closely. She could see that the spell John was using removed heat, but she couldn’t figure out how or where it was storing the heat. Unable to understand what she was seeing, she could only sigh in defeat.

      “Me too, though I have to admit, I think a more permanent neutralization would have been better.”

      “Sure, but by the time you came up with a permanent solution, we would have all been dissolved,” Ellie said, rolling her eyes.

      A slight blush crept up on Koeri’s cheeks and she looked like she was going to snap back, but John’s look made her swallow whatever she was tempted to say. As inexperienced with the world as she was, she understood the relationship between John and Ellie perfectly and had no desire to antagonize John over a few comments. Bowing her head slightly to show she wasn’t going to respond to the provocation, she gestured to the doorway where the water was still continuing to freeze.

      “Will that last a long time?”

      “Until I cancel it or mana is used to break it,” John said, looking at the spell script that was hovering in the doorway. “We can leave it here and this room should be mostly together when we get back. Regardless, let’s push in further. The sooner we deal with whatever is spawning these insects, the sooner we can go to your tower. However, I’m feeling a bit tired, so I’m going to have to ask you to take the lead.”

      “M… me?”

      “Well, you and Vaphaen,” John said, nodding. “Think of this as an opportunity to show off what you know. Most of the tower’s defenses should have been destroyed a long time ago, so there shouldn’t be much in the way of traps, and you should have been taught how to open magical seals, right?”

      “In theory, but it’s been years since we took those classes,” Vaphaen said, exchanging a worried glance with Koeri.

      “Regardless, I want to rest,” John said, not looking in the least bit tired. “We’re heading left, so lead on.”

      With no other choice, the two Mages began to prepare their spells. Shield spells were cast on everyone and their staves were charged with their favorite attack spells. This was John’s first time getting to see a proper Mage staff up close without worrying for his life, so he took the opportunity to see how they worked. From what he could tell, the staves acted like a holding spot for spells. Each of the Mages cast four attack spells onto their staff, storing them for instant release down the road.

      Each of the spells was stored in a mana stone that was hidden in the staff and could be released with a command by whoever was wielding the staff. John had been on the wrong end of such a tool a few times and once nearly lost his life to a water spirit summoned by an enemy Mage out of nowhere, so getting to see how the staves worked was interesting to him. Though he didn’t have a staff of his own, or even a need for one, he still decided that, once he had a bit of down time, he would try his hand at it.

      Once everyone had finished their preparations, Koeri took a deep breath and led the way down the stairs to the left, heading toward the danger that Ellie’s divination spell had found. Walking down the steps behind Vaphaen, John heard Ellie chuckle and turned to ask her what was so funny.

      “Three Mages and a Witch walk into a dungeon. Hah, it reminds me of those bar jokes that Katrine tells. Who would have thought that such a dungeon-diving team could exist?”

      “Not me,” John said, shaking his head. “If, two years ago you had told me there were more than two Mages in the whole world, I would have looked at you like you were crazy. But now? They’re springing up like weeds.”

      “Are you happy to not be alone?” Ellie asked, shifting her grip on her wand as she peered down into the darkness.

      “Eh, it still remains to be seen if they’re worth fostering or if they need to be pulled up by the roots,” John said, his voice terrifyingly calm. “In part, that’s what this trip is for.”

      Neither Ellie or John were trying to talk quietly, but if the two Mages heard what they were talking about, they didn’t show it. The longer they were around John, the more obvious it was to Koeri and Vaphaen that he had no qualms about using force and that he was constantly evaluating them. Typically, they would have been happy that he was coming to their tower, as that would mean they could borrow the might of their master to suppress him, but after watching him casually throw out a forbidden level spell, their hopes of being rescued were quickly extinguished. For now, they were focusing on not irritating him.

      Advancing cautiously down the twisting staircase, Koeri saw a doorway and stopped, her hand tightening on her staff. Despite having a glittering golden shield surrounding her, she couldn’t help but be nervous. She and her friends had dreamed of adventures like this for years, but now that she was here she couldn’t get the sight of all of those insects being torn apart by John’s Apocalyptic Flood spell out of her mind. In her imagination, an adventure into a ruined tower had not been nearly as eerie, but now that she was here her nerves were starting to fray.

      Unfortunately, at her back was an even scarier individual, one who could end her life with a single thought. Though he had been nothing but reasonable so far, Koeri had lived too long among the Mages of the Soaring Cloud Tower to be tricked by a smiling face. No one got to his level without climbing over a mountain of corpses, and she could only imagine the horror that awaited her if she shirked now. Wishing she could command Vaphaen to go first, Koeri steeled her resolve and stepped through the doorway.

      The room beyond the doorway was dark, but with a tap of her staff she activated one of the small enchanted charms she wore, causing a bright wisp of white light to appear, floating up to the ceiling and filling the room with light. As the others stepped through the stone doorway into the room, she looked around, barely suppressing her shudder at the sight of thousands of squirming insects on the walls and ceiling of the room. Twitching and shaking, the insects were like a massive moving wall, and the twisting sight made her nauseous.

      A gasp spilled from Vaphaen’s lips when she saw the moving mass, and as if by command all of the insects suddenly froze, their movement halting so abruptly it felt like the room shook. A moment later, they turned to look at the party and let out a horrifying screech. With the sound of a thousand sticks slamming into the dirt, the monsters launched themselves off of the wall, shooting toward the two Mages. As inexperienced as they were, this was not their first fight, and the two Mages from the Soaring Cloud Tower managed to react in a timely manner, moving in unison.

      One hand rose to inject mana into the shield floating in front of them while the other lifted her staff and triggered her first spell. For Vaphaeon, that was a fierce flame that shot out in a wide cone, spreading out the further it got from the end of her staff. To trigger the spell she screamed out its name, waving her staff back and forth to sweep the incoming insects with flame.

      [Spitting Flame]

      [Lightning Net]

      Next to her, Koeri opted for a wide net of lightning that started as a small ball of crackling electricity. Shooting out of her staff, the lightning ball darted into the insects dropping toward them from the ceiling and exploded, transforming into a wide spiderweb of supercharged energy. Scorch marks appeared on the insects as they lost their momentum and fell to the ground, bouncing off of the golden shields that covered the two Mages and spasming on the floor.
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CHAPTER 20

        

      

    

    
      Stepping into the room in front of Ellie, John’s silver sword leapt into his hand and he darted forward, cutting down three insects that were jumping toward Koeri from the side. With a twist of his wrist, he activated his shield and slammed it forward, sending four other insects bouncing back. At the doorway Ellie was summoning Sigvald, filling the room with lightning. The two Mages were already casting another set of spells, so John forged on ahead, his flashing sword cutting apart everything in his path.

      Another lightning net flew out, paralyzing a large group of insects long enough for Vaphaen’s gout of flame to light them all on fire. Behind them, crowing with excitement, Sigvald spread his wings wide and launched himself into the air above their heads where he began to snap up insects, managing to devour them in two swift bites. The room wasn’t huge, and soon it was filled with lightning and fire and the swift whistle of John’s longsword. Fierce buzzing from the insects showed that they wouldn’t go down without a fight, but between the two Mages and John’s blade, they fell by the droves.

      Saving two of the casts readied in her staff, Koeri switched to a lightning spell she cast from her hand, causing arcs of lightning to spread out from between her fingers. Next to her, Vaphaen had begun to cast wind blades that ripped through the insects’ tough shells like paper. Step by step, the team pushed their way further into the room, destroying the insects as fast as they came. With his shield and sword, John took the center position, carving a path through the horde while Vaphaen and Koeri held the right and left flanks. Ellie brought up the rear while Sigvald guarded against the insects that launched themselves from the ceiling, attempting to pounce down on their heads.

      There was a doorway on the other side of the room, and after sending her spirits out, Ellie was able to confirm that there were a dozen rooms beyond it. Only one was of any interest, however, and it was the room where a thick stream of insects were emerging. Sending an air spirit to John to report the situation, Ellie pulled one of the potions from her bandolier and popped the cork. Splashing a bit of the bluish liquid into the air, she spun her wand through it, rapidly drawing out a symbol even as she spoke the words for her spell.

      The potion Ellie had spilled bound itself to the rune she had carved into the air and shot toward Koeri, sinking into her back. A surge of mana rushed into the Mage, replacing much of the mana she had expended, causing her eyes to widen in shock. That shock was quickly replaced with delight as she continued to cast her Lightning Net spell. As Ellie began to cast another replenishment spell for Vaphaen, John listened to the spirit’s report. A moment later, he cast two spells in rapid succession, throwing them at the doorway where the insects were appearing.

      
        
        [Dragon’s Breath]

        [Flame Wall]

      

      

      The gout of flame that shot from his sword tore through the insects in the room, reducing them to little more than charred ash, and the fierce wall of fire that followed blocked up the door. Leaving the remaining insects to Sigvald, John retreated to speak to Ellie, Koeri, and Vaphaen. Excitement and adrenaline coursed through the two Mages, who had never experienced anything like this before. Both of them had not held back in the slightest and had already blown through three quarters of their mana in the short time since the fight had started, so Ellie’s mana replenishment spell had been welcome.

      “It looks like the insects might actually be endless. There’s some sort of device up ahead that’s producing them in huge numbers, so there’s no reason to drag this out. Stay here, and I’ll give you a call once I’ve settled it.”

      “I… we can help,” Vaphaen said, her eyes glowing.

      “Thanks, but I can handle it,” John said with a brief smile.

      Flame flickered under John’s feet and he vanished, reappearing at the doorway that was blocked by the burning wall. Without hesitation he stepped through, the fire bending around him as if it was being burned away by an even stronger fire. For the briefest moment the three women could see the passage beyond was filled from floor to ceiling with a teeming mass of insects, but then the flame wall reformed and it was gone.

      “Sigvald.”

      Hearing Ellie’s call, the giant rooster strutted over, giving the two Mages an imperious look as he passed them. Cocking his head to the side when he reached Ellie, he stretched his neck and nudged her arm, asking for strokes. Obliging the stuck-up rooster, Ellie ran her fingers through his feathers as they waited for John to return. Seeing her relaxing her guard, Vaphaen glanced at Koeri, but the other Mage shook her head subtly. While Koeri was confident she and Vaphaen could overpower Ellie and Sigvald, what use was escaping? There was still a terrifying storm raging above them and the flame chains in their hearts.

      Beyond the wall of flame, John faced down the horde of insects with an impassive expression. Relaxing just a fraction of the tight control he normally practiced, heat rolled off of his body, turning the hallway into a furnace. The insects, uncomfortable due to the abrupt shift in temperature, writhed, but not a single one advanced toward him. With a smirk, he walked forward, letting another tiny fraction of control slip. The furnace instantly transformed into an inferno as everything around him, from the air to the stone, caught fire. The walls began to melt, transforming into a glassy surface that hardened after he had passed.

      John had always been gifted when it came to controlling mana, but what he displayed now was beyond simple control. The heat that was normally contained within his skin rolled off of him, extending only to the edge of the passage before it was bent back, forming a space that was less than an inch bigger than the exact shape of the passage on all sides. The melted stone evaporated along with the air as he accelerated, his feet a few inches off the ground as he flew forward.

      Unable to escape his advance due to the ever-increasing number of insects emerging behind them, the monsters at the front could only thrash wildly before being turned to ash. It was only when that ash was burnt into a memory under the intense flames that John was satisfied, and step by step he walked down the passage, soon arriving at the room where the insects were being created. There he found a massive device that reminded him of the noodle machines he had been creating back at the Shadow Tower. A massive cracked crystal in the middle of the device flashed with energy every few seconds, sending pulses of mana into a dozen smaller devices that were turning out insect after insect.

      Pulling back his mana, John rebound his flames, his expression completely calm despite the burning feeling that assaulted him. With a snap of his fingers he summoned a dozen flames that transformed into daggers, sending them flying throughout the room to destroy the remaining insects. Once he had cleared the room out, he controlled the fiery daggers to float in front of the twelve insect presses, killing the insects that emerged as soon as they were produced.

      Taking a moment to look around the room, he didn’t find anything worth salvaging beyond the machine itself. The remains of furniture, books, and devices were scattered around the room, but all of them had been chewed apart by the insects that swarmed out of the giant machine. Frowning slightly, John retraced his steps down the hallway and dispelled his wall of flame with a wave.

      “The path is clear. Come see what I found.”

      With Ellie and the two Mages in tow, John brought them through the hall to the giant device. As they walked, both Koeri and Vaphaen couldn’t help but run their hands along the melted walls. The glassy stone was cool to the touch and perfectly smooth, causing them to look at each other in consternation. All of their conjectures were forgotten, however, when they saw the machine creating the insects.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a giant machine designed to mass-produce insects,” John said, glancing at Vaphaen.

      “But… how does it work? Something like this shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Ah, that’s a great question. And for the record, I’d like to point out that we’re dealing with magic. By definition, magic does the impossible. As for how this works, I’d guess that it’s pulling mana in, through that crystal, and then using it to summon these little guys. Ellie, can you see how it’s working?”

      Blinking her eyes, Ellie activated her Truesight skill and examined the machine in detail, carefully tracking the flow of mana. Stepping closer, she peered at the large broken crystal and then worked her way down the machine until she got to where the insects emerged. Seeing an insect appear in a flash of light and then get impaled and burnt up by a flaming dagger, she let out the breath she had been holding and shut her eyes.

      “The amount of mana it’s processing is huge,” Ellie said, her expression strained as she massaged her eyes. “There’s a piece of stone in the middle of the device, under the crystal, that seems to be the source of the insects. Each of these smaller sections has some sort of duplication spell that’s copying and enlarging the stone. But for some reason, it’s putting out insects instead of stone.”

      Stepping into the middle of the machine, John crouched down and used his fingers to pry apart a thick metal plate, revealing the inner workings of the device. Mana hummed through crystal channels that ran from a circular device down to a piece of amber with a palm-sized insect trapped inside. While John was loath to destroy the device, he had no idea how to turn it off, so he simply reached in and grabbed the amber, yanking it out.

      Shrieking in horror when she saw his abrupt action, Koeri cast a heavy shield around herself, shrinking back. With no less swiftness, Vaphaen slapped one of the charms on her belt, teleporting a dozen feet away. As soon as she reappeared, a magical globe formed around her to protect from the blast she expected. When nothing happened, both Mages looked quite sheepish, and their embarrassment soon turned into anger.

      “You can’t just grab pieces of operating mana devices! What if it had overcharged!? You could have killed all of us!”

      John, who had neutralized the surge of mana from the machine by absorbing it, just cocked an eyebrow at Koeri, but she was so worked up that she barely registered it.

      “Who taught you that was okay?! If a device like this exploded, it would take the entire tower! Do you know how much mana it is channeling?!”

      “What do you mean by a device like this?” John asked, his expression hardening slightly. “Have you seen something like this before?”

      “Of course I have! Every tower has devices like this,” Koeri said with a huff.

      This time it was Ellie who looked at Koeri, her expression inscrutable.

      “Every tower has duplication machines that turn out hundreds of thousands of insects?”

      “What? No.”

      “Koeri means that every tower has mana-powered devices,” Vaphaen said, canceling her protective spell and walking forward. “As a rule, the larger the device, the more mana it pulls in, and because our master works with machines like this, we have been taught from a young age that interfering with them could cause a terrifying accident.”

      “What sorts of mana-powered machines does your master have?” John asked casually, turning to look at the broken crystal that was still pulling mana in.

      “Mostly he makes machines for the other two tower masters,” Vaphaen said, approaching the crystal cautiously. “Forging machines for Master Folis the Forge Lord, and golem production machines for Her Ladyship, Orateth of the Dark Path.”

      “Golems? Why would Orateth need golems?” John asked, reaching out to tap the pulsing crystal.

      With a crunching sound, one of the runes carved on the side of the crystal collapsed and the crystal dimmed, causing the whole machine to fall silent as mana stopped cycling through it.

      “Her Ladyship uses them for her curse research,” Vaphaen said, stressing the tower master’s title.

      “I see. Well, this is off, and it’s unlikely to continue working without this piece of amber, so I think we’re done here,” John said, looking around.

      “Should we destroy it further?” Ellie asked.

      “No, I don’t think we need to. I’d like to move it back to the Shadow Tower to study when we have the time. There are some interesting applications that I can think of for duplicating food, though it would likely take a lot of retrofitting. We’ll swing by and pick it up on the way back from our visit.”

      Slipping the piece of amber into his pouch, John led the way out of the tower, heading back toward the surface. Along the way they looked through the other rooms, but there was next to nothing in them. Anything that wasn’t stone had long been destroyed by the insects, leaving a dozen empty rooms. As they walked out, John collapsed the passage with a flame blade, sealing up the path leading to the insect machine just in case a beast stumbled down into the tower.

      When they arrived at the stairs, they found the entire thing was filled with ice and John’s spell was continuing to function without any issue. There was just enough space to slide through the top of the doorway, but instead John placed his hand on the thick ice and began to absorb the mana it contained. His forbidden level spell had combined with the ambient mana to produce a sort of perpetual motion machine inside the gray sludge, but as he sucked the mana out the terrifying sludge quickly transformed back into a regular mix of water, stone, and shards of chitin.

      As the mana flowed into him, John’s mana devoured it, burning away any impurities and transforming the trace amounts that remained into the lava-like mana that coursed through him. None of the others could understand what he was doing, though from the concerned look Ellie gave him, it seemed that she had the best idea. Feeling her grab his pinky, he gave her a reassuring smile and continued to absorb the deadly mixture of mana. When he had finally finished, a bit of heat melted the ice away and they walked up the stairs to find that the storm had blown over and Ferdie was waiting for them, sitting on the trembling three-armed monster.
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CHAPTER 21

        

      

    

    
      Both Ferdie and the monster were in terrible shape, but the giant bull seemed lively as ever as he bounded up and ran over to John. Dodging Ferdie’s slobbery tongue, John pushed the bull’s giant head away. Not giving up, Ferdie let out a deep moo and tried to lick John again, clearly hunting for praise and maybe a chunk of crystallized mana.

      “Get off,” John said, slapping the bull’s long tongue when it tried to slip into his pouch.

      Squeezing his fist, he formed a crystal about half the size of his palm and slipped it to Ferdie, causing the massive beast to wiggle with delight. Unfortunately, that caused flaming blood from the bull’s open wounds to splatter this way and that. Not caring one bit about the bloody scene he was causing, Ferdie swallowed the crystal and let out a bellow that toppled the few remaining buildings that had lasted through the fight and the storm.

      Shrinking down to his normal size, Ferdie’s body transformed back into that of a regular bull, his wounds healing at a visible rate as John’s mana coursed through him. Clamping onto the sleeve of John’s shirt with a gentle bite, he tugged John to where the three-armed monster lay bleeding. Mooing softly, he nudged John’s side and jerked a horn at the monster that was barely breathing.

      “What? Want me to kill it for you?” John asked, placing his hand on his sword, only to see Ferdie shaking his head and stepping between John and the monster.

      Walking up next to John, Ellie looked at the huge monster curiously and then at Ferdie. She typically had a much better sense for what Ferdie was trying to say than John did, and it only took her a moment to understand what he wanted. Pulling a vial from her bandolier, she shook it for John to see.

      “He wants you to heal her. Have any of those mana crystals?”

      Grumbling under his breath, John looked back and forth between Ellie and Ferdie for a moment and then produced a newly created sliver of crystallized mana. Grinning at him, Ellie took it and dropped it into the vial. Shaking the mixture up, she held it out, but the monster refused to open her mouth until Ferdie let out an annoyed snort, burning some of the hair on its head. Reluctantly, the monster opened her lips a crack and Ellie tossed the whole potion inside. Almost immediately the heavy burns and gouges all along the creature’s scales began to knit back together.

      Moments later, the monster heaved herself up, looking down at the two humans and their bull companions with some consternation. John was not unaware that consuming large amounts of mana awoke intelligence in beasts, but even so, the look on the monster’s face surprised him. She seemed more like a teenager who had gotten caught in an unfamiliar situation than a monster who had just had a titanic battle. A low rumble came from her throat, and at Ferdie’s smug-sounding moo she turned and loped off, looking over her shoulder from time to time.

      “Is it really okay to let a beast like that leave?” Vaphaen asked, unsure what was going on.

      Shrugging, John looked at the flattened ruins of what remained of the town. Originally the town had been full of partially standing stone buildings, but between his forbidden spell and Ferdie’s titanic battle, it was hard to find a single stack of stones that was still standing.

      “I think we’re done here. Let’s pick up our horses and be on our way,” he said.

      The trip back to the fields was smooth, and they met a large group of Moritoi warriors led by Onggur on the way. Finding out that the problem had been solved, they were overjoyed and insisted that John and the others stay for another night, and more importantly, another feast. It wasn’t until noon the following day that they finally got on the road, and even then, it was with an escort that took them all the way to the edge of the great plains where the Cloud Cliffs stretched far to the north.

      Not wanting to complicate their visit to the Soaring Cloud Tower any more than necessary, John sent the Moritoi back and he, Ellie, Koeri, Vaphaen, Sigvald, and Ferdie continued up the mountain. True to its name, the Cloud Cliffs were covered year round in a thick layer of low-hanging clouds that gave them an ethereal, otherworldly feel. Winding up the narrow path, Koeri led the way across the first mountain and down into a deep valley full of heavy forests. At first it felt as if Koeri was simply winding around in the forest randomly, but soon John realized she was actually taking a specific path that was marked by trace amounts of mana.

      Every so often she would take out the token that marked her as a member of the Soaring Cloud Tower and check it before changing directions. During one of these brief pauses, Ellie brought Storm up next to Merlin and spoke in a low voice, some excitement in her voice.

      “This whole forest is a giant curse. I’ve never seen such a widespread spell, especially one so subtle. It’s affecting our senses on multiple levels to confuse our sense of direction. If we went straight ahead to cross the valley we would end up hopelessly lost, but the token she’s using seems to be able to pick the correct course. Whoever created this spell is a master of curse magic.”

      “How effective is your Truesight on it?” John asked, looking around at the trees.

      “I can see that something is wrong and faintly pick out the wrong paths, but it would take me a while to work it out,” Ellie replied, blinking rapidly as she activated and deactivated her skill.

      “That’s impressive. It even works on me, which shows just how strong it is. Granted, it wouldn’t be hard to burn my way through it, but if this is the level of skill of the tower masters, we should be cautious.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Ellie said, her gaze drifting to Ferdie, who was looking around in confusion.

      Both Ferdie and Sigvald were completely out of their depths in the cursed forest and were having trouble even following Koeri. Sigvald, in particular, kept wandering off of the path and into the trees, forcing Ellie to call him back over and over again. After two hours of this, she finally had enough and sent him back into his tattoo form, figuring it would be easier to just resummon him when the time came. Left to his own devices, Ferdie latched onto Merlin’s long tail and plodded along after the spooked horse until they were finally out of the forest.

      When they broke through the trees, John saw the side of the mountain stretching up into the clouds. The side facing the valley looked like it had been scooped by a spoon, forming a perfectly smooth crescent-shaped cliff. Filling the center of that crescent was a massive tower that was half sunk into the mountain, rising from the forest all the way into the clouds above. At the base of the tower was a wall that stretched from one side of the crescent to the other, encompassing miles of fields and thousands of buildings.

      John could see food, livestock, and all sorts of other things inside the wall, and it was clear that this was where the tower sourced the supplies it needed to sustain itself. Approaching the wall, Koeri led the way through a gate that was manned by a dozen heavily built men and women, all dressed head to toe in metal armor and wielding complex-looking crossbows. Seeing them bow to Koeri and Vaphaen without stopping them, John realized there was magic at work, a suspicion that was confirmed when he felt a hint of mana scanning him and Ellie.

      “This is the outer ring,” Koeri explained, pride clear in her voice as she gestured to the fields that ran along the road.

      Passing by dozens of workers, all dressed in dark-blue uniforms, John saw that they did not look up or pause their work for even a single moment as the group rode by. Their movements were efficient, but seeing them not stop, even to wipe the sweat from their brows, gave John a disgusted feeling. He was no stranger to slaves, as most of the nations who were still around when he had been summoned used slaves in some capacity, but ever since the Ecclsia had banned it, the surviving nations had at least been pretending to have eradicated the practice.

      “Are they thralls?” Ellie asked, gesturing to the blue uniformed workers.

      Glancing back at her with a slightly annoyed look, Koeri nodded.

      “Yes. They are those who failed to become Mages and now serve the tower through labor. Come, I will bring you to the inner ring, where the apprentices and disciples live.”

      Speeding up, the group trotted past more fields in silence, eventually coming to a neat and orderly city clustered around another wall. This time, the two Mages dismounted and led their horses through the streets. Swinging down, John and Ellie followed them. Everywhere they looked they saw people dressed in one of three different types of robes. Most of the people were thralls, wearing the dark-blue uniform, with different numbers of stripes on their left sleeves. Mixed among them were young men and women who were dressed in brown robes that lacked any sort of decoration though, periodically, John caught sight of a symbol sewn into their right sleeve. Finally, there was the occasional individual dressed in a normal robe like the ones Koeri and Vaphaen wore. When she saw John looking around, Vaphaen smiled and dropped back to where he was walking.

      “Thralls are ranked according to both their experience and skills and are categorized by the bands on their left sleeve. Those who contribute more are afforded better perks and lighter work, while the toughest work is typically done by those with fewer bands. In the brown robes you can see the apprentices. They are being trained by the towers but are not associated with a specific master. They’ll either become disciples or fail out by the time they enter their twenty-second year.

      “Anyone with a brown robe and a badge on their right sleeve is a disciple but not yet a Mage. They have been accepted by a tower master but have not yet finished their training and become a class holder. Finally, you can see the Mages who have completed their training and now serve the tower. We are granted the privilege of dressing as we want, and we live in the tower itself. There is a stable near the gate where we can leave the horses and your beast. Once we enter the tower, we will report directly to our master. I’m sure he will be excited to meet you.”

      Entering into the inner ring was much harder than entering the outer gate had been, and only after both Koeri and Vaphaen had turned over their tokens for examination, and vouched for John and Ellie, were they let into the area right around the tower. Merlin, Storm, and Ferdie all had to stay outside the wall in a large stable, and only after John sternly told Ferdie to not make trouble did the bull settle down in one of the stalls. After passing through the gate, John and Ellie were led to a small building that had clearly not seen use in years. Embarrassed by the dirty state of the rooms, Koeri sent them to tour the inner ring with Vaphaen while she found some thralls to clean up the rooms.

      By the time they had finished looking around, the rooms were ready and both Vaphaen and Koeri had been summoned by their master. Left to their own devices after the two Mages hurried off, Ellie began getting some food out of her bag while John explored the building. It appeared they were in a guest house of sorts, complete with a fully furnished second-story apartment. There was a bathroom with a magical toilet and sink and three bedrooms on the second floor, while the first floor contained a hall, kitchen, dining room, and a large parlor.

      There was not a stitch of food in the kitchen, but Ellie was prepared and got out bread, cheese, and a bag of the noodles they had been testing out. Using water from her water skin, she filled a pot and dropped in the noodles, carrying it over to John. With a tap on the side of the pot, he brought the water to boil, and a few minutes later they were eating gooey noodles and cheese. There was something lacking in its texture since their noodles were flat, but overall the food was filling and the cheese was as delicious as always. After cleaning up, John and Ellie sat down in the parlor to wait for Koeri and Vaphaen to return. The building was right inside the inner circle, and they could see dozens of people hurrying about. Most of them were disciples or apprentices, but on occasion they would see a four- or even five-band thrall hurrying past, their head down.

      “I don’t like this place,” Ellie said, biting her lip.

      Unsurprised by the declaration, John glanced over at her and saw that she was staring out the window at the tower’s residence.

      “Why do you say that?” John asked. “It seems well ordered and efficient to me.”

      “Yeah, and that’s why I don’t like it. The thralls, they’re nothing but slaves, right? They all look so lifeless. Even the ones with more bands. They look like they’ve given up on life and are just going through the motions. The apprentices and even the disciples are the opposite, full of frantic, desperate energy, but judging by the way they’re rushing around even faster than the thralls, they’re no better off. The only ones with any semblance of life are the Mages, but the feeling they give me isn’t good either.”

      “What about Koeri and Vaphaen? Did you get the same weird feeling from them?”

      Nodding, Ellie thought about it for a moment and then spoke, her voice quiet.

      “It’s like we’re looking at part of a person instead of a whole person. They have all of the pieces they need to pretend to be full people, but there’s nothing besides the facade. Just take their interactions with you, for example. Anyone in their position should be terribly nervous and doing everything they could to preserve their lives, but it’s like they completely lack that ability.”

      “You mean they should be more worried than they are?” John asked, his forehead furrowing as he thought about what Ellie was saying. “What do you mean?”

      “They should be, but they aren’t. Look how worried and tense the disciples are,” Ellie said, pointing outside to where a young man was walking by, his hands closed tightly around a book. “His whole body screams it. But not a single Mage looks like they have a care in the world. Combine that with the curse I noticed, and the fact that Koeri had no memory of her life before the tower, and this whole thing stinks like week-old fish.”
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CHAPTER 22

        

      

    

    
      When Koeri finally returned, it was without fanfare. Part of John thought that the sages would roll out the red carpet for him, considering his level of threat, but instead Koeri led him and Ellie up into the tower, taking them through a series of portal stones until they arrived near the top of the tower. There they entered a small study and waited for half an hour until a young woman wearing a thin veil that did nothing to hide her features joined them. With her were half a dozen women wearing heavy veils that completely covered their faces, who appeared to be ladies in waiting from the way they held the young-looking woman’s train.

      She entered the room slowly, which gave John the chance to examine her closely, noting her pretty, if wax-like features, the powerful enchantments on her robe, and the way she was containing her mana. It was clear from the way the young woman moved that she was accustomed to wielding great power, and it wasn’t hard for John to guess that he was about to meet one of the three tower masters.

      Koeri was still with them and had been trying in vain to keep the conversation going, but as soon as the door opened and the woman entered, she jumped up in relief.

      “Ah! Your Ladyship! Allow me to introduce John, the Mage of the valley.”

      Drawing closer with such a smooth movement that it looked like she was gliding across the floor, Orateth bowed slightly at the waist and spoke in a sweet voice.

      “Greetings, to you, John of the Eternal Flame.”

      Standing up, John nodded his head, his expression calm.

      “You can just call me John. You are Orateth of the Dark Path, one of the tower masters of this tower, is that right?”

      There was the slightest pause in Orateth’s response, but John was watching carefully and caught it before it vanished. Bringing her hands together, Orateth bowed her head again, this time a bit deeper.

      “That is correct. I manage the Soaring Cloud Tower along with Master Folis and Grandmaster Joro. I must apologize if our hospitality seems lacking, as my compatriots are currently occupied with other matters. They should be done in a few days, however, and I know that they will be eager to meet you. I know that you have some grievances with us, but as Mage Koeri and Mage Vaphaen are not my disciples, I do not have the authority to discipline them appropriately. I would prefer to address those issues when Grandmaster Joro returns. In the meantime, please allow me to serve as your host.”

      Floating down into the seat that one of her handmaidens pushed over, Orateth settled herself while one of her attendants arranged her robe and one of them knelt down and began to massage her hand as the tower master continued to speak.

      “I know you must be tired after your long trip, so I will not keep you long, but I wanted to at least meet you. It has been many years since we last interacted with the outside world, and there is much we do not yet know. If you are amenable, I have some further questions regarding the state of the world, and I’m sure there is much you wish to know about us.”

      Pausing, she shot a quick glance at Ellie before bringing her attention back to John.

      “Koeri tells me there are few Mages left in the world, is this right?”

      Nodding, John leaned forward slightly in his chair as he thought about his answer. There were still a lot of unknowns about both the Soaring Cloud Tower and the three tower masters, but a simple exchange of information didn’t seem like it would cause any problems.

      “That’s correct. By the time the second Mage War ended there were only a handful left, and now there are even fewer. Until I met Koeri and Vaphaen, I assumed that the Mage class had nearly died out. So imagine my surprise when I found out there was a whole tower of Mages hiding out on the edge of civilization.”

      “I can understand your shock,” Orateth said, her voice’s lilt causing her words to sound almost like a song. “To go from one extreme to another is always startling. Tell me, though, if there are no more Mages, who rules the nations and empires of the land?”

      A bitter smile crossed John’s lips and he shook his head.

      “What nations? What empires? There are only two remaining, and as it happens, both were ruled by remaining Mages until recently.”

      “Only two left?” Orateth said, drawing a sharp breath. “Our records tell us there are dozens of nations and at least three empires. What happened?”

      The innocent-sounding question put John on the spot, and he could only cough dryly.

      Well that’s awkward. What am I supposed to say? That I happened?

      Trying to settle for a diplomatic answer, John shrugged.

      “The Mage War erased most national borders. All of the southern and western nations were folded into Lepiera, while everything north of the Great Plains became Allera. The nations of the plains were destroyed and their people forced to flee. They banded together to form the Moritoi and now operate under the flag of the Ecclesia. Honestly, the world is so broken that nations no longer matter to the common people.”

      “I see. I had not imagined it was so grim. As you know, we have been sealed for hundreds of years to try and preserve the record of magecraft, so our information on the world is bound to be inaccurate. When we sealed the tower, these nations you speak of did not exist.”

      “You speak as if you were there,” John said, his gaze sharp. “Can I take it that you were alive when the tower was sealed? When was that?”

      “Two hundred and three years ago,” Lady Orateth said quietly. “I was a girl of nine. My master, one of the former tower masters, cast the spell on the forest below while her husband cast the enchantment on the clouds above. Together they formed the seal that kept us hidden from the world for the last two hundred years. When they passed away one hundred years ago, I and my fellow disciples were able to break through to the sage level and ascend to the positions of tower masters.”

      “I take it that your tower holds the path for ascension to the sage level?” John said. “Does it come from the instructions left behind by the first Mage at the infinitum?”

      Perking up at John’s question, it was Lady Orateth’s turn to lean forward.

      “Has the infinitum been located? Is it true that the first Mage left instructions there? No, our path was one of our own devising. My master and her husband were the first to discover it, and later I and my fellow disciples walked it as well.”

      “I see. Yes, the door has been found, and while the first Mage did leave instructions for reaching the sage level, I don’t know that it is a path that can be walked anymore,” John said with a shrug. “Though, after finding that you have been preserving the knowledge of the Mage class, I must admit that I have a much stronger hope that it’s achievable.”

      Giving John a curious look, Lady Orateth gestured to one of her attendants, who slipped out of the room. Sitting quietly with her thoughts, the tower master didn’t speak until the attendant returned, bringing a tray with a pitcher, some cups, and a plate of small cookies.

      “Forgive me for not bringing refreshments sooner. It has been a long time since I hosted guests,” Lady Orateth said, bowing her head slightly.

      Accepting the cup from the attendant, John passed it over to Ellie and picked up another one, helping himself to a cookie while he was at it. Ignoring the flash of disapproval that flickered across Koeri’s face, John gestured toward Lady Orateth with his cookie.

      “Tell me more about why your master sealed this tower away. Koeri mentioned a prophecy, but I’m curious to hear the story from someone who was actually there.”

      Two of the attendants carefully lifted Lady Orateth’s veil slightly, just enough for her to sip from her cup, and then she handed it to another waiting attendant before answering John’s question.

      “My master was a Mage who was fascinated by the workings of fate. Much of her study was dedicated to understanding the connection between magic and fate, specifically through the path of the Witch. It was common practice for powerful people to employ Witches, and the tower where my master studied had multiple Witches on staff to help with everything from alchemy to divination. She, however, set out to replicate their spells with spells that could be cast by a Mage. This life-long pursuit came crashing down one day when she actually succeeded, casting a spell that gave her a vision of the future. It was a vision so terrible that she was forced to sever her connection to fate to avoid going mad, forever destroying her ability to cast the spells she had developed.

      “She saw the future of our world, and with it, the destruction of civilization and the enslavement of mankind. Beasts emerged from the wilderness and tore apart the remains of humanity. They ruled with iron claws in the world she observed, binding humanity to slave away for them after the knowledge of magic was lost in a great war. It was this that prompted her to establish the Soaring Cloud Tower shortly after the first Mage War began, aiming to preserve the knowledge of Mages for a time when it would be needed. Originally our seal should have lasted another twenty to fifty years, but the mana surge six months ago destroyed the seal. Since then, we have been attempting to understand the world once again and determine when the beast threat will arise while preparing our forces to defend humanity.”

      Pausing to take another drink, Lady Orateth looked at John, her gaze inscrutable.

      “I must admit, we were surprised to find out that there was another sage in the world outside the tower. And even more surprised to discover that, though the war is over, the land has not been unified. If humanity is to avoid the coming destruction, it will only be by unifying under a single banner.”

      “I know of at least a few sages,” John said calmly. “And sages tend toward fierce independence, so I’m not sure how excited they’ll be about a call to unity.”

      For the first time since she entered the room, Lady Orateth frowned, though her expression returned to its normal, neutral position so quickly that John thought he might have been mistaken.

      “More sages? Forgive me, I did not realize. It was our impression that the world had lost all of its high-ranked class holders.”

      “Oh, it did,” John’s lips spread in a mirthless grin, “but war has a tendency to push people who survive it to the peak. I assume you saw me and thought I was the only one?”

      “I’m afraid that is correct,” Lady Orateth said, nodding. “From our investigations over the last few months we were aware of the existence of the Eternal Flame, but our attempts to visit you resulted in naught. It was with delight that we heard the report of your arrival. I know I speak for the other tower masters when I say that we look forward to working with you for the betterment of mankind.”

      Smiling noncommittally, John finished off the tea in his cup and placed it down on the table.

      “Mm. You mentioned that the tower masters are occupied at the moment, do you know when I will be able to meet them?”

      Waving one of her attendants forward, Lady Orateth nodded.

      “I’ve informed them of your arrival and both assured me they would hurry back. They should arrive within the next two days. At that point, we can have a more serious discussion about the future.”

      “That suits me just fine. In the meantime, do you mind if I take a look at your library? I’m curious to see what a library established before the first Mage War looks like.”

      “Of course, all of our facilities are open to you. I’ll have Mage Koeri continue to serve you during your stay. Feel free to use her as you desire. I’ve taken the liberty of creating tower access tokens for you and your companion,” Lady Orateth said as one of her attendants stepped forward and presented two tokens to John. “Simply insert your mana into them, and you will be registered as guests of the tower. They will allow you to contact Mage Koeri when you need her. She will explain the rest of the functions to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It is our pleasure. Now, if you will excuse me, there is much to do in the management of a tower and I find my tasks piling up. If you have a need for anything, do not hesitate to let Mage Koeri know.”

      Rising, Lady Orateth bowed slightly to John and then floated out of the room, accompanied by her attendants. Left with John and Ellie, Koeri gave them a strained smile. She had never done anything like this before and was clearly out of her comfort zone. As the silence stretched, Koeri began to fidget, unsure what to say.

      “We’ll be in your care,” John said absently, his focus on the token he was holding. “So, what can this little thing do?”

      Happy for the chance to break the awkward atmosphere, Koeri hurried forward and began to explain the functions of the token. Apart from acting as a pager of sorts, it could open doors and provide directions, but by far, the most important function was to make sure the tower’s defenses would not accidently target them while they wandered around. By the time she had finished with her explanation, Koeri was speaking much more naturally, and as she brought them back down the tower, she cheerfully introduced all of the amenities the tower possessed.

      The only intact Mage’s tower Ellie and John had experience with was the Shadow Tower where Rebya lived, and compared to that tower, this one was much more lively. Due in part to the research that Rebya’s creator had focused on, Shadow Tower was almost entirely dedicated to plants, which made its facilities rather one-dimensional. This tower, on the other hand, was controlled by three different tower masters, each with their own area of expertise and study, leading to a wide variety of facilities that ranged from alchemy labs to forges to inscription workshops.

      By the time they had finished their tour of the tower it was dinner time, so Koeri guided them back to the guest house where they were staying. There they found that a full staff had arrived to prepare food and keep everything in order. As soon as they walked in the door, dinner was served and they sat down to a lavish meal.
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CHAPTER 23

        

      

    

    
      “What do you think?” John asked Ellie.

      They were sitting in the parlor after dinner, finally alone. Koeri had hung around for quite a while, seeming desperate to make sure they didn’t need anything. While John had not removed the magical flame that burned in her heart, it was clear that she was motivated more by her fear of Lady Orateth than the possibility that John would activate the flame. Only after a few heavy hints did she finally leave, though not before promising to return the next morning.

      “About dinner? Or this tower?” Ellie asked, tucking her feet under her on the couch.

      “All of it. But more specifically, what do you think about Lady Orateth? I know she isn’t the first sage you’ve met, but I’m curious to hear your thoughts.”

      “Are you sure it’s wise to talk openly in someone else’s tower?” Ellie asked, her eyebrows rising slightly.

      “I’ve sealed the room with my mana,” John said, waving his hand. “Nothing will get in or out, so feel free to speak freely.”

      “She was lying to you,” Ellie said calmly. “Or at least wasn’t telling the whole story. She said that they didn’t know much about the world but were still able to identify you as the Eternal Flame. That is something that not even high-level members of the Ecclesia can do. That speaks to a deeper knowledge of the world than they’re letting on.”

      “I wondered if you were going to pick up on that,” John said, smiling. “Anything else?”

      “Yes. The only time her emotions fluctuated was when you mentioned that there were more sages, which means that either her intelligence on the matter says differently, or the fact that there are more sages will be an impediment to her plans. Either way, it doesn’t fit with her ‘peace and harmony’ facade. The only reason I can think of for her to play off the tower as an idealistic but clueless group is to reduce the perceived threat. But why do that when you have a hundred and sixty Mages under you?”

      “Maybe they really want to save humanity,” John said, rubbing his nose.

      “Hah, please. For all their talk about unity and not allowing humanity to be enslaved, they sure do like their slave collars. Did you see the servers at dinner? Those collars they were wearing reek of a powerful curse. Why would you need something like that if your mission was truly unity?”

      His eyes narrowing, John nodded. He had noticed the slave collars as well and the powerful flow of mana that accompanied them.

      “Were you able to get a read on the kind of curse the collars carry?”

      “No, but I’m hoping that this library Koeri was talking about will help,” Ellie said, cracking a smile.

      “I agree. According to Orateth, we have a few days until we see the other two tower masters, after which we’ll head home. Let’s try to make the most of the time we have and learn as much as we can from them. We can split up our focus. I’ll try to understand the construction of the collars, while you study the magic that powers them. Does that sound fair?”

      “Of course,” Ellie nodded. “Compulsion curses are a major school for Witches, so that sort of research will help me anyway. Which brings up the last point. Why did you drink the tea if you knew it was laced?”

      This time, John’s smile was fierce.

      “Because I’m immune to everything. Plus, I couldn’t tell what sort of drug it was. Were you able to get a sample?”

      “I was. I’ll take a look at it tonight and try to figure out what sort of substance we’re dealing with. I’m honestly surprised you didn’t make a bigger deal out of it,” Ellie said, looking at John intently.

      “Well, her tea had it too, which tells me it wasn’t as simple as a poison. It tasted more like a stimulant than anything else,” John replied. “But I don’t have a wide enough understanding of potions to be able to tell what it is. Let me know once you find out.”

      “I will. Are you planning on going to the library? If so, we should also see if they have any spells that will be helpful for Rebya.”

      “Good idea. I might get started on that, actually.”

      “It must be nice to not have to sleep,” Ellie said, sticking her tongue out at John.

      “It is,” John said, grinning. “Are you going to join me?”

      “No, I want to go to bed after I check out the composition of this tea,” Ellie replied, shaking her head. “I’ve got the energy for it, but I have a sinking feeling that we’re going to have to blast our way out of here, so I think it’s better to get rest while I can.”

      “Alright, I’m going to head to the library. There are too many things I want to look up to wait around.”

      Saying goodnight, John left the guest house and made his way through the inner ring to the tower’s entrance. Showing his token to the guard at the door, he entered the tower and made his way down the hall to the right, retracing the path they had taken earlier that evening. As he walked through the tower’s halls, he observed the Mages who were passing by with interest. He had not seen a single blue-clothed thrall since he had first stepped into the building, which he found curious. Instead, all of the more mundane tasks seemed to be assigned to the disciples.

      Even they were rare, however, and most of the people he came across were Mages who all stared at him with naked curiosity. Considering that even they wore a uniform style of robe, John imagined that their curiosity was sparked by the way he was dressed. His plain shirt, vest, pants, and boots were quite out of place in the midst of the ornate robes the official Mages wore. Still, no one stopped him, and he soon arrived at the entrance to the library.

      Stepping through the large, arched doorway, John looked around at the rows of bookshelves, his eyes lighting up. The room was massive, and in the distance he could see what looked like two other wings. Fifty or so tables were set up in the center of the room, providing a place for the Mages to examine the books, and more than half of the tables were already full. There was a long counter near the side of the room where books could be checked out or returned, and the rest of the room was packed with tall bookcases jammed to the limit with books and scrolls. The sheer size of the library was almost overwhelming, but John was too excited to be lost. Heading to the counter, he greeted a Mage who was sitting behind it, reading a book.

      “Hello, I’m looking for information on magical devices.”

      Looking up with annoyance, the Mage saw how John was dressed and his forehead furrowed.

      “What? Why are you bothering me?”

      The smile on John’s face never faltered, though the excitement in his eyes cooled off quite a bit as he repeated himself.

      “I am looking for information on magical devices. Can you direct me to where I would find that sort of thing?”

      “Just use the index,” the Mage said, waving to the other end of the counter with an annoyed growl.

      Seeing him go back to reading, John suppressed his desire to reach across the counter and throttle the rude young man. Instead, he walked over to the device the young man had pointed at to see if he could figure it out. Propped up on a pedestal was a large slate plate that had a series of symbols running down one side. Recognizing the symbols as the classic Mage runes that had been used before the Mage Wars, John thought for a moment and then reached out to tap on the plate, inserting a thread of mana into it.

      Immediately the plate lit up, turning white. Using the symbols on the side, John tapped out the subject he was looking for and a moment later the screen was filled with numbers and letters. A quick glance around revealed that the bookshelves all had number and letter combinations on them, so John was quickly able to understand how the system worked. From there it was simple enough to track down the section of the library he was interested in, and soon he was browsing among the shelves, looking for information.

      While it was high on his goal to understand how the slave collars worked, he didn’t want to be too obvious about it, considering how important they seemed to be to the Soaring Cloud Tower. Though he was confident he would survive a fight against them, he had no idea what sorts of tricks they had up their sleeves, so it seemed better to avoid anything that would cause them to fall out completely. Besides, while he was confident, the idea of having to fight a hundred and sixty Mages plus three sages gave him pause.

      Instead of going after the collar’s construction methods right away, he focused on magical machines, hoping to get a better understanding of the device that had been churning out insects. He hadn’t mentioned it at the time, but as he examined the magical device, he had noticed that many of the parts of the machine were much newer than they had any right to be. At first he had thought that it had been left over from whoever had been occupying the tower originally, but that would have meant that it was more than a hundred years old, since that forbidden land had been one of the first to form at the end of the first Mage War.

      Any device that old would have degraded, but when they found it, many of the parts showed that they had been replaced recently. On top of that, the mana stone that was powering the device had been damaged in a very systematic way, leading John to believe that someone had intentionally tampered with it. What that implied was that the creation of the massive insect horde had not been an accident but instead a deliberate effort.

      If John and the others hadn’t been alerted to the threat of the insects and wiped them out, they would have continued producing until they were forced to spill out of their land to search for food. The result of the machine operating every day, all day, for months, would have been catastrophic for not only the surrounding areas, but for the entire continent. Yet, what bothered John the most about the situation was that he hadn’t gotten a reduction in Apocalypse Points when he disabled the machine.

      More than anything, the fact that the insects weren’t considered an apocalyptic threat by the system was evidence that there was more to the situation than met the eye. John was hoping to find more information that would shed light on what was going on, and until he could question the three tower masters directly, his only real option was digging through the library. Walking down the aisles between shelves, John picked up a book and began flipping through it, using Mental Model to capture the information on each page before moving on to the next.

      Ever since Mental Model had reached its max level, John had realized that he had a better-than-photographic memory. He could simply store information in his mind by looking at it, and then, while he proceeded to the next thing, his mind would organize the information, internalizing what was useful and storing what was not. Now, as he skimmed over book after book, he was able to absorb the information at lightning speed.

      Most of the books in the library were written so that even a new Mage could understand them, which was perfect for John, and by the time the morning rolled around, his mind was practically bursting with knowledge about magical machines. Combined with the little he knew about modern engineering, John felt like he had gained an incredibly stable foundational level of knowledge. Putting the last golem schematic scroll he had been reading back on the shelf, John stretched, more out of habit than actual stiffness, and quickly sorted through what he knew.

      
        
        [Query: How long will it take to completely internalize what I’ve read?]

        [Answer: Two weeks, unless the information is applied prior to that. Foundational models are being prioritized, but if specific information is needed prior to that, there will be a delay in model construction.]

      

      

      
        
        [Query: Will reading more disrupt the creation of foundational magical device models?]

        [Answer: Unlikely. Additional information will be needed to improve and expand the models, specifically in the fields of metallurgy, biology, alchemy, and dimensional magic.]

        [Certainty: 94%]

      

      

      Carefully considering the answers he had gotten, John went back to the index and waited until it was free. As he waited he idly looked around, noticing that a new Mage was sitting behind the counter. Once it was his turn, he searched for the four subjects his Mental Model had identified as important and recorded their locations. It was breakfast time, so instead of heading over to those shelves immediately, he left the library. Even though it was early in the morning, there were actually more Mages at the tables in the center of the room than there had been the night before, and none of them looked up as John walked by. By the time he returned to where he and Ellie were staying, the cooks had produced a large breakfast, and he sat down across from Ellie to eat his fill.

      “Sleep well?”

      “I did. The beds here are much more comfortable than my bedroll,” Ellie said, smiling. “How was your hunt?”

      “Fruitful. The amount of research and knowledge they have here on magical devices is incredible. Grandmaster Joro isn’t called the Mechanicist for no reason. Hopefully that means you’re going to have just as much luck with the curse path. I’m excited to go see what Master Folis the Forge Lord specializes in. I’d guess its manufacturing, which would be helpful as well.”

      Chatting idly about what he had been learning about, John and Ellie finished up breakfast and then met Koeri outside of their building. Koeri looked like she hadn’t slept well, but despite that, she put on a smile and asked them if they wanted to go and observe the parts of the tower they hadn’t gotten to see the night before. Shaking his head, John jerked a thumb at the tower.

      “Actually, I think we want to check out your library. I took a look last night and was quite impressed. I’ve never seen a library like it, so I’d like to go back.”

      “Ah, the library?” Koeri said, her smile faltering slightly. “That’s… that’s great. Let’s go.”
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CHAPTER 24

        

      

    

    
      It was halfway through the second day when Koeri finally broke down. Since they had arrived at the library, John and Ellie had barely moved. John was reading up on everything he needed to improve his foundational models for magical machines, and Ellie had been working her way through the library’s stock of books on the Dark Path magic that Lady Orateth practiced. Nearly crying, Koeri begged them to come with her to visit the rest of the tower. Unsure what the big deal was, John looked at Koeri blankly, causing the Mage to grow even more nervous.

      “Will there be a consequence if you don’t show us the rest of the tower?”

      Shaking her head, Koeri tried to get herself under control but didn’t quite manage it.

      “I was told to show you all of the features of the tower before my master gets back, but you’ve just been staying in the library this whole time! I still have to show you the beast pens and the underground areas and the mines and the special labs, and at least a dozen other things! We’re never going to have time!”

      Sharing a look with Ellie, John put down the book he was holding.

      “Fine, we’ll come with you. I’m particularly interested in the beast pens.”

      A few minutes later, on a whirlwind tour of the tower’s other amenities, John tugged on Ellie’s sleeve.

      “Was this what you were talking about?” he whispered, gesturing to Koeri’s back.

      “Yes,” Ellie said, her expression troubled. “That substance in the tea is a mixture of stimulants that is supposed to increase loyalty. It was originally made for animals, but it was adapted for human consumption. You might think of it like a light loyalty serum. Consuming it a few times won’t do anything in particular, but over time it will build up in the person’s body.”

      “Hm, so why would Lady Orateth be drinking it?”

      “Well, because it’s in everything,” Ellie said quietly. “The amount in the food is much lower, but it’s still there. I’d guess that it’s the water they use. It was more pronounced in the tea because it was mostly water.”

      “Which means that every Mage in this place has been sucking down a loyalty potion for their whole life. This place just gets weirder and weirder,” John said, shaking his head.

      Leading them to a large opening in the cliff, Koeri brought them through a tunnel and into a wide canyon beyond. Shaped like an egg, the canyon appeared to have been carved out of the inside of the mountain. A large crack in the mountain above gave the space light, and there were hundreds of caves carved out of the rock on both walls.

      “These are the beast pens, where we keep and breed beasts of various kinds. You can see that we have everything from beasts that are just barely above regular animals all the way to powerful, legendary level beasts.”

      “You keep legendary beasts here?” John asked, astonished.

      “Yes, we have three. Come, I’ll show them to you.”

      Taking them to a small locked gate, Koeri showed her token to the Mage in charge and soon they were being led down another long hallway, even deeper into the mountain. After nearly a mile, they reached a set of thick metal doors that had been reinforced with magic where they had to go through half a dozen more checks, this time magical. The new door in front of them didn’t open until all the others had closed, and it wasn’t until a full hour later that they finally entered the observation room for the three beasts.

      Magical fields that thrummed with energy locked the three pens tight, keeping the beasts inside firmly trapped. On the far left was a multi-headed dragon that John instantly recognized as a hydra, while on the far right was a massive bird that looked like an eagle crossed with an alligator. However, what drew John’s attention first was the middle pen, where a giant tree with golden fruit bloomed. Sitting in the branches of the tree was a young man dressed in nothing but ragged shorts. A twisting tail grew from his rear and his eyes lacked the regular pupils that humans had. With nails that were too long and sharp to be normal, he picked fruit pulp from his razor-sharp teeth as he lounged on the branch.

      Hearing the door open, he didn’t look over, but when the hydra and eagle hybrid both started making noise he snarled, causing them to fall silent. Suddenly his nose twitched and he slowly sat up before turning to look at John. The room was quiet as John and the humanoid beast stared at each other, only broken when Ellie pointed at the hydra.

      “Is it true that they can regenerate two heads for every one you cut off?”

      “It is,” Koeri said, her face practically glowing with excitement as she looked around.

      From her nervousness and the slightly disdainful glances the caretaker Mages kept giving her, it was obvious that she wasn’t often allowed into this area and had borrowed John and Ellie’s status to come here.

      “I assume you use these three for research,” John said, his gaze sweeping over the eagle hybrid, which cowered back. “Can you tell me about them?”

      “Of course. The hydra is a dragon sub-race. Since dragons haven’t existed for thousands of years in this world, we were incredibly excited to discover the hydra. It has been raised by my master since it was little. The same is true for the chimera. Master Folis discovered it in a forbidden zone and brought it back sixty years ago.”

      “And him?” John asked, pointing at the humanoid beast who was sitting on the branch, staring at them.

      “Ah, I don’t know.”

      At a loss, Koeri looked at the Mage in charge of the legendary beast pens, who wrinkled his nose before answering reluctantly.

      “He has been here since the tower was founded,” he said, gesturing to the tree. “When the first tower master brought that tree back, he came with it. Though, according to the records, he was naught but a child. Since I took over as overseer of the pits he has been as he is now. He just hangs out in the tree and ignores us most times. He’ll get bored and go back to it soon. As for those two, they know little beside the pens, so they’re not even real beasts.”

      “I see. Often it’s said that beasts can defeat class holders who are a full tier above them. As a legendary Mage, do you think that’s true?” John asked, glancing at the overseer from the corner of his eyes.

      “Hah, that might be true for other classes, but not for Mages. If I were beaten by a beast of a lower tier I’d be too ashamed to continue calling myself a Mage.”

      Before John could reply, there was a tremble at Koeri’s waist as her token shook. Grabbing it, she concentrated for a moment and then looked at John and Ellie, her gaze filled with both excitement and trepidation.

      “Grandmaster Joro is back, it’s time to go meet him.”

      With a last look at the three legendary beasts, John turned to go but a soft voice echoed in the room, causing him to come to a stop.

      “You smell like the king. Why?”

      Slowly turning around, John’s eyes met the intense gaze of the humanoid monster who had left his branch and now stood at the thick mana barrier that surrounded his pen. For a moment no one spoke until the overseer snapped out of his shock and grabbed his token, mumbling something into it frantically. Ignoring him, John walked closer, his eyes never leaving the pupilless eyes that stared at him.

      “What king?”

      Ignoring the question, the humanoid monster slowly smiled, his lips parting to reveal razor-sharp teeth.

      “The king will be surprised when I tell her about you. Who knew there was a second one in this world?”

      “Her? Don’t you mean queen?” Ellie asked, coming up to stand beside John.

      Surprisingly, the beast actually answered Ellie, his expression strange as he turned his eyes on her.

      “The ruler of beasts is always a king. Strange. You all smell strange.”

      “What are you talking about?” John asked, his voice quiet. “Who is this king?”

      “You will find out soon enough,” the beast replied, his lips twisting in a mischievous grin.

      Sensing that John was about to lose his temper, Ellie reached out to touch his hand. The cool of her fingers cut through the intense heat that was building around his heart, allowing John to take a breath as he suppressed his frustration. Closing his eyes, he took a moment to make sure he had himself well in hand before looking at the beast again.

      “I’ll ask you one more time. And if you don’t answer me, I’ll come in there and turn that tree of yours to ash before pulling out each of your teeth one at a time and then feeding you to my bull.”

      The threat, delivered in a completely relaxed tone, took a moment to register with the beast, but when it did, he burst out in laughter. With a flick of his tail he flew back to his branch, landing on it like a monkey and twisting around. Letting his feet kick in the open air, he shook his head.

      “That is the first time I have heard such a funny joke. I do not fear the tower masters, let alone a little beast like you. But be careful, lest I decide to go for a walk and twist your head off by accident.”

      Chuckling again as he thought about John’s words, he slapped his knee.

      “Fine, since you made me laugh, I will tell you. The King of Beasts, Gorraleck the Destroyer, raises her armies and will soon descend on this world, washing away the humiliation of our fathers with the blood of the humans around you. I do not know why you have sided with the humans, but if you continue to do so, not even the King’s favor will allow you to survive.”

      Having said all he wanted to, the humanoid beast leaned back and relaxed, plucking a plump fruit from the tree with his tail and taking a juicy bite. Ignoring everyone staring at him, the beast chuckled again, causing Ellie to tighten her hold on John’s hand out of worry he would erupt. John wasn’t even paying attention, his eyes fixed on the blue window that had popped up in front of him.

      
        
        [You have learned more about one of the great threats of the apocalypse, the Beast Tide. This is the first of the three major threats. Prepare well or face the end of this world.]

      

      

      Major threats? Does that mean there are minor threats as well? If that’s the case, will they come one at a time? Ugh, there are still way too many questions.

      
        
        [New Quest Generated: The King of Beasts]

      

      

      
        
        [The King of Beasts: You have learned of the impending arrival of Gorraleck the Destroyer, the king of all beasts. Connected by a mysterious fate, you must face her in battle or risk the destruction of every human in this world.]

      

      

      Glad to finally have at least a bit of direction, the humanoid beast’s answers left John with little more than questions. The biggest, however, was why he had mistaken John for a beast, and what he had meant when he told Ellie that she smelled strange. For the briefest of moments, John considered going through the barrier and beating the answer out of the beast’s mouth, but the thought was gone as soon as it came. He was a guest here, and it would be a bad look to beat up his host’s pets.

      Turning, he pulled Ellie with him, and they joined Koeri and the overseer by the door. Both Mages were staring at John with strange looks that didn’t fade even as they passed through the thick doors on their way out. Not bothering with them, John spent his time organizing the little bit of information he had. As they left the beast pit, John stopped Koeri.

      “Hold on for a moment. Ellie, can you go check on Merlin, Storm, and Ferdie? I’m going to talk to the tower masters and then I’ll be down. I plan on making this conversation short, and I’d like to get on the road as soon as I’m done.”

      Staring at him, Ellie looked like she wanted to argue, but ultimately she just nodded. She didn’t want to separate from him, but he was about to walk into a potentially hostile discussion with not one, but three sages, and if a fight started, he would have no time to worry about her.

      “Thank you. I’ll be back soon.”

      Once he saw Ellie off, John followed Koeri up to the top of the tower, this time going to a large audience room. At the very top of the tower the floor of the room fell away for nearly a hundred feet, leaving a small bridge of stone that stretched out over the abyss. The bridge led to a floating platform where three smaller bridges extended to floating thrones. Sitting in the thrones were the three tower masters. To the left, Lady Orateth was still wearing her veil but lacked her attendants. She floated above her chair just as she had done when she spoke with John a few days ago.

      On the right, a massive man with a red beard lounged in a metal throne, a shard of crimson metal spinning above his palm. Looking slightly bored, he played with the metal, reshaping it into all sorts of things as it turned. The robe he wore matched his bright hair and was adorned with hundreds of shining gems. So strong were the enchantments that mana played through the air above the stones, causing tiny creatures made of flame to appear and vanish. As John walked in the crimson giant looked at him, a faint derision appearing in his eyes.

      At the center position was a thin old man who could not have been more different from either of the others. Dressed in the brown robe of an apprentice, his only distinctive feature was the pair of multi-lens glasses he wore on his head. John had never seen anyone who looked nearly as nerdy as the brown-robed old man, but the sharp glint in his eyes and the subtle power that rolled off of him made it clear that he was not to be messed with.

      Advancing until he stood in the center of the platform, John realized he was positioned lower than the others so that his head only came up to their knees. Considering how many years John had sat in a similar seat as the Eternal Flame, there was no doubt in his mind as to what they were doing. Still, he kept his composure as he swept his hand across his waist and bowed.

      “John Sutton, at your service.”
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CHAPTER 25

        

      

    

    
      “Greetings, John Sutton.”

      Rising from his seat, the thin man in the brown robe returned John’s bow.

      “I am Grandmaster Joro, called the Mechanicist. I know that Her Ladyship, Orateth, has already welcomed you, but on behalf of the tower, I extend our official welcome.”

      “Thanks,” John said, straightening and meeting Joro’s piercing gaze.

      “I feel like I should probably be the one thanking you,” the Grandmaster said, sitting back down. “After all, you have spared my two foolish disciple’s lives. Koeri and Vaphaen are two of my best students, so it is with some relief that I heard you did not punish them for their insolence. Your grace will not be taken advantage of, and I will make sure both Mages are properly disciplined for their transgressions. Additionally, I have already severed our ties with the count. It was not the intent of the tower to intrude on your land and harm your thralls.”

      “I’m aware,” John said with a nod. “Which is why I did not take my anger out on them. Instead, I came to explain to you the order of the world so you don’t make any more mistakes.”

      “Oh?”

      Kolis the Forge Lord, who had been lounging in disinterested boredom, suddenly sat up, his eyes blazing with flames. Leaning forward, he stared at John with burning intensity.

      “You would dare walk into our tower and tell us what to do? You are either exceptionally brave or the most foolish sage I have ever seen.”

      “Hush, Kolis,” Lady Orateth said, her sing-song voice filling the air with hidden music. “We have no need to antagonize him.”

      “Maybe you don’t,” Kolis said, standing up from his seat. “But this one reeks of undue arrogance. He stands here, before the three most powerful beings in this world, and fails to show even the basics of respect. He speaks of sages while failing to reach the standard of our legendary students.”

      Pointing a thick finger at John, Kolis was about to continue when Joro cut him off, his dry voice causing the giant sage to choke back whatever he was about to say.

      “I must confess, I am curious about this as well,” Joro said, clicking down one of the lenses on his glasses. “You appear to be about as strong as a legendary Mage, but if you are, in fact, the Eternal Flame, you command authority that only a sage should have. What is the truth about your strength?”

      Smiling slightly, John took his time to answer, his gaze wandering over the three sages.

      “I stand before you as John Sutton. A farmer whose land and people have been violated. If I came here as the Eternal Flame, this conversation would, by necessity, be different. Believe me when I say that I come in the interest of peace. Your disciples went to great pains to convince me that your tower seeks the betterment and survival of mankind, two goals I wholeheartedly agree with. Given our shared goal, I thought it wise to take a soft approach. My hope for today is to find out if we can be allies instead of enemies.”

      Snorting, Kolis opened his hand and a large staff with a hammer head on its end appeared in his grasp. Lifting the heavy-looking weapon, he pointed it at John and spoke in a derisive voice.

      “Those are a lot of fancy words just to admit that you’re weak. We have no need of allies who are weaker than us. I have a whole tower of such beings. Unless you bring strength comparable to ours to the table, there is no seat for you.”

      “Kolis—”

      “Quiet, Orateth. We have no margin to care for those who cannot carry their weight in the coming struggles.”

      Sighing slightly, Joro gave John what could be interpreted as an apologetic look and nodded.

      “I’m afraid that Tower Master Kolis is correct. Undoubtedly Koeri has spoken to you about the danger that our world faces. Unity is of utmost importance, but we cannot tolerate weakness among our ranks.”

      Rising from her chair in a gentle floating motion, Lady Orateth clasped her hands in front of her chest and bowed toward John, adding her voice to the others.

      “Please excuse the disrespect, John, but my two brutish peers are only hoping to verify your strength. We have heard reports of the power of the Eternal Flame and are eager to see it for ourselves.”

      “Exactly,” Kolis said, his lips twisting into a sneer. “I was expecting a powerful Mage. Instead, you turn up.”

      Looking back and forth between the three sages, John had to stop himself from laughing out loud. In some sense, it was hard to blame them for putting on such a silly play. They had been isolated from the world for a long time, and it had likely been close to a lifetime since anyone challenged them. On top of that, John’s mana and aura were so tightly bound that he appeared to be little more than a legendary class holder, further adding to their confusion. Conveniently, John wanted to see just how powerful the three sages were as well, so such a test suited him just fine.

      “No need for so many words,” John said, waving his hand dismissively. “I’m happy to oblige if you want a demonstration of my abilities. Do you have a place where we can cast spells without destroying everything around us?”

      “Here is fine,” Kolis said, the flames in his eyes spreading to his beard and hair. “It has been ages since I have had anyone foolish enough to challenge me, so I hope you don’t collapse too quickly.”

      Looking around, John’s eyebrows rose.

      “Are you sure? I’d hate to be responsible for destroying your cool audience chamber.”

      “Enough excuses, farmer,” Kolis shouted, lifting his hammer staff and charging forward.

      John was taken aback as he had never seen a Mage who fought in melee combat besides himself, even as the sage shot toward him, a dozen complex spells wrapped around his body. Flames flickered at Kolis’ feet, granting him tremendous speed, while another spell wrapped around his hammer, prepping it to deliver a powerful blow. Six other spells manifested flaming armor that locked together around the sage’s body, forming a head-to-toe barrier.

      At the last moment Kolis spun around, adding force to his long-handled hammer as he struck toward John. Through the thick flame helmet that flickered around Kolis’ face, John could see the sneer on the sage’s face had deepened. It was obvious that the Forge Lord intended to end the fight as quickly as possible, but John had other ideas.

      Taking a small step back, John summoned a wisp of water under his feet, allowing him to teleport backward, out of range of the hammer blow. Clearly expecting it, Kolis triggered another one of his spells, causing flaming chains to shoot out from his armor, seeking to wrap John up and drag him back into range of the massive hammer. Eyes narrowing, John clicked his fingers rapidly, forming six Wind Blades to deflect the chains, and then stepped again, slipping back once again.

      “Running will not save you,” Kolis thundered, lifting his hammer again.

      Arcane words spilled from his lips as he swung his hammer, painting a spell into the air with his flames. Curious, John watched him carefully, memorizing both the words that Kolis was reciting as well as the path that his hammer took. John had yet to show any real strength, though anyone with half a brain could tell that the Wind Blades he had created had been much stronger than Kolis’ flame chains, which spoke to the purity and strength of John’s mana. The Forge Lord failed to realize it, however, because he was so wrapped up in the spells he was casting.

      Flames manifested around the burning sage, expanding until they covered the entire room, forcing both Lady Orateth and Grandmaster Joro to use their own mana to cover themselves. John, on the other hand, simply raised an eyebrow. The flame domain Kolis had deployed was tremendously powerful, and based on what John could tell, it would have completely crushed Katrine’s wind domain, but John was the wrong person to try to burn. As far as he was concerned, fire was the least threatening element in the world, so to be trapped in a flame domain was no different from a walk through his pastures.

      Oblivious to this, Kolis let out a roar and threw himself at John again, bringing his hammer down in an over-the-shoulder slash. Dodging to the side, John realized that the attack was actually a feint when Kolis lashed out with his foot, using it to channel the flames of the domain into John’s side. With a thought, John pulled up his mana shield and blocked the kick, frowning slightly as one of the mana stones on the underside of the bracer cracked.

      Realizing that his shield couldn’t stand against the Forge Lord’s attacks, John deactivated it and flashed to the side, this time using flames to power his steps. Only a few seconds had passed since the fight started, but Kolis was clearly growing frustrated that he hadn’t managed to land even half a blow on John. The flames around his body grew even fiercer, and he stepped forward with a stomp, causing the domain he had summoned to tighten up. As it shrank, the flames condensed and grew in intensity.

      “So far you have proven nothing but your cowardice,” Master Kolis said, glaring at John.

      Shrugging, John waved his hand, causing a flame sword to form as he gathered some of the flames from the tower master’s domain. Looking at it for a moment, he sighed and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just hard to get excited about someone who’s trying to attack me with flames. I understand what you’re attempting to do, but you’re not the one who should have challenged me. Let’s end this farce and move on to something more productive.”

      Not giving Master Kolis the chance to respond, John opened his hand and created a single tongue of flame. Blue fire sprang to life above his palm, flickering weakly among the thick crimson flame that filled the room. As soon as it appeared, however, the flames around John fled, creating a wide, empty space around him. The Forge Lord’s sneer fled from his face, replaced by pure shock as he stared at the tongue of blue flame, unable to even process what he was seeing, and his concentration cracked, causing the flame armor that surrounded him to flicker and go out.

      The other two sages’ response was no less dramatic as they shot to their feet. Grandmaster Joro’s lenses clicked intensely as he cycled through a dozen of them in a short moment, trying to understand what he was seeing. Lady Orateth, on the other hand, was just scared and actually floated behind her chair, as if it could help block the flame.

      “That… how is that possible?!” Master Kolis asked, dismissing the spells he had cast.

      Taking a few tentative steps forward, Grandmaster Joro drew closer to the blue flame that John held, muttering to himself all the while.

      “A flame that uses no mana, fascinating.”

      “It has no fate,” Lady Orateth said, her normal lilting tone gone, replaced with a high-pitched squeak.

      Though the three sage’s responses were outside of John’s expectations, he quickly figured out what was going on, and with a thought caused the flame to fly out of his palm and hover in the center of the room so they could get a better look. Even Lady Orateth, who appeared to be terrified of the flame, soon came closer to examine it.

      “This… this is incredible. I have never seen such a pure expression of mana before,” Grandmaster Joro said, his voice accompanied by the click of his glasses. “Where did you find such a thing? And how do you control it?”

      John’s mind ran a thousand simulations in the seconds between Joro’s question and his answer a few seconds later. While he had not expected such a drastic response from the tower masters, it was obvious that he could use their curiosity to his advantage. Picking the best results from the scenarios Mental Model produced, he walked over to stand next to Master Kolis, showing there were no hard feelings.

      “Some years ago I was in the mountains to the far west, between Lepiera and the former Koltaleth Empire where I ran into a beast who carried a flame like this. It was ancient and dying, and its descendants were fighting to claim this flame. Through extensive study, I was able to reproduce its method for controlling the flame, and since then I’ve used it to power my spells. I have to admit, however, that I don’t know much about it. All the study of the flame I’ve done has resulted in very little progress.”

      “A beast?” Joro shot a glance at John, but his eyes were drawn back to the blue flame almost immediately. “What sort of beast did you discover that had such a flame?”

      Smiling slightly, John pointed his finger, causing the blue flame to shift and change, turning sideways. Thickening in the middle, it curled in on itself as tiny scales began to form on its body. Slowly, the details on the tiny flame grew clearer until it had formed the image of a beautiful dragon. Fine scales glittered like sapphire under the light, causing the flame dragon to look like a perfectly carved gem.

      “A dragon.”

      “Impossible,” Kolis growled, “the last dragon died a thousand years ago.”

      “Someone who has lived in hiding for the last two hundred years and still looks like he’s in his forties probably shouldn’t make such absolute statements,” John said, chuckling. “I’m just answering your question. Whether you believe me isn’t my problem. Like I was saying, I found the beast about to die and seized its flame out from under the jaws of a massive stone wyrm that appeared to be its descendant. It was an epic fight, and probably the closest I’ve come to death, but here I am.”

      “If it is a dragon’s life flame, then it makes sense that it has no fate,” Lady Orateth said, floating forward. “According to the ancient records, only dragons are able to slip through the binds of fate. However, that should disqualify you from being able to interact with it.”

      Shrugging again, John reached out to poke the flame, causing it to bend back into its original shape.

      “As I said, I’m not too sure how it works either. I just know that it burns everything apart from myself. And I mean everything. Until now, that’s been enough for me.”

      “It makes sense that they call you the Eternal Flame,” Joro muttered, shaking his head. “This flame breaks every rule I know and it is enough to incite greed in even the strongest-willed Mage, yet you brought it out like it was nothing. Tell me, John Sutton, what do you want?”
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CHAPTER 26

        

      

    

    
      Recognizing that the crux of the conversation had arrived, John took his time to answer, and the three sages didn’t rush him. The blue flame that hung in the air cast its light across the large audience room, causing shadows to dance despite the ambient light. It was as if the light streaming from the blue flame took precedence over all other flames.

      “There is no question that I am the strongest being in the world,” John said, causing Master Kolis to snort and Lady Orateth to nod. “But no amount of strength can make up for a lack of knowledge. Where I eclipse you in strength, you have a greater well of knowledge than I do. I wish to leverage that knowledge to better understand this flame, myself, and the state of the world. However, I know just how precious knowledge is, so I propose a trade. I will leave this flame here for you to study, so long as you agree to share what you learn about it. In addition, I want to form an alliance of sorts between your tower and the Ecclesia.”

      Tearing himself away from the flame, Joro turned to face John, his expression shifting between interest, suspicion, and a strange fanaticism.

      “From what you say, is it fair to say that you do not plan on staying here?”

      “Correct. I have too many other things to take care of to stay,” John said.

      “I thought as much, considering that you told your companion to gather your things. While I don’t hope to change your mind, let me make an offer. Instead, why don’t you stay and join us? You can become the fourth tower master and we can study the flame together.”

      “But there are only three chairs,” John said, smiling as he gestured to the three thrones.

      “More can be built,” Lady Orateth said, her voice regaining its typical lilt.

      “Thank you, but I have too many responsibilities elsewhere.”

      “It will be much easier to study this flame if you are here,” Kolis said, adding his voice to the conversation.

      “I am aware, but it’s out of the question,” John said, his expression firm. “The best I can do is leave the flame with you.”

      “Won’t that decrease your strength significantly?” the Forge Lord asked, his brow furrowing.

      Giving the red-haired giant a small smile, John didn’t answer the question, instead turning the conversation to the offer he had made.

      “Will you consider an agreement with the Ecclesia?”

      “That depends,” Lady Orateth replied, floating over to face John. “Do you intend to use our strength against Allera in the coming war?”

      “No. I just don’t want you to fight on their side either.”

      “I believe that suits us. Our policy toward other human groups is one of non-aggression, so we have no desire to get involved in the war. Joro, Kolis, are you in agreement?”

      “Yes,” Kolis said, running his thick fingers through his beard. “We still have much to prepare for the coming beast wave.”

      “Kolis is right, and with this flame to study, we will be busier than ever.”

      “Good, then we are in accord. We are happy to walk forward alongside the Ecclesia for the betterment of mankind,” Lady Orateth said.

      “I look forward to it,” John said, returning her bow. “I will send a representative to discuss the precise details in the coming weeks. Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “It is a shame you can’t stay longer,” Kolis said, shaking his head. “I have a feeling we could learn a lot from each other.”

      “There will be time for that in the future,” John replied. “For now, I’ll leave you to figure out this flame. Would you like me to move it somewhere else for you?”

      Joro nodded, but Kolis shook his head, causing John to laugh. The two sages looked at each other for a moment before the Forge Lord spoke.

      “Unless we are moving it to my forge, I won’t agree, so it should remain here.”

      “But to study it properly we should use the equipment in my laboratory,” Joro returned just as quickly.

      “You can move your equipment up here if it matters. The last time we squirreled something in your lab I couldn’t access it when I needed to.”

      “That’s because I was running tests on it that couldn’t be interrupted!”

      Coughing lightly, Lady Orateth bowed to John.

      “You should just leave it here. They’ll be at this for the rest of the day.”

      “I see. Seems like you have your hands full. It was a pleasure to meet you, and I’m sure we’ll interact plenty in the coming years.”

      Returning the tower master’s bow, John waved to the two arguing sages, electing not to interrupt them, and left the audience chamber. It didn’t take him long to leave the tower and rejoin Ellie, who had gotten all of their things and brought Merlin, Storm, and the terribly bored Ferdie out of the stable. Seeing John walking over, the bull let out a loud bellow that echoed over the town that surrounded the Soaring Cloud Tower, silencing everything.

      “Hush. I know you’re excited to leave, but that’s rude.”

      Snorting and rolling his eyes, Ferdie practically skipped his way out of the inner ring, and then the outer ring as well. The tokens they had been given had the added effect of suppressing the curse of the forest, so it didn’t take them long to cross over the forest and climb the mountain on the other side of the valley. Pausing for a moment to look back at the cloud-covered mountain where the Soaring Cloud Tower stood, Ellie had a mixed expression on her face. Sensing her discomfort, John turned Merlin around with a touch of his heel and leaned over his pommel, looking at her as she spoke.

      “I don’t like them. There’s something about the whole place that gave me the creeps, and their willingness to turn others into slaves just for being lesser sets my teeth on edge. I don’t like that we compromised with them. They preach unity, but they’re not after unity.”

      “It’s true that they believe people can be divided by utility,” John said, frowning.

      “Exactly! They call it order, but it’s clearly just tyranny. Humans shouldn’t be categorized and controlled like that. Is the Ecclesia really okay joining forces with someone who holds those kinds of beliefs? Are you?”

      Scratching his chin, John didn’t reply for a moment. When he did, it was in a quiet, measured voice.

      “What’s the alternative? I mean, I guess I could just fly over there and erase them all from the world. It would be a tough fight, but I could probably get it done. Unless they had some sort of teleportation escape hatch, it wouldn’t be hard to burn the whole tower to the ground, and the Mages along with it. It would definitely spike the purity of the Universal Mana Pool, which would probably result in a few hundred thousand other people dead before I could reset the filter. Assuming we could reset the filter.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Ellie protested, glaring at him.

      Holding up his hands, John sighed.

      “I know, I know. That’s not what you were suggesting. Look, the reality is that if we had any other choice, I wouldn’t want to come within a hundred miles of this place. They tried to hide it, but that entire tower is filled with Mages who believe themselves to be superior to the common folk, a belief that is the antithesis of everything the Ecclesia stands for. However, all-out war simply isn’t an option, so the only thing I could think of was to try to put a buffer between them and the rest of the world. And by buffer, I mean me. If we’re allies, they shouldn’t go around enslaving everyone. At least I hope not. Look, I recognize that this isn’t a long-term solution, or even a particularly good one, but it’s the best I could do on the spur of the moment.”

      Clearly unhappy, Ellie couldn’t find a response so she just pouted. Sitting in silence, John and Ellie looked out over the valley until Ferdie, who didn’t understand why the atmosphere had gotten so solemn, butted John’s leg with his nose. When that didn’t get a response, he tried to bite John’s reins and pull Merlin along.

      “I think Ferdie wants to go home,” John said, trying to lighten the air.

      “He’s not the only one,” Ellie said, sighing. “I should have just stayed home in the first place.”

      Unsure what to say, John could only turn his horse and follow Ellie as she began riding away from the valley. He could sympathize with her frustration, but he honestly didn’t know what else to do. John had learned quickly that trying to force others into thinking or believing as he did was a lost cause. He hated war and the pain it brought, and after the brutal years of war he had lived through, he felt as if peace was always a better option. Yet now, thanks to Ellie’s frustration, he had to question if he was right in his choice.

      It had been a conscious choice not to mention anything about the slave collars, but now that Ellie was pointing it out, he felt a bit like a hypocrite. He would not tolerate such a thing in his lands and had led a bloody crusade to eradicate slavery within the lands controlled by the Ecclesia more than once. Yet now, because it was more convenient, he had turned a blind eye without even consciously realizing it.

      At the same time, he recognized that if he wasn’t willing to take the Soaring Cloud Tower down in its entirety, antagonizing them was a sure recipe for the third Mage War. When he came to the Soaring Cloud Tower, his primary goal had been to ensure that they sat out the coming war between Allera and Lepiera, and he had achieved that, but he hadn’t properly considered the cost. Lost in thought, John followed Ellie and Ferdie, riding over the mountain until they came to the edge of the Great Plains, where they set up camp. After eating a cold dinner, Ellie went to bed and John sat up to keep watch. Between Ellie’s spirits and Ferdie’s nose there was no need for him to stay up, but he knew that it would be impossible for him to sleep, so he just lay down under the stars and stared up at them.

      
        
        [Query: Should I have stopped the Soaring Cloud Tower from practicing slavery?]

        [Answer: This question cannot be answered, as there are too many variables.]

      

      

      Tch. What good is Mental Model if it can’t even help me with a question like this.

      It was a cool night, but John’s mind felt like it was slowly burning up. He had long believed himself immune to the words of others, and in actuality, what Ellie had said hadn’t bothered him that much. In fact, he was glad she had mentioned something, since he truly hadn’t thought about it. He had been so focused on his mission that he hadn’t bothered to pay attention to the plight of the regular people at the tower. Even now, as he thought back over the situation, he wasn’t sure that he would have made a different choice.

      What was bothering him was the ease with which he had associated himself with the three sages. If he was being brutally honest, the common people enslaved by the tower hadn’t entered his vision because, in many ways, he carried the same attitude that the sages did, focusing on the lofty mission he held rather than actually helping the people suffering. Not that the slaves at the tower faced that much suffering. In many ways, their lives were better than those that crowded the slums of Lepiera’s cities, one morsel of food away from starving.

      John had long known that he was no deity who could save everyone. In fact, every moment he had spent wearing the mask of the Eternal Flame had reminded him that he was woefully inadequate. That was why he had isolated himself in the palace and then seized the opportunity to flee after the poisoning attempt. All the force in the world made no difference to those caught in a cycle of poverty and starvation. The farm and the adventures he had experienced while living on it had provided a great distraction from it, but Ellie’s words had inadvertently reopened that old wound, causing his insecurity to bubble up once again.

      Glittering stars twinkled coldly in the sky, beautiful but out of reach, their cold light not soothing the heat of John’s frustrations. He had always preferred action, but in times like this there was no action to take. There was nothing he could do to change his situation, and no path he could see to move forward productively. With a sigh, he sat up.

      I’m just going around in circles at this point, which isn’t helpful at all. I’m not omnipotent and I can’t change the past. All I can do is try to do better.

      Standing up, John looked at the tent where Ellie was supposed to be sleeping, his expression torn. They were currently on a path that would take them home as soon as possible, but he wanted to bring the device they had found in the Moritoi forbidden lands back to the valley for closer study. Since he couldn’t sleep, he figured he might as well go and grab it. Though he could tell that Ellie wasn’t asleep from her breathing, he figured he wouldn’t be gone long, and with a light leap he flew up into the air.

      Like a comet he passed over the plains, moving so fast that the world was nothing but a blur. He had to admit, it had been much easier for him to breathe in recent days. Less worry about using his mana had eased some of the pressure on him, which in turn had freed some of the weight on his mind, but with that freedom he could feel himself changing. The problem was, after Ellie’s words, he wasn’t sure if it was for the better.

      It only took him two hours to return to the forbidden lands, and another half an hour to locate the devastated area where they had left the machine. Stepping around the puddles of gray sludge that dotted the ground, he came to the stairs that led down into the destroyed tower’s basement and his eyes narrowed. Kicking aside a metal shovel that still had dirt caked on it, John’s expression went cold and blue flames burst from his body. A moment later he had vanished, leaving nothing but a tunnel of molten earth to indicate where he had gone.
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CHAPTER 27

        

      

    

    
      “It was already gone?” Ellie asked. “The whole thing?”

      John and Ellie were riding over the plains, heading back toward the mountain pass that led to the valley after packing up their camp.

      “Correct. It looked like the whole device had been dug out and taken apart.”

      “If it was taken apart, that means they were probably familiar with it already, right?”

      “It does. Which fits with the fact that parts of the machine were recently created. Whoever set it up in the first place probably took it away, which doesn’t bode well for us.”

      Reaching out, Ellie ran her fingers through her horse’s mane, a worried expression on her face. The device had undoubtedly been repaired by someone familiar with magical machines, which spoke to another Mage or even group of Mages hiding in the forbidden lands to carry out their experiments. If there was a saving grace, it was that John had damaged the enchantment on the large crystal and removed the amber-sealed insect, ensuring that whoever took it wouldn’t be able to get it working in short order.

      “It makes me nervous to think that a device like that is floating around out there, but I guess there really isn’t much we can do,” Ellie muttered.

      “I’ll have everyone be on the lookout for more of those insects, but if I had to guess, I’d say that the next time the machine surfaces, we’ll be looking at something else,” John said, pulling the piece of amber out of his pouch. “This looks like it was created before the first Mage War due to the runes on the insect itself, which hopefully means it’s not common or even replicable. At this point, we can only hope that whoever has the machine doesn’t have the ability to recreate the focus it will need.”

      “We can hope, but I don’t think I’ll hold my breath,” Ellie said, shaking her head.

      Without Koeri and Vaphaen riding along with them, Merlin and Storm were free to run to their heart’s content, and the two mana-fed horses did just that. With Ferdie thundering along beside them, they stretched their legs out and headed for the mountain pass that would bring them home to the valley, eating up the miles at an astounding pace. The trip, which had taken almost a week on the way to the Soaring Cloud Tower, barely took them three days, and it was with some excitement that they arrived at the edge of the valley.

      Stopping for a moment to look out over the valley, John saw the faint hints of orange and yellow in the trees and realized that summer was nearly over. While almost everything remained lush and green, the first signs of the changing season were starting to creep in at the edge of the valley. The sight brought to mind a million things that needed to be done around the farm, but far from stressing him out, John found a sense of peace settling over him.

      Compared to dealing with the problems of the world, the farm was something manageable, and if John was honest, he was often tempted to just close off access to the valley and live out his days ignoring the problems outside of the mountains.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Nodding, John glanced at Ellie and saw she was looking down toward the farm. It was possible to see it faintly, just beyond Fairford. Though there had been some tension between them since they had left the Soaring Cloud Tower that John didn’t know how to clear, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of happiness when he looked at her.

      “There’s something so nice about coming home,” he said, continuing to look at her.

      “Home. I guess it is,” Ellie said, her lips curving up in a small smile. “Though I’m a bit sad that we won’t get to see Ben when we get back. I wonder how his apprenticeship is going.”

      “I’m sure it’s going well. He’s a smart kid, and there’s no way that Gofreid will allow anything to happen to him. But we should plan on going to visit him after we’ve processed this year’s wheat harvest.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Ellie said, perking up. “The Moritoi should be bringing their wheat over in the next week or two, right?”

      “That’s the plan. Hopefully we’ll have enough time to put our noodle factory into working order. I’m planning on turning at least half of the harvest into noodles, but we’ll see if that works. Come on, let’s go home.”

      With a tap of his heels, John started Merlin down the road leading into the valley, Ellie following closely behind him. Ferdie had vanished almost as soon as they had gotten into the mountains, most likely running off to find someone to fight, but John wasn’t worried about the giant bull. If he was gone too long, John would be able to easily find him thanks to the amount of John’s mana the bull had consumed. Night was just starting to spread its dark blue when they made it to the farm, the twinkling stars competing with the last rays of pink light to illuminate the valley.

      Riding up the road into the farmyard, they saw Thomas standing at the gate, waiting for them. The farm was filled with its usual sounds, and a hint of tension that he had not even known he was carrying melted away from John as he saw that everything was as he had left it. Jumping down from Merlin’s back, John looked around, letting out a contented sigh when he saw that everything was in order. Stepping forward to take Storm’s reins after Ellie swung down, Thomas bowed his head slightly.

      “Welcome back, sir, madam.”

      “Thank you, Thomas. How have things been?” Ellie asked, taking her bag from behind her saddle.

      “As quiet as ever, madam. We’ve had a bit more spectre activity, and I believe that Ms. Rebya would like to speak to you and John when convenient, but otherwise things are progressing as anticipated. Gem has been mostly rebuilt and they are waiting to open the new iron mine. Haver swung by yesterday with a gift from the villagers. I’ve left it on the kitchen table. We also heard some news from the Ecclesia regarding Count Yevin.”

      “Oh? What did they report?” John asked, taking Ellie’s pack and slinging it over his shoulder.

      “The count was found in four pieces, his estate burned down and the town he oversaw emptied, sir.”

      His eyes narrowing, John looked at Thomas, his mind racing at the unexpected news. A sinking feeling that had first appeared back at the Soaring Cloud Tower reared its head again as John confirmed the situation.

      “Any ideas who the perpetrators are?”

      “There were few signs of combat, sir. Whoever it was struck at night, eliminating the guards that were posted to watch the town and opening the gate. Additionally, the guard post at the border was eliminated before it could get a warning off.”

      “That means there were Mages involved,” John said, his expression heavy.

      “Indeed. The flames that burned the count’s mansion were mana heavy, as were the flames in town.”

      “And the townsfolk? You said they were captured?”

      “It looked more like forceful relocation, sir. Most of the houses had everything of value removed.”

      “I see. Do you need me to go take a look?” John asked.

      “No, sir. We have scouts on it. They are following the trail into Allera at the moment.”

      “Got it. Keep me posted. Anything else?”

      “Just happy to have you back, sir.”

      “Thanks, Thomas. We’re happy to be back.”

      Taking their things inside while Thomas took their horses to the barn, Ellie stopped on the porch to let Sigvald out. He spent a lot of time in his tattoo form these days, as it allowed him to improve his lightning affinity, but when they were on the farm he liked to strut around and lord it over the other chickens. With a happy cluck, he walked around the house toward the chicken coop, his head held high. Watching him disappear around the corner, Ellie chuckled and then went into the kitchen. John was putting their bags away, and the gift that Thomas had spoken of turned out to be a nice collection of berry jams.

      It was past dinner time, but Ellie started to prepare a meal anyway, and soon she and John were sitting down to eat. Thomas had eaten earlier, and with Ben gone the meal was a quiet one. Toward the end of it, John put down his fork and looked across the table at Ellie. Sensing that the conversation was about to get serious, Ellie poured both of them a bit more tea and then picked up her cup, holding it in both hands.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you were saying back at the valley,” John said, speaking slowly, “and I think that there’s something to what you expressed. It is our responsibility to address injustice where and when we see it. Positive change requires action, and if we don’t take it, we’re not going to see it. The Ecclesia has a firm stance when it comes to slavery, and if we continue to interact with the Soaring Cloud Tower, we need to make that explicit.”

      Picking up a piece of bread, John began to spread some butter on it.

      “I’m honestly embarrassed that I was so oblivious to the whole situation, and it is troubling that I so easily accepted the narrative of Mage superiority. I don’t know why I missed it, since I don’t believe that any class is better than another, or even that class holders are superior to non-class holders.”

      Accepting the jam Ellie passed over, John nodded his thanks and scooped some out with a spoon. Holding the spoon over his bread, he paused, his expression troubled.

      “The problem is, I don’t know what to do. When we have a problem on the farm, the solution is typically straightforward. Even when we faced a problem on the battlefield, the solution was always simple. But brute force isn’t a good idea in this situation, so I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re dripping,” Ellie said, pointing at the jam that was sliding off his spoon.

      “Oh, thanks.”

      Putting what remained of the jam onto his bread, John wiped up the spot of jam in silence. He was being honest when he said that he had no good solution for this problem. A few years ago he would have just landed on top of their tower, laid down an ultimatum, and then killed anyone who resisted. But those days were past, and John had no desire to return to them.

      “It is a tricky situation,” Ellie said when she saw that John was done speaking. “After all, there isn’t much difference between them slapping slave collars on regular people and you forcing them to act the way you want with the threat of force. Both are coercion through force.”

      “Exactly. That solution is ultimately the same as the problem.”

      “What other options do we have? What about asking the Ecclesia to say something?” Ellie asked.

      “I think we have to, at the absolute minimum. No lands under the Ecclesia are permitted to practice slavery, and a tower full of Mages is no exception. The problem is that the Cloud Cliffs aren’t technically part of Lepiera. They sit at the edge of what was the Holis Empire. I think Allera claims those lands, but there was nothing there so we never bothered contesting that claim.”

      “And Allera is pro-slavery,” Ellie said, frowning.

      “It was strongly discouraged during Katrine’s time as empress, but not only are the new rulers pro-slavery, but since Katrine abdicated, they have been rapidly increasing the number of slaves they have.”

      Falling silent, Ellie held her warm cup in both hands, trying to think through the problem. Across from her, John ate his bread quietly. At the end of the day, it came down to a choice of integrity. He couldn’t hold his beliefs about equality without saying anything, and at the same time, he couldn’t enforce them with might, no matter how powerful he was. The only solution seemed to be to have the Ecclesia put pressure on the Soaring Cloud Tower, which John knew would just be ignored.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t think of anything else,” Ellie said, looking quite troubled. “If I’m being completely honest, I think that freeing all the slaves by force is still a viable option, but I understand why you don’t want to do that. After all, you can’t enforce all of the rules in the whole world. It would be silly to think that you’re responsible to keep everyone in line, and you would be nothing more than a tyrant if you actually tried.”

      “Exactly. I’m going to start with asking the Ecclesia to make our stance firmly known when they send someone to talk to the Soaring Cloud Tower,” John said. “And maybe, once we’ve dealt with this war against Allera, we can start working to try and convince them that they don’t need to enslave those who are weaker than they are. We can have unity without forcing everyone to be completely obedient.”

      “Do you think that they really believe that they need to enslave everyone who isn’t a Mage?” Ellie asked, putting her cup down.

      “I think they really believe that we face a threat that can only be overcome through the absolute unity of humanity,” John said. “Remember that strange beast we met? By the tree with the golden fruit? Imagine if there were a bunch of beasts like him. And maybe even beasts that looked even more human. Put a hood and scarf on him and you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between him and a regular person. Imagine trying to fight a war against a force bent on your destruction that can blend in with you without much effort.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Ellie asked, her forehead furrowing. “That is true in wars between humans too.”

      “Sure, but typically, in a war between humans, the fight is for control, not the complete eradication of a species. On the other hand, I have a feeling that this King of Beasts, Gorraleck the Destroyer, doesn’t have our best in mind. According to what that beast said, once the beast wave comes, it won’t stop until it succeeds in completely subjugating humanity.”

      “So the Soaring Cloud Tower wants to forge humanity into a weapon.”

      “Precisely. A weapon that will serve as both a sword and a shield. It’s a reasonable thought,” John said, eating the last of his bread crust, “but will ultimately result in the same situation that the Soaring Cloud Tower is trying to prevent. Whether we end up enslaved to Mages or beasts, humanity will end up destroyed.”
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CHAPTER 28

        

      

    

    
      Stepping through the portal into the Shadow Tower, John was once again struck by how different it was from the Soaring Cloud Tower. Both had been built for the same reason, preserving the knowledge gained by thousands of years of research, but otherwise they could not have been more at odds. Both were hidden, but the tower in the Cloud Mountains was a soaring, impressive affair that showcased the power and grandeur of the Mage class. Surrounded by impressive examples of Mage spellwork, the Soaring Cloud Tower was more like a school accessible to only those who already held power.

      While it was set apart from the world, there was a subtle arrogance to the way they hid themselves. Any Mage or class holder with sufficient strength would be able to discover their presence should they wander into the mountain range where the tower was located. It was as if they were declaring their superiority to the world, confident that no one could match their strength or discover them.

      The Shadow Tower took the opposite tack. Buried deep in a mountain, the tower had next to no connection with the outside world now that they had sealed the cave entrance at the base of the mountain. Only the portal stone in the basement of John’s cellar allowed access to the tower, keeping it perfectly hidden. Apart from Haver, only Ellie and John knew the location of the mountain, and Rebya, the tower master, was more than happy to keep it that way.

      The Soaring Cloud Tower was well lit and bustled with students and Mages furthering their knowledge of magic. There were classes and research projects being carried out on a daily basis as those who lived in the tower pushed their knowledge of magic as far as it could go. Guided by the three tower masters, the Soaring Cloud Tower was, unquestionably, a powerful force that was growing more powerful every day.

      Walking through the dim hallway toward the laboratory, John could only smile wryly as he saw a few flower guardians turn their flowers to track him as he passed by. There were no students here, with the exception of him and Ellie, and it was clear that Rebya had no desire to bring any new students in. Her focus seemed to be entirely fixed on keeping the knowledge she had safe, and more than anyone, she feared what could be done with it should it get out. John couldn’t blame her. Rebya’s life came about as the result of a Mage driven crazy by the terrifying war that tore apart everything she knew and loved.

      Greeting the large purple flower that hovered at the entrance to the lab, John ducked under a vine and stepped close to the table where Rebya was working. She was currently mixing a dozen solutions together as she tested a new formula made from the growth acceleration flowers. The large purple flower opened its petals, and mana swirled as Rebya emerged from the center of the flower to greet John.

      “Welcome. How was your visit to the hidden Mage tower?”

      “Thanks. I’m glad to be home. Things are much simpler here. Well, not simple maybe, but less stressful at least. How have things been here?”

      “Proceeding as expected,” Rebya replied, gesturing to the ongoing experiment. “I think I’m close to isolating the growth formula, and I think it might have some implications for improving people’s physiques. However, we need some people to test it on.”

      “Is that why you wanted me to come over?” John asked, looking at the potion being held up by a vine with interest.

      “Among other things. There is a chance that it will help you grow stronger physically, but there’s also a chance that it will cause your body to explode. You’re the only person I know who could survive that, so you make sense as a test subject. If you agree to participate, I’ll be much more confident in our success.”

      “Thanks. Glad to know I inspire so much confidence,” John said, rolling his eyes.

      “Additionally, I wanted to report on two other issues. Our warehouse is about half full with the wheat from the valley. I need to know how big to make it to accommodate the wheat coming in from the Moritoi. And second, after a bit of a delay, I finally found the source for the water flooding the iron mine and was able to seal it off. I’ve been draining the water, but it’s a slow process. If you can help, we should be able to get that mine up and running in a few days.”

      “Oh, perfect. Let’s make that our priority. We have a town full of miners standing by to begin. As for the wheat coming from the Moritoi, from what Onggur tells me we’ll need to at least triple our space. However, I’m hoping to create some noodle production machines, which will mean that we need different warehouses, one for raw wheat, one for processed flour, and one for noodles.”

      “We can expand down and south without issue,” Rebya replied, closing her eyes as she sent a message through her network. “I’ll have the guardians start on those spaces right away.”

      Removing the amber he had taken from the insect machine out of his pouch, John held it up in his hand to show Rebya.

      “We ran into something strange in the forbidden lands, and I wanted to show you what we took from it. This was plugged into a machine that was pumping out a dozen giant insects every minute. There was a big cracked crystal that was sucking down mana like crazy and powering a duplication spell that made a super-sized copy of the insect trapped in here. I was wondering if you’ve ever seen anything like that before, or more importantly, if your records have any clues as to how it was created?”

      Taking the amber from John, Rebya brought it close to her purple flower and began to turn it this way and that, examining the insect inside.

      “What information do you have about the device? Did you copy the duplication spell?” Rebya asked.

      “Yeah, let me write it down for you.”

      Once she saw it, Rebya’s expression lit up and she thought for a moment.

      “Give me one second,” Rebya replied, retreating back into her purple flower.

      While he waited, John found some paper and began to sketch the machine out, doing his best to create a schematic based on what he could remember. Thanks to Mental Model, it wasn’t too hard to create an accurate image, but there were a number of internal parts John hadn’t looked at that he had to guess on. The three main parts of the machine were the amber, which he had; the large crystal, which he had made sure to examine closely; and the duplication spell, which he had memorized; but there were dozens of smaller connecting sections he hadn’t bothered with.

      Writing out the three main spells, John found that he had no idea how they worked, or even what they did. He had been increasing his knowledge of magic as much as possible since discovering the books in the ruins of Storm Master Kelvis’ tower, and despite all he had learned since visiting Soaring Cloud Tower, he felt like he still lacked a lot of foundational information. John was just finishing his first draft of the schematic when a tendril extended from the purple flower and lightly touched his head, inviting him to join Rebya in her virtual library.

      Accepting the connection, John blinked and found himself at the large wooden table in the center of the library. It had changed tremendously from the first time he had seen it, the dusty bookshelves replaced by large, well-lit, polished wooden shelves filled to the brim with tomes of every color and type. On the table Rebya had already spread out a dozen books, and a copy of John’s schematic was sitting on the table in front of him.

      “I’ve found something interesting that might be a lead,” Rebya said, pushing a book over to John. “The duplication spell you wrote down is actually well known as a theoretical problem that was quite famous before the Mage Wars. The problem with it was that there was never enough mana to make it work.”

      “A problem that the forbidden zone solves,” John said, his expression growing grim.

      “Correct. Theoretically, the duplication spell, once powered with enough mana, could create an exact copy of something. However, that item wouldn’t be real. It would just be mana.”

      “What do you mean by just mana? They sure seemed real when I was cutting them apart.”

      “That’s what I’m not sure about,” Rebya replied. “It appears that the rest of this device has something to do with that. The duplication spell, activated as is, would simply shape mana to look like the item being duplicated. So long as the mana density of the surroundings was lower, it would bleed mana until it dissipated naturally.”

      “Then the reason they survived in the forbidden zone was the higher mana density?”

      “That’s likely. However, there is another curiosity. You describe them as living insects, but this duplication spell can only copy physical things. There’s no way for it to implant a mind, or copy a soul. Anything it creates should be inert. Let me spend some time studying this amber, as I believe it contains the secret to how the machine worked.”

      “Fine by me. I was hoping to recreate the machine to duplicate food, but it doesn’t sound like that would work,” John said.

      “Correct. You would just end up poisoning anyone who ate the food you created,” Rebya said, laughing. “It would be quite counterproductive.”

      “Shame. You said that this duplication spell comes from before the first Mage War, right? Who came up with it?”

      “That’s where this whole situation becomes curious,” Rebya replied, leaning forward and putting another book in front of John. “Do you know how the first Mage War began?”

      “No, no idea. I assumed it was power-hungry people telling Mages to go attack other power-hungry people.”

      “Actually, it started with a Mage who claimed he had discovered the secret to eternal life. Using the life force of countless normal people, he could borrow tiny bits of time, making him effectively immortal. When it was discovered what he was doing, countless nations declared war on him and their Mages, eager to seize his spell, launched attacks on his tower, all under the guise of stopping him from harming regular people. Well, he happened to be the one who had developed this duplication spell, with the goal of creating an endless supply of people to borrow time from.”

      “What happened to him?” John asked, leafing through the book Rebya had given him.

      “No one knows,” Rebya replied, shrugging. “His tower was breached and every single person in it killed. His spells were divided among the nations, with his immortality spell being divided among six different empires.”

      “Who all went to war with each other to get the other pieces,” John said, pointing at a line in the book.

      “Correct. What had originally been a united effort to destroy him turned into the rulers of the nations trying to cobble together a full copy of the spell.”

      “What happened to it? Did anyone manage it?”

      “No. I mean, sort of. It turned out that everyone had a copy of the same thing. There was no spell. They destroyed each other for nothing.”

      Letting out a low whistle, John shook his head. Human greed knew no bounds, and as terrible as it was, he could imagine just how such a situation could develop.

      “Do you think the whole thing was planned?” he asked.

      “That is one theory. The other is that the scrolls actually did hold the secret to the immortality spell, but that without combining them all it was impossible to reveal it. Sadly, there are only two copies of the spells left. One held by Allera, and the other held by the royal library of Lepiera, so even if both were gathered, there would be no way to check for the true spell.”

      “Unless the entire thing is a farce,” John said. “If I wanted to destroy a world filled with power-hungry Mages, I would do something similar. That’s pretty wild.”

      “Indeed. It is a cautionary tale.”

      “If you figure out what’s going on with this piece of amber, let me know, alright? In the meantime, let’s talk about the solution you want to test.”

      “Ah, of course. If you’re willing, I would like to test three different solutions, each optimized for strengthening the body. My thought is this. If we can accelerate the growth of human cells while providing a mechanism for them to use mana as a nutrient, we should be able to create a controlled growth that doesn’t fall prey to the typical problem with aging cells. The solutions I’ve created are different levels of potency, and since you have a high level of mana control, we should be able to observe what sort of effect it will have on class holders and mortals alike.”

      “That sounds good to me,” John said, nodding. “I’m guessing that if we can find the right solution, we can mix it with the wheat or flour we’re sending out to strengthen the population?”

      “Correct. Though we would actually use it in the noodles. The effect would be minimal, but it would allow the average person to be able to process the mana contained in the flour a bit more easily.”

      “Interesting. So it will sort of act like a vaccine to inoculate against mana. I’m happy to test it. What do I need to do?”

      “Come, I’ll show you.”

      With a shimmer, the library faded away and they were back in the laboratory. Opening up her flower, Rebya reappeared and asked John to sit down, putting his arm on the table with his palm up. Pulling back his sleeve to reveal his forearm, she directed John to pull back the mana that protected his skin. It was surprisingly hard, since his body was so mana-saturated that mana would simply seep in as soon as he pulled the other mana away, but eventually he caught the trick of it.

      Once a piece of skin was revealed, one of Rebya’s tendrils stretched out, a thin thorn appearing on the end of it. With a swift stab, she injected the first solution into his arm and they watched it carefully. Almost immediately, it was clear there was something wrong. The skin on his arm started to redden and lumps formed just under the surface. A moment later they began to pop open, leaving gaping wounds that started to spread up his arm.

      “I’m afraid that one is no good,” John replied, his voice not revealing any of the pain he felt.

      “Agreed. You can terminate the test,” Rebya replied, starting to prep the second solution.

      With a thought, John allowed his mana to flood back into his arm. Blue flame covered the damaged skin, burning away the mana poison in an instant. A moment later, the invasive mana was gone and the wounds on his body started closing up, vanishing completely within a few minutes.

      “Ready for the second try?” Rebya said, holding up her thorn.
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CHAPTER 29

        

      

    

    
      The second application of the serum Rebya had synthesized took longer to take effect, but the reaction was even stronger than the first, melting away John’s skin to reveal the muscle underneath. After that test Rebya thought it better to stop, but by this time John was very curious. He could feel a strangeness in his arm, even after his flames removed the other mana. The feeling that remained reminded him of the days before he had maxed out his skills, when he was still growing.

      “Is the third solution stronger?”

      “Yes and no,” Rebya said. “It’s got a longer release time, but the dosage of distilled flowers is much higher.”

      “Okay, I want to try it.”

      “I don’t know that it’s worth it,” Rebya said, her face showing her hesitancy. “So far the other two have had no positive effects, so it’s unlikely this will work either. I think we need a smaller dose of the flower.”

      “There is an effect,” John said, tapping his arm. “Try pricking me again.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Your thorn, try stabbing my arm with it. The skin on my arm is tougher after it regenerated. I think I need to wait longer before removing the serum to give myself better benefits, but I think the longer time delay will work too.”

      Baring his arm again, John pointed to the spot on his arm where Rebya had pricked him before, and reluctantly she tried to stab the thorn down. With a scraping sound, the thorn barely broke John’s skin, not even far enough in to inject the serum it carried. Shocked, Rebya stared at the unblemished skin under the thorn, but it looked entirely normal.

      “Wait, how is that possible?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person, Rebya. This might be a question for Ellie. I just know that it’s increasing the toughness of my body.”

      “Well, she just came through the portal stone, so we can ask her in a moment,” Rebya replied. “That is really strange though. Is that why you want to try the other solution?”

      “Yup. Having a less fragile body would be great,” John said with a crooked smile.

      A few minutes later, Ellie came into the lab and saw that they were testing the mixtures. Her eyes lit up, and she walked over to see how it was going. She had been working with Rebya to come up with the proper mixture, so it was with some disappointment that she heard about John’s reaction. Unless they could come up with something that wouldn’t cause mana poisoning, there was no point to it, but she was convinced that if they hit the right mixture, they might be able to change the world for the better.

      The news that John had gotten some positive benefit from the stronger mixture was exciting to her, and under her supervision they injected the third solution into John to see what would happen. Both Rebya and Ellie were concerned that they could cause permanent damage, but John just laughed and waved them off. This time he had Rebya inject the solution into his arm, wrist, and hand. For the first few minutes all he could feel was a burning, but there was no other reaction. After that, however, he could feel his cells starting to grow hungry for mana.

      The last two times he had experienced this, he had focused on controlling the mana in the affected area, keeping his mana separated out so as to avoid driving out the solution. This time, however, a strange thought popped into his mind, so he kicked on Mental Model quickly.

      
        
        [Query: What is happening to my cells?]

        [Answer: Your cells are entering starvation mode. They are beginning to devour each other for the mana content the other cells contain.]

      

      

      
        
        [Query: Should I feed them more mana?]

        [Answer: The answer to that is unknown.]

      

      

      At a crossroad, John threw caution to the wind and began adding mana to the affected area, slowly at first, but faster as the burning in his affected skin started to swell. Feeding mana to his affected cells slowed the burning feeling, while decreasing the flow caused them to burn more, so he did his best to maintain a balance. The seconds ticked by and the areas on his arm that had been impacted began to grow red. Watching with a morbid curiosity, Ellie nearly reached out and touched John’s skin, but he stopped her.

      “Don’t do that please. The amount of mana there will turn you to ash.”

      Withdrawing her hand like she had been stung, Ellie took a small step back and drew in a sharp breath.

      “What’s happening?”

      “My body is being strengthened,” John said, a hint of awe in his voice.

      For the last few years John had found himself stuck, unable to advance even a little bit, no matter how much he meditated. But now, even as he felt the burning in his skin and muscles, he could feel that ceiling he had run into starting to shake, as if it was going to move. He still wasn’t sure how to understand what was happening, but there was one thing that was undeniable. He meditated every day out of habit now, but his mana capacity never actually changed, no matter how much he purified his mana. Yet now he could feel a tiny shift, as if a mountain he’d been pushing against had moved an almost imperceptible amount. It wasn’t much. Not even enough for him to cast a fireball with, but his total capacity had changed.

      “My skin and muscles, they’re consuming mana and getting stronger, which is somehow increasing my total mana capacity? I… I don’t understand how this is happening, but it’s happening.”

      Fascinated, Rebya drifted closer, her purple flower lifting up until the image it cast was floating above John’s head.

      “If I am correct,” she said, “this is a revolutionary discovery. It appears that you are going through manamorphosis.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Manamorphosis. The process of body strengthening that a beast undergoes to improve its strength. It’s the increase in a body’s mana capacity through saturating tissue with mana.”

      “Isn’t that what everyone does?” John asked, his eyebrows rising.

      In the silence that followed John thought that Rebya might not have heard him, so he repeated his question.

      “I mean, that’s how you increase mana capacity, right?”

      “Oh, I heard your question the first time,” Rebya said, shaking her head in disbelief, “I just was so dumbfounded I didn’t know how to respond. No. No, that’s not how it works. Mages, and any class that use mana in spells, store it in their personal mana pool. That pool increases in size over time and through meditation. Only beasts have the ability to store mana in their bodies. While that prevents them from casting spells like Mages, they have a higher overall threshold, since their bodies can, theoretically, grow forever with mana. The capacity of a Mage, or in Ellie’s case a Witch, is capped by their natural ability and the element they store.”

      “Right, so I store storm mana, which is a mixture of lightning, air, and water,” Ellie said.

      “Exactly, and while you cannot store other sorts of mana, you can store those types of mana in your specific mix really efficiently. As you grow, you learn to do it more and more efficiently, which means you can store more mana in your personal mana pool,” Rebya said, nodding and gesturing to herself. “On the other hand, I’m not a human, so I have no personal mana pool. Instead, I take mana and store it in my roots and stem. From there I can manifest a number of effects with the mana, but I can’t express it directly like you do to cast spells.”

      “Hold on,” John said, lifting his hand, “I’ve seen you cast spells.”

      “No, you’ve seen me use enchantments and activate the tower,” Rebya said, grinning. “This tower is a giant artifact that happens to have the ability to cast spells. I can tap into the power of the tower to cast, but only within the scope of its power. Now, I also happen to know some enchanting, which allows me to activate any artifacts I come into contact with, which means I can simulate spells, but casting magic directly through a spell is something that only the races with access to a personal mana pool can do.”

      Nodding mutely, John didn’t say anything, but the expression on his face was more than enough to give away the fact that he was completely lost. Her eyes narrowing, Rebya peered down at John.

      “At least, those are the rules normal Mages follow. How do you store your mana?”

      “Um, well, I take a breath,” John said, scratching the back of his head, “which pulls the mana into my body, and then I focus it into my heart, where it’s refined, and then the pure mana flows out into my body while impurities are filtered out.”

      “Through your lungs and into your heart!?” Ellie gasped, her expression horrified. “Isn’t that painful?”

      “Excruciating,” John replied, his expression completely neutral. “But that was the only way I saw to refill my mana without just waiting for it to refill. Then I stumbled on a stone wyrm once, and after trying to raid its lair I found a nearly dead dragon there. It was on its last breath, and with it, it expelled a flame-like gem. I happened to be a moment earlier than the stone wyrm and the flames entered my body, nearly killing me in the process. It was only by copying the method of breathing that I saw the dragon execute that I managed to keep the flame under control.”

      Listening to the casual way John described the process, Ellie couldn’t help but shudder. As simple as it sounded, she knew it must have been a terrifying experience.

      “Anyway, from that point on, I had to keep up that breathing method or risk getting burned up by the dragon flame. But the more I used that breathing pattern, the larger the flame grew until it spilled out of my heart and started to enter the rest of my body. Needless to say, things got a bit out of control from there. It was sort of a vicious cycle, and here we are.”

      Seeing that both women were staring at him in total disbelief, John gave them a half shrug. Though he was being slightly flippant about it, the truth was that he was as lost as the next person when it came to his strength. He knew it had to do with the dragon flame and the breathing pattern he practiced, but when it came to the specifics, he had no idea what was going on.

      “Let me get this straight,” Rebya said, trying to wrap her mind around what John was expressing. “You don’t even use your mana pool? How in the world are you casting spells? That should be completely impossible.”

      “I don’t even know what a mana pool is,” John replied with a shrug. “Look, the sum total of my training was being handed a scroll that had the fireball spell recorded on it. The only Mage I knew who wasn’t trying to kill me on sight was Storm Master Kelvis, but he was too busy worrying about his own apprentice to spend any time teaching me anything.”

      “This… this is unbelievable. According to all of my records, there has never been a situation like yours before. A Mage’s mana pool is located near the heart, and meditation is supposed to draw mana in using your mind as a filter before storing it in your mana pool, but it sounds like your method of mana purification has completely superseded the typical meditation. If you don’t filter it through your mind, how do you separate out the fire mana?”

      Arching his eyebrow at Rebya, John held his hand out and a tongue of blue flame appeared, hovering above his palm.

      “Any mana I absorb is fed into the flame and then cycled out, returning to pure flame mana. The flame hangs out in a sort of subspace above my heart.”

      “That’s your mana pool,” Rebya said with a nod.

      “Got it. Well, I don’t have a restriction on what sort of mana I can store in it, since the flame just devours anything I put in. Once the flame eats the mana it kicks it back out, purified into a liquid form.”

      “Liquid? What do you mean by liquid?” Ellie asked, trying her best to follow the conversation.

      “Like, water? Well, more like a non-Newtonian liquid. Ah, I mean, it’s strange. It’s a thick liquid, but it sometimes behaves like a solid. Here, let me show you.”

      With a flick of his fingers the blue flame vanished, and in its place a drop of pure mana squeezed out of John’s palm. Immediately the temperature began to rise, shooting up so fast that Ellie felt like the air in her lungs was scorching. A moment later, John bent the heat around him, sealing the heat coming off of the fire mana away. It lay in his palm like a reddish-gold gem, but when he moved his hand it shifted like molasses. Pinching it between two fingers, he picked the whole thing up and wiggled it like a bit of jelly, but as soon as he was done it melted through his fingers, falling to his palm once again.

      “My mana pool is packed to the brim with mana like this.”

      As interested as she was in the pure flame mana John held, Rebya could feel an intense danger from it, as if getting too close would destroy her, body and soul. The feeling set her on edge, and she backed up, her tendrils trembling slightly. Even though she couldn’t feel any heat from it, just the appearance of it held a thread of terror. However, being a hyper-intelligent plant had its perks, and soon she had refocused on what was important.

      “You have a liquid mana pool? I’ve never heard of that.”

      “That’s what I saw when I looked at you,” Ellie cut in, her voice quiet. “You… your whole body is made up of that ultra-dense mana.”

      Recalling the moment after Ellie had just gotten her class when she had glanced at him with her Truesight skill, John nodded.

      “And this serum is allowing you to hold more mana now?”

      Again, John nodded, his lips curling up slightly at the edges, as if he found the very thought amusing.

      “Yeah, I can already feel that the mana I’m holding has increased, if ever so little. It was like a rock before, completely immovable. Okay, maybe that’s a bad analogy, since I’m pretty good at moving rocks. But you get the picture, right? This serum could help me expand my mana pool. It won’t help the average folks survive in higher mana purity, but I think you found a way to make me more powerful.”
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CHAPTER 30

        

      

    

    
      Three hours into their tests, Ellie finally remembered why she had come to the tower and stopped in the middle of pulverizing a growth acceleration flower to turn to John.

      “The Moritoi scouts have arrived. They’re about a day in front of the main caravan, so the wheat will be here soon.”

      She had been so distracted by John’s reaction to the serum that she had completely forgotten to tell him. John was equally distracted, and it took him a moment to process what she was saying. When he did, he immediately turned to Rebya.

      “We should probably start working on those warehouse spaces.”

      “Already on it,” Rebya replied, carefully portioning out a little pile of brown powder from a jar.

      “What’s the next mixture going to be?” John asked, looking at the four materials Rebya was preparing.

      “We’re keeping the same slow release but upping the dosage again,” Ellie replied, grabbing a strainer and carefully scraping the plant pulp into it. “But this one isn’t going to be ready for six hours. These things take a long time to make. While you’re waiting, there’s a pile of work on the farm and a whole town full of people waiting for a mine to drain. You should probably go handle that instead of just waiting here.”

      “And it won’t go faster with higher heat?” John asked, glaring at the ingredients like they owed him something.

      “No, absolutely not. Go find something to do and we’ll call you when it’s ready. If this works we can mass produce it, but until we hit the right mixture it’s just going to take a lot of time and trial and error.”

      Nodding, John took a step back. He could tell that his incessant questions were starting to annoy Ellie, so giving her the space she needed to work was probably the wisest course of action.

      “Thank you for working on this, and I’m sorry it’s so tricky to get right.”

      “Don’t be,” Ellie said, smiling brightly. “I can feel my alchemy improving by leaps and bounds. This is the first time I’ve truly tailored a potion to an individual, and I’m learning a lot.”

      “Indeed,” Rebya said, nodding sagely. “I am collecting a tremendous amount of information, most of it never before recorded. This is allowing me to fill out my library nicely.”

      “Hah, glad to be a help with your research,” John said, shaking his head. “I’m going to go and open up this mine.”

      “Have a good time,” Ellie replied, not looking up.

      Leaving the two women to their work, John took the portal back to the farm, and after checking in with Thomas to make sure there were no major issues, he headed for the abandoned iron mine. Ferdie was back in his field, having come home shortly after Ellie and John got back, and the farm was running smoothly, so John felt confident he could direct his attention elsewhere. By this point he had all but stopped hiding who he was, so rather than running through the forest, he cast a simple air spell that he’d picked up while perusing the Soaring Cloud Library.

      
        
        [Levitate]

      

      

      Floating up into the air, John flew toward the abandoned mine, covering ground quickly. Though he could go much faster using his own mana, rather than bending the air around him to let him fly, that would have required covering himself in flames, which would have caused significantly more commotion. He had discovered the Levitate spell in a book, and after memorizing the formula, Mental Model had adjusted it for him. As far as he could tell it was a second circle spell, which was the equivalent of a Journeyman level spell.

      According to the categorization system that the first Mage left, basic level spells were called cantrips, and casting them did not qualify the caster as a real Mage. It was only when an individual could cast Apprentice level spells that they would become a first circle Mage. Journeyman spells, like Levitate or Dragon’s Breath, were second circle, while Mage level spells qualified the caster as a third circle Mage. Forbidden level spells were, according to the first Mage Azewix Valehawk, only in the fourth circle, and were the limit that this world could currently support.

      Feeling the cool evening wind brushing against his skin, John couldn’t even imagine what a fight between two Mages who were in the fifth circle would look like, let alone two Mages in the seventh circle like Azewix purported to be. Fourth circle spells were already enough to make the world practically unlivable, so would fifth, sixth, and seventh level spells directly destroy the world? Hoping he never had the chance to find out, John began to descend, soon landing outside the sealed-up mine.

      He had sealed the front entrance when he started using the mine, but the workers from Gem had begun to dig it out. Seeing him walking over, one of the workers rushed over and bowed his head.

      “Hello, sir! I am Joer Terrence, the foreman for this crew. Village Leader Haver mentioned that you’d be coming by to help us out.”

      “Nice to meet you, Joer. How’s it going?”

      “Well, sir, as you can see, we’re making good progress on the new buildings. A lot of them needed to be torn down completely, but we’ve got good builders, so they’ll be tight as a drum once we’re done. We’ve got two bunk houses, a mess, an office, and storage too. We need to put our smelter in, but someone mentioned that there used to be one in the mine, so if we can dig that out we’ll use that for the time being.”

      “Excellent. It’s good to see everyone working hard.”

      “Of course, sir,” Joer said, smiling proudly, “this is our home now, and we’re all thankful for the fresh start. Couldn’t have asked for a better place to put down roots.”

      “Glad to hear that. How’s the digging going?”

      “It’s a bit slow, sir. The stone sealing the entrance is really tough, but we’re getting it out piece by piece. However, the real job will come when we break through. We have hand pumps, but the water in a mine tends to be dangerous, and we’ll have to figure out ways to vent the fumes.”

      Scratching his chin, John kept his face carefully neutral, not letting on that he had been the one who sealed the mine up in the first place.

      “I see. Well, I’m here to give you a hand with both of those things. The water has been sealed, so it won’t keep entering the mine so long as you don’t keep digging north, and I’ll take care of clearing it out. Tell your team to get a rest and I’ll deal with the entrance.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hurrying over to the mine’s entrance with John strolling along behind him, Joer called to the men and women who were trying to break apart the tightly packed stone with picks. The miners all stopped working and gathered around, shooting curious glances at John as he strolled into the entrance of the mine. Rather than do anything flashy, John elected to release some of his internal heat from his palms, melting away the stone with a crackle. Making sure to pull the heat out of the molten stone after it fell to the floor, John worked his way back and forth, creating an opening a dozen feet wide and seven feet tall.

      When he reached the other side, he saw that the water had retreated down below the two passages that led to the storage room and the smelter. By this time the miners, completely astounded by what they were seeing, had gathered around the entrance of the mine, but John had Joer shoo them off, just in case he missed any of the toxic gas that would be released from the brackish water filling the mine’s passages.

      Once the miners had reached a safe distance and couldn’t see him anymore, John cast a fireball with a snap and controlled it to expand into a wide, flat sheet. With it floating in front of him, he began to descend into the mine, soon coming upon the dirty water that filled the whole space. He had originally wanted to just fly through the mine, using his own heat to burn up the water and widen the passages as he was at it, but then a thought struck him. If he did that, he would also melt and fuse the walls, making it nearly impossible for the regular miners to dig through. Instead, he thought it better to simply get rid of the water by boiling it away.

      While he could cool the steam he was going to make slightly, he couldn’t cool it too much, otherwise it would simply transform back into water, foiling his plan, which was the other reason the mine entrance needed to be clear. Standing in the tunnel while hot, potentially toxic steam blasted out of it simply wasn’t a good idea. Pointing his finger, John controlled his sheet of flame to enter the water, using it as a filter to transform the water into hot steam.

      Thanks to the angle of the passage the steam had no trouble escaping, and soon a pillar of steam was blasting out of the mouth of the mine. Cooling rapidly in the evening air, it quickly transformed back into water and splattered down on the remnants of the barn that were down the hill. Unaware that he was causing a localized storm, John continued to advance down into the mine, using his flames to burn away the dangerous elements in the water as he evaporated it. The mine was deep, but the biggest challenge was that it spread out into a dozen smaller passages, forcing John to stand in the center of the forks as water rushed toward him from multiple directions.

      Solving the problem by summoning another few screens of blue flame, John continued to remove the water until he finally reached the last passage. He had just finished drying out the last passage when a low rumble entered his ear. Eyes narrowing, John backtracked up the passage to where the sound had come from first. There he found a tiny crack in the wall he had missed the first time. Curious about where it led, John dug through the wall, his hands carving stone and earth alike.

      On the other side of the wall the crack widened out into a vast cave, filled with crystals that gleamed in the light. Blues and greens and shifting purples danced around the room as the light from John’s flame reflected off of them. At the other end of the cave was another passage, so after looking around for a few minutes and admiring the natural beauty, John continued down into the earth. For three miles he traveled down, deeper and deeper underground until he came out of a small cave into an absolutely gigantic cavern.

      Glowing plants dotted the space and a large pool of glimmering water sat in the center of the cave, filled with large, eyeless fish. Dozens of species of insects and underground creatures skittered around the cavern, oblivious to John’s presence. The cave he had emerged from was located up on the wall of the cavern, giving John a good view of the entire space, and he estimated that the cavern was at least three miles long. Realizing that he had entered the underground world of the spectres, John was about to head down when he heard the rumbling sound again.

      Below him, near the edge of the wall, a creature shifted, its thick scales chipping some of the stone away as it rubbed against the wall of the cavern. Close to sixty feet long and at least a dozen feet wide, the monster looked like a huge lizard covered in spikes, reminding John of a thorny devil, a type of lizard he had once seen on Earth, just super-sized. Immediately John held his breath, pulling all of his mana tight to him, but when the massive beast lifted its head and tasted the air, John knew he had been detected.

      Why is there a stone wyrm here? Aren’t these things supposed to be rare?

      Cursing his luck, John started to back up when he saw the lizard jump to its feet and stomp its way around in a circle so that it could stare at him. Rearing up on its hind legs, the stone wyrm’s head was just below the cave’s exit, and for a moment the monster and the man stared at each other, their gazes locked. Realizing that he had been caught, John stopped hiding his aura and instead got ready to fight. However, as soon as his aura began to spread the stone wyrm gave a start and backed up, crushing a large, glowing mushroom in the process.

      Its huge, spiked head bowed low, reaching all the way to the ground and its eyes squeezed shut, as if it couldn’t bear to look at John. Taking the chance to leave, John quickly backed up, but a rumbling voice stopped him in his tracks, causing him to swiftly return to his position.

      “Gorgolis of the Earth greets the great one. I have guarded here as Gorraleck the Destroyer commanded, keeping the portal safe. Have you come to inspect it for readiness? Has the time come for us to rise?”

      Speechless, John stared at the window that popped up even as the stone wyrm’s words echoed off of the walls, sending the small creatures scurrying for their burrows.

      
        
        [The King of Beasts: You have learned of the impending arrival of Gorraleck the Destroyer, the king of all beasts. Connected by a mysterious fate, you must face her in battle or risk the destruction of every human in this world. Accidentally stumbling upon a stone wyrm hiding deep underground has led you to discover a powerful portal stone, connected to a distant land. You suspect that it is through this and other portals like it that the beast invasion will commence. Find and destroy the four portals scattered around the land to delay the invasion.]

      

      

      Taking John’s silence for displeasure, the stone wyrm pushed itself further into the earth, its spiky scales gouging out the dirt.

      “Great one, what commands do you have for me? I will not hesitate to carry them out.”

      His mind racing, John hesitated for half a second longer before stepping forward, flames igniting under his feet to carry him slowly down toward the ground where the giant beast groveled. He was more than confident he could take the stone wyrm in a fight, and from the looks of it, the creature had already taken him to be a beast, just like the humanoid monster in Soaring Cloud Tower. Deciding to try his luck and see how things played out, John spoke in a cold, detached voice as he landed in front of Gorgolis.

      “I’m here to make sure everything is in order. Take me to see the portal.”
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CHAPTER 31

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the stone wyrm’s footsteps caused the earth to shake, but to John’s surprise the sound barely traveled for more than a few feet before vanishing, causing him to think that there was something magical going on. Examining the flow of mana around Gorgolis, John saw that the beast was doing something similar to his heat manipulation, but with the vibration. It made sense that hunting would be nearly impossible for such a large creature without some method of concealing his presence, and John filed that trick away for his own use.

      “Normally I wouldn’t step away from the portal even for a moment, great one, but my mana supply has been sorely depleted, so I have started to go to that pool to absorb some of the mana. Additionally, there are often tasty treats that stop by. But never fear, I’ve left guards to keep the portal safe. I’ve been very faithful in my work, you know. The Destroyer herself gave me this post, saying that it was the most important of them. My brother, Dorgolis, got a much worse spot, probably because he was always looking at her majesty’s bottom.

      “You must have seen him at some point. I can smell him on you. I thought about sneaking out to go beat him up, but I thought that it would be better to stay at my post. I could beat him up though, if I wanted too. He used to bully me all the time, but I’ve grown way stronger thanks to the mana stone Her Majesty gave me. I’m keeping the last bit of it, even though it would make me much stronger if I were to eat it.”

      Does this guy ever shut up? Who knew dragons were so talkative.

      “When you saw my brother, was he still ugly? When I see him, I’m going to smash all his spikes.”

      “He’s dead.”

      Falling silent when he heard John’s cold declaration, Gorgolis stopped walking for a moment before continuing down the wide passage, a rumbling hiss filling the air as he began to laugh.

      “Hah, serves him right. It’s only a shame that I didn’t get to kill him myself. I always dreamed of eating his heart. I guess that means he failed in his mission. He is lucky he is dead, otherwise Her Majesty would probably have peeled his scales one at a time. What an idiot. Haha, it makes me feel better and better thinking about that. Do you know how he died?”

      “I killed him,” John said, “because he was talking too much.”

      The hissing laugh cut off abruptly and Gorgolis fell silent. The giant lizard was not stupid and easily picked up on John’s implied threat. As much as he was dying for someone to talk to, he had no desire to actually die from talking to someone. For over a mile they walked along a winding path until they came to another large cavern, where John saw a massive stone temple arranged around the largest portal stone that he had ever seen. The stones that made up the temple were huge and appeared to be carved of black, volcanic rock, making John wonder how they had gotten all the way down here.

      Dozens of smaller lizards scurried this way and that when the huge stone wyrm stomped into the cavern, though small turned out to be a relative term, considering that the smallest of them was still a dozen feet long. Hissing, Gorgolis chased the lizards away from the temple’s entrance and then turned and prostrated himself toward John again.

      “Great one, this is the portal stone I have been set to guard. It is ready to be activated at any time.”

      “Where is the mana stone you were given?” John asked, his gaze never leaving the giant portal stone.

      “I will retrieve it for you,” Gorgolis said, his tone pained.

      Walking slowly, he went around to the back of the temple and retrieved a large crystal that glowed with dim light, bringing it over and setting it in front of John. Glancing at it, John saw that while it was huge, nearly as tall as John himself, it was not nearly as pure as the mana crystals he formed. Despite the lack of purity, there was a faint suppressive aura around the crystal, making John feel like a bit of pressure was pushing down on his chest. The flame that burned within him instinctively wanted to throw off the pressure, but John kept it tightly bound as he reached out to touch the large crystal, extracting a thin thread of mana and recording its signature with Mental Model.

      “You said that Her Majesty gave you this crystal herself? Did she create it?”

      When he realized that John wasn’t planning on taking the crystal from him, Gorgolis hissed happily, his spiky scales shifting around in pleasure.

      “She did! She created it just for me.”

      “How long have you been here?” John asked, beginning to walk around the large portal stone.

      Carefully putting his crystal back, the giant stone wyrm took a moment to answer. The delay wasn’t long, but it alerted John to the fact that something was wrong, and when he looked up he saw that Gorgolis was looking at him with a fierce expression.

      “That is not a question you should be asking,” he said, his voice rumbling around the temple.

      Noticing how his scales had flared up, John could tell that the giant beast was getting ready for a fight. Unsure what had triggered the sudden shift, John let out an annoyed sigh and went back to memorizing the portal stone’s markings. He already had a good sense for the basic layout, but he was hoping to be able to reverse-engineer it and figure out where the other side of the portal stone was located. Preferably before beasts started coming through. Unfortunately, Gorgolis seemed to understand what he was doing and, with a roar, leapt toward him.

      “Imposter! You are not a true beast!”

      Dodging out of the way with a flicker of flame, John looked at the lizard quizzically.

      “Is that supposed to be an insult? I’m quite happy to not be a beast.”

      Seeing that Gorgolis was going to attack again, John lifted his hand and a blue flame appeared, transforming into a long spear. Normally he would use a sword, as he found that more comfortable, but against such a large opponent he wasn’t even sure if his sword would reach Gorgolis’ skin. The sight of the blue flame gave Gorgolis pause, but unlike the first time he felt John’s aura, he didn’t cower. Instead his own aura was roused, spilling out of him to fill the available space. The other lizards were paralyzed in fear, but John barely even registered the pressure. The flames that burned in him seemed disdainful of the stone wyrm’s presence, and any pressure that he might have felt simply evaporated as soon as it touched him.

      This must be bloodline suppression. What on earth was that dragon I took this flame from?

      Gathering his courage, Gorgolis lunged forward again, feinting an attack with his long claws and then slashing with his tail when John lifted his spear to block. Slamming his spear down, John borrowed the force to bounce his entire body into the air, avoiding the low sweep. With a twist of his wrists he stabbed out with his spear, cutting through one of Gorgolis’ heavy scales. At the same time, he spoke in a low voice and flames flashed to life around him, forming a six-foot-long crimson blade.

      
        
        [Flame Blade]

      

      

      Landing stably on the ground, John unleashed the fiery blade toward Gorgolis’ head while stabbing out at one of the stone wyrm’s huge legs with his spear. Roaring, Gorgolis unleashed a wave of mana that transformed into a thick plate of stone to block the Flame Blade spell while continuing to slash at John with his claws and tail. True to his word, Gorgolis was at least three times as strong as his brother had been, but in front of John, that strength was not worth a thing.

      Fighting with spear and spells, John glanced down occasionally, pushing the giant lizard back as he finished memorizing the inscription on the portal stone. Roaring with rage, Gorgolis suddenly retreated, causing John’s eyes to narrow. Before he could do anything, the stone wyrm unleashed a storm of mana, causing jagged chunks of stone to fly toward John from every angle. Thick slabs of rock smashed into him, completely encasing him in a tomb of hardened earth.

      “You think you can masquerade as a dragon? Foolish human, you are nothing before the might of the dragons!” Gorgolis snarled, his booming voice causing more stone to fall from the ceiling above.

      Standing up on his back legs, Gorgolis stretched out his front claws and held them out, as if he was squeezing the ball of stone between them. Immediately, the stone around John began to constrict, pressing in on him from every side. The force was so intense that the stone should have crumbled, but the thick mana kept it in place. Yet even as he squeezed, Gorgolis didn’t hear the scream of pain he was waiting for. Instead, blue light began to filter from the stone ball and, a moment later, it began to melt apart. True terror filled the stone wyrm’s heart as the bright blue light fell on him, melting away his scales with a light touch. Trying to retreat, he bumped into one of the giant black pillars that held up the temple wall.

      “You… what… no, how can you have that flame? No!”

      Stepping out of the melted remains of Gorgolis’ attack, John’s entire body blazed with a bright sapphire flame. It was so hot that the plants scattered around the temple began to ignite, turning to ash in only a few moments. Turning to glance at the entrance to the room, John pulled the flame in, causing the flame on his skin to extinguish and leaving only the flames that burned in his eyes and on his hair. Walking through the air toward the shivering stone wyrm, John spoke in a voice that carried a sense of heat so strong it burned itself into Gorgolis’ mind.

      “When will this attack you are preparing for come?”

      “Spare me, great one! And I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything! Let me live and I’ll do whatever you want! I’ll serve as your slave! I’ll be your mount! Just don’t kill me!”

      Snapping his fingers, John created a simple blue fireball, but the sight of it terrified the beast to the point that his voice died in his throat.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “I don’t know, great one, I don’t know!” Gorgolis said, shaking his great head. “I was told to wait here until the portal activated. I know nothing beyond that! Her Majesty must not know of your existence, or she never would have tried to invade your land!”

      “Where do you come from?”

      Ecstatic to have a question he could answer, Gorgolis’ eyes lit up.

      “From the land of the forgotten, great one. Called Besari in the beast tongue!”

      “Is there another way to get there besides this portal?” John asked, gesturing to the half-melted portal stone below them.

      “No, great one. The ocean between them is impassable,” the stone wyrm said. “Many have tried to cross it, but none have succeeded. It was only when Her Majesty came that we discovered how to use these portal stones.”

      “I see,” John nodded, transforming the floating blue fireball into a small sword.

      Realizing that he was about to lose his life, Gorgolis slammed his head against the ground so hard his scales split open. Blood dripped out onto the earth, but the stone wyrm didn’t seem to care.

      “Have mercy, great one! Have mercy! I have told you what I know, and with the portal destroyed there will be no beasts coming into the valley!”

      Frowning slightly, John hesitated, unsure what to do with the massive lizard. Part of him thought that it would be better to simply kill the beast to ensure no problems in the future, but another part of him thought that the less killing there was the better. Eliminating Gorgolis would be but a thought for John, and if it had been a few years ago he already would have eliminated the beast. But John was no longer the same as he had been, and a part of his heart had softened. Waving his hand, John unsummoned the flame sword and put out the flames that burned in his hair, causing Gorgolis to secretly let out a sigh of relief.

      “You will stay here until I come for you again,” John said, his tone making it clear that he would brook no argument. “Am I clear?”

      “Yes, great one. I will not move from this cave until you return.”

      “Then you may live,” John said, nodding. “See to it that you give me no reason to kill you.”

      With a flick of his finger he sent a small ethereal flame tunneling into Gorgolis’ head, planting the same spell in him that he had used on Koeri and Vaphaen. Turning, he walked away, revealing his back to the stone wyrm. He half expected the giant monster to attack him while his back was turned, and he even provided ample opportunity, but Gorgolis barely shifted from where he had prostrated himself, causing John’s frown to deepen. The growing feeling that he would regret his choice crept into his heart, but he had already made the decision, and he wasn’t about to walk it back now. Stepping out of the cavern into the long tunnel they had come down, John stopped and looked at the wall, his expression unreadable.

      “Come out.”

      A small figure materialized almost instantly, a crystal-tipped spear held in one hand and a crystal-bladed kukri in his belt.

      “I said come out.”

      John’s voice echoed like a law laid out on the world, forcing three other tiny people to stumble out of the shadows. Raising his eyebrow slightly, John looked at the four spectres who were watching him carefully. He had sensed them first when his heat had forced them out into the passage from where they had been watching him and Gorgolis fight. It had been outside his expectation that they would wait for him out in the passage, but when they stepped out of the shadows, he realized he had never seen them before.

      “Nyramelis of Temshala greets the Eternal Flame.”

      Bowing to John, the leader of the group spoke in a low voice, her song-like tones flitting around the tunnel. As she raised her head, John noticed the fear and wariness in her expression.

      “We did not mean to spy, but it is our duty to track the lizard, and we inadvertently heard your conversation.”

      “What part of it worried you?” John asked, not interested in beating around the bush.

      “You… I mean… we heard that the beasts of the forgotten lands will come to this land again,” she said, her voice stammering.

      His eyes narrowing, John could tell that she was still concealing something.

      “What else?” he growled, his voice dangerous.

      “We heard what that lizard called you,” one of the other spectres spat, stepping forward when his leader didn’t speak. “He called you great one. A dragon.”
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CHAPTER 32

        

      

    

    
      “Rebya, I need as much information as you have on dragons,” John said, stomping into the laboratory.

      The disdain in the way the spectre warrior had said the word still resonated in John’s mind, alerting him that there was something about the overall picture he was missing. The spectres had watched him warily and seemed to distrust every single thing he had said. It was only by urging them to get in touch with the priest of Kemshala, Raymenas, to ask about him that they had finally begun to relax. As soon as he sent them away he hurried back to the surface, making sure to seal the passage that led to the mine as he went.

      “Is everything okay?” Ellie asked, looking up from the notes she was writing.

      “Yeah, everything is fine,” John said with uncharacteristic sarcasm. “I just found a stone wyrm under the valley in the tunnel system and had to beat some sense into it. Oh, and I found a giant temple with a huge portal stone that’s linked to some place called Besari where the beast king will launch her attack from. And then some spectres practically spat at me while calling me a dragon. I also cleaned out the mine, but that probably isn’t important.”

      “There’s a portal stone under the valley?” Ellie asked, putting her pencil down.

      “Hold on, dragon?” Rebya said, bringing her flower close to John.

      “It was a stone wyrm. And yes, there was a massive portal stone. Probably a good hundred feet across.”

      “No, I mean the spectres, they called you a dragon? Why would they do that?”

      “Because the stone wyrm called me great one, which, according to the short scholar I talked to, was an address term that the wyrms only reserve for dragons. I didn’t even know wyrms could talk!”

      Noticing the expression on Rebya’s face, John’s eyes narrowed. A frustrated feeling began building in his heart, but he took a deep breath, reinforcing his mana control as he spoke to the plant Mage.

      “I’m clearly missing some context, which, if I’m completely honest, feels like the story of my life. I’m quite tired of it, however, so someone needs to explain to me why being a dragon is a bad thing.”

      The silence that fell after John’s statement was heavy, and if John hadn’t known that Rebya was already checking her archives, he would have lost it completely. Maybe Ellie could tell how close he was to blowing up, because she stepped close to him, slipping her hand into his as she spoke.

      “Dragon is not a… positive term. Dragons are evil. The epitome of evil,” Ellie said, looking between John and Rebya as if that were obvious. “They’re the bad guys in all the ancient stories. They tempt the emperors and kings and transform the heroes into monsters.”

      “I’m not from here,” John said, working to keep his calm. “I don’t know any of those stories. Where I’m from dragons are just powerful beasts, sometimes with big hoards of gold.”

      “In some ways that is correct,” Rebya said. “But add to that duplicitous, manipulative, selfish, and incredibly skilled in magic.”

      Stretching out two tendrils, Rebya gestured for John and Ellie to take hold of them.

      “Let’s move this conversation to the library. I’m pulling up everything we have for you to review, but I can give you a basic rundown.”

      “That would be wonderful,” John said, sitting down in the chair at the table as the three of them appeared in the library.

      Clearing her throat, Rebya picked up one of the books sitting on the table and began.

      “Dragons, the scourge, or the great evil, are a prime species, from which many other beasts are descended,” Rebya said, reciting from a passage in her book. “The first known dragon appeared in the world six thousand years ago, during the time of Kalisboro, second emperor of the Gessile empire. Calling itself Farroutef the Miracle Maker, this dragon destroyed every kingdom and nation it came across by fomenting strife between the rulers and the ruled. Cities fell and nations were overthrown as he continued to create discord in the hearts of anyone who would listen. Working what appeared to be miracles, Farroutef eventually declared himself to be a god that would grant eternal life to his followers.”

      “Why is it always eternal life?” John muttered.

      “When Farroutef was eventually killed by an army led by Kalisboro, there was a brief time of peace. But the peace was not to last. Farroutef’s followers scattered, declaring that it was by his will that he had been destroyed, that he might be reborn, stronger than ever, to lead them on the path to true life. Cults sprang up in all the nations he had destroyed and continued his work, destabilizing governments wherever they could. Within ten years of his death, Farroutef was once again being sighted, specifically in the port cities of Eser and Kanith. Three more times was he slain by the gathered armies of the empires, at tremendous cost each time. Yet he always managed to return within ten to twenty years.

      “The third time he returned, he was finally slain by the first Mage and his summoned party, vanishing forever from the records of history. His cult was rooted out and the secret beast army he controlled was attacked, marking the beginning of the War of Beasts. Since the end of the war, two confirmed dragon sightings have happened, once in the south, near the Robain Mountains, and once over the far northern mountains. Both sightings were made by sage level Mages, who saw dragons with different colored scales that nonetheless looked like the ancient pictures of Farroutef.

      “As there have been no further sightings, the wider belief is that dragons are extinct, though many descendants of Farroutef can be found around the world even today. Any species of drake, wyvern, or wyrm can trace its ancestry back to the first dragon. My belief is different. I believe that there has only ever been one dragon. Farroutef the Miracle Maker. Though he has appeared in different forms and under different names throughout history, it is my belief that all dragons are simply another version of the original dragon, Farroutef, who came to our world from the great beyond. After scouring the records, I have compiled what seems to be a clear picture of a dragon’s characteristics.

      “Dragons are known to be skilled in magic, attuned to all major elements (though they often have a preference for one over the others), and physically powerful. They demonstrate the same complexity and intellect as a human, but their actions are entirely bent toward their own purposes. They lack empathy, kindness, humility, or any positive trait that might be found in a human and seek to subordinate all life to their service. Furthermore, there are claims that their spirits are immortal and can be sealed but not killed. Should they lose their flesh, their spirit will persist until they can rebuild their body.”

      Rebya fell silent for a moment, then shook her head.

      “Everything else is anecdotal. The passage I just read was from a journal of Govfith Somor, an archmage who claimed to have seen the dragon sleeping in the far north mountains. Everything written there was from his studies on dragons, but he says that, in his experience, the dragon gave off a sense of suppression so great that he nearly went mad from fear, only managing to escape with his life because he turned and ran. He has a drawing of the dragon he found, if you want to see it?”

      Holding up his hand, John shook his head. The longer Rebya had read, the worse the feeling in his heart had grown, and he was afraid he would find his suspicions right.

      “Hold on. Did it happen to look like this?”

      For the second time John summoned his blue flame, transforming it into the sapphire dragon he had shown to the three tower masters at Soaring Cloud Tower. Both Rebya and Ellie reacted strongly to the flame, but in completely opposite ways. Ellie drew closer with a gasp, enchanted by the sight of the finely detailed image that looked so lifelike that it might open its eyes at any moment. Rebya backed up so quickly that the mental world nearly fell apart as power surged up around them. Across the tower, doors slammed shut and lights went out as power was rerouted. Thousands of guardians raised their flower heads, all looking in the direction of the laboratory, no matter where they were. Realizing that something was wrong, John waved his hand and erased the flame, causing Rebya to gasp in relief, her body sagging as the energy that had swelled to protect her receded.

      “I… I’m sorry, John. I didn’t realize I would have such a response,” she said.

      “My fault. I should have thought that through. There was no need to summon the actual flame,” John replied.

      With a wave he created the dragon again, this time shaping the mental world to show what he wanted the others to see. Despite looking almost exactly the same, there was something flat about the new dragon, something dull. As detailed as it was, it lacked the sense that it would wake and stretch at any moment.

      “Is this what the image looks like?”

      “Almost exactly,” Rebya said quietly, showing John and Ellie a page from a tattered-looking journal.

      Though there were slight differences in the horns, the image on the page and the image of the dragon in the air were nearly identical, making it almost certain that the dragon John had found and the dragon Archmage Somor had stumbled across were the same. The difference was that thousands of years separated the two encounters, and John had discovered the dragon by accident, the moment that the once-powerful creature had taken its last breath.

      “You stole the life flame of a dragon.”

      Rebya’s voice was matter-of-fact but tinged with an undercurrent of awe, as if the matter was so fantastical that she simply couldn’t believe it.

      “In the stories, dragons seduce people by offering them their desires and then corrupt them, turning them into slaves,” Ellie said, staring at John with suspicious eyes.

      “What are you looking at me like that for?”

      “If you have a dragon’s flame, doesn’t that make you a dragon?” she asked.

      “Last time I checked, I don’t go around seducing people,” John said, rolling his eyes.

      “Much the shame,” Ellie muttered, too quiet for the others to hear.

      “How would it even be possible for someone to absorb a dragon’s flame?” Rebya asked, giving Ellie’s pink cheeks a curious look.

      “The breathing method,” John replied. “The flame is controlled through the breathing method that I, uh, borrowed. I found the dragon in the depths of a volcano and had already used the beast’s breathing method to swallow flame-attributed mana whole to kill two Mages. It nearly killed me by burning up my lungs, but it worked. After they were dead, I stumbled off a cliff and somehow ended up at the bottom of the volcano. That’s when the stone wyrm found me. It chased me, trying to kill me, probably so I wouldn’t discover the dragon, but I survived long enough to slip through a crack it couldn’t fit into. Crawling all the way back into the crack, I fell through the floor and landed on an island carved out of the center of a lake of magma, where the dragon was.

      “Not a moment before after I fell, the dragon breathed out the blue flame and died, so when I slipped and fell from the crack I landed on the flame. After that, I hid in the magma and practiced the breathing method I had seen until the flame had merged with my mana pool. I didn’t know what was happening then, but now I realize what was going on. Well, I managed to eke out a win against the stone wyrm thanks to it being so eager to eat me that it threw itself into the magma, nearly burning it to death. I survived on badly cooked stone wyrm until I was strong enough to climb out of the cave. That’s how I ended up with a dragon’s flame.”

      The library was silent as each of them processed John’s story. It was an unbelievable tale, and even now John had no idea how he had survived.

      “But now beasts think that you’re a dragon,” Ellie said slowly, realization coloring her expression. “That is what that humanoid beast was talking about. In the pens at Cloud Soar Tower. He thought that you were a dragon. And not like the multi-headed one. A real dragon. Wait, does that mean that the beast king is a dragon?”

      “It’s likely,” John said, sighing. “He mentioned that she would be happy to see someone like me. And that I smell like her. Which means she’s undoubtedly part dragon. Or maybe even full dragon. Regardless, that’s bad news.”

      “Hold on, there’s something that doesn’t make sense here,” Rebya said, her expression scrunched up. “This account I read says that dragon souls cannot be destroyed. Then how did you kill it?”

      “I didn’t kill anything,” John said, frowning. “I mean I killed the other sort of dragon, the stone wyrm, but I didn’t kill the sleeping dragon. It died all on its own. I just absorbed… oh no.”

      Even before the window popped up, the bad feeling in John’s heart peaked, and he felt as if he knew exactly what was coming.

      
        
        [You have learned more about one of the great threats of the apocalypse, the dragon Farroutef. This is the third of the three major threats. Prepare well or face the end of this world.]

      

      

      
        
        [New Quest Generated: A Dragon’s Heart]

      

      

      
        
        [A Dragon’s Heart: A dragon’s soul cannot be destroyed by conventional means, and even if its body is destroyed, its spirit will continue on. Due to a chance encounter, the soul of Farroutef the Deceiver slumbers in your mana pool, sheltering your own soul while using your body to grow in strength until he can awaken. Should he awaken and seize your body, he will bring about the end of the world.]

      

      

      The world seemed to darken around the window until nothing existed but the rich blue, a mocking reminder of the reality of John’s situation. His strength, his immortality, everything about him was tied to an unkillable monster that would destroy the world as soon as he awoke. It took the other two a moment longer to catch up to John’s thought, but they arrived there soon enough.

      “Unless…” Ellie started to speak and then stopped, her eyes going wide as she stared at John, unable to finish her thought.

      “Unless the dragon is actually still alive,” John said, tapping his chest.
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CHAPTER 33

        

      

    

    
      The porch was cool in the early morning air, but John couldn’t feel the fall temperatures at all. He had been holding the same cup of tea since the night before, the liquid long boiled away as his surging emotions caused the liquid to heat up. Listlessly, John stared at the ground, his eyes not seeing a single thing. Never had he felt so much confusion, so much turmoil. Even when his world had suddenly changed and he appeared in the middle of a warzone, John had not been so lost. For years he had wondered what had made him the way he was, but now that he knew he wasn’t sure he was better off.

      
        
        [Query: How is the dragon in my soul contributing to the end of this world?]

        [Answer: As a point of clarification, the dragon’s soul is distinct from the host’s soul. Farroutef the Deceiver’s soul is growing stronger as you improve, and once strong enough will wake from his slumber. It is unknown how this will cause the end of the world, but two possible conjectures are as follows. First, improving your strength naturally leads to an increase in the purity of the universal mana pool, which could trigger the end of the world. Second, should Farroutef succeed in taking over your body, he will possess strength that no one in this world can contend against.]

      

      

      Dismissing the window with a thought, John let out a small groan. He had asked the same questions over and over all night, and no better answer was forthcoming. Hearing the door behind him, John didn’t turn his head until a warm hand touched his shoulder lightly. He could smell the sweet soap that Ellie used, and it worked wonders to push his tangle of thoughts to the side for a moment.

      “Are you coming to do the morning milking with me?”

      John had been expecting comforting words, so Ellie’s question totally threw him off, but before he could shake his head she tugged on his shoulder.

      “Come on. The cows won’t milk themselves, and it’s been a good while since you helped. We’ve added quite a few cows, and it’s high time you met them.”

      Practically pulling John along, Ellie led the way down the porch and across the yard. Once he was out of the shadow that the moon cast across the front of the house, John had to squint. The stars were surprisingly bright, diffusing their light across the farm and the surrounding countryside. Glancing up, John felt like he could get lost in them, but Ellie wouldn’t let him. Pulling him into the barn, she handed him a bucket.

      “Come on, let me introduce you to everyone. We’ve got nearly twenty-five new heifers this summer, which means that next spring we’ll need a new barn. Can you believe how much our farm has grown in the last two years? I remember when you arrived and we didn’t even have one cow. Now look at us.”

      “Six,” John said, mechanically. “We had six cows. And a bull.”

      Chuckling, Ellie hooked a stool with her foot and pulled it over.

      “True. I must confess, when you left the farm that day I was planning on running away. I never thought you would make it back.”

      “You were doing the morning chores,” John said, giving her a curious look. “That doesn’t seem like what someone who was about to run away would do.”

      “Only because Halden wouldn’t stop bothering me. I had been meaning to pack, but then he showed up, and since I didn’t want him to know we were leaving I had to pretend to be doing the chores. But you came back. And my life changed forever.”

      Pulling a stool up, John positioned the bucket and leaned over, beginning to pinch and squeeze the cow’s udders. The hiss of milk splashing into the bottom of the bucket was loud in the early morning stillness, and for a few minutes Ellie and John were occupied with the activity. John was not nearly as practiced as Ellie was, and she had long moved over to the second cow when John was done with his first, causing him to frown slightly. She had even gotten more milk out of her cow, causing him to sigh.

      “We really need an automatic milker,” John said, looking down the long line of cows waiting for their morning milking.

      “Automatic milker? What’s that?” Ellie asked.

      “Where I come from, next to no one milks by hand anymore. At least not in the country I was in. They have these devices that you hook up to the cow and it milks them without you needing to do anything. Then, once it’s done, you move it to the next cow. The milk is put into a giant tank where it’s processed.”

      With a soft sound, the barn’s door opened up and Thomas walked in, accompanied by half a dozen of the farmhands who had been hired to help with the milking. They were surprised to see Ellie and John already at it and hurried to take over. From the nervous expressions John saw, he could tell that they were worried they had done something wrong, but before he could say anything Ellie wrapped her hands around his arm and leaned her head against his shoulder.

      “An automatic milker sounds good, but how many people would be needed to keep it running?” she asked.

      “Maybe two?” John admitted, immediately understanding her point.

      “I think we probably don’t actually need it at the moment. Come on, you can help me in my garden. Oh, and we need to feed the chickens. Then it will be time for breakfast and starting the first batch of cheese for the morning.”

      Following Ellie out of the barn, John looked at her, only seeing the top of her head and her brown hair pulled back in a tidy bun.

      “Do you actually need my help?”

      “Yes,” she said, her tone firm. “Not with the actual work. But I need you to not drift away. You just learned something really scary, and I need you grounded and present. And what better way to do that than getting your hands dirty? Here, take the hoe, we’ll need that. Oh, and you can carry the feed for the chickens. You know, whenever I would get hurt as a little child, my grandmother would say the same thing. Pain, suffering, and confusion all distort the world, bending it in such a way that our instinct is to look within ourselves. Yet in doing so we lose our grounding, coming untethered from what is real. Fight pain with beauty, fight confusion with simplicity.”

      Opening up the gate to the yard around the chicken’s coop, John saw dozens of chickens come rushing toward him and had to shoo them away with his foot to keep them from climbing up onto him. While Ellie watched from the other side of the fence, he pushed his way to the long tray that was set up for the chickens and poured out a line of feed from the bag. At the sound of the chicken feed hitting the tray, the entire yard erupted into squawking as a veritable stampede materialized. Startled by the sight of chickens emerging from everywhere, John took a step back, water swirling around his boots as he reappeared beside Ellie.

      “That’s some sight, isn’t it?” Ellie asked, looking at John with a sly smile.

      “There are a lot more chickens than I remember,” John said, his eyes flickering across the crowded yard as he tried to count them.

      “Sigvald has been busy,” she replied, shrugging. “Which brings up a good point. They’re starting to smell. We should move them to their own farm.”

      Wrinkling his nose, John had to agree.

      “I can get behind that. Me and Thomas can work on that this week.”

      “One of the things I love about you is that you face everything squarely,” Ellie said, standing up on her tiptoes to peck John on the cheek, smiling when a rough blush rose in his cheeks. “Come on, we need to weed the garden. Speaking of which, if you wanted to work on some sort of self-picking weed, that would be great. The growth acceleration flowers are amazing, but they can’t tell the difference between a squash and a bindweed.”

      It took nearly an hour for John and Ellie to weed the garden, and as tempted as John was to simply send his flame out to burn the weeds away, he resisted the urge and worked side by side with Ellie to pull the weeds out from the dirt. Feeling the dirt on his fingers, John found that the crowded thoughts jostling for space in his head were slowly unraveling. He was smart enough to understand what Ellie was trying to tell him by dragging him around in the pre-dawn light, and he was determined not to let her lesson go to waste.

      The revelation that he had a world-ending dragon sleeping in his body had simply been the trigger for a hundred other insecurities and fears he had buried deep in his heart. The eruption of all of those feelings had thrown him into a tailspin, but the cool feeling of dirt on his hands and the thoughtless sounds of the cows and chickens was slowly bringing him back to a place of equilibrium. Carefully tugging on a weed, John felt its resistance and a thought struck him.

      None of these negative thoughts are real. They are all ‘could have beens,’ or ‘might bes,’ but who knows if they will ever come to pass. This soil is real. These plants are real. This amazing farm, and the even more amazing people who live and work here, are real. Yet my thoughts are so deeply planted that when I just push them aside they always grow right back. I need to take them out by the roots.

      Pushing the leaves of the weed to the side to expose the stalk, John dug his fingers into the soil around the base of the weed, making sure to loosen it enough that a light tug lifted the entire root system out. Brushing some of the dirt off of the root ball, John stared at the weed for a moment, lost in his thoughts as he imagined the weed being one of the fears he carried deep in his heart.

      Regardless of how evil the dragon is, I’m not a dragon. I may not always make the right choice, but I can always choose to do better the next time.

      Tossing the plant onto the growing heap of discarded weeds, John took a deep breath, smiling as the cool dawn air filled his lungs. The sun was just starting to peek above the horizon, sending streaks of orange through the blue sky.

      “Is something funny?” Ellie asked, straightening up and pushing a wisp of hair from her face with the back of her hand.

      “No,” John shook his head, “not funny. I’m just happy.”

      When they were done with the weeding, John gathered up the weeds and incinerated all of them with a snap of his fingers, his gaze thoughtful. At the side, Ellie was gathering up the tools, and after carrying them back to the barn, they returned to the house to make breakfast. Life on a farm was one of an endless number of tasks, but John and Ellie still took a moment to sit on the porch with a cup of tea after they had finished breakfast. Watching people bustling this way and that as they worked the farm, John couldn’t help but let out an amazed sigh.

      “It’s different from when we started, isn’t it?”

      Watching Even arrange the four milk carts that would be delivering cheese and milk that morning, Ellie nodded. What had started as a simple farm with three people had turned into a major operation that employed at least fifty. And all in a few short years.

      “It is. But it’s not bad. I have more time to practice my potion making and spellcraft,” she said, sipping her tea. “And you have time to build machines and work on your food projects.”

      “That’s true. Sometimes I feel bad for dumping the work on other people though.”

      Seeing Ellie’s quizzical look, John raised an eyebrow at her, silently asking for her thoughts. Putting her tea down, she gestured to the young men helping Even load the milk cans into the back of the cart.

      “You pay them, don’t you? Most of them would be without a job if we didn’t hire them. Face it, John, you’re a big shot now,” Ellie said, a smile playing across her lips, “and the job of big shots is to give other people work to do. You’re using your resources to benefit the community, which doesn’t seem too bad. As long as you don’t get greedy and start hoarding all the profit, I think that this sort of growth is good. Hah, listen to me moralizing. Next thing you know I’ll be running for village leader.”

      Grinning, John finished the tea in his cup and picked up Ellie’s cup, stacking it in his.

      “I’d vote for you.”

      “Haver would be heartbroken,” Ellie said, giggling.

      “But he isn’t as cute as you, so why would I care,” John said, shrugging. “Looks like we’ve got some visitors.”

      Coming up the lane, a long caravan of Moritoi warriors rode their horses toward the farm, carts piled high with bags of wheat stretched out for miles behind them. The blue flame flag flew above their heads, snapping in the wind, and for a moment John felt a twinge of the turmoil that had kept him up all night. Normally he would have ruthlessly suppressed it, but having learned his lesson this morning, he instead allowed it to sweep over him before he reached out and took Ellie’s hand, focusing on the feeling of it. Uprooting the guilt that the sight of the Eternal Flame symbol had brought, John threw it away, consciously aiming to remove it from the root.

      No matter the suffering or harm caused by the Eternal Flame, the good that has been done by the Ecclesia far outweighs it.

      Seeing a figure on the lead horse who he hadn’t seen in almost a year, John put the two cups he was holding inside the kitchen and then walked down into the yard to wait for the Moritoi to arrive. The powerful man with an impressive-looking mustache pulled up his horse right before he crossed into the farmyard and jumped down. With a shout that echoed down the line, the warriors who accompanied him dismounted as well while the carts were directed off to the side. Striding forward, Zayaat the Slaying Wind, the Khan of the Flying Eagle clan, thrust out his arm, clasping wrists with John and pulling him into a hug.

      “Well met, John!”

      “You and your warriors are welcome, Zayaat. Welcome to Sutton Farm.”
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CHAPTER 34

        

      

    

    
      “Get the wheat unloaded! Come on, move it!”

      Watching Onggur bustle around, organizing the Moritoi warriors to move thousands of bags of wheat into the small building where the portal stone was set up, John and Zayaat spoke quietly of the harvest and the trip to the valley.

      “We were able to get a sixth again of our expected harvest, and the wheat appears to be plump and healthy,” Zayaat said, leaning on the fence that surrounded the yard.

      Just beyond the fence, in between the house and the road, was a medium-sized building that served as the access point for the warehouses under the Shadow Tower. While the portal stone it contained did lead to the concealed tower, passing through it would deposit the traveler in a pitch-black room with only a single exit in the ceiling, making it less than ideal for gaining access to the tower itself. Add to that the countless flower guardians that worked to move the wheat to the processing machines, and anyone passing through the portal stone was in for a lethal surprise.

      To keep any accidents from happening, Thomas was pretending to oversee the process while Rebya monitored everything from one of her flowers that had bloomed in the corner of the building. While the Moritoi moved the bags out of the carts, Ellie was working with some of the other ladies to prepare food for the large group. John could smell the bread in the large outdoor ovens, and he was starting to get hungry again, even though he had just eaten breakfast.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to increase production next year?” he asked, glancing at Zayaat.

      “With the sun’s blessing, I think so. We nearly had a fight over this harvest, as many of the Khans wanted to keep it to feed our own people rather than trading it away, but we settled those arguments the old-fashioned way,” Zayaat said, patting the pommel of the sword on his hip. “Seeing how fruitful our harvest was, many of the tribes that were skeptical this year have pledged their warriors to cultivate the land for our next harvest. They have already begun the work for the winter planting. Right now they’re clearing areas of the forbidden lands, making sure we aren’t planting over a beast nest.”

      “How has the mercenary work been?”

      “It started strong, but right now there is no money. Everyone who has any resources is focused on the war,” Zayaat said. “It’s to the point that we’re thinking of joining the Ecclesia’s army as an independent force. They’ve said we can maintain our own units, and so long as we follow orders we won’t have to operate according to the military regulations.”

      “That seems like a pretty good deal. Will they be using you as a raiding force?”

      “No. They don’t want us crossing the border. I think they’re planning on using us as a defensive army to reinforce the battle line where it looks like the enemy will break through.”

      John’s forehead furrowed as he thought about what Zayaat’s words implied. The army of the Ecclesia was built on the backs of veterans who had survived the second Mage War. They had seen battles that would turn even the bravest men to quivering messes and waded through rivers of blood to achieve the peace they had created. The fact that they were planning on fighting a defensive war, despite the strength of their soldiers, did not bode well for this war. Noticing John’s expression and guessing his thoughts, Zayaat smiled slightly and gave John a sly look from the corner of his eyes.

      “Have you seen what Lepiera is up against?”

      “It has been some years since I’ve seen Allera’s army,” John said, “but if I recall, it’s mostly light infantry and cavalry supported by siege weapons. Is that not the case anymore?”

      “Nearly ninety percent heavy infantry,” Zayaat said, his expression growing hard. “And not the heavy infantry you normally see, where it’s a guy thrown into a chainmail shirt. Full plate and scale armor from head to toe, armed with a cavalry spear and a broadsword or two axes. Their siege weapons have been changed out for some sort of magical tube that throws explosive balls of lightning. They don’t have cavalry because they don’t need it.”

      “You sound like you’ve encountered them.”

      Nodding, Zayaat chewed on the end of his mustache for a moment before replying.

      “I led a scouting party to see what we’re dealing with. If I’m going to pledge our forces to a fight, I at least want to know what we’re up against. Well, we found a unit raiding along the border. Strange thing is that they were raiding on their side.”

      “In Allera?” John asked, his frown deepening.

      “Yeah. Twenty-five Moritoi horsemen against fifty Allerian heavy infantry. We nearly didn’t make it out of there alive. It was a pretty vicious fight, but we managed to pull through and helped the villagers evacuate. I brought this back.”

      Walking over to his horse, Zayaat pulled a tattered banner out of his saddlebag. A white gauntlet with a circle behind it stood out on the black cloth.

      “That isn’t the flag of Allera,” John said, taking the flag and examining the symbol.

      “Iron Monarch. That’s what the ruler calls himself. He is calling Allera the Empire of Iron these days.”

      “Last I heard, there were skirmishes along the border but no major battles. Is that still the case?”

      Shaking his head, Zayaat leaned on the top rail of the fence.

      “Before we set off for the valley, I got word that the main force of the Allerian army was moving out. I’d guess they’re assaulting the border as we speak. After we take this flour you’re making to Kingsmouth, I’ll join up with the other Khans and lead our warriors to the battlefield.”

      “What is he thinking, attacking during harvest season?” John asked, draping the banner over the fence.

      “People who die on the battlefield don’t need to eat over the winter,” Zayaat said, his tone cynical. “Plus, by forcing Lepiera into defending during this time, he’s hoping to force a choice between harvesting the few salvageable crops and defending the nation. Regardless of how Lepiera chooses, the people are going to lose. It’s a multi-pronged attack, on both the body and spirit.”

      “Hopefully this wheat helps,” John said, sighing.

      “It will,” the Khan said, straightening up and slapping John on the shoulder. “That flour you left with Onggur was practically magic! The bread it made was so good. But those noodles were even better. My men could fight for a hundred years with rations like that. With your permission, I want to take at least some of the flour all the way to the front line for provisions.”

      “Actually, about that,” John said, gesturing for Zayaat to follow him. “Ellie and I have been working on dried noodles. They’ll be much easier to carry, less susceptible to damage, and we’re packaging them with spices so they taste better. Come, I’ll show you what we’re doing.”

      Taking Zayaat into the cellar, John brought him through the portal stone into the Shadow Tower, chuckling when the powerful Moritoi warrior’s face turned green after experiencing the teleportation. Zayaat had seen a lot of things during his lifetime, but his exposure to magic wasn’t very high, and as they walked through the tower he couldn’t help but stare at just about everything.

      Embarrassed by his behavior, Zayaat pretended that none of the glittering lights or strange moving objects interested him, but when he stepped into the room where the milling devices were, his jaw dropped in shock. The room hummed with energy as guardians carried the bags of wheat that had just been delivered into the room, dumping them into hoppers at the end of the magical milling machines.

      Out the other side came crisp white powder that was packed into barrels. Half of the barrels were taken to another warehouse, where they would be sent back to the waiting caravan, while the other half were dumped into another line of machines that transformed the white powder into long, thin noodles. A third machine took the noodles and dried them, then put them into boxes that were stacked together to send out of the factory. Giving Zayaat a few moments to take in the well-ordered chaos, John began to introduce the machines to him, giving him a rough explanation on how the machines worked.

      Grabbing a handful of noodles that had just been dried, John ignored the dirty look that the guardian responsible for packing the boxes was giving him and took a bite. The machine he had created for the noodles spat out thin, flat noodles that reminded John of fettuccine or soba noodles from earth. Dried in six-inch strips, they could be packed tightly when they were dried, and were not so long as to be awkward to store.

      Giving one of the dried noodles to Zayaat, John led him over to the corner of the factory where a small stove had been set up with a bunch of pots and the utensils needed to prepare the noodles. Opening one of the test boxes, John got out the dried noodles and boiled some water with a touch of his finger. Once the water was in a rolling boil, he added the noodles and a generous pinch of a yellowish powder that had been placed nearby.

      “This is a dehydrated chicken stock that creates a simple soup. We also have beef stock, and a vegetable stock as well. We can make them spicy by adding crushed pepper too.”

      While the noodles were boiling up in the soup, John chopped a few vegetables and tossed them in the pot, cooking it for a few more minutes. Once the noodles were done, he pulled it off the stove and divided it into two bowls. Pulling some of the heat out of the bowl so the soup was a drinkable temperature, he handed one of the bowls to Zayaat.

      “Enjoy.”

      Lifting the bowl to thank John, Zayaat took a long drink from the bowl, his eyes widening as he tasted the soup. It wasn’t the best soup he had ever had, but considering how quickly John had made it, the implications were tremendous. Lowering the bowl of soup, he stared at the broth and noodles, his expression undergoing all sorts of changes.

      “This…”

      “Just wait until you try the noodles,” John said, grinning.

      Seeing how John was scooping up both noodles and broth, Zayaat copied him, ferrying a spoonful up to his mouth. Drinking down the soup, he began to chew the noodles and then stopped, his expression going blank. Quietly, he looked down at the bowl again, then scooped up another spoonful. Soon his bowl was empty, and he set it down with a sigh.

      “That is an astounding meal. I feel as full as I would have had I eaten bread, but the soup was warm and delicious. That is astounding.”

      Hearing the Khan repeating himself, John was sure they had a hit, making it hard to keep the smile from his face. He hadn’t been sure how tastes from Earth would translate to this world, but it was clear from Zayaat’s response that he was already hooked.

      “This is just one way to prepare it. Noodles can be mixed with cheese as well, and we can make a tomato-based sauce that is quite good. On top of that, they can be boiled and eaten alongside anything. Even with just a bit of butter they’re delicious.”

      Holding up one of the dried noodles, Zayaat took a bite of it and crunched it up in his teeth before shaking his head.

      “The only downside is that it must be cooked,” Zayaat said. “Which means that it needs fire to be prepared. In that regard, bread is still more universally useful, especially for my people.”

      “What if I can solve that problem?” John asked, his smile growing even wider.

      “Solve the problem of cooking fires? How would you do that? The plains have nearly no fuel with which to cook.”

      Looking like a kid who had just gotten the biggest present of his life, John told Zayaat to wait and left the room, only returning ten minutes later. The entire time he was gone, Zayaat had been having a staring contest with three flower guardians that appeared quite curious about him. Even though they lacked eyes, Zayaat had nearly gone cross-eyed trying to watch all three of them at once, and when John finally returned, he nearly collapsed with relief.

      “What on earth are those things?” he asked John in a whisper.

      “They’re the workers the tower uses. Pay no attention to them.”

      “That’s a bit hard when they’re staring at me!” Zayaat hissed. “They keep getting closer when I look away.”

      “Just ignore them. Look, check this out.”

      Handing a circular metal disk over to Zayaat, John showed him how to open up the lid in the center of the disk and push out the sack connected to the bottom. When it was fully extended, it looked like a six-inch sack with a flat metal top sealing it. Measuring out a bit of water, John dropped some noodles and a pinch of the beef stock powder into it and secured the metal top. Handing the sealed container to Zayaat, he repeated the process with the other device and then pointed to a circular depression on the metal disk.

      “Mana goes here. It can be your personal mana, or a mana stone, it doesn’t matter. In the forbidden lands you wouldn’t even need to use a mana stone, as the ambient mana will be enough. Place mana here, and then press this side as well. You have to press it hard enough that it clicks. That closes the circuit, which fires the spell inside the device. Make sure you hold it tight, because the mana is going to move the water. There we go. Now let it be for three minutes. When you hear it click again, it disengages the circuit and the enchantment it’s using turns off.”

      After the device clicked again, John opened up the top of his, letting the steam from the cooked soup rise into the air as he took a deep sniff, sighing happily.

      “You can either pour it into a bowl, or just eat it out of here,” he said, handing Zayaat a spoon. “How is that for solving the fire problem?”

      Too shocked for words, Zayaat stared at the pouch full of beef noodle soup he was holding. He knew that John was a powerful magic user, but to create an artifact just for the sake of making noodles on the move seemed like the greatest waste of magic he could possibly think of.

      “This… I don’t know what to say, but how could anyone ever afford something like this?”

      “Afford?” John said between spoonfuls of soup. “Mm. What do you mean afford? I’m planning on giving these things away for free. The top is made from cheap metal, the sack is just a waterproofed leather with a metal mesh inside. These things are so cheap to produce it’s sort of silly.”

      “But the enchantment, the magic—”

      “Is stamped into the top with a press,” John said, interrupting Zayaat with a wave of his spoon. “Haven’t you ever heard the famous saying that everything worth doing is worth doing as many times as you conceivably can? We use a press to turn out thousands of these things a day. A few more presses and we should be able to ramp production to at least ten thousand. I mean, we’ll run out of materials long before we can do that, but the point is that supplying your men with a few thousand of these things is as easy as snapping a finger. If you’re going to go to war, you might as well do it with a full belly.”
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CHAPTER 35

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, in a light drizzle that had been soaking the valley for the past day, the last of the flour and dried noodles were being loaded into the carts when a grim-faced group of Knights rode down the road leading to the farm. The Moritoi had seen them long before they arrived, and had it not been for the Eternal Flame iconography that decorated their armor, they would have been stopped and questioned. As it was, John, Ellie, Zayaat, and Onggur were all waiting for them when they arrived. Swinging down from his horse, High Marshal Helbright, Master of the Holy Knights and Sword of the Eternal Flame, knelt down in the muddy yard before John, the four Knights that followed him hurrying to do the same.

      “What are you doing, Helbright?” John asked when the giant man did not lift his head.

      “Your Eminence, I have come to entreat you to come to the battlefield once again. Lepiera—no, the entire world—is in dire need.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “A week ago the Iron Monarch launched his attack, driving his army into our territory. Their army is unlike anything we have ever seen, and our forces cannot stand against them.”

      Hearing the High Marshal’s words, the four Knights blanched. For a commander to admit something like that was the worst possible situation, yet they didn’t deny it, causing John’s face to fall.

      “You better come inside so we can talk about this,” John said, but the High Marshal didn’t move from where he knelt in the mud.

      “Your Eminence, even as we speak, the enemy marches for the capital. Their forces are made up of armored warriors that know no pain or fatigue. Our bravest warriors are overrun and destroyed by their tireless attacks even as our strongest fortifications are obliterated by the lightning cannons they bring to the battlefield. But worst yet are the robed men who stride at the back, binding the souls of the slain. Please assist us, or I fear that we will perish in both body and soul.”

      “Black-robed spellcasters? Are they Necromancers?” Ellie asked, looking at John, who had gone completely still.

      “The magic they cast is nothing like I have seen before,” Helbright said, looking up and shaking his head. “We have not detected the corrupted energy of undeath, but we can see them stripping the souls from the bodies of the fallen as they die. Geymore Pass lasted less than six hours before it was destroyed. Retreating, we fought again at the base of the pass where the path widens. We lasted less than an hour before being crushed. A full retreat was called, and I set out for the valley. I’ve ordered the army to fight a skirmishing retreat with the hopes of slowing them, but even if we set out now, I fear we will be too late.”

      Staring at Helbright, John could see the exhaustion that consumed the old man. The High Marshal had always been a steel-like figure, tireless and full of energy, no matter how dire the situation. Yet whatever he had seen in these most recent battles had broken something inside of him. Expressionless, John turned around and went inside the house without speaking a word, leaving the others staring at each other. Unsure what was going on, Ellie looked between the door and the High Marshal, who sighed in defeat.

      “His Eminence swore never to step foot on another battlefield,” Thomas said, stepping up onto the porch from around the corner. “It was an oath that he took seriously then, and still considers sacred today.”

      “No one knows that more than me,” Helbright said quietly, still kneeling in the mud. “No one understands the blood he has spilled better than I. No one understands what he gave up to keep all of us alive over the years. But what choice do I have? We cannot stand in the face of a magical army. Facing an enemy with Mages, our only options are to throw ourselves to our deaths or leave the people to be enslaved.

      “They slay those who resist and chain everyone else. I don’t know what they’re doing with all those people, but they take them from their homes and march them toward the capital city of Allera, not caring how many people die in the process. We have the courage to lay our lives down for our brothers and sisters. Those who carry the Eternal Flame are never short of courage. We have the strength to fight back against the aggressor, but not the strength to win. Without the Eternal Flame, our cause is lost.”

      “Get up and come inside and let’s go talk about this,” Ellie said, moving to help the High Marshal up.

      Gently pushing her hands away, High Marshal Helbright shook his head, a deep sorrow on his face.

      “No. I will remain here until His Eminence relents. I know the sin I have committed by even asking the Eternal Flame to return to the battlefield, but I am willing to bear it.”

      Exasperated, Ellie stared at the High Marshal, but the old man refused to budge, instead returning his head to the muddy ground. Seeing that Thomas was remaining impassively by the door, seemingly without any intention of interfering, she felt a stifling feeling settle on her chest. She found herself disappointed that John had not immediately agreed to help, and the idea that he would even consider rejecting the request irked her.

      Looking at the Knights kneeling in the yard and Thomas standing expressionlessly on the porch, she finally couldn’t stand it and stomped into the kitchen where she found John standing by the sink, staring out at the fields that stretched toward the mountains in the far distance. She had been planning to start yelling, but something about his back forced her to swallow the anger she felt.

      Standing at the counter, John gripped the edge of the stone sink, his eyes staring blankly into space. Though he heard the door open and close behind him, he was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t turn around. Faint flickers of flame burned in his eyes and a faint red haze that looked like the reflection of a bloody pool shimmered behind them. For years John had carried the spirits of those he had killed on the battlefield and suffered constant nightmares of a crimson battlefield. Though those dreams had vanished when John had sacrificed Kythov the Eyeless to heal Ellie, an echo of them remained, like a bloody stain on his spirit.

      “John, what’s wrong?”

      Hearing Ellie’s question, John opened his mouth, but the words he wanted to say got stuck in his throat.

      “High Marshal Helbright’s request is not out of line, so why are you reacting like this? You have the ability to save thousands of people, maybe even hundreds of thousands! So why are you hesitating?!”

      By this point Ellie was practically shouting. She had been disappointed about his silence during their trip to Soaring Cloud Tower, and now that disappointment was reinforced by his hesitancy. To her, it was a simple problem. If he had the strength to save the situation, there was no good reason for him to hesitate. Yet hesitate he did. Moreover, from his body language, she could tell that he was not going to say yes.

      “Do I save a life by taking a life?” John asked, his voice quiet.

      “Sometimes,” Ellie said, glaring at the back of his head. “Sometimes you do.”

      “And do I save ten lives by taking ten? What about a thousand? What about ten thousand? What about a hundred thousand?”

      Turning around, John looked at Ellie with the eyes of one who had seen hell.

      “What if I trade a hundred thousand lives for just ten thousand? Or maybe a hundred thousand for a mere one thousand? What if I trade them for a single life? Is that still considered saving?”

      Taking a small step forward, John’s eyes burned with flame that caused Ellie to back up, bumping into the table.

      “And what if I take a life because of the possibility that they might kill? Is that saving? Shall I play judge, jury, and executioner for the whole world? Shall I destroy and destroy and destroy until we’re the only ones left? What of those in our own nation who are evil? Shall I kill until all the evil in the hearts of humanity has been eradicated? Who will still live?”

      “John… I…”

      Breathless under the pressure spilling out of John, Ellie sagged, supporting herself on the edge of the table. Oblivious to the effect he was having, John continued, his words striking relentlessly at Ellie as if they had physical presence.

      “I swore not to step on a battlefield ever again, and bound all of those who served me to the same oath. But unlike what most assume, I did not do it for my own sake.”

      Chuckling hollowly, John opened his hand and revealed the blue flame he had not summoned since discovering that he carried the soul of a dragon inside of him.

      “You see, there’s something I’ve never told anyone. I know how to get stronger. Stronger than I am, even now. I know how to grow until nothing can stand against me. I know how to grow strong enough to take this world apart with my bare hands.”

      A savage smile spread across John’s face, and the dead look Ellie had seen in his eyes when he first fought the Mages appeared once again, extinguishing the flames and replacing them with the bloody reflection. Looking down at the blue flame in his hand, John slowly started to close his fingers around it, like claws squeezing the life out of someone.

      “I simply need to kill, boiling the blood of all those I encounter. With each one, my soul increases in strength. One by one or ten thousand at a time, their deaths grow my strength. And with it, so too grows my desire for more power.”

      For the first time, John looked directly at Ellie, nearly stealing her soul as a terrifying vision of a crimson battlefield appeared before her. Pools of blood lay between broken weapons and shards of shattered armor that were scattered everywhere. While there were no bodies, the grim feeling of the battlefield was palpable. Standing in the center of it, she could see John, his body wreathed in burning blue armor. A mad grin stretched his lips to the limit, but his eyes somehow managed to maintain the utter detachment that had scared her so much. Sweeping his arms wide, he gestured to the empty battlefield.

      “There is so much space to fill, such a shame to see it empty,” John said, his voice warping. “Maybe I should step onto the battlefield after all, you know, get myself some company.”

      The rational part of Ellie’s mind knew that she was standing in a mental world John had forcefully pulled her into, but every other part of her mind was screaming at her that death was imminent. Living on the farm with John had not prepared her for this side of him, and now that she knew more about what was going on, she could see the corrupted influence trying to transform him. Like a squirming maggot, there was a patch of red on his body that was so bright its bloody light shone through the blue flames that covered John’s body.

      As soon as she noticed it, she felt as if an eye inside the crimson patch opened and looked at her, causing a wave of evil to wash over her. A scream rose up in her throat, but instead Ellie gritted her teeth and growled.

      “Sigvald!”

      In a burst of blue and white, crackling lightning exploded around her as a giant bird appeared, shielding her from the mental attack with his wings. Explosions rocked his feathers as his lightning fought against the evil influence, but Sigvald let out a loud crow and surged forward, carrying Ellie with him. With their connection there was no need for Ellie to speak, and they quickly crossed the distance toward the center of the battlefield where John was standing. As they approached, Ellie could see that John was struggling with something.

      He clearly had no idea that the crimson stain on his heart was whispering to him, but he still fought against the corrupted thoughts worming their way into his brain. Fighting against the pressure John’s body was giving off, Sigvald flapped his wings powerfully, carrying Ellie across the wasteland, his lightning carving a way through the crimson mist.

      Locked in place, with one foot in a bloody puddle and the other on dry, cracked ground, John was lost in a blind struggle. He had not expected to respond like this when he first heard the High Marshal’s request, but even considering stepping onto the battlefield again had awoken a deep fear in his heart, and it was in that moment that the evil in his heart struck, assaulting him with twisted logic and promises of catastrophic outcomes.

      In all his days, both in this world and in his last, John had never experienced anything like this. A sea of conflicting thoughts smashed into his mind, throwing his awareness this way and that as he was battered around. The only experience he could equate it to was an experience buried in the depths of his consciousness from when he was a child. Wading excitedly into the ocean, he had been knocked down by a wave, flipped until he had no idea which direction was up, and when he tried to fight his way to the surface, another wave had slammed into him, keeping him under.

      This was like that, but a hundred times worse as John was drowned in his own mind by thought after thought, all arising from different parts of his mind and trying to crowd out the other thoughts. Just when he thought he would go crazy, Ellie had spoken, and a voice that sounded almost exactly like his began to speak, shouting those words he had responded with. Unable to do anything except watch in a disoriented haze, John heard himself speaking. Feeling like he was thrashing around in his own mind, John stubbornly tried to claw his way to the surface, but a heavy pressure held him down, suspending him in a viscous space where he bobbed this way and that.

      Looking up, he could see a thick crimson fog and a pair of feet that he recognized as his own. Screaming out, he found his voice silent. Yet the figure who wore his face seemed to hear him. Crouching down, the figure looked down through the ground at him and John saw his own face, lips locked in a rictus grin, staring down on him.
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CHAPTER 36

        

      

    

    
      There are few things as terrifying as seeing a face that should have been yours but clearly wasn’t. And currently John was experiencing one of them. Not only was he seeing a face that looked like his own, but he could do nothing about it. No matter how he struggled, he could find no purchase, no matter how much he wanted to flee or fight, there was absolutely nothing he could do. Clearly aware of this fact, the thing wearing his face slowly began to reach down toward him, a long, serpentine tongue licking its lips.

      Closer and closer the hand came, stretching out abnormally far as its fingers began to change. First it was the nails, which began to narrow and stretch, but soon it was the fingers that darkened, showing tight scales. Desperately trying to summon his mana, or the flames that normally filled him, John could feel nothing but a gaping void where that flame should have been.

      “Looking for something, John?”

      Realizing it was the figure that spoke, John tried to speak an answer but only managed a gasp.

      “What is stolen must be returned. Isn’t that the right thing to do?” the figure said, somehow managing to speak without moving their mouth. “You look like you’re all tied up though, so why don’t I help you return it? After all, everything you achieved is because of me. So it’s only right that I get the proper credit. But don’t worry, no one will forget about you. In fact, I practically guarantee that they’ll think of you to the very last moment of their lives.”

      As the space between the black claw and John’s forehead shrank, he gave up struggling against the space around him and started concentrating. At the edge of his hearing he could faintly make out something, but it was so quiet that it slipped away from him again and again.

      “What are you doing, John? Are you sure you can afford to look away from me?” the crouching figure said, continuing to extend his arm toward John.

      Completely ignoring him, John honed his focus to the finest point he had ever managed, likely driven by the impending sense of death that was filling him, and the next time the voice spoke, he managed to catch half of it.

      Eternal. Eternal what? What does it mean, eternal? Why are my flames gone? What’s happening?

      Still buffeted by the random thoughts, it was all John could do to hold on to a single word.

      Eternal.

      Even in his confusion, he instinctively felt the value of the word. There was something core about it, as if it was central to his being.

      Eternal.

      In the blood-soaked battlefield, Ellie and Sigvald fought their way toward John’s figure. The giant bird’s body had run out of lightning and was starting to be corroded by the bloody fog that swept toward them, but Ellie poured some of her mana into her familiar to strengthen his feathers and allow him to cut through the fog. Like a raging storm, Sigvald flew toward John, smashing apart the pressure in his way and landing next to John. Tumbling from Sigvald’s back, Ellie could feel an intense evil seeping into her, bringing with it a corrosive force that threatened to strip away her very sense of self.

      It only took her an instant to come to a decision, and she acted without hesitation, wrapping her arms around John and fixing an image in her head as she tried to press it into him with every ounce of her power. Without holding a single bit back, she threw all of her remaining mana into it, and her effort was so strong that the image she had in mind manifested around them, completely covering her and John as Sigvald faded away.

      A middle-aged man with dark hair and a friendly smile appeared in the crimson battlefield, his sky-blue eyes staring fearlessly into the fog. There was nothing about him that suggested great power, but the blue light that spilled from his eyes cut through the bloody fog like a hot knife through butter. The evil energy surged, attempting to destroy him, but he simply laughed, his joy impossible to break. Lips parted, and Sven spoke.

      Still drowning in his own mind, John heard something new. He had been focused on that single word, “eternal,” and now this new voice broke through his concentration, growing until it filled every available space in him and around him.

      “The Eternal Flame is hope. Eternal hope. Hope for life, hope for a better life for our companions, hope for peace.”

      Eternal hope. Hope for peace.

      Those words reverberated through John, crushing every other invasive thought in his head. All of the terrible thoughts, the potential consequences, his grievous failures, all collapsed under the weight of those words.

      Hope for peace. The Eternal Flame is the flame of hope. A hope that doesn’t die. A hope that we can live in peace, and our children can live in peace. Hope that forever burns.

      At that moment, in the center of the dark void that filled John’s heart, a single, impossibly blue spark was born. A spark fueled by belief. With a scream of rage, the figure who had been reaching for John quickly withdrew his arm and glared down at John.

      “You think you can make my flames your own? A fool’s errand. When I wake, you shall face suffering you never thought possible. But that is fine. Grow, grow stronger until your pathetic form can accommodate the full weight of my soul. Each bit of your growth strengthens me and hastens your doom. Nothing in this world will stop me from achieving what I want, you included, John Sutton.”

      A wrenching pain struck John, and suddenly he was back in his kitchen. He could feel Ellie’s arms around him, squeezing until she trembled. With a hesitant hand, he slowly encircled her waist and pulled her close, burying his head in her hair, as if scared he would lose her warmth.

      “John? Are you okay? Are you back?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      His voice was muffled, but Ellie breathed a sigh of relief. She had no idea what had happened and was just glad it was over. After a moment John took a step back, looking down at his hands. He half expected to see long claws and darkened fingers, but they looked completely fine to him.

      “I… sorry.”

      “What was that?” Ellie asked, staring at John intently.

      “That was the dragon. Farroutef the Deceiver or whatever. Trying to take over my body. But something stopped him. Sven. It was Sven’s voice.”

      Slowly, Ellie’s lips curled up in a small smile.

      “So you got my message.”

      “That was you? It sounded like Sven,” John said, his forehead wrinkling in confusion.

      “It’s complicated,” Ellie replied, unsure how to describe what she had done. “But the important thing is that you’re back, you’re fine, and you know that the dragon is aiming to take over your mind.”

      “True.”

      Glancing at the door, Ellie wanted to ask about the High Marshal, who was still kneeling in the mud, but she wasn’t sure if it was wise to bring the topic up again. To her relief, John brought it up himself.

      “Come on, let’s get the Marshal out of the cold. Helbright is an old man, and kneeling in the mud can’t be good for him.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” Ellie asked, stepping out of the way as John headed for the door.

      Stopping, John’s gaze returned to his hand and stayed there as he clenched it into a fist. Looking up, he gave Ellie a small smile and nodded.

      “Yeah, I think so. But we’ll have to see, won’t we?”

      Stepping out the door, they found the others exactly as they had left them. Barely a few minutes had passed since they stepped into the kitchen, and thanks to the mana barrier Thomas had erected, none of the conversation had leaked out. Hearing the door and the sound of John’s boots, the Knights looked up, all except for the High Marshal, who pushed his head down further.

      “Get up, Helbright. You look ridiculous.”

      Maybe it was something in John’s voice, but the High Marshal’s expression changed to one of disbelief as he slowly raised his head. John stood on the porch, an annoyed expression on his face, but without the dangerous air he had possessed mere minutes ago. Not daring to hope that John was going to agree, the High Marshal tried to stammer out a question, but John lifted his hand to stop him.

      “You know, you were the one who swore most solemnly that you would never again ask me to step onto the battlefield, or to fight on behalf of Lepiera,” John said, glaring at the old man. “You swore by the king himself. I also vowed the same. That I would never go to battle again in the service of any country. I’m sorry. I will not fight in this war on Lepiera’s side. But the king is dead, and as far as I’m concerned, supporting the Ecclesia’s side to save as many people as possible is fine.”

      “Isn’t that just a technicality?” Onggur said, looking at Zayaat, who was making a slashing motion across his neck with his hand. “I mean, I understand what you’re doing, but the Ecclesia is really just the new government of Lepiera. There are way better ways to do it.”

      “Shut up,” hissed Zayaat, only to see John wave him off.

      “No, I want to hear his idea,” John said, staring at the Moritoi Khan turned merchant.

      Realizing that he may have just gotten himself in trouble, Onggur gave John his best smile and coughed lightly.

      “Well, you know, you could fight for love,” he gestured to Ellie, “or for friendship,” he gestured to Helbright, “or for the sake of your farm’s customers. I’m just saying, there are a lot of other reasons to step into this fight that will not require you breaking your word.”

      Closing his eyes, John felt as if a light had turned on in his mind. Farroutef’s entire attack on him had been based around breaking apart his sense of identity, attacking through the gaps he had created over the years. If he stepped into this war with such a flimsy excuse he might be able to convince others, but he would never be able to convince himself. It would forever remain a weakness of his.

      “You’re right,” John said, slowly opening his eyes. “That’s a silly reason. We’re going to fight, but we’ll fight for hope. Hope for the whole world.”

      Unable to believe what he was hearing, High Marshal Helbright just stared at John, his mouth hanging open. He had come with no expectation that John would agree, but after spending a few minutes talking to Ellie, John had reappeared with the most astounding shift. Slowly, his gaze crept toward where Ellie stood and his shock turned to awe.

      “Get out of the mud and come have some tea,” John said, waving at the Knights.

      Not needing a second command, the four Knights jumped up and grabbed High Marshal Helbright, pulling him up to his feet. Brushing his hands off, Helbright bowed again to John.

      “Your Eminence, if I can once again be disrespectful, we have no time to lose. There is no time for tea. We must leave immediately.”

      “You have time for tea, a meal, and some sleep,” John said, with a smile that somehow managed to indicate that he wouldn’t budge on the matter. “I will leave now, and you can follow with the Moritoi. You wouldn’t be able to keep up with me anyway.”

      “Yes, Your Eminence,” High Marshal Helbright said, bowing deeply. “The main army is retreating toward the capital city with the Allerian army hot on their heels. We will gather what forces we can and head there.”

      “That’s fine.”

      Turning to look at Ellie and Thomas, he was about to say something when he saw the gleam in Ellie’s eye and groaned.

      “Come on. This is going to be dangerous.”

      “The other adventures were dangerous,” Ellie replied, causing Thomas to turn his head to the side in a vain attempt to keep the smile off his lips.

      “Battlefields are nothing like adventuring in ruins,” John said, shaking his head.

      “I’ve been useful every time,” Ellie said, her eyebrows arching as she pointed a finger at him. “And I’m either coming with you or I’m coming with them. Your pick, Mr. Sutton.”

      “You’re going to be the death of me, you know that?”

      “Well, I’ve saved you enough times that it should balance out,” Ellie replied with a smirk that said she knew she had won. “I need ten minutes.”

      “Ten minutes? What, do you have all your stuff packed already?”

      “Of course I do,” Ellie said over her shoulder as she walked into the house. “I always keep a bag packed in case you try to run off somewhere fun without me.”

      “This isn’t going to be fun!” John yelled after her, but all he got in response was a click as the door shut.

      Turning around with a scowl, John caught sight of a large head peeking around the corner of the barn and let out another groan. Realizing he had been caught, Ferdie trotted out from his hiding place, his traveling harness half on his back and half dragging on the ground. Somehow he had managed to get most of it on, but a few of the buckles were clearly impossible for a creature with no opposable thumbs.

      “Are you serious? You too?”

      In response, Ferdie let out a snort that scorched the air and then nudged John with his nose, asking him to finish buckling the harness. Still biting his lip, Thomas stepped up quickly to help the large bull with his harness, causing John to look at him with narrowed eyes.

      “And you, Thomas? Are you going to abandon your duties on the farm and come with me to fight in this war?”

      “No, sir. I plan on staying here. If that is okay with you, sir.”

      “Finally, someone with a bit of sense,” John growled, turning around.

      It only took Ellie five minutes, and when she returned she had changed into her leather armor and done her hair. Handing John his sword and daggers, she buckled his silver shield bracer on his arm while he sheathed his weapons on his belt. Turning to Thomas, she gave him a small smile.

      “Thanks for holding the farm down, Thomas. The return force will need provisions, so open up our cheese stores. Also, I’ve mentioned to Rebya what’s going on, and she’s going to send some of the enchanted meal bags out tonight. You can distribute them as well. Alright, I’m ready to go.”

      “Are you? I can’t believe you already had a bag packed,” John said, shaking his head as he turned to face the Knights.

      Sensing an order coming, the High Marshal bowed slightly at his waist, his hand across his chest. The sight caused a nostalgic smile to cross John’s face as he snapped his fingers, causing a blue mask made of flames to appear. Slipping it onto his face, John stood up tall, his whole persona shifting in an instant. Gone was John the farmer and in his place stood the Eternal Flame.

      “High Marshal, you have done well in coming to find me. You will raise a force as you return to the capital, and I expect you to arrive in time to help defend it against the Allerian aggression. In the meantime, you will let the Ecclesia know that the Eternal Flame burns brightly. Effective immediately, I will resume control of the Ecclesia. Pass the word.”

      With tears beginning to wet the corners of his eyes, the old Knight bowed low.

      “It shall be as you say, Your Eminence. All hail the Eternal Flame!”
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CHAPTER 37

        

      

    

    
      Thousands of miles from the peaceful farm, two men sat in a large stone building, staring at the young man between them. Gofreid’s face was pale and sweat dripped down his neck, staining his collar. Across from him, Cormick was in even worse shape, his eye twitching uncontrollably. In complete contrast, Ben looked like he was having the time of his life. Excitement colored the young man’s face, and every few seconds his hand would stray to the handle of the long dagger at his belt.

      “Absolutely not,” Gofreid growled. “I absolutely forbid it!”

      “You’re not my master, sir, so I don’t have to listen to you,” Ben replied, shaking his head.

      “Cormick! Tell him no. If he goes to the front and gets hurt, I swear it will be your last day. If Ellie and John don’t kill you, I will.”

      “Come on, I can take care of myself!” Ben protested. “And it’s not like I’m applying to be a scout or anything. I’m just going to support the logistics team. They need people to guard the supply shipments that are reinforcing the army, and I would be perfect for that.”

      “Over my dead body,” Gofreid spat. “You’ll stay here where it’s safe if I have to chain you up myself.”

      “Please, as if you could catch me.”

      Turning to his friend, Gofreid was about to entreat him to talk some sense into his apprentice when he realized that something was wrong. Normally Cormick would have been the first to voice his opinion, but the portly merchant was trembling in his seat, his lips pressed firmly together.

      “Cormick?”

      “Master? Is something wrong?”

      “I… I got word… through my… through my contacts with the logistics office. There is no front anymore.”

      Drawing in a sharp breath, Gofreid sat back while Ben leaned forward, confused.

      “No front? What do you mean? You mean the battlefield is moving?”

      “You could say that,” Cormick replied, nodding slowly.

      “He means that our army lost. The defense of the pass failed,” Gofreid said, never one to mince matters. “Which means that our army is probably rushing back here, to the capital, as fast as possible. No wonder they’ve closed the gates.”

      “And we’re sitting on the largest food supply in the city,” Cormick said.

      Glancing at Cormick with a thoughtful expression, Gofreid tapped his knee nervously.

      “Have you signed the papers?”

      “We haven’t,” Ben said, shaking his head.

      “That’s right. As usual, I asked for a day to review them. But once this news gets out, we’re going to be right at the center of the storm.”

      Standing up, Gofreid took a turn around the room, his mind whirling. After a few minutes of intense thought, he looked over at Cormick, who nodded and gestured to Ben. With a shaky smile, Gofreid returned to his seat and nodded at his plump friend. Doing his best to collect himself, Cormick turned to his apprentice and cleared his throat.

      “They say that the greatest merchants are forged in fire, Ben. Well, we’re in as dangerous a fire as you could possibly have. So, let’s have a lesson. First, what is our physical situation?”

      Closing his eyes briefly, Ben thought about it for a moment before replying.

      “We’re in the capital city of Lepiera, with two warehouses of grain and other dried goods. There is a shortage of food right now, due to the mana surge ruining a lot of the last harvest, and prices are high. We’re considering selling to three merchants who control the largest food distribution systems in the city. However, there is a war happening right now, and we just got word that the front has collapsed and the army is returning to this city to defend it.”

      “Correct. We hold a resource that is in short supply, but what do we lack?”

      “Why do we have to partner with someone else?” Gofreid added helpfully, earning himself a glare from Cormick.

      “We don’t have a way to distribute!” Ben said, slamming his fist into his hand.

      “Correct. You got help for that question, so you only get half credit. Next, outline our problem.”

      This time Ben stayed silent a good bit longer as he thought about it. They faced a lot of problems, but his master was clearly asking for their largest problem. At first he wasn’t sure what to say, but the more he thought about their situation, the clearer the danger became. With a sharp breath, Ben’s eyes snapped open and he stared at his master in surprise.

      “The food!”

      “And why is the food our biggest problem?” Cormick asked, a sharp look on his face.

      “Because of how valuable it is. If it’s true that our army is retreating here, that means we’re probably going to face a siege, right?”

      Jumping up in his excitement, Ben started to pace around the room as he continued to reason the situation out.

      “Since there’s been a food shortage prices are already sky-high, but once people realize there will be a siege, the prices are going to go even higher, which will make the merchants who have a distribution network want our stock even more. But since we don’t have a way to distribute, they can try to force our price down by colluding with each other. We could bypass them and try to sell it ourselves, but selling food at higher prices will make the Ecclesia furious, and they might just take all of our goods for themselves, leaving us with nothing!”

      A wide smile spread across Cormick’s face as he listened to Ben reason, and halfway through the explanation he gave Gofreid a smug look. Sensing his friend’s pride, Gofreid just rolled his eyes. The truth was that he felt a tinge of jealousy every time he saw Cormick and Ben interacting as master and disciple, which was probably why he had allowed himself to be talked into the current business venture. Ben was sharp as a whip and exceedingly curious, which was a perfect combination for a merchant.

      Add to that the young man’s supernatural charm, and he had the makings of the greatest merchant of all time. At least, that’s how Gofreid felt. Suggesting his best friend to be Ben’s master had really just been a way for Gofreid to make sure he had a chance to stay involved with the young man’s future. At first it had been a desire to stay in Ellie’s and John’s good graces, but the more he interacted with the young man, the more interested he was in seeing how far Ben would go.

      “So, given our situation, and our problem, what is our best path forward?” Cormick asked.

      This time, Ben didn’t hesitate.

      “We surrender our goods to the Ecclesia ahead of time.”

      “How do you figure?” Gofreid said, exchanging a glance with Cormick. “That would completely obliterate our profits. It would actually put us way into the red on this venture.”

      “But if we lose the siege, it won’t matter how much profit we’ve made,” Ben replied, shrugging. “Plus, it will protect us from the distributors, allow us to slip out of this contract they’re pressuring us into signing, and generate a nearly endless amount of goodwill with the ruler and the people. And as you’ve taught me, as a merchant, goodwill is our most important currency.”

      “Hah! Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Cormick said, slapping his thigh and standing up. “You’re exactly right. Come, we have no time to waste. Remember, never hesitate once you have come to a decision. We strike fast and we strike hard, leaving our opponents no time to react. We’ll go to the city administrator to make the donation.”

      The next few days were a blur to Ben as the three of them rushed around the city. The merchants who they had been about to make a deal with protested strongly when they found out that the deal wasn’t going to go through, but when they threatened to sue, Cormick just laughed in their faces. Infuriated, they even sent a gang of thugs to the warehouses to stop the goods from being moved, but when the Holy Knights showed up in force they realized they were out of their depth and backed down.

      Two days after they had handed everything over, rumors started to spread through the city that their army had been destroyed and the Allerian army was marching on the capital, causing panic to begin to spread. Many people, trying to leave the city at the last minute, found that the gates had already been barred and recruitment posters had been plastered across every street corner. Tensions rose as the citizens began to notice that something was wrong, and that night, two official announcements rocked the city.

      The first was that the Allerian army was only a day away. All evening Lepieran soldiers had been streaming into the city, many of them wounded and all of them exhausted. They brought with them tales of an unstoppable army of metal-clad soldiers who never had to rest, but before the situation could get out of control the Holy Knights and the city’s defense force moved out, sending the citizens back to their homes as a state of emergency was declared.

      While the first announcement sent the citizens into a frenzy, the second turned their fear into excitement. The Eternal Flame was returning to command the Ecclesia. The announcement sent a shock through the city and when the Ecclesia confirmed it the citizens rejoiced, returning to their homes obediently. So strong was their belief in the power of the Eternal Flame that most of them just returned to normal life, paying little attention to the soldiers gathering on the city’s walls.

      Though he should have been safely in his room, Ben was too excited about the impending battle, and the thought of seeing the enemy soldiers was so strong that he crept out of his window, using his Shadow Swap skill to move himself up onto the roof of a nearby building. Dressed in the leather armor he had gotten for his birthday, Ben double-checked that his knives were in place and scanned the area for any threats. Despite his excitement he wasn’t a fool, and he knew that the city was about to descend into an incredibly dangerous situation.

      But this was what he had been training for, and he wasn’t about to sit it out because his master thought he might get hurt. Running his fingers along the belt that crossed his chest, he felt the ends of the hidden needles that were sown into it and nodded happily. He was ready to go. Quiet as a mouse, he scurried across the roof, leaping as he got to the edge of the building. Flying through the air with supernatural grace, he landed on another roof with hardly a sound. His feet stepped across loose tiles without disturbing them as he sped across the city. Using the shadows when he could, Ben was happy for the thick cloud cover, as it made it easy for him to blend into the night.

      He wasn’t even close to the level of his teachers, but considering his age, Ben had the right to be proud of his stealth. More than once, sharp-eyed guards who were watching the city from the defensive towers along the walls thought they might have seen a shadow moving across the roofs, but on a second look they could never find anything. Heading for the gate, Ben had a spot in mind that would allow him to stay out of sight and still see the enemy army starting to appear outside the city.

      The main street of the city that ran up to the gate was well lit and filled with the sounds of stamping boots as the soldiers prepared for their defense. Bundles of arrows and long spears were being carried up to the walls to arm the defenders, and the large arbalests designed to defend against siege weapons were being put together. Caches of rations were placed along the wall so that those watching the wall in the lulls between attacks would be able to replenish their strength.

      To Ben the whole scene was fascinating, but what he really wanted to see was outside the city wall. Slipping down from the roof of the building he was on, Ben kept to the alleyway, waiting for the chance to make his move. When a group of workers came by, carrying heavy materials to block the gate, he stepped out and pretended to be helping, all the while making sure to stay in the leader’s blind spot. After walking alongside them for a few seconds, he slipped away, joining another group that was carrying bundles of arrows.

      When one of the workers caught sight of him, he quickly turned away and blended in behind a group of Knights, putting on an earnest expression and running along with them as he pretended to be a squire. That got him close enough to the gate that he could use Shadow Swap to appear behind a soldier who was on top of the wall. Holding his breath, Ben moved slowly to merge with the shadow of a group of boxes, and stayed crouched there as a team of soldiers clattered by. Resisting his urge to go to the wall and take a look at the enemy army, Ben crept along the wall, heading for a spot where he could observe without worrying about being spotted.

      It was slow work, but both Thomas and his spectre trainers had beaten patience into his head over the last two years, and Ben had no trouble waiting for just the right moment. On top of the gate was a small building that was rarely used. Whoever had designed the structure had not included doorways to the top of the wall, making the only access through the blocked gate below. There were small arrow slits on the outside of the wall that allowed anyone in the room to see down to the path leading to the gate, but there would be no one in the room since the entrance was completely sealed. On the way into the city Ben had noticed a small depression next to one of the arrow slits where he could sit and observe the enemy army in peace.

      Darting to the wall when the nearby soldier turned to speak to the person next to him, Ben reached the wall and slipped over it, keeping his body low. Twisting himself as he fell, he held onto the edge of the stone parapet with one hand, stabilizing himself on the wall with his other. A moment’s pause was enough to make sure he hadn’t been seen, so he started climbing along the outside of the wall. A jump got him to the depression, but as he pulled himself up he saw something that made his eyes go wide. Swinging out slightly further to get a better look, his expression hardened as he caught sight of a dozen robed figures inside the sealed guardroom.
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CHAPTER 38

        

      

    

    
      His mind spinning, Ben froze. There shouldn’t have been anyone in the guard room, so seeing a bunch of suspicious-looking figures gave him a bad feeling. That feeling grew worse when he saw that they were drawing something on the floor. The guard room was positioned directly over the gate, and immediately a dozen scenarios played out in Ben’s mind, all of them bad. Torn between leaving to alert the guards and staying to see what they were doing, Ben lost his chance to make a decision when the symbols the robed figures were drawing began to glow with mana. Realizing they were about to set off a spell, Ben moved without thinking.

      Shadow Swap put him behind one of the figures, who had his arms raised channeling mana into the spell construct, and a snap kick to his knee sent the man tumbling to the ground. At the same time, Ben grabbed the falling man’s shoulder, rolling forward over his body and pulling the robed man along. Together they slammed into another one of the men, causing him to fall down with a surprised yell. With two of the men no longer channeling mana, the spell began to falter and one of the robed figures threw off her robe, revealing a black wizard robe with a crimson trim.

      Seeing her lifting a wand, Ben gulped and scurried to the side on all fours, barely avoiding the blast of flame that shot toward him. So hot was the flame that it melted through the stone wall on the city side, opening the room up to the night sky and causing pandemonium below. Adding to the chaos was the terrible scream of the robed figure who had been caught in the attack and was now burning alive.

      Swearing furiously, the Mage thrust her wand toward Ben again, but he had already gotten behind another one of the robed figures, causing the terrified man to scream and try to dive to the side. Holding tight to the man’s robe, Ben kicked his foot out from under him, causing his attempt to escape to fail miserably. Held in place, the robed man could only cover his head and whimper as he saw the wand start to light up.

      At the last moment, the Mage swore again and lifted her wand, discharging the fireball into the ceiling, where it blasted another giant hole. At the same time, her hand dropped to her waist where a long, flat, stone oval hung. Right before her hand made contact with the stone, Ben struck, his figure little more than a shadow that slithered across the floor. Two black streaks that blended in with the Mage’s dark robe stabbed toward her leg, one targeting her ankle and the other aiming for her thigh.

      When his darkened daggers bounced off of the black robe with a flash of light, Ben knew he was in trouble and abandoned any thought of following up his attack. Instead, he threw himself into the air and turned a back handspring that carried him all the way to the crumbling wall. With a twist of his waist he propelled himself through the hole, flying out above the main street. Thousands of shocked faces stared up at him as a shockwave radiated from behind him, obliterating everything around the Mage.

      The building on top of the gate shattered into a million pieces, the stone transforming to dust that mixed with the blood of the other robed men. Traveling for a few dozen feet, the shockwave carved through the wall and damaged the gate below, even as it chased Ben into the air. Borrowing some of the force, Ben pursed his lips and whistled, channeling mana into the warbling sound. Seeping into the world around him, Ben suddenly accelerated as his magic took effect, his foot landing on the air and pushing off again as if he had just stepped on solid ground.

      The haste effect didn’t last long, but it was enough to get him across the open space. Slamming into a wall nearly thirty feet off the ground, Ben scrambled to find something to grab onto and barely managed to get his hand on a windowsill before he started to fall back toward the street below. He could hardly breathe from the impact, but he forced out another low whistle and then projected his voice as best as he could.

      “Enemy attack! There is an enemy Mage attacking the gate!”

      Buoyed by his magic, his voice boomed over the square, causing shouts of fear below. In perfect concert, the furious Mage burst from the cloud of stone dust on top of the gate, her body rising into the air as a small feather on her belt lit up with a blue glow. Sweeping the plaza below with bloodshot eyes as she looked for Ben, she immediately drew everyone’s attention, giving Ben the chance to slip away.

      Using Shadow Swap to get behind a chimney on a nearby roof, Ben collapsed into a heap, trying desperately to keep his heavy breathing under control. He had no idea how strong the Mage’s sense of hearing was, but he was desperate to keep himself out of sight and, hopefully, out of mind as well. With slow movements he pulled himself to the corner of the chimney and peered around it, watching the scene in the plaza.

      Levitating above the gate, the Mage faced down the Holy Knights, who had quickly gathered down below. A sneer crossed her lips as she saw them lifting their shields, and with an arcane command her wand lit up with crimson flame. Lit by the glow of her spell, she looked for Ben once more, grinding her teeth as she realized he had escaped.

      “Lay down your wand and surrender!”

      Hearing the shout from below, the Mage’s expression darkened and the glow on her wand increased once again.

      “You are the ones who should be surrendering. Soon, the Iron Monarch’s army will sweep through this city, slaying any who resist!”

      A heavy sound, like the rolling of thunder, resounded from outside the wall and those soldiers on top of the wall began to shout, pointing out toward the horizon. From where he was, Ben could see across the top of the wall, and the sight made his breath catch once again. Like a wave of black water, an army surged toward the city, accompanied by the frenzied beat of massive war drums. Running in perfect cadence, the black-armored soldiers covered the earth as they closed in on the gate, clearly intent on launching an attack without waiting.

      Above the gate, her wand fully charged, the Mage pointed down and a massive ball of flames descended, crashing into the gate with an explosion that shook the whole city. Arrows flew at her as the defenders of the city realized what she was going to do, but all of them were too late. Slapping her hand onto the oval stone hanging from her belt, she summoned another force blast, pulverizing all of the arrows heading in her direction.

      “This is your last opportunity. Surrender or face the Iron Monarch’s wrath!”

      When the defenders responded with yells and more arrows, she clicked her tongue and retreated, heading out over the bridge in front of the gate and toward the army in the distance, leaving behind the ruins of the gate and the wall around it. The last fireball had burnt through the gate and collapsed the stone walls around it, transforming the entrance to the city into a wide-open doorway.

      “This isn’t good,” Ben muttered. “This really isn’t good.”

      Down below, the Holy Knights were rushing to block the massive opening where the gate had once been. All over the city, soldiers who had been trying to rest and recuperate jumped up and rushed toward the gate, struggling to put their armor on. To their credit, the confusion at the gate was kept to a minimum, but as the enemy army came close the air was filled with an almost tangible sense of fear.

      Armored from head to toe in thick plate mail, the Allerian soldiers moved with uncanny precision, all stepping in the exact same cadence. It was one thing to see such a sight on the parade ground but entirely another to see it on the battlefield as they ran over the uneven ground. Shaking the earth, the black-armored army charged toward the city where the Holy Knights had gathered to meet them.

      With a loud trumpet blast, a team of Holy Knights rode down the street, carrying a thick flagpole that carried the crimson and blue banner of the Ecclesia. Jumping down from his horse, the large Knight who carried it strode up to the center of the burning ruins of the gate and planted it firmly in the ground as the other Knights gathered around him, forming a shield wall in the gap.

      “No matter the enemy, we do not back down!” the flag bearer yelled, his voice nearly lost in the pounding drums. “No matter the situation, we do not falter! Our enemies will give their blood to prove to the world that the Eternal Flame will forever burn!”

      Trying to muster a cheer, the Knights could barely manage it as they stared out at the sea of enemies. They had heard that there were a nearly uncountable number of enemy soldiers, but only by seeing it could they understand the despair with which their companions had spoken of the Allerian army. Nearly bleeding from his gums because of how tightly he was clenching his teeth, the flag bearer could barely believe what he was seeing as the enemy closed in with pounding footsteps. Just before the two sides met the world seemed to fall silent, as if holding its breath before the clash. Steel ground against steel as the black armor met the gleaming silver lances of the Knights, and a powerful roar rose up as both sides unleashed all their strength.

      Individually, the black-armored heavy soldiers were not nearly as strong as the highly trained Holy Knights of the Ecclesia, but for each one that fell under the Knight’s stabbing spears two more rushed forward. Even worse, the ones who went down were like cockroaches and continually struggled to stand back up, no matter how badly they were wounded. The weight of the charge had forced the Holy Knights back a few steps, putting the commander who was holding the flag in striking range of the front line. Drawing his sword with a roar, he held the flag with one hand and struck out at the enemy with the other, causing blood to fly as his sword cleaved through the arm of an enemy soldier.

      Yet, rather than fall back, the wounded soldier screamed his defiance and pushed forward again, hacking toward the flag pole with his axe. With a twist, the Knight sent his blade through the soldier’s visor, killing him instantly as the tip of his sword stabbed through the soldier’s eye socket. Kicking the body away, the commander let out a powerful shout, rallying the Knights. Golden light burst from their bodies as they called upon their powers, driving the enemy back and regaining the few steps they had lost.

      Seen from his perch above, it looked to Ben like someone had drawn a thin line of glittering gold across the opening of the gate, forming a wall to keep out the endlessly rushing black that tried to pour into the city. With his heart in his throat, he watched as the minutes dragged by. Never once did the fighting at the gate let up, and soon it had spilled out along the wall as the dark wave tried to climb up and over in other spots.

      Soon the boom of magic cannons began, adding their sharp blasts to the din of battle as they threw explosive lightning at the city wall, decimating the defenders and attackers alike when they landed. Like a relentless tide, the Allerian heavy infantry never took a single step back as they tried to crush the defenses of the city through sheer force. Finally, after nearly an hour of fierce fighting, one of the Knights was too tired to continue and his defense dropped. Pouncing on him, the black-armored soldiers ripped him apart and forced their way into the gap his death caused.

      Though the commander tried to fill it, that gap was like a leak in a dam, and soon the black-armored soldiers were pouring through in an unstoppable rush. Their first target was the flag-bearing commander, and like locusts hungry to devour a fruit tree they swarmed him. With a flashing sword and indomitable will the commander stood tall, carving the enemy into pieces as they approached. Yet it was impossible for him to overcome the numbers, and crimson streaks began to appear on his armor where enemy’s blades carved through the metal to touch his skin below.

      Sensing his weakness, the enemy leapt for the flag that he was holding, intent on bringing it down, when a sharp whistle broke the air and two slivers of darkness sliced through the thin gap under a soldier’s helmet, causing hot blood to spray the ground. Falling powerlessly to the ground, the soldier had no idea what had killed him, even to the moment of his death. Another whistle sounded and another soldier fell as a tiny glowing arrow tore through the weaker armor under his raised arm. In rapid succession the soldiers assaulting the commander were cut down as Ben and two small figures danced among them.

      For each enemy Ben attacked his spectre watchers, Irora and Henluin, killed two, causing the enemy numbers to thin out drastically. Hardly taller than two feet, the spectres were unbelievably deadly, their weapons carving apart the black armor like it was tissue paper as they slipped from shadow to shadow, moving too fast for the enemy to follow. The air was filled with sound, completely disorienting their foe and allowing them to strike at vital weaknesses unopposed.

      Gasping for breath, the commander of the Holy Knights had no idea what to think, and even began to question his eyesight until Ben came next to him and shook him from his stupor.

      “Retreat! We’ll cover you!”

      Blinking, the Holy Knight shook his head and thrust the flag into Ben’s hands.

      “We must regain the gap! Keep the flag from falling! Knights! To me! For the Eternal Flame!”

      A brilliant blue lit up the darkness as his eyes flashed under his helmet, and he let out a roar that drowned out the din of battle. Around him, the embattled Knights surged with a fresh burst of energy and countless other Holy Knights ignited their own spirits, dyeing the plaza in the brilliant color of the summer sky.

      “For the Eternal Flame!”

      The battle cry shook the air as the Holy Knights threw themselves into battle with unbelievable ferocity, carving through the enemy like they were nothing. All over the plaza the Knights killed fiercely as they advanced forward, forming a new cordon of gold tinged with light blue. Lepierian soldiers who had been struggling at the edge of the plaza threw themselves into the fight as well, their gazes flashing with blue light as they charged without regard for their own safety.
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CHAPTER 39

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the midst of the fight, it was all Ben could do to keep the flag upright as the fighting surged around him. The countercharge of the Holy Knights was too fierce for the enemy to resist, and inch by grinding inch they forced their way back into the gap of the broken gate. Throwing themselves at the enemy with abandon, they cared not for their lives, using every ounce of their strength to beat the enemy back. Even when they were hacked apart by enemy blades they used their bodies to knock the Allerian soldiers back, buying time for their companions to strike.

      For someone who had never been on a battlefield before, it was an overwhelming experience, but Ben forced himself to hold onto the flag, even as tears fell from his eyes, soaking his cheeks. When they finally drove the enemy back out through the gate, the commander of the Holy Knights, who had lost half his fingers to a fierce axe and was dripping blood from dozens of wounds, fell back to stand by Ben.

      “We make our last stand here! You know the rules!”

      Shouts and whoops rang out even as the Knights continued to fight, and with one voice they roared out in unison.

      “Not a single step back until our blood has dried in tomorrow’s sun!”

      More and more enemies were crowding toward them, trying to break their line once again, but the Holy Knights held on with an impossible tenacity, matching the enemy blow for blow. With a blood-soaked grin, the commander of the Holy Knights tapped Ben’s chest with the back of his damaged gauntlet, seeming immune to the pain of his wound.

      “Keep up the good work, kid. So long as that flag doesn’t fall, you have my word that we’ll keep fighting. For Lepiera! For the Ecclesia! For the Eternal Flame!”

      With that battle cry, the commander charged back into the battle, his broadsword tearing through the enemy like a reaper’s scythe. Watching his back, Ben wanted to say something, but the words seemed to get stuck in his throat. Beside him Irora and Henluin shared a glance, their expressions heavy. If things got any worse, they would take Ben away from here, whether or not he was willing. They could tell that Ben wanted to charge forward into battle, but the weight of the flag was too much for him to carry and fight.

      A shout rose behind Ben and figures began to surge past him as regular soldiers began to push forward to fill the gaps in the dwindling line of Holy Knights. With no regard for their own safety, they threw themselves at the enemy, making up for the difference in their strength and armor with sheer ferocity. For a full ten minutes the line of gold and blue held the enemy army at bay, but suddenly a streak flew toward them from the horizon, coming to a stop to reveal the Mage who had destroyed the gate.

      Glaring down at the Holy Knights, she didn’t say a single word as her wand began charging. Suddenly she saw Ben, and her expression distorted as she recognized him. The angle of her wand shifted to point at him and a shield flashed around her, blocking the three tiny arrows that shot toward her. Sneering at Irora, she continued charging her wand, getting ready to obliterate Ben and the flag along with him.

      She was too far away for Henluin to engage her in close combat, and no matter how many arrows Irora released, the magic shield held. Realizing that he only had a single second until he and everything around him was transformed into ash, Ben’s tears dried up and he lifted his hand, making a rude gesture toward the levitating Mage.

      “You better not let your sister see you do that,” a dry voice said behind him as a hand fell on his shoulder.

      “Oh, I already did,” Ellie replied, lightning flashing around her as the wings on her back stirred in the wind.

      A roar split the air as the fireball broke from the tip of the Mage’s wand, hurtling toward Ben, but the hand on his shoulder lifted and John snapped his fingers, causing the fireball to simply vanish as the mana powering it was dispersed.

      “Playing with fire in front of me?” John asked, walking around Ben, who was frozen from shock, elation, and a growing fear that his sister had seen his gesture.

      Looking down at Ben, Ellie gave him a stern look and then her face broke into a smile.

      “Given the circumstances, I think I’ll allow it. But just this once. Make sure you don’t drop the flag.”

      Flying up to face the confused Mage, John stared at her through the blue flames that made up his mask.

      “State your name and affiliation.”

      Sneering at him, the Mage’s eyes flickered around his body, clearly looking for magical artifacts. When she saw nothing except his bracer and sword, her tense expression eased.

      “What does it matter to someone about to die?”

      Stopping a hundred feet from her in the middle of the air, John ignored the desperate fight raging below him and faced her calmly.

      “I want to know what to put on your tombstone,” he said, his tone carrying a sense of lightness that seemed strange on a battlefield. “And who to wipe out after I clean this up.”

      The threat seemed silly, but the Mage had clearly heard of John before, because she immediately tried to flee. Seeing her blurring as she fled into the distance, John let out a small sigh and called down to the battle below.

      “Ellie?”

      Blasting a black-armored soldier back with a bolt of lightning that jumped between her enemies, Ellie glanced up, her eyes blinking rapidly.

      “Six hundred feet, east south east.”

      “Thank you.”

      Turning in the direction Ellie had indicated, John lifted his hand and hundreds of fireballs appeared above his head. Pointing his finger, John muttered under his breath.

      
        
        [Firestorm]

      

      

      All of the fireballs flew toward the area John was targeting, spinning around to form a powerful cyclone of flames. Shrieking, the Mage abandoned her invisibility and activated her strongest shield as the Firestorm spell rolled over her. Fear colored her face and she tried to cast another spell, only to see John dispel it with a snap of his fingers. Striding over, John began to speak, his voice crossing the distance to echo in her ears as if he was standing right next to her.

      “It is astounding to me the difference some training makes. If someone had been willing to teach me magic earlier on, I could have avoided a lot of suffering. Then again, in a lot of ways, it was my suffering that made me. That’s often the case, isn’t it? But not all suffering leads to growth.”

      Pausing, he lifted his hand and clenched his fist, causing the Firestorm spell to collapse, transforming into a flaming hand that crushed the Mage’s shield and began to burn its way through her body.

      “Some suffering just leads to death.”

      Without another look, he turned, and with a few steps reappeared next to Ellie, slapping a black-armored soldier who was attacking her so hard the top half of the man’s body exploded. Within seconds there was a lull in the fight as the black-armored soldiers instinctively avoided John.

      “Didn’t you want to question her?” Ellie asked, her forehead furrowed.

      “No need when I can question the guy in charge,” John replied, pointing toward the main mass of the enemy army.

      Floating up into the air, he lifted his hands up in front of him and spoke quietly, casting six huge walls of flame that completely sealed the space where the gates used to be. The fierce flames forced both sides to disengage, and as the black-armored Allerian army stumbled backward the Holy Knights looked up at him in awe. He could see the blue shining in their eyes and knew that this was their last fight. Sorrow rose in John’s heart, but he didn’t allow it to consume him. They had fought for what they believed in, and he would not dishonor that.

      “You are the reason the flame of hope continues to burn in this dark. A hundred thousand will live because of your sacrifice,” John said, bowing to the Holy Knights. “I swear to you that it will not be in vain. The eternal flame will burn forever.”

      “Tell our brothers and sisters that we go on ahead,” the commander said, dropping to one knee and lifting his sword to salute John. “The eternal flame will burn forever.”

      Echoing him, the other Knights knelt down, their silver armor dyed crimson with blood. Beside them, dozens of soldiers who had joined their blue-eyed ascension knelt down as well, their faces revealing the peace in their hearts. Under his mask, John’s teeth clenched as his sorrow turned into a slow-burning fury, but he did not stop bowing until the light had left the last of the Knights and soldiers. When he straightened, the warmth was gone from him and his blue flames seemed to release an endless coldness that froze everyone who looked at it.

      “Keep the flag flying,” John said to Ellie and Ben, turning to float out in front of the city.

      Sweeping the enemy army with a glance, his eyes settled on a giant rolling platform that had been pushed to the top of a small hill. Even from this distance, he could clearly make out the ten-foot-tall armored figure that stood on it, along with numerous black robed figures. Seeing John looking in his direction, the massive man spoke a command and the platform was pushed forward, advancing through the parting troops like a boat sliding down through a river. Coming to a stop a few hundred feet from John, the giant spoke, his voice booming across the plains and echoing from the city wall.

      “I am the Iron Monarch! Emperor of the Iron Empire! All who submit to me will be spared!”

      Shaking his head, John floated down a bit to get a better look at the steel-covered giant. The armor he wore was almost exactly the same as the armor the regular Allerian soldiers wore, except that it had been covered in enchantments. His eyes narrowing as he scanned the enchantments, John spoke in a clear tone that matched the Iron Monarch’s volume.

      “First of all, that’s a stupid name for an empire. Second, you’re a dead man if you speak to me like that again.”

      “State your name, Mage,” the giant boomed, taking a slightly more defensive stance.

      “I am the Eternal Flame, leader of the Ecclesia and the hope of mankind. And a pretty good farmer,” John said, muttering the last bit under his breath. “You have attacked my people, killing and capturing them like livestock. For this sin, you will lose your life. But if you command your armies to return home, yours will be the only life lost. If you do not, I will purge you and your army from the face of this world.”

      Letting out a booming laugh, the Iron Monarch lifted a massive warhammer that sat next to him. Holding it in one hand, he pointed it at John.

      “Your words are brave for one alone. Even if you are a sage, you will die here. Come, let us see whose fist is stronger.”

      Nodding, John summoned a flame, flipping his hand over and transforming it into a sword.

      “Very well. But before that, I want to know who it is I’m killing,” he said, pointing his sword at one for the robed Mages. “What is your name and affiliation?”

      “Why worry about weaklings?” the Iron Monarch said, his voice rumbling. “Let us settle this in one conclusive fight.”

      Seeing that the Mages weren’t going to say anything, John nodded.

      “Fine. Let us begin.”

      Roaring, the giant swung his hammer, mana flooding into it as the sides of the artifact lit up with dark yellow and red light. A fierce blast of energy surged out from the end of the hammer, shooting toward John, who had to dodge to the side in surprise. Crouching slightly, the Iron Monarch jumped, his massive legs sending him rocketing into the air. At first John was planning on dodging to the side, but a moment later he realized what the giant was planning on doing. If John dodged the Iron Monarch would land and unleash a strike toward the gate of the city, destroying John’s flames and allowing the Allerian army to rush in.

      Forced to meet the strike head on, John didn’t wait for his enemy and instead dashed forward, stabbing out with his flame sword. Seeing that attack clearly, the Iron Monarch just laughed and continued with his overhead strike, causing a bad feeling to fill John. A moment later that bad feeling came true when his sword hit the giant’s armor and dissipated with hardly a splash. Realizing he was about to crash into the Iron Monarch, John lashed out with his foot, slamming the giant back and falling back himself.

      Righting himself as he tumbled through the air, John stared down at the Iron Monarch, who landed on the field like a ton of bricks, forming a crater under his feet. The giant’s armor had absorbed much of the mana from his spell and then spun it into a counterspell, reflecting it to disperse the remaining power in John’s spell. It was an ingenious method that all but guaranteed total immunity against spells.

      “What’s the matter?” the Iron Monarch asked, his voice mocking. “Do your spells no longer work? Aw, what a shame.”

      Striding forward, he hefted his massive hammer onto his shoulder and gestured for John to come and stop him.

      “Without your magic you’re nothing. Nothing at all. I’ve heard the stories about you. About how terrifying you are to face, but now I know you’re not even close to being scary.”

      His expression thoughtful, John looked down at his hand that had held the flame sword. He had felt an interesting feeling when he had attacked the Iron Monarch’s armor, but it was eluding him at the moment. Looking up as the Iron Monarch came close, John drew his silver sword and flicked on his shield, lifting it up until it covered the bottom half of his face. Getting into his stance, he spoke quietly, summoning a dozen flaming spears to shoot toward the rapidly approaching giant, only to see them fizzle out on the Iron Monarch’s enchanted armor.

      “Try as much as you like, Mage! At the end of the day, you’ll have no choice but to admit that I am too much for you to handle! Just like your predecessors!”

      His expression hidden under his blue flame mask, John simply tightened his grip on his weapons as he got ready to meet the giant in battle.
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CHAPTER 40

        

      

    

    
      --CH40--------------------ok

      Like a bull, the Iron Monarch charged across the battlefield, his boots sending clods of dirt flying into the air. John waited until he was a dozen feet away before moving, slashing out with his silver sword at the giant’s ankle. Ignoring the attack, the Iron Monarch brought his hammer down in a wide arc, trying to crush John’s head. Lifting his magical shield, John lunged forward, catching the head of the hammer with the edge of his shield. Feeling the powerful force radiating through to his arm, John twisted his sword wrist, using the connection between his blade and the Monarch’s ankle to accelerate his sideways movement.

      Deflecting the hammer into the ground, John slipped behind the giant man and stabbed up toward his waist. With a sharp screech the edge of his sword skipped off of the metal plates, drawing a thin scratch on the dark armor. Despite the disappointing results, John didn’t stop. Spinning around, he hacked at that same spot, managing to lay another strike over it before being forced to dodge a backhanded swing.

      Ducking underneath the huge hammer, John slammed his shield toward the side of the Iron Monarch’s knee, but a massive boot kicked him back, his feet leaving furrows in the ground as he slid away. With a roar, the Iron Monarch hoisted his hammer above his head and brought it down again, this time aiming for the ground. Mana surged on the hammer’s head, and John could feel the destructive potential gathering. The impact caused a great crack to form in between John and the Monarch, and the intense vibration threw John off-balance.

      A wave of vibrations spread, but John’s shield deflected them as they raced toward him. Tucking himself down behind his shield, he heard the stomp of the metal-wrapped giant’s feet and realized he needed to move. With a simple side-step he flashed a dozen feet away, his feet wreathed in flame. Slamming his hammer into the spot where John had just been, the Iron Monarch turned his head slowly to stare at John.

      “How pathetic. Take his magic away and all he can do is scurry around like a dog with his tail between his legs. Where is this legendary strength that people speak of? Don’t tell me that the Eternal Flame can’t even beat a big dumb warrior.”

      “That armor you have,” John said, pointing his sword at the exquisitely carved breastplate the Iron Monarch wore. “Where did you get it?”

      “What does it matter to you? Bow down and submit to me and I will leave your city intact. Otherwise I will raze it to the ground and slaughter your people.”

      “I was asking because there’s no way that you were able to put it together yourself. You say my magic is weak, yet you surround yourself with Mages and hide behind armor a Mage created.”

      “Enough. We are wasting time! Come and let me crush your skull.”

      Letting out a shout, the Iron Monarch leaped forward, bringing his hammer down in a two-handed strike. Lowering his stance and lifting his shield, John spoke quietly, casting a basic earth spell.

      
        
        [Soften Earth]

      

      

      Landing with a crash, the Iron Monarch’s hammer slammed down on John’s shield, deflecting to the side as John twisted his body. The force of the blow slipped down past John and shot into the earth, causing the giant to sink down into the suddenly soft ground. So powerful was his attack that he sank to mid-thigh, allowing John to stab toward his neck. Sparks flew as the silver blade scraped along the thick armor, and with an angry bellow the Iron Monarch slapped at John, forcing him to back up.

      Pulses of mana spread from his armor and the Iron Monarch heaved himself up, breaking free of the earth’s grasp with a herculean effort. Watching carefully, John saw that any of the magically charged dirt near the Monarch’s armor lost its luster when it came close, and he realized the armor was absorbing the nearby mana to power itself. Creating some distance as the Iron Monarch climbed out of the ground, John was about to try something else when the Monarch lifted his hand, shaking some caked dirt free from his gauntlet.

      “I have had enough of this. If you will not face me directly, I will make you. Attack!”

      His magnified voice rolled over the battlefield, causing the black-armored soldiers who had been waiting for the outcome of the duel to let out battle cries and begin advancing on the city once again. Though the gate was now covered by flame walls, there were plenty of other places along the long city wall to attack, and the Allerian army surged toward the city like a black wave. Fury awoke in John’s heart at the sight and he turned to speak to the Iron Monarch, only to see a massive hammer heading for his face.

      Whipping up his shield, he managed to block the attack, but it sent him stumbling backward. Off-balance, he saw another lightning-fast attack coming and was forced to lift his sword to intercept it. Hearing a cracking sound, John stepped back, intending to flash away, but the mana he tried to gather to his feet was sluggish, making his spell trigger too slowly. The force of the attack shot through his blade, and with a loud pop the top half of his sword shattered, leaving him holding the hilt and half a foot of jagged metal.

      Grunting as the shockwave continued into his arm, John tumbled backward, doing his best to keep himself on his feet. Yet as fast as he flew back, the Iron Monarch was faster. A silver glow had enveloped the Iron Monarch’s armor, granting him a tremendous speed boost, while a yellow earthen rune that pulsed in time with his steps erased the sound he should have made, making it nearly impossible for John to track his movements.

      Slamming the butt end of his hammer into John’s shield to keep him off-balance, the giant spun, intending to crush John’s ribs. With nothing but a broken sword to block, John abandoned it and jumped, managing to clear the giant’s arm as he grabbed his dagger. On his way past he stabbed at the Iron Monarch’s head, but the massive warrior twitched his head to the side, causing the attack to miss. With a twist of his wrist John tried to redirect his strike, but a powerful force slammed into him as the Iron Monarch used his shoulder to bash at John. Tumbling sideways through the air, John rolled across the ground, barely avoiding the follow-up smash from the Iron Monarch’s hammer.

      Flames erupted from John’s hand as he scrambled to his feet, but the Iron Monarch burst through them with a scornful laugh. Yet as he pressed through them, he realized that John had vanished, using the flames to block the Iron Monarch’s vision long enough to dash past him. A sharp blow landed on the Monarch’s back, but once again his blade skittered off with no effect.

      “Face it, you lack the strength to fight me,” the Iron Monarch sneered, turning around to face John. “Once I’m done tearing you apart and enslaving your city, I’ll go to that valley of yours and burn everything to the ground, sowing your fields with salt. For the rest of eternity the Eternal Flame will be remembered as a pathetic weakling!”

      Retreating back thirty feet, John looked down at his dagger, letting out a sharp breath. The edge of his blade was bent from where it had scraped across the runic armor. With a sigh, he tossed it to the side. Looking up, he met the Iron Monarch’s gaze squarely.

      “Is that supposed to enrage me?”

      Taking a step forward, John twisted his wrist, causing the magical shield to recede back into his bracer. Unbuckling it without taking his eyes off of the Iron Monarch, John removed his bracer and tossed it behind him.

      “I think you’re laboring under a bit of a misunderstanding.”

      Next were his leather belts, still holding one of his daggers. Tossing the belts to the side, John took another step forward.

      “You seem to think that my power comes from my spells. I can understand why you would think that way.”

      Sensing that something had changed, the Iron Monarch crouched slightly, unsure what John was doing. The air around them was starting to blur and warp as heat began to leak from John’s skin. Blue armor began to manifest from the heat, covering John’s body as he began to stride forward. Under his feet the dirt and grass began to catch fire, sending tongues of red and orange flame into the air and leaving scorched footprints trailing behind him.

      “In fact, most people seem to believe that my power comes from magic, which I guess makes some sense, as most people who have actually faced me are dead.”

      By this time, John’s entire body was covered in the blue flame armor. His hair and eyebrows had transformed into blue flames that licked at the air, and his skin had taken on a reddish hue. The mask that had covered his whole face had vanished, revealing his cold expression and eyes that glowed with sky-blue light. Looking more like an elemental spirit than a man, John stopped a dozen feet from the Iron Monarch, the predatory grin on his face revealing slightly sharpened teeth and two short fangs.

      “It’s strange, really. I was supposed to be a Mage, but instead I feel like I’m just now learning how magic works. Hah, listen to me prattling on. It’s a bad habit I have. Sometimes I get the impulse to talk about things that others won’t understand, and since you’re a dead man, you make the best kind of listener.”

      “Enough!” the Iron Monarch shouted, lifting his hammer. “Your spells will not work on me!”

      With those words, the giant charged toward John, who shrugged.

      “I keep telling you, it’s not spells anymore.”

      Reaching out with his hand, John caught the hammer falling toward his head, stopping it dead. The rebounding shock of having his weapon’s momentum halted nearly shook it from the Iron Monarch’s grip, but before he could react John’s flame-covered fist slammed into his ribs, sending him tumbling backward. Scorching pain filled the Iron Monarch’s side, and after scrambling to his feet he looked down and saw that the armor he was so proud of was charred and the runes under the spot John had hit were blackened and twisted. Confusion filled his mind and he looked up, seeing John looking at his fist.

      “Hmm. I think this is manageable,” John said, opening and closing his fist. “Alright, it’s time to end this.”

      With a tap of his feet John shot through the air, moving so quickly a blue afterimage was left behind where he passed. Seeing him move, the Iron Monarch let out a yell and tried to attack again, but John unleashed a punch, meeting the massive hammer head on. The explosion of force sent the Iron Monarch tumbling, but John barely even slowed down. Extending his hand, he unleashed a chain of blue flame, tangling the giant’s leg and pulling him back into range as he kicked out with his foot.

      A heavy crack sounded as the Iron Monarch’s armor caved in, denting badly. Unable to understand what was going on, the giant warrior tried to free himself by swinging his hammer, but John plucked it from his hands like it was nothing and punched him in the chest, launching the Iron Monarch into the air. Taking a second to examine the hammer, John’s eyes narrowed and he nodded to himself.

      Tremors shook the battlefield as the Iron Monarch slammed into the ground, and John tossed the massive warhammer to the ground, appearing above the Iron Monarch a second later. Slapping his large hand aside, John grabbed the giant’s helmet, his fingers sinking through the armor like it was soft clay. Crouching slightly, he pushed off with his legs and flew into the air, taking the giant with him. Flying above the battlefield, John paused in midair, his expression as hard as stone as he gazed at the fight below. A flaming warrior holding a thrashing giant was impossible to ignore, especially when they were hanging in the middle of the sky, and the battle fell into a slight lull as John began to speak.

      “There will be no more mercy. Retreat from here at once or face death. This will be my last warning.”

      John’s voice echoed clearly above the battlefield, causing all of the fighting to stop. Looking at the burning man in the sky, it was hard to imagine he wouldn’t carry out his threat, and no one present was foolish enough to test him. Slowly, even before the Allerian battle horn had sounded the retreat, the black-armored tide began to retreat, pulling back from the city wall. Watching them go, John could see Ellie on top of the wall, her lightning wings much duller but still releasing sparks.

      “You think you have won? Hah, you have only delayed the inevitable.”

      Hearing the Iron Monarch’s words, John’s eyes narrowed slightly and his eyes swept the enemy camp, searching for the Mages who had been there before. None of them were in sight, which was well within John’s expectations. He remained standing in the air above the battlefield until the Allerian forces had retreated fully, falling back toward the border. Once they were far enough away that they couldn’t launch another attack, John flew back to the city, landing on the wall next to the ruined gate.

      The city wall had held surprisingly well, but the signs of the fierceness of the fight were everywhere. It had only lasted a few hours, but it had been unbelievably intense. The bombardment of the magic cannons had broken large chunks of the wall, giving the black-armored soldiers a foothold to climb up, but the defenders had fought tooth and nail to keep them back, suffering terrible casualties in the process.

      Despite the large numbers of dead and wounded, cheers and shouts rang out from those who remained as soon as John arrived on the wall as both the soldiers and the citizens who had seen the battle began to celebrate. Letting them cheer for a few minutes, John lifted his hand, calling for quiet. Almost immediately the crowds fell silent, listening intently for his words.

      “Soldiers, citizens, you have done well in defending your city, in defending your people. Your sacrifice, your dedication will never be forgotten. Those who have ascended before us used their blood, their sweat, and the fires of their hearts to establish our path. We will commit ourselves to it, never ceasing until it is achieved! Though we have achieved victory for now, the work is not yet done. We will continue to fight for our future, remembering the glory of those who have given their all for our future. All glory to the Ecclesia!”

      A resounding roar rose from the city as the soldiers and citizens heard John’s shout.

      “Glory to the Eternal Flame!”
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      Dawn was breaking by the time the battlements had been cleaned up, but John was not around to see it. He had dragged the Iron Monarch into the palace to interrogate him and was now sitting in his throne room staring at the inert giant, his mind replaying everything that had happened since his arrival on the battlefield over and over again. Just before they had started questioning the Iron Monarch the huge man let out a strange laugh and a flash of mana surged from the armor, completely obliterating his body, leaving nothing but an empty suit of rune armor behind.

      Fury fought with confusion in John’s mind as he stared at the armor, but it was clear he wasn’t going to make any progress with the information he currently had, so he sat up with a sigh. Next to him Ellie was staring at him intently, studying every inch of his features. Realizing he hadn’t yet rebound his mana, John started to, only for Ellie to reach out to stop him.

      “Hmm?”

      “Is this what you really look like?” Ellie asked, her eyes gleaming with an emotion he couldn’t identify.

      Looking down at his red hand and the slightly sharpened nails on his hand, John nodded.

      “It is. This is what happens when I don’t bind my mana. It gets worse the more I release, but this is maybe a ten percent release.”

      Licking her lips, Ellie fanned herself a bit with one hand while the other reached out to touch the back of his hand.

      “It’s hot. Your skin I mean.”

      “I get hotter. A fifty percent release and you’d be on fire right now.”

      “I already am,” Ellie muttered, patting her pink cheeks.

      Taking a deep breath, John pulled all the mana flowing out of him back together, binding it under his skin. His hair was the first thing to go back to normal, transforming from blue flames back to its normal, dark color. His skin followed next, losing the reddish sheen and returning to its normal sunburnt tan. Piece by piece the flaming armor he wore vanished, sinking back into his body. Though the armor was made of flames, Ellie had been astounded to find that she could touch it without trouble. Made from pure, concentrated mana, it carried a slightly cool feeling, as if it was made of jade shaped like flames.

      With a bang, the door to the throne room opened and a large group hurried in, saving John from the disappointed look Ellie was giving him. Seeing a thin woman at the head of the group, John called out to her, glad to be shifting the focus.

      “Councilor Ravin, what do you have to report?”

      “Greetings, Your Eminence. All glory to the Eternal Flame.”

      “Dispense with the formalities, please. We don’t have time for that right now.”

      “On the contrary, Your Eminence. You just saved our city from certain doom. Respect is more necessary now than ever.”

      “The brave Holy Knights and soldiers who stood in the gap are the ones who saved the city,” John said, shaking his head. “Their strength in the face of overwhelming odds cannot be overstated. We will rebuild the gate with a memorial to their sacrifice.”

      “It shall be done, Your Eminence,” Councilor Ravin said, bowing again. “We have made a strange discovery on the battlefield and are requesting that you take a look.”

      “Sure. What do you have?”

      With a wave, the councilor had three of the black-armored soldiers brought over. All three were dead and their armor was in various states of damage, but as soon as they were lined up John’s expression hardened. In the tumult of battle it wasn’t immediately obvious, but when they were placed next to each other the truth seemed to jump out at him. Each of the sets of armor were exactly six and a half feet tall, and exactly the same, as if they had come off of a press. Sharing a glance with Ellie, John stood up and walked down to where the bodies lay to examine them closer.

      “Remove the helmets.”

      At Councilor Ravin’s command, the soldiers who had carried the bodies into the throne room unbuckled the black helmets, revealing three faces that looked completely identical. A gasp sounded as Ellie drew in a sharp breath, and John crouched down and touched the cold skin of one of the men. His eyes traced their way across the metal armor the corpse wore and a cold look appeared in his eyes. Tapping the black chestplate, he looked up at the councilor.

      “I think I know what is going on, but I’d like to confirm it. Do you have any corpses that have been stripped of their armor?”

      “Yes, there should be some down by the wall. Shall I have them brought here?”

      “Please. I’d like at least one corpse and a few sets of armor. Try to find the ones that are as intact as possible. Thank you.”

      While a few of the soldiers ran off to communicate the order, John remained crouched by the three bodies, his eyes closed as Mental Model worked. There were many thoughts tumbling around in his mind and he was confident they were all connected, but he hadn’t quite managed to put everything together yet. Beside him, Ellie began an examination of her own, soon turning to him and speaking softly.

      “Is it just me, or do these things look like—”

      “Please wait,” John said, cutting her off. “I’d like to confirm before we make any judgments.”

      The minutes passed slowly as they waited for the soldiers to return, but John maintained his silence. The consequences of what he suspected were dire, and he was secretly hoping he was wrong. Unfortunately, it only took one look at the returning soldiers for his worst fears to be confirmed. They entered the room carrying empty suits of armor that had been pried off of dead Allerian soldiers, but they held no corpses.

      “Where are the bodies?” the councilor asked, her expression disapproving.

      “We tried to recover a body but they have all vanished, ma’am,” one of the soldiers said, looking a bit sheepish.

      “Vanished? What do you mean by vanished?”

      “Um, they just sort of… melted. Once they were free of the armor it wasn’t but a minute before they were gone. I… I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened.”

      John had already begun examining the empty armor, and once the reporting soldier fell silent he passed it to Ellie and crouched down next to one of the three corpses in the middle of the floor. Gripping the collar of the breast plate, he began to tear it apart like he was ripping thin cloth, peeling it away from the soldier’s body. Closing his eyes for a moment, he could feel a rush of mana escaping from the confines of the armor and his expression grew stormy.

      “They’re duplicates,” Ellie said, tapping the armor she was holding, “just like the insects we killed. Someone is mass-producing warriors, and these shells are keeping them from dispersing. I just don’t understand how they’re controlling them. Aren’t duplicates soulless?”

      Pointing to a set of runes running up the inside of the back plate, John’s tone was grim as he replied.

      “The enemy Mages are collecting souls, aren’t they? And slaves.”

      “Wait, you think they’re forcibly inserting souls into these bodies?” Ellie asked, her mouth dropping open. “How could that even be possible?”

      “Magic has done stranger,” John replied. “I mean, think about it. This army seemed to appear out of nowhere, but it makes sense if they’re just mass-producing armor and bodies from mana they’re sucking up from a forbidden land. Allera has dozens within its borders and is next to two of the largest forbidden lands on the continent. I know because I created them. They have a next to limitless supply of mana to create these things, and if they’re binding the souls of slaves or the deceased to them, they can just recycle their warriors indefinitely. If I had to guess, I’d say that in a few days we’re going to see that giant brute of an emperor reappear, fit as a fiddle. We need to start preparing for another attack right away. Ravin, get the commanders together and begin reorganizing the defenders. Put out a call for more recruits as well. We’ll need as many people as we can possibly get to man the walls. I’ll figure out a way to repair the defenses.”

      Her face pale, Councilor Ravin bowed her head and hurried away to begin coordinating the defense, leaving John and Ellie alone in the throne room. Sensing her worry, John took her hand, causing a surprised expression to flit across her face.

      “We’ll be fine. I won’t let the city be overrun,” John said, his voice calm.

      “How are you doing?” Ellie asked, her eyes searching his face.

      “I’m fine. The problem will come once I start killing again. I can feel that every death I cause increases my willingness to kill again, leading to a downward cycle. My saving grace is that when I cast Spiritual Sacrifice it destroyed the ghosts of all those I’ve killed before, allowing me to achieve an equilibrium. So long as I don’t break that equilibrium, I should be fine.”

      “And if you do? What happens if you start accumulating more ghosts?”

      “Each one will make it easier for Farroutef to influence me and take control of my mind,” John said, rubbing his forehead in frustration. “You know, it’s hard to describe just how irritating it is to have strength and not be able to use it. But if it means not destroying the world, I guess it’s worth it.”

      Squeezing John’s hand, Ellie nodded.

      “I hope so. Come on, let’s go find Ben.”

      Taking a deep breath to settle his thoughts and emotions, John nodded. There would be plenty of time in the coming days for anger and action, but in the aftermath of this battle it was important to steal moments to rest. It had been a tremendous shock to both of them to see Ben standing in the gap of the gate among the bloody Holy Knights holding up the flag, and from the way her hand trembled when she mentioned her brother’s name, it was clear Ellie was not yet over it.

      Leaving the palace through a side door, they slipped through an alleyway, avoiding the main roads. Everywhere they went they could hear the celebration of the citizens who were throwing a massive party. Every single one of the main thoroughfares in the city were packed with excited citizens, and the bars and restaurants were doing bustling business. Despite the fact that there was a food shortage, food and drink were being shared freely as the citizens celebrated.

      “Shouldn’t they be saving their food?” Ellie asked, after declining a complete stranger’s offer of some coarse bread smeared with jam.

      “No. They should be eating it now to gain as much strength as possible,” John said, leading Ellie around a cask that had been set up in the street to serve the revelers. “We’re not facing a siege, we’re facing a really intense but short conflict. If we were going to be under siege it would be one thing, but the enemy knows they can’t have a prolonged conflict.”

      “Why is that?”

      Chuckling, John tapped himself on the chest with his thumb.

      “Because I’ll burn their tents down as soon as they set them up. If they try to drag it out I’ll have more than enough time to wipe them out. That forces them into attacking as quickly as possible. Not that a quick attack is much better. But between the Iron Monarch and that crowd of Mages, they might be able to keep me busy enough to burn down the city, so that’s what they’ll try to do.”

      “Because they can endlessly refill their army,” Ellie said, biting her lip.

      “Exactly. Which means we have to stabilize the situation here and then I need to shut this thing down at the source as fast as possible.”

      Looking around at the celebrating citizens, Ellie had a hard time keeping the sorrow she was feeling from overwhelming her. Most of them had no idea what awaited them. It had only taken her a few minutes on the wall to understand why John had wanted her to stay back on the farm. The savageness of the fight still echoed in her mind, and she could barely believe that such brutality was possible. She had been doing her best to avoid thinking about it, but John’s calm reminder that the enemy would return caused her breath to catch in her throat.

      “Come on, Ben should be with Gofreid and Cormick. They have an office near the wall.”

      Stepping to the side as a crowd of children wearing blue flame masks ran by, John let out a long-suffering sigh while Ellie giggled, and they continued to weave their way through the alleys. They had to cross the main street in order to get to the office, and it took them a full six minutes due to how busy it was. Stopping to let the third group of partying soldiers stumble past, John pointed up at the roof of the building they were heading toward.

      “Ellie! John! Up here!”

      Standing on the roof, waving his arms, Ben shouted down to them. Despite his harrowing experience, Ben looked none the worse for wear, and he quickly climbed down the outside of the building to greet them with his characteristic grin.

      “Welcome to the capital! You sure picked an exciting time to come.”

      “It looks like we came just in time as well,” John said, arching an eyebrow at the young man.

      Hugging his sister tightly, Ben blinked back the tears that had sprung unbidden to his eyes. Dashing his hand across his eyes, he pulled Ellie to come into the building.

      “I’ll say. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to hear your voice,” he joked, leading them into the parlor. “I was nearly turned into a crispy.”

      “Where is your master?” Ellie asked, looking around.

      “He’s coordinating the city’s food reserves. We made a pretty big donation for the war effort and they made him chief supply coordinator or something. Gofreid is helping with distribution or assignment, or some other task. They said I’m not allowed to leave the property.”

      “I can understand why! What possessed you to throw yourself into the middle of the fight at the gate?!” Ellie scolded, dragging Ben to sit down on the couch.

      “I was the one who discovered the attack,” Ben said, his eyes darting to John. “So I was already there when the fight started. That Mage and a group of people were setting up some sort of spell to blow up the gate, but I attacked them before they could do it and they ended up getting revealed.”

      “I wondered why they had attacked so early,” John said, giving Ben an approving smile. “Well done. If the gate had exploded in the middle of an assault on the wall, the city never would have stood.”

      “Exactly!”

      “I still don’t like that you were in the middle of it,” Ellie said, pinching Ben’s ear.

      “A bit of danger is good for growth,” John said, smiling. “Besides, he was safe enough. Irora and Hanlin, come out.”
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CHAPTER 42

        

      

    

    
      Wiggling slightly, Ben’s shadow expanded and detached as the two spectres appeared. Bowing to John and then to Ellie, they waited silently for John to speak.

      “Thank you for protecting him,” John said, standing up and returning their bow. “If you have any requests, please do not hesitate to ask.”

      Exchanging a glance, the two spectres seemed to come to a decision silently, though John could faintly make out a melodious whistling. Stepping forward, Irora clasped her tiny hands together and dipped her head.

      “We are happy to do our duty, but for some time now we have been curious about the mana crystals you possess. If it is acceptable, we would like to study one.”

      With a wave of his hand, John condensed two large mana crystals, controlling them to float over to the two spectres.

      “You can have as many as you want. This does not qualify as a reward equivalent to the service of keeping Ben safe, so we’ll count it as me owing you a favor. If you think of something, do not hesitate to ask.”

      Accepting the crystals, the two spectres bowed again and then vanished into Ben’s shadow.

      “Not very talkative, are they?” Ellie said, looking at Ben’s shadow intently.

      “They live in a different sort of world from the rest of us,” John replied, turning to glance out the window at the wall. “We’re short on time, so I’ll leave the two of you to talk. I need to figure out how to get these walls repaired.”

      “Do you need help?” Ellie asked, standing up.

      “No, stay and talk to your brother. I’ll call you over if I need something.”

      Patting Ben on the head, John left the building and walked through the city toward the ruined gate, turning down the numerous offers for food and drink the citizens tried to stuff into his hands. When he got close to the gate he was stopped by a few soldiers who were blocking off the street, but showing them his Knight badge was enough to get him past the cordon, and soon he was standing in front of the ruined gate.

      The damage it had taken was immense, and currently the focus was on clearing it out. There were hundreds of citizens working alongside the soldiers as they attempted to clear the rubble so they could even tell what needed to be fixed. After observing it for a second, John snapped his fingers and his blue mask appeared. Placing it on his face, he flew up into the air, immediately drawing everyone’s attention.

      “All hail the Eternal Flame!”

      Waving to the cheering crowd, John flew down to the gap in the gate and gestured for the workers to move away. As they backed up, he stretched his hands out and began to cast a spell. Mana wove together and sank down into the rubble, causing the scorched stones and burnt timbers to begin to rise into the air. Carefully controlling the spell, John moved backward and the floating debris moved with him, clearing about half of the gap in the city wall. Dumping it to one side, he repeated the process a few more times until the gate was completely clear.

      The wall on the right was mostly intact, but the wall on the left was not and rose in a gradual slope up to its full height. Thinking for a moment, John looked for one of the officers and gestured for him to come over. Filled with nervous excitement, the officer hurried over.

      “Where is the closest quarry?”

      “Pardon? Oh, to source stone? Um, I… I’m not sure.”

      Patting the crestfallen man on the shoulder, John raised his voice to speak to the gathered crowd.

      “I need a source of stone. Can anyone direct me to a nearby quarry?”

      “Ain’t no quarries around here,” a rough-looking man said, “but you can use my house. It’s made of stone.”

      “He’s right. The city’s stone comes from downriver or the mountains to the west. But that’s a two-day trip. My house is made of stone as well. And I’ve got a courtyard I put in last year, so the bricks are all fresh.”

      “My house isn’t stone, but we’ve got streets, ain’t we?”

      Listening to the voices clammer, John couldn’t help but smile under his mask, his mind flashing back to days past. Lifting his hand, John called everyone to quiet and then bowed slightly.

      “Thank you. I will not take your homes from you if I can help it, but you have given me a tremendous idea. I’ve got the biggest house in this entire city, and it just so happens to be made of stone as well.”

      Gasps rose among the gathered citizens as they followed John’s pointing finger and saw the towering spires of the palace in the distance. Without giving them time to protest, John flew up into the air and scanned the city.

      “Councilors, gather at the palace gate.”

      The sound of John’s voice ringing through the city didn’t deter the celebrating citizens and instead just made them shout and cheer all the louder. Amidst the cheers John shot across the city like a meteor, leaving a trail of flames in his wake, much to the delight of the children. He landed in front of the gate and stood there as he waited for the councilors to arrive. There were currently five councilors in the city, and before the first one had arrived a giant crowd had gathered.

      Strangely, the crowd remained quiet, and soon a solemn, almost holy air had spread through the area. There were still many parts of the city where the loud party was still going on, but anyone who gathered here could feel the silence of the crowd weighing heavily on them. The gates themselves were made from thick iron and were flanked by two impressive square pillars that rose forty feet into the air. On each of the pillars, carved in small letters, were the names of many of those who had died in the service of Lepiera. John had carved the first name as a reminder to the royal family that they owed their lives and prosperity to the sacrifice of others, and since the Ecclesia had taken over he had continued the tradition.

      It would be here that the names of those who had stood against the Allerian army in the early hours of the morning would be displayed, immortalized in stone. John stood facing the palace in the center of the gate, but his eyes were not on the impressive-looking building, but on the record of blood that had been spilled to keep the Eternal Flame burning. Waiting in silence with him, the citizens began to kneel, showing the respect that, at one time, was reserved for the royal family.

      At first it was only a few, here and there in the crowd, but slowly more joined them until, like a wave, everyone in sight had gone to their knees. It was through this solemn scene that the five councilors walked, sharing nervous glances with each other. They had been leading and guiding the Ecclesia for close to five years now since the Eternal Flame seemed to have no desire to exercise the authority he had. Yet now they could feel the winds changing. There was something different about John that they couldn’t quite put their fingers on, but seeing how calm he was in the face of the people’s veneration, Councilor Ravin felt like she had started to understand.

      “Thank you for coming. I apologize for the abruptness of this, but I will be taking down the left wing of the palace along with all of the palace walls to use the stone to repair the city wall and the gate.”

      “Your Eminence! But—”

      “This is not a discussion, Councilor Betrem. I am informing you that you have three hours to remove everything of value from the east wing. That is how long I expect it will take me to repurpose the walls.”

      “Your Eminence, there is not enough time or people to do that,” another councilor protested.

      “Then open it up to the public and have them help you. Anything not out in three hours will go down with the building.”

      “And the art and tilework?” Councilor Ravin asked, her eyebrows arched.

      “It not as important as keeping our citizens safe. Anything we lose can be built again, and built better. But only if we’re still alive to do it. I will repair the city wall by nightfall.”

      “Your Eminence, the palace is a symbol of Lepiera, we cannot take it down. If you must take down buildings, there are many in the city that can be used. You may use my home. The palace cannot be used.”

      Smiling under his mask, John slowly turned around to face the crowd, his gaze stopping on Councilor Betram. Walking forward, he placed his hand gently on the councilor’s shoulder.

      “No one knows better than I what you have given for us, Marcus. Two brothers, a sister, and a father watch over us from the pillar of ascension. You have sacrificed much, and you are not the only one.”

      Letting his eyes sweep the crowd, John felt like he could see the flames that burned in the hearts of each of the people present.

      “We build a nation, a kingdom, not with stone and steel, not with land and buildings, but a kingdom of the heart. A way of living with each other, for each other, that extends beyond any sedentary symbol. The palace is a mark of the glory of Lepiera. Our dedication to each other is the mark of glory shared by all who gather. The glory of the Ecclesia. We do not destroy the glory of Lepiera when we take apart the palace to rebuild our walls, we enhance it.”

      Squeezing the councilor’s shoulder, John flew up, looking around at the gathered crowd.

      “This morning we were protected by the sacrifice of a few. Shall we let that sacrifice go to waste because we are afraid of tarnishing the past?”

      Down below, many of the kneeling citizens shook their heads.

      “No, we will not. Shall we allow the fear of the future to darken the flame in our hearts?”

      This time, many of the citizens spoke their thoughts out loud.

      “No.”

      Stretching out his hands, John summoned a brilliant, sky-blue flame, letting it hover in the air over his head.

      “And will we stand by as an enemy, hellbent on our destruction, comes to ravage our home?”

      This time the citizens shouted their answer with their whole hearts, causing the air to shake with their fervor.

      “No!”

      “The glory of yesterday will build our tomorrow, and every tomorrow, so long as the eternal flame continues to burn in your hearts,” John said. “May your flame burn forever.”

      The flame above John’s head burst into thousands of shards, raining down on the crowd and sinking into the heads of the citizens gathered in the square, filling them with a brilliant light. John had anticipated some of the members of the crowd would get the blessing of the eternal flame, but never did he imagine that everyone would be filled with the flame.

      “ALL HAIL THE ETERNAL FLAME!”

      John had no idea how the chant started, but by the time it finished it sounded like the entire city was chanting it. He had always been uncomfortable with the saying, despite knowing that the believers were not actually talking to him, but as he stood in the sky above the gathered mass and watched them shout, it finally clicked in his head. It really wasn’t about him. Though he bore the epithet, in their hearts and minds the eternal flame was something completely different.

      Subconsciously he had always feared the blue flames he carried, even as he had wielded them to shape the world around him. Yet in the moment of his struggle against Farroutef’s spirit, a spark he had never seen before had woken in him. The color of that flame was brighter, lighter, and despite their similarities, he instinctively knew that it was different. Now that flame was surging in his heart, growing to fill the void as he bathed in the brilliant light shining from the gathered masses.

      We can do this. We can create a world of peace. It might be hard. No, it WILL be hard, and it will require sacrifice, but we can do it.

      Unfamiliar feelings filled John’s heart, and he found himself wanting to laugh out loud. Down in the square, many of those gathered had already given in to the impulse. Seeing Councilor Betrem staring at him, the blue glow fading from the councilor’s eyes, John flew down. Betrem bowed as John approached and spoke before John could.

      “You’re still as persuasive as always, John. But why do I get the feeling that you actually believe what you’re saying this time?”

      “I got that impression too,” Ravin said, a tight smile on her thin face.

      Swiping his hand across his face, John removed his mask and grinned at them.

      “Come on, old friends, you should know me better than that,” John said. “Now let’s get to work. This palace won’t move itself.”

      “Fine, but you have to remove the tilework in the queen’s bathroom before you go destroying the east wing,” Ravin said. “I laid that for her late majesty myself, may she rest in peace.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You were one of her maids, weren’t you?” Betrem said, giving her a sideways glance.

      “Handmaiden, thank you.”

      Leaving them to bicker, John put his mask back on and flew up into the air, summoning a fireball as he arrived above the palace wall. Pointing two fingers at it, he swiped to the side, causing it to stretch out into a line that sank down next to the ascension pillar. The flames cut into the stone like a hot knife through butter, slicing a perfectly smooth cut all the way to the ground. With a flick of his fingers, he sent the flame blade horizontally across the ground and then brought it back up, cutting a giant rectangle out of the wall. Happy with what he had cut, he let the flames dissipate and spoke an arcane word.

      
        
        [Levitate]

      

      

      Humming with mana, the giant stone block lifted into the air, allowing him to grab it easily and fly off with it. Watching him fly toward the gate, Betrem looked at Ravin, his expression bitter.

      “He was serious, wasn’t he? He’s going to ruin three thousand years of history to repair a wall.”

      “When was the last time you saw John not being serious?” the councilwoman said, rolling her eyes. “Come on. There are at least a dozen paintings and a set of china I want to save from destruction.”
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CHAPTER 43

        

      

    

    
      Within twenty-four hours, word spread throughout the city that the war was not yet over and the citizens, bolstered by the recent victory, threw themselves into the defense of the city. Anyone who could hold a spear showed up at the wall, where they were divided into groups and given a few hours of training. John had repaired the damage done to the walls by melting all of the broken areas and sticking more stone on top of them, resulting in a tall, but misshapen, front wall. The gate had been completely removed and replaced with massive stacks of stone from the palace wall, transforming the north of the city into an unbroken barrier.

      There was still a secondary gate on the southern side of the city which was blocked on one side by a mountain and a river on the other. Though neither of those barriers would stop the Allerian army if they were determined, the Iron Monarch appeared to completely disregard tactics in favor of simply throwing his force at the enemy. Surveying the wall he had created, John felt like he may have gone slightly overboard.

      Higher is better, right?

      He was currently standing on one of the towers he had erected, staring out over the plain that stretched in front of the city. In the far distance he could see the Allerian army, gathered like a black band across the horizon, and he could feel the growing tension in the air.

      “They’re going to attack soon, aren’t they?” Ellie asked, leaning on the parapet.

      “I think so.”

      “Is there a way to stop them?”

      “Besides destroying all of them, body and soul? I doubt it. Though I’m going to try to cut off their ability to recycle the souls of the dead, if that is actually what they’re doing. That should at least slow them down. But they’ve been taking slaves in mass quantities, so it’s unlikely it will slow them down for long.”

      “Then what do we do?” Ellie asked, brushing a windblown piece of hair from her face as she turned to look at John.

      “We need to shut down their production facilities. But that will require me leaving the city.”

      “Which would be the death of us,” Councilor Ravin called out as she climbed up onto the top of the tower.

      Turning to greet her, John saw that the rest of the city’s councilors had come as well, along with the commander of the city’s defenses. Sweeping them with a calm gaze, John could see the worry and nervousness in their faces, but underneath it was a firm resolve that burned just as intensely.

      “Thanks for joining me here. This is Ellie. Ellie, these are the people in charge of the city. I’ll make a more formal introduction another time, but for now I want to talk about the upcoming fight. What is our situation?”

      All eyes turned to the grizzled-looking Holy Knight who was in charge of the city’s troops at John’s question, and he gave a pained smile.

      “Most of our forces are not in the city at the moment. We were getting ready for a protracted, normal war, and so our army is spread out across the border. Clearly, the enemy isn’t interested in fighting a normal war, because they just punched past our line, resulting in this situation. We’re recalling our troops, but it will take a few days before they get here, and even if they do, I’m not sure it will be much help. Which means we’re in trouble. We have a decent-sized force of regular soldiers, and a lot of civilian volunteers, but they won’t last more than a moment against the enemy. I’m afraid that unless you take action we won’t last a day, even if we throw every man, woman, and child in the city against the Allerian army.”

      “Is the difference that big?” Ravin asked, biting her lip.

      “Honestly? Half a day would be a generous estimate. Last count I got was that the enemy have about fifty thousand soldiers, which is twice what they attacked with a few days ago, and there are more coming. Each of them is just below the standard of a class holder, and that adds up quick. I’d say that in a straight fight, we might have five hours if we didn’t care about casualties.”

      “We have allies on the way,” John said, looking out over the plains. “Helbright and the Moritoi will be here soon.”

      “Soon? How soon is soon?” the grizzled commander asked, his gaze sharpening.

      “Tonight,” Ellie replied. “I’ve been tracking their movement, and they’re moving fast. It appears that they’ve managed to gather a sizable chunk of the army with them.”

      Nodding, John turned back to look at the commander.

      “They were going to sweep across the border to gather up the forces that were guarding there before they arrived. Which means that they’ll hit the enemy from behind when they come.”

      “We’ve also got some other friends coming,” Ellie said, giving John a strange glance. “Where is Ferdie?”

      His face darkening, John shook his head. The bull was supposed to follow right behind them after they had hurried on ahead, but he had never shown up. While unable to keep up with John’s speed, Ferdie was quite fast, making it a total mystery why he hadn’t appeared yet.

      “I’m not sure, but when he does come I’m going to tan his hide.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not following,” the commander said, looking between Ellie and John in consternation.

      “Don’t worry about it,” John replied, waving his hand. “The good news is that we only have to hold out until tonight. The bad news is that this fight is going to be fierce, and I can’t be everywhere at once. I have a feeling that they won’t hold back anything, but unfortunately, I have to. I won’t cause mass destruction unless there is no other choice, which means that I can either handle the Iron Monarch again, or deal with the Mages.”

      “Mages.”

      “Mages.”

      “We’ll deal with the brute, you handle the Mages.”

      “Mages please.”

      “Is that even a question? Mages.”

      Listening to the chorus of voices, John chuckled. He had anticipated that answer, but it was still amusing how quickly it had come.

      “Do you need help?” Ellie asked.

      “Probably. I’m going to be a bit handicapped, since I don’t want to kill if I don’t have to,” he replied, rubbing his nose. “But it’s going to be really dangerous.”

      “John, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, but I’d happily jump into danger with you, no matter how deadly it might be.”

      Looking away, Betrem made a gagging sound, causing Ravin to punch him in the shoulder. With the moment shattered, John could only smile wryly.

      “Who will deal with the Iron Monarch?” one of the councilors asked, causing the mood to dampen.

      “The Holy Knights will give it their best,” the commander said, slamming his fist onto his chest. “We lack anyone above the legendary stage, but we will do our best to tie him down.”

      “Seriously, I’m going to kill that bull if he doesn’t get here on time,” John growled, his gaze sweeping the horizon.

      A slight movement in the distance caught John’s eyes and he grimaced. There were four figures flying through the air toward the city, their black and red robes blowing in the wind.

      “It looks like we’re going to have guests,” John said, forming his mask with a snap of his fingers. “They don’t look like they’re coming for a fight, so my guess is that they’ve come to negotiate. Or at least demand our surrender. We’ll entertain them in the palace.”

      “I can greet them,” Councilor Ravin said, her gaze sharp.

      “Thanks.”

      A minute later the four Mages arrived, hovering outside the city, and found Councilor Ravin standing alone on the top of the tower. Bowing slightly, the councilwoman was about to speak when one of the Mages beat her to it.

      “Where is the ruler of your city? Call him out. We don’t speak to mortals.”

      “The Eternal Flame waits for you in the palace,” Ravin said, her expression calm. “Please descend and I will lead you there.”

      “Insolent,” the Mage sneered, mana lighting up on his staff.

      “Cut it out, Frothe,” another Mage said, lifting her hand. “Can you not feel that?”

      Frowning, Frothe tried to sense what his companion was talking about and suddenly blanched, his face turning the color of his platinum hair. He had not noticed it at first, but once he paid attention he could feel a vague unease enveloping him, as if a predator was staring at him, just waiting to pounce. Giving him an annoyed look, the woman who had stopped him turned her attention back to Ravin.

      “My name is Gloria, Second Circle Mage of the Order of the New Dawn. We wish to speak with the one called the Eternal Flame.”

      “Please descend and I will lead you to him,” Ravin said, meeting Gloria’s gaze squarely.

      The Mage’s expression hardened slightly, unused to being spoken to in such a blunt way by mortals, but the sense of mockery in Ravin’s eyes gave her pause. Between the lack of fear the councilwoman displayed and the unease that enveloped her, she felt like the whole situation was strange. Not willing to risk their mission, she nodded and gestured for her companions to descend. Landing inside the city wall, they waited for Ravin to climb down and then followed the thin woman through the streets.

      Along the way they saw thousands of citizens who all looked at them with a mixture of fear and anger, though to their surprise, the second emotion by far outweighed the first. None of the Mages had ever seen mortals who were so bold, and one of them, a woman named Jenice, began to grow angry at the glares directed their way. Sensing her companion’s brewing anger, Gloria spoke to Ravin.

      “Your citizens don’t seem to have a clear understanding of the order of the world. Tell them to cast their eyes down, lest we punish them for their insolence.”

      “It will be the last thing you do,” Ravin replied, a tight smile on her face. “What you see is not a lack of fear, but the spark of courage. The willingness to stare into the abyss if it is necessary. This way please.”

      Bringing the four Mages through the Pillars of Ascension, Ravin’s footsteps almost faltered as she caught sight of the partially ruined eastern wing of the palace. It had been a gloriously impressive building before, but the haphazard way John had carved giant pieces of the walls and roof out to use on the wall had reduced it to an ugly shell of what it had once been. Keeping her grimace from her face when she caught the mocking whispers behind her, she kept walking, and soon they arrived at the throne room.

      Stepping inside, she was surprised to see that the room had been changed. The chairs that were normally set around the room had been cleared out and only John’s seat remained. He was currently lounging in it, his blue mask casting flickering light across the room. Quickly adjusting to the changes, Ravin guessed what John was doing and stepped to the side, gesturing for the Mages to go in.

      All four Mages were examining John closely as they walked forward, stopping in the center of the room in a tight group. Confusion filled their faces as they tried to get a good read on John, but despite their best efforts, they couldn’t sense any of his mana. Yet it was clear that the uneasy feeling they had been feeling since they stepped into the city was coming from the man in front of them. Clearing the frown from her face, Gloria bowed slightly and introduced herself.

      “My name is Gloria. I am a Second Order Mage from the Order of the New Dawn. With me are Mage Frothe, Mage Jenice, and Mage Mortis. We have come to negotiate the surrender of your city.”

      Tapping on his armrest, John stared at the Mages for a moment before sitting up.

      “What is the Order of the New Dawn? Why have I not heard of it?”

      Expecting the question, Gloria stood up slightly straighter as she answered.

      “The Order of the New Dawn is a group of Mages dedicated to ushering in a new dawn for humanity. Our world has been ravaged by war and many of the fears and prejudices that were formed during that war continue to fester, like a plague eating away at the hearts of the people. Additionally, there are threats lurking in the shadows that make the war that just ended look like child’s play. The New Dawn is dedicated to easing those hurts and protecting mankind from the hidden threats. We are sweeping aside the old, broken order and creating a new world where humanity cannot just survive, but thrive.”

      “Do you sell products too? Let me guess, I just have to sign up three of my friends.”

      Confused by John’s interruption, Gloria’s frown returned.

      “Pardon?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” John said, waving his hand. “The short answer to the question you haven’t asked is no. We don’t want to join. Please leave and take your army with you.”

      “Maybe you misunderstood,” Frothe said, glaring at John as his staff began flashing with mana. “This is not a question, but a command.”

      Leaning his chin on his fist, John replied in a completely even voice, almost as if he was growing bored.

      “I think you misunderstand, Frot or whatever your name is. If you speak to me like that again, your friends will be returning with your ashes.”

      Along with John’s words, a deadly aura started to leak out of him and the air started to grow hot. His posture was not threatening at all, but all four Mages felt as if they had suddenly been plunged into a volcano and a single wrong move would burn them up.

      “Now, I have some questions for you before we fall out and begin our fight once more. Who is the master of your order?”

      Exchanging glances, the four Mages were clearly at a loss. They had expected to come into the city and throw their weight around, but no one seemed to care about them, from the councilwoman who guided them to the regular citizens on the street, and they had finally figured out why. The simple-looking man in front of them was not a mortal, despite what his mana signature seemed to suggest, and was instead a terrifying monster playing at being a regular person. Seeing they were not answering, John slowly sat up, his tone shifting from bored to annoyed.

      “I will ask you once more, and if you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’ll pull the answer from your corpses. Who is your master?”
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      Immediately all four of the Mages reacted defensively, activating mana shields and lifting their staves to begin charging their spells. Covered in a glittering, frosty glow, Gloria’s staff surged with an icy white mana, causing the temperature around her to drop. At the same time, the other three Mages were starting to cast their own spells, but John shook his head and spoke a single word that shook the entire palace.

      “Enough!”

      The sound spread in a solid wave, battering at them and disrupting their concentration. Forced to restart their spells, the four Mages looked at John in horror as he rose to his feet, his flaming gaze burning into them.

      “If you wish to fight, we will do so on the field of battle. From your disrespect and your willingness to draw your weapons, I can only assume that you have come for war, so war it shall be. We have no interest in capitulating to any of your demands, whatever they are, and if you do not withdraw your army within the next hour, we will bury you in the fields outside our city and use your blood as fertilizer for the spring flowers.”

      Trying to shake the effect his shout had, Gloria realized that they had stepped into a situation that was much different than they thought. Their plan had been to impress the city with their power, scaring them into submission and bringing them under control. Instead, they had found a city of mad mortals who seemed unafraid of death, and a ruler who not only dismissed their strength but had the power to do so.

      “You are making a mistake! Our order wants what is best for mankind! We seek a world where humanity flourishes like never before!”

      “Then why do you come to our gates with an army?” John asked, sitting back down in his chair. “Where were these words when the Iron Monarch arrived at our borders, sword drawn? Do not pretend that you care for our well-being now. I have no interest in hearing anymore. Do you know how many dead are being buried right now? Leave the name of your master and remove yourselves from the city before I decide to add you to their number.”

      Sitting in his chair, watching the four Mages squirm, John found himself furious. The desire to simply burn them to ash, erasing their presence from the world, was eating at him, to the point that he found his fingers instinctively twitching in their directions. It would take but a moment for him to gather the heat his body contained and drive it through their pathetic shields, scorching their flesh down to the bone. How dare they enter his city, attack his people?

      Yet he knew that impulse was not actually his. There was another force inside of him, one that delighted in destruction and wanted nothing more than to sow chaos, so he pushed the feelings aside, forcing himself to remain sitting in his chair and contenting himself with glaring at them. Clearly the glare was working to some extent, because contrary to the proud way they had entered the room, all four of the Mages looked thoroughly terrified. Seeing Gloria stammering for an answer, John waved his hand in irritation.

      “I can feel the curse that binds you to prevent you from speaking of your master, so there is no need to answer that question. Instead, let us call this farce to a close. Leave the city, but be assured, this is the final mercy I will show you. If your army so much as looks in our direction, any compassion I have for you will vanish like a puff of smoke in the wind.”

      Without waiting for John to continue, the four Mages fled, racing out of the palace and flying over the city as if afraid John would change his mind. He knew that their fear wouldn’t stop the battle that was coming, so he flew out after them, stopping in the air over the city as he watched them flee over the city wall and out into the wide plains. The enemy army was already marshaling, and in the center of their camp John could see a hulking brute of a man, standing head and shoulders above the black-armored soldiers.

      The Iron Monarch is back already. I hate it when I’m right.

      After closing his eyes and taking a few deep breaths to stabilize his emotions, John looked down and saw that the defenders were moving to the walls as well. They had clearly seen that the enemy was going to attack, so despite the ongoing negotiation, they had started to take their positions. Weapons and ammunition were being stacked up on the walls, and the citizens who had volunteered were gathering below the walls, getting ready to support the soldiers wherever the fighting grew fiercest.

      “Citizens of Lepiera. Brothers and sisters of the Ecclesia.”

      John’s voice rang over the city, drawing all attention skyward. In the far distance, the Allerian war drums began to beat out a steady rhythm as the enemy began to advance.

      “Our enemy has decided that they were not content with being beaten once and approach to get their second beating. The coming fight will not be easy, but fear has no place in our hearts. We will face the enemy with steel and blood, making them regret ever stepping foot on our soil. To arms! We fight for our land, for our city, for each other!”

      “All hail the eternal flame!”

      Listening to the shout that rose from the city, John summoned his blue flames, forming brilliant armor that seemed to cause the sky to darken around him. If there was going to be a fight, he much preferred to be taking the initiative, so rather than wait for the enemy to get close he shot out over the plain, leaving the city behind in an instant as he flew toward the enemy army like a meteor. Cheers rang out as he passed over the city wall and the defenders hurried to complete their preparations.

      As John got closer to the Allerian army he could see the Iron Monarch better, and to no surprise he found the warrior exactly the same as the first time he had seen the enemy emperor. Dressed in the same runic armor with the same imposing build, it was all the confirmation John needed to know he was right about how this army had been created. Someone was duplicating bodies with magic, using the mass-produced armor to keep them from dissipating and stuffing mind-controlled souls into them.

      Locking gazes with the Iron Monarch, John shot toward him, intending to end the fight as soon as he could. The black-armored troops, knowing they couldn’t do anything against him, parted and began to charge forward, running past him toward the city wall where the defenders waited with grim anticipation. Falling down toward the Iron Monarch, John had no intention to slow down. Instead, he poured more mana into his flames, speeding up until he was traveling so fast it was impossible to see him.

      A streak of flames crashed down on the spot where the Iron Monarch was standing, causing an explosion that blew the surrounding soldiers back like ragdolls and filling the air with smoke, dust, and flame. In the center of the blast, John cursed under his breath as he hunted for the Iron Monarch’s location. At the last second dozens of spells had gone off, filling the air in front of the emperor with magical shields and warping the giant away.

      Tracing the mana, John spun around, but before he could attack again a storm of ice shards shot at the back of his head. Growling, John released heat from his body, causing the air around him to burst into flame, but the magically created ice did not melt, slamming into him. Grunting with pain as one of the pieces of ice shattered on his skull, John started to turn when even more ice shot at him, this time from the other side. Ducking, John called up one of the earth spells he had learned recently and summoned a wall of dirt as six Wind Blades cut toward him.

      Hearing the wind spells sawing through the dirt, John knew he wouldn’t be able to help against the Iron Monarch before he dealt with the enemy Mages. Though most of them were only in the first and second circle, he could feel at least two third circle Mages among the dozen robed figures that surrounded him, forcing him to take the fight seriously. It would be one thing if he was planning on killing all of them, since he could simply burn the air in their lungs and boil their blood in their bodies, but the bloody shadow of Farroutef hung in the back of his mind, and he knew that even one death would start him down a dangerous path.

      Dealing with a dozen Mages without killing them wasn’t going to be particularly hard either, just time-consuming since he had to be worried about accidentally using too much force. Cursing his situation once again, John used his flash step to dodge closer to one of the enemy Mages, only to find himself assaulted by dozens of spells. Blocking two of them with a magical shield, John dodged most of the others with another flash step. Reaching out, he grabbed the last bolt of lightning with his hand and crushed it into pieces, his gaze locking onto the Mage who cast it.

      Across the plain, Ellie stood on top of the wall, watching the enemy closing in. Beside her, Ben had a casual expression on his face as he leaned on the wall, but the white-knuckled grip he had on his daggers revealed his true feelings. Giving his shoulder a squeeze, Ellie was about to reassure him when she heard a whisper drifting in on the wind. Blinking, she turned her attention to the east, incredulity filling her face.

      “Ben, tell the commander that we only need to hold down the Iron Monarch for a few minutes.”

      Straightening up, Ben looked at his sister, his expression confused.

      “What? I thought we were going to have to hold him until John was free?”

      “We have… allies? Don’t ask questions, just pass the message.”

      His confusion not lessened, Ben closed his mouth and did as Ellie had asked. A Shadow Swap got him to the other side of the blocked-off gate, and a low whistle gave him a burst of speed that carried him to the tower that guarded the western side of the front wall. Scaling the tower in a few moments, he popped up next to the commander, causing the Holy Knight to twitch in surprise.

      “Ellie says that we only have to tie down the Iron Monarch for a few minutes because we have allies or something.”

      His eyes lighting up, the commander nodded.

      “I can do that. Johnson! You’re taking charge. I’m going to slow that oversized lump of metal down. Hey, kid, feel like dancing in the jaws of death today?”

      Shocked, Ben pointed at himself.

      “Who, me?”

      “See any other kids around here? You’ve studied under Thomas, haven’t you? Pull that shadow skill out again and help me get close to that brute and I’ll show you how a real man fights.”

      Not giving Ben a chance to say anything, the commander grabbed Ben by the back of the neck and took a running leap off of the tower, carrying Ben with him. On the other side of the wall, Ellie saw them falling toward the ground and let out a panicked shout.

      “Sigvald!”

      A deafening blast of thunder rang out as Sigvald appeared over her head, his wings stretched wide. With a flash of lightning he split the sky, shooting across the battlefield. Confused as to why he hadn’t gone for Ben and the commander, Ellie was stunned when they vanished. One minute they were falling toward the blood-soaked ground, and the next they were in the middle of the enemy army, appearing from the shadows of one of the running soldiers.

      “I knew you had it in you, kid! Got the juice for another one?”

      Instead of answering, Ben clenched his teeth and poured out the mana he had left, carrying them even closer to the giant who was stomping toward the wall. Scooping up Ben as they appeared, the grizzled commander let out a shout and heaved his arm, throwing Ben straight up into the air. A moment later Sigvald was there, catching Ben with his claws and carrying him out of the enemy’s range with a few powerful beats of his wings.

      Left alone in the middle of the enemy army, the Holy Knight didn’t seem bothered at all as he pulled out the broadsword he carried on his back and charged toward the Iron Monarch, knocking Allerian soldiers aside as he went. His blade gleaming with golden light, he launched an overhead strike at the metal-clad giant, only to bounce off of the emperor’s runic armor.

      “Your companions must not like you,” the Iron Monarch said, his voice rumbling around the battlefield, “since you were chosen to die first.”

      “I volunteered for this, idiot.”

      Undeterred by his first failed strike, the commander slashed at the Iron Monarch’s leg, abandoning his attack halfway through to dance away from a hammer blow. Watching from up above, Ben’s breath caught in his throat as he watched the commander throw himself at the enemy emperor, his golden sword carving vicious slashes through the air. Yet as the seconds ticked by, Ben realized that the commander never actually hit his opponent. His blows, for all their fierceness, were always pulled back at the last second, and his aggressive footwork was used to dodge the giant’s counterattacks.

      Letting out a frustrated roar, the Iron Monarch unleashed the speed buff on his armor, but before he could launch an attack Ellie’s voice drifted through the air around them.

      “Withdraw.”

      The unexpected word caused both fighters to flinch, and without hesitating the commander bellowed out his battle cry and threw himself at the Iron Monarch without any regard for his safety. Startled, the Iron Monarch lifted his hammer to block the blow, only to realize that the commander had transformed into nothing but a shadow that splashed against his armor. At the same time, the commander appeared behind Ben, gasping for breath.

      “Oof, I’m getting too old for this.”

      “You… you know how to Shadow Swap!?”

      “It’s called Shadow Step, and yeah. Heh, where do you think your master learned how to do it?” the commander said with a wheezing laugh. “I hope your sister has a good plan, because all I did was make that monster really mad.”

      “MOOOOOOOOO!”

      It was as if thunder rolled over the plain, bringing with it a rolling storm cloud, but instead of rain and lightning it carried dust and flames. So intense was the sight that many of the enemy soldiers stopped their charge and scrambled to face the new threat. Glaring after Sigvald’s lightning-clad form, the Iron Monarch felt the earth shaking and with an angry shout turned to face the new threat.
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      The rolling cloud of dust and flame slowed slightly as the glowing outline of a monster appeared. The first thing to appear were the burning eyes, like two wisps of magma. Next were the horns and hooves that left flames in their wake as they swung from side to side. Striding out of the cloud, Ferdie appeared like a mountain god bent on vengeance. Nearly twenty feet tall at his back, he completely dwarfed the ten-foot-tall Iron Monarch, and the scaly plates of armor on his head, shoulders, and back put the emperor’s rune armor to shame. Letting out a snort that shot jets of flame, he lowered his head, his burning eyes locked onto the Iron Monarch.

      By himself, the sight of Ferdie was enough to stop the enemy army in its tracks. A legendary level beast was one of scariest things in the world, second only to a Mage of the same level. But what was truly terrifying was when the other beasts started appearing behind him—massive lizards, a giant ape, and a spider with legs as tall as Ferdie that shepherded hundreds of human-sized baby spiders. One after another, a dozen other beasts walked out of the cloud, causing both the attacking and the defending armies to quail.

      Loping up next to him, a scaled monster with three arms let out a loud roar, the sound silencing the other monsters. With another snort, Ferdie pawed at the ground and then led the earth-shaking charge. His flame-covered hooves pounded against the ground, sending him barreling through the Allerian lines, crushing everything in his path. From where Ben sat on Sigvald’s back, it looked like someone had drawn a straight line with a crimson marker that obliterated anything it passed over.

      The bull’s charge ended at the Iron Monarch, and with a loud roar the emperor met Ferdie’s charge with a powerful hammer strike. The clash produced a shockwave that tore apart their surroundings, decimating the nearby soldiers and ripping up the ground under their feet. Thrown backward, the Iron Monarch rolled over and tried to scramble to his feet as Ferdie’s hooves pummeled the ground where he had just been. Letting out a blast of flame, Ferdie slammed one of his horns into the Iron Monarch, throwing him from his feet once again.

      Though none of the other beast’s charges were as devastating at Ferdie’s, they had all pounced on the enemy army and were tearing apart anyone who got within their reach. The three-armed monster was laying about with her claws and tail, cutting through the thick black armor like it was a bunch of tin cans. Blood sprayed this way and that as she hacked her way through the enemy, moving toward the center of the fight where Ferdie was trying to gore the Iron Monarch. Biting, clawing, stomping, and slashing, the beast’s rampage appeared completely unstoppable.

      On the wall, Ben and the commander were unceremoniously dumped from Sigvald’s back as the proud bird let out a loud crow. Clearly angry at being left out, he launched himself from the wall and shot toward the battlefield again, crowing again as storm clouds started to gather overhead. A few of the legendary beasts roared at Sigvald, some even stopping their fights to stare up at him, but an angry bellow from Ferdie caused them to flinch and quickly start fighting again.

      Facing the massive draconic bull who appeared out of nowhere, the Iron Monarch didn’t know what to do. His most powerful hammer blows simply bounced off of the bull’s thick armor, and no matter how he tried to dodge, the bull seemed to be able to see through it. Swinging his hammer at Ferdie’s knee in a bid to slow the bull down, a whipping tail slammed into his side, forcing him to turn to block it. Half a second later a flaming horn slashed his back with bone-jarring force, sending him tumbling.

      Letting out a fierce snort, Ferdie was about to chase him down when a big ball of lighting from one of the siege cannons shot toward him with a tearing sound. The cannons had been targeting the walls, but as the beasts rampaged through the army they had turned the cumbersome weapons toward the massive creatures. Thunderous booms echoed across the battlefield as the cannons bombarded the beasts with no care for the soldiers they were fighting. While the cannons were powerful enough to hurt a legendary beast on a direct hit, scoring one was easier said than done as the beasts began to keep an eye on the sky, dodging away whenever they saw a ball of lightning arcing in their direction.

      Ferdie took a different strategy, however. Letting out a low moo, he ignored the ball of lightning and charged toward the Iron Monarch. Just when it looked like the lightning would slam into his side a blur flashed over his back and met the lightning with claws and beak. Crowing with excitement, Sigvald bit the lightning ball in half and gobbled it up while the other half detonated harmlessly on his feathers.

      Across the field, the three-armed beast picked up a black-armored soldier and hurled him at the lightning ball coming toward her. With a scream, the soldier crashed into the ball of lightning, detonating it over the battlefield and raining death among the crowded Allerian troops. Letting out a roar that sounded like a laugh, she began picking up soldiers and hurling them back at the cannons as fast as she could.

      There were two large lizards among the legendary beasts who appeared to be some sort of mutated crocodile, and when the fight had started they had waddled into the fray, their thick tails turning soldiers to paste in wide swaths. One of them had stumbled into the Allerian forces’ camp and was currently rooting around among the tents, presumably in search of food, while the other one was rolling this way and that, broken bits of armor stuck in his scales. The massive spider was leading its army in a vicious seek-and-destroy mission where she pointed out the largest soldiers and sent her babies out to capture them, dragging them back to be injected with poison and then bundled up in thick webs.

      There were half a dozen other legendary beasts, including a flightless bird with long legs that eviscerated anything they touched and a large dog with an acid-breathing goat head growing from its spiky soldiers. Watching the mayhem the beasts were causing and seeing Ferdie knocking the Iron Monarch this way and that, the defenders on the wall were dumbfounded and more than a little bit fearful. Ellie had ordered the word spread that Ferdie and his friends were on the defender’s side, but the sight of the monsters chewing their way through the enemy army still made them nervous.

      “Tell me again how you know that bull? You said he plows your fields for you?” the commander asked, staring at the two-story bull with the huge flaming horns and molten hooves.

      “Well, yes, but not like that,” Ben replied as Ferdie dragged one of his horns through the earth.

      Twisting his head, the bull flung a clump of lava at the Iron Monarch. With Sigvald gobbling up any lightning blasts that came his direction, the giant bull was free to rampage, and rampage he did. Everywhere he went the earth cracked and melted under his hooves, and any unfortunate soldiers who were close enough to be caught up in it were melted or buried, or both. By this point the leader of Allera was in full retreat, but Ferdie clearly didn’t want to let him go.

      One of the Mages who was fighting against John saw the emperor’s struggle and tried to cast a spell at the bull to stop his latest charge, but before he could complete it a red hand grabbed his head and shook him unconscious. Throwing the unconscious Mage up into the air, John wrapped him up with the same flaming chains he had used previously to ensure that Koeri and Vaphaen didn’t escape. There were only four more Mages, but they were the strongest of the bunch, and they had been hammering John with spells since the beginning of the fight.

      Dodging another Wind Blade, John was about to fly over and break the caster’s jaw when one of Ferdie’s horns caught the Iron Monarch and ripped a gash in his rune armor. Letting out a bellow of pain that shook the heavens, the Iron Monarch smashed his hammer into Ferdie’s jaw, forcing the bull’s head away as he activated his armor and tried to escape. Magic poured through the runes that covered the armor, but the flaming horn had damaged many of the runes on the armor’s side and it went haywire, exploding in a shower of sparks.

      Thrown sideways by the explosion, the Iron Monarch was going to try to rise when a hoof the size of a washbasin slammed down on his chest, causing his armor to crack further. Bellowing in anger, the bull dipped his head and drove it down, goring the emperor through the hole in his side. This time, the Iron Monarch’s bellow was more of a scream as a burning horn stabbed straight through him. Dragged across the ground as Ferdie spun around, the Iron Monarch was launched into the air, his arms flailing, only to be met by a lightning-covered beak that stabbed straight through his helmet, laying open his cheek.

      Driven back to the ground by a blow from Sigvald’s powerful wing, the Iron Monarch didn’t know which way was up, making it impossible for him to avoid Ferdie’s powerful stomp. A crack echoed across the plain as the emperor’s armor shattered and Ferdie’s molten hoof ground his body in half. Giving the corpse a few more stomps to ensure that he was dead, Ferdie unleashed a thunderous moo of victory that mixed with Sigvald’s powerful crow.

      With their leader dead, the Allerian army faltered once again, but this time they weren’t just facing other humans. The legendary beasts had no understanding of quarter and lived by an exceedingly simple rule. If you were getting beaten, run. If you were doing the beating, keep going until your opponent stopped moving. The black-armored soldiers turned and started to retreat as the trumpet announced their loss, but that just encouraged the beasts to fight all the more fiercely, no longer worrying about defending themselves from attacks. A large lion with six legs and three whiplike scorpion tails darted across the field and pounced on the trumpeter, killing him right before a winged rat managed to get there. Chittering angrily, the rat hurried away from the lion, chewing his way through a dozen soldiers in rapid succession. A loud moo shook the air once again and the beasts reacted quickly, working to encircle the Allerian army and prevent them from fleeing.

      Able to sense the intense mana being thrown around in the center of the battlefield, the beasts had been avoiding the area where John and the Mages were fighting, but as the battle collapsed into chaos, it became harder not to get caught in the crossfire. The Mages had long sensed what John was trying to do, and at this point the fight had shifted to the Mages trying to kill their captured companions, and John doing his best to defend his captives while taking new captives.

      Using a blast of flame to block a jet of water, John fired off three spinning Water Arrow spells, using the steam that was created to transform them into burning Water Arrows. Hurriedly throwing up a shield, one of the legendary Mages pulled a wand he had been saving from his robe and shouted to the other two remaining legendary Mages.

      “I’ll stop him! Split up and get back to the base!”

      Sharing a glance, the two legendary Mages nodded and turned to run. The male Mage flew into the air, wind swirling around him as he began to accelerate, while the female legendary Mage darted down toward the ground, casting a spell that allowed her to slip into the earth as if it was water. With a powerful shout, John released a flame field that spread out in all directions, seeming intent on blocking both of them from escaping, but the legendary Mage who had ordered the others to run dashed forward, snapping his wand as he approached John.

      The mana that filled the wand went wild as it ruptured and a dangerous wind swept the area. Clearly intending to blow up John and the captives along with himself, the Mage sneered at John, only for his triumphant expression to collapse a moment later as John casually reached out and grabbed the wand, completely suppressing the blast by absorbing the rampaging mana. Normally, absorbing berserk mana would be little more than a death sentence, but as soon as it sank into John’s body it was deconstructed as the impurities it carried were burned up.

      Reaching out with his other hand, John grabbed the neck of the legendary Mage, completely sealing his throat. An ethereal flame sank into the Mage’s head even as flame chains wrapped around him, and with that the last of the Mages was captured. The other two legendary Mages had long since vanished, and John didn’t bother chasing after them. Instead, he glanced in the directions they had gone and then controlled the flame chains to lift the Mages alongside him as he rose into the air, heading back toward the city where the defenders were watching in an awed silence.

      Behind him, Ferdie and the beasts were doing a number on the ragged remains of the Allerian army, so John left them to it, carrying the Mages into the palace amidst the cheers rising from the city. Landing in the courtyard in front of the main entrance, John put the Mages down nearby, making sure to keep his eye on the legendary Mage. Though he had already implanted a flame brand, a legendary Mage was capable of forbidden spells, and if the captured Mage managed to unleash one, it could decimate the city.

      While he waited for Ellie and the councilors to arrive, John stepped in front of the Mage and began drawing in the air, producing a burning enchantment that sank into the Mage’s chest. After watching him for a moment longer, John nodded in satisfaction and then began to repeat the process with the other Mages. He was just working on the last one when a crowd of people rushed into the courtyard, their expressions holding all sorts of emotions.

      “What is that?” Ellie asked, her eyes drawn to runes that John was forming.

      “Enchantment that will burn their mana when they try to release it,” John said, sending the runes into the last Mage with a flick of his finger.

      “Won’t that kill them if they try to cast a spell?”

      “Ideally,” John said, his expression cold. “But that’s the result of trying to attack us.”
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CHAPTER 46

        

      

    

    
      When High Marshal Helbright and his army arrived that night, they found the city open and thousands of citizens working to clean up the plains. The ground had been mangled under the hooves and paws of the legendary beasts grinding the black-armored soldiers into the dirt, and the citizens were doing their best to salvage what they could. Calling for the army to hold, the High Marshal and Zayaat rode to the gates of the city where they were greeted by the grizzled commander and Councilor Betrem.

      “Took you long enough, Helbright,” the commander said, performing a snappy salute.

      “Seems I could have just stayed back,” the large Holy Knight responded, jumping down from his horse and returning the salute. “It looks like you had it all under control. Allow me to introduce Khan Zayaat of the Flying Eagle tribe.”

      “The Slaying Wind, right? I’ve heard much about you,” the commander said, greeting Zayaat with a bow.

      “And I have heard much of the Silent Death,” Zayaat replied, causing the commander to look surprised.

      Laughing, he pulled Betrem over to introduce him as well.

      “Hah, it sounds like I wasn’t silent enough if you’ve heard of me. This is Councilor Betrem. He’s the real big shot around here now that John left.”

      “Hold on,” Helbright said, his eyes turning toward the palace. “John left? Why did he leave? Where did he go?”

      Gesturing to Betrem, the commander took a step back, causing the councilman to let out an annoyed sigh.

      “He said we didn’t need him here anymore and that he wanted to get back to his valley, so he took all his legendary beasts and left. But he gave us instructions for when you got here.”

      “Hold on again. I feel like you’re just glossing over all the important bits. What legendary beasts?”

      “He had this giant bull—”

      “Right. Ferdie.”

      “And a lightning bird—”

      “Sigvald,” Zayaat said helpfully.

      “And a monster spider.”

      “Uh…”

      “And huge lizards, a goat-headed dog, a lion with scorpion tails, a monster-sized rat with wings, a three-armed weird thing, and a bunch of others. They are the ones that destroyed the enemy army.”

      “I assumed it was John who did it,” Helbright said, his confusion clear.

      “You assumed wrong. John beat up a bunch of Mages, but the main army was stomped on by that giant bull and his friends.”

      “You keep saying giant, but Ferdie isn’t that big.”

      “Then you clearly haven’t met him in a fight,” Betrem said, giving Helbright a scornful look. “You can get the full explanation later. Here are the Eternal Flame’s words.”

      The confusion the High Marshal was showing melted away in an instant and he quickly knelt, his expression changing into one of passionate zeal.

      “The main strength of the Allerian army has been broken, but they are not defeated. As soon as they have had the time to build up their strength again, they will undoubtedly resume their attack. We have temporarily destroyed their ability to launch an assault on our lands through the hard work and sacrifice of our citizens, but we cannot allow our defense to sit on their shoulders anymore. High Marshal Helbright, uou are to lead the army to sweep away the remnants of the enemy and resecure our borders. Once you have achieved that, you are to lead our forces into Allera, seizing any towns or cities that have not already been emptied as fast as possible. All citizens in those towns and cities are to be relocated into Lepiera.”

      Slapping his chest with his fist, the High Marshal stood up, his expression firm.

      “I hear and obey. All hail the Eternal Flame!”

      “All hail the Eternal Flame,” Betrem echoed. “Khan Zayaat, the Eternal Flame had words for you as well. Will you hear them?”

      “Of course,” Zayaat said, leaning forward on his saddle and scratching his horse’s neck idly.

      “Zayaat, and all Khans of the Moritoi are hereby granted the status of officer of the Swift Wind army. This is to be an independent force with the Supreme Khan serving as the primary commander, who will hold the position of councilor in the Ecclesia. Military discipline and tactics will be left to the Supreme Khan.”

      Blinking in surprise, the Khan looked at High Marshal Helbright, who shrugged. Turning back to Councilor Betrem, Zayaat’s eyes carried a thoughtful expression.

      “Adding a Moritoi as a councilor? Will your people not protest?”

      “What is there to protest?” the commander said from the side, his voice carrying a thread of laughter. “The Eternal Flame has spoken. And he even did it in that voice he uses when death is the alternative. Though it seems like he has relaxed a bit, which is great. It’ll give the fire response brigade a break.”

      “Jessen is right,” Betrem said, ignoring the commander’s scowl. “The Eternal Flame has spoken, and we trust his wisdom. If it is time for the Moritoi to serve the Ecclesia in the council, then who are we to protest?”

      “I told you to call me Commander,” Jessen said, only to be ignored as Betrem continued speaking.

      “Besides, I think you misunderstand something. With the exception of Councilwoman Ravin, all of us would be more than happy to give up our positions, as this is way more of a headache than anything else. And she’s only an exception since she has nothing better to do. It doesn’t pay, and you’re forever being bothered by all sorts of foolish requests and people who want you to solve problems they’re very well suited to solve themselves. In short, if you aren’t regretting your appointment within a month, I’ll start spelling my name backward.”

      Taken aback by the grim way Betrem spoke, Zayaat wasn’t sure what to say, but the others didn’t seem to care and carried on as if he had accepted the appointment already. It was obvious that they all assumed that, since the Eternal Flame had spoken, that was the end of the discussion.

      “Come, we have to settle the army and begin planning,” High Marshal Helbright said, looking around. “Though if the remains of the enemy army just started retreating, we will need to leave soon if we want to catch them.”

      “We can handle that,” Zayaat said, grinning and brushing his mustache with his fingers. “There’s no one who can outrun the Moritoi.
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      Soft wind blew past Ellie, and the chill in the air was the constant reminder that they were currently flying high above the ground. On the way to rescue the city from the Allerian army, she had rested in John’s arms as they flew through the air at an unbelievable speed, crossing the distance so fast that a week-long journey had been shortened to a single day. This time, however, they had extra cargo, in the form of ten captured Mages who were huddled together in a large metal cage that rested in the back of the wagon. John and Ellie sat in the driver’s seat while Ferdie pulled it, leaving flaming footprints in the air as he galloped across the sky.

      It had been an astonishing thing to learn that Ferdie could fly, but the more Ellie thought about it, the more it made sense. John had been feeding him highly purified mana that contained traces of a dragon’s magic, leading the bull to transform into a strange draconic hybrid. After some investigation, the big bull didn’t seem to have a single drop of dragon blood, but what Ellie discovered is that the mana John had been giving Ferdie held a curious property.

      She had made the discovery when she tried to cast a divination spell on Ferdie, only to fail as the spell slipped off of him. A few more attempts quickly established that the bull was disconnected from the world’s fate, making it impossible to target him with any divination or fate-based spell. Never having encountered such a thing before, Ellie soon realized that Ferdie wasn’t the only one with this strange condition. Anyone who had ingested a mana crystal from John had been shielded from the strands of fate to one degree or another, along with having increased strength, toughness, and mana purity.

      Sensing the glance that Ellie directed at him, John looked over at her and smiled. He was lounging casually in his seat, and suddenly she was struck by the memory of the very first time she had seen him. He had been in the same exact position, riding up the long lane that led to the farm from the road in the valley, though the cart he had been on was firmly attached to the earth. Almost everything about John was the same as her memory, but the looming sense of dread she had gotten when she first saw him had vanished, replaced with a warm affection and a flutter in her heart.

      The biggest change, however, was in his eyes. No longer did they look at the world with the detached indifference of someone who was so separate from the world that nothing could affect him. No longer did they carry the sense that the wrong word would lead to violence and death. Instead of an otherworldly, alien coldness, they now expressed an unshakable calm, along with a hint of warmth that promised safety.

      “What?”

      Realizing that she had been staring in silence at John for the last few minutes, Ellie blushed and turned her head away. Scooting closer to him, she hugged his arm, enjoying the feeling of warmth his body put out.

      “Are you cold? It’s a bit chilly up here.”

      With a flick of his fingers, John raised the temperature around them by a few degrees, maintaining a bubble of heat that enveloped the wagon. He had been thinking a lot over the last week, and though it had been quite eventful, he was honestly feeling pretty good about everything. They were facing major threats from all directions, and there was still one major threat that he hadn’t even discovered yet, and potentially a handful of small threats as well.

      The situation with this new Mage group, the New Dawn, and the Iron Monarch was the most pressing, so John’s plan was to deal with that, but he knew better than anyone that simply rushing in and trying to crush it wouldn’t actually solve the problem. Now that they understood what he was capable of, he expected they would be much more subtle about the way they moved. Instead, he was returning to the Shadow Tower with the Mages he had captured to see if there was a way to undo the curse they had been placed under that kept them from talking about their master and the organization. Glancing back at the Mages, John let out a short sigh, shaking his head.

      “Thinking about the curse still?” Ellie asked, catching his glance.

      “I am. I don’t understand why everyone is so obsessed with mind control.”

      “Sure, but you can just snap your fingers and erase anyone who doesn’t agree with you,” Ellie said, her eyebrows arching. “For the rest of us mortals, we have to worry about being betrayed. Though, that brings up something I wanted to talk to you about. I was taking a look at the curse and I saw that it was a bit strange. Not only does it stop them from thinking about the name of their master or communicating any of the important information regarding their organization, but it also encourages a high level of loyalty.”

      “Oh? I hadn’t noticed that,” John said, a contemplative expression on his face.

      “That’s not the worst of it though,” Ellie said, taking out the crystal orb she used as a focus.

      With a whispered spell, she manifested an image above the crystal, showing a common-looking weed with jagged leaves and a purple flower.

      “This is the tyrant dorn flower, named for an ancient warlord who used it to create an army of deathsworn. In the wild it enslaves insects that chew on its leaves and flowers, using them to protect it from creatures who may want to eat it. If I’m right, the solution in the tea and food we ate in Soaring Cloud Tower was made from tyrant dorn.”

      Eyes narrowing, John silently jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the captured Mages, a questioning look on his face. Nodding, Ellie swiped her finger and the image above the crystal orb changed to a silvery potion.

      “Yes, all of the Mages have traces of tyrant dorn in their blood, and the legendary Mage has a much higher concentration than anyone else. I don’t have the equipment to determine if it’s the same solution, but once we get back to the tower I should be able to figure it out pretty easily. Furthermore, I’ve confirmed through divination that there is a connection between them. Now, that could be as little as the fact that they both consume a tyrant dorn extract.”

      “But it could also mean something worse,” John said, his tone grim. “If the solution is the same, that means that either they’re from Soaring Cloud Tower itself, or their organization happens to have access to the same flowers.”

      “We’ll know once I can synthesize the potion from his blood,” Ellie said, nodding. “But yes. It’s looking likely that there is a connection between the tower and this New Dawn organization.”

      Groaning, John couldn’t hide his annoyance. The thought of adding three sages to his list of enemies wouldn’t have mattered to him one bit a few weeks ago, but now it was no longer as simple as just finding them and killing them. Had he still been in the dark about Farroutef’s existence, he would have flown straight to Soaring Cloud tower and burned the whole place to the ground, and the three sages along with it. Yet doing so would have drastically strengthened the dragon’s hold on his soul, making it even more likely that he would find himself overpowered by the dragon one of these days.

      Able to sense his rising frustration, Ellie squeezed his arm, helping him to calm down and reminding him that he wasn’t alone in this. Though he had no sages on his side, his allies were formidable in their own right, as evidenced by Ferdie’s performance in the most recent battle. John had been terribly annoyed that Ferdie had taken so long to arrive until he realized that the draconic bull had swung by the forbidden lands to recruit a bunch of the legendary beasts he had beat up before.

      Every time they went anywhere Ferdie liked to sneak off to challenge the local overlord, and so far he hadn’t lost a single fight. He had an unfair advantage, of course, between his diet of pure mana and Rebya’s intelligence-increasing stems he had eaten when he was young. Gratified to see the bull’s growth, John hadn’t reprimanded him at all, but instead had given Ferdie a dozen crystals to hand out to the beasts he had recruited. After getting their reward, the beasts were ecstatic and quickly returned to their homes, but John was surprised to see the three-armed beast bow in his direction before loping off.

      Taking a deep breath, John focused his mind and shook it free of all the questions and concerns that weighed on him. There would be time for all of that in the future, but right now he wanted to focus on enjoying the trip back to the valley with Ellie.
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CHAPTER 47

        

      

    

    
      The valley was as quiet as ever in the early morning, and as the sun spilled its warm rays across fields, chasing the early morning chill away, the world seemed to stretch itself awake. Blinking sleep from his eyes, John pushed his covers to the side and looked up at the ceiling. It had been a long time since he had gotten good sleep consistently, but for the last week he had been finding himself sleeping deeply, undisturbed by the nightmares that had so often bothered him. Closing his eyes, he examined himself, starting at his skin and then sinking further into his body.

      Looking at his muscles and organs and then sinking down until he reached his bones, he paid careful attention to the thick mana that filled him. A major worry that had been plaguing him was that Farroutef had access to his mana, but despite his daily search, he couldn’t find any connection between the dragon’s spirit and the nearly solid mana that filled him. Satisfied that he hadn’t missed anything, John turned his attention toward his heart and the personal mana pool that sat above it.

      Through his study with Rebya and the knowledge he had gotten from Soaring Cloud tower, John had come to a much better understanding of how magic worked, and part of that was understanding his class. For a long time he had simply muddled through, stumbling his way into his current level by sheer luck and a healthy dose of personal grit. According to the common path of Mages, John had realized he was somewhere above the sage level, or the fourth circle, due to the state of his body.

      His spellcasting ability was nominally at the fourth circle, but that was only true since he didn’t know any higher level spells. To him, the difference between casting a first circle spell and a fourth circle spell wasn’t significant, so he assumed he would be able to cast more powerful spells once he encountered them, but until then, he was a fourth circle Mage. His body’s level, on the other hand, was simply so far outside the spectrum of his knowledge that he had no idea how to categorize it.

      The spirit that had served Ellie’s grandmother had mistaken him for an elemental spirit like itself, and the humanoid beast guarding the golden tree in Soaring Cloud tower called him a beast on par with the beast king. Clearly John had long surpassed the standard levels of beasts in this world, but what that meant, he had no idea. When the dragon flame he carried was added to that, it was clear that he didn’t belong in this world.

      Sitting up with a sigh, John smelled a hint of sausage frying and smiled wryly to himself. Whether he belonged in this world or not, he was here and it was here he wanted to stay. His attempts to create a home for himself, though fraught with challenges at every turn, were paying off, and he wasn’t about to give up his progress. After visiting the bathroom to splash some water on his face, John got dressed and headed to the kitchen where Ellie was just finishing up fixing breakfast.

      “Morning,” Ellie said, handing him a bowl full of biscuits for the table.

      “Morning, sir.”

      “Good morning, sir.”

      Greeting Thomas and Even, who were already at the table, John put the biscuits down and got the tea pot, pouring everyone a cup of strong black tea. He had never found a good substitute for coffee in this world, but the black tea was strong and a fine alternative. Once the tea was poured, he helped Ellie bring the cast iron skillets that held the sausage and eggs to the table and they sat down to start eating.

      There wasn’t much conversation around the table as they ate, just a bit here or there about the farm and the cow that had given birth the night before, but John enjoyed the warmth of the peaceful moment. Once he had finished up, he and Thomas went out to help load up Even’s carts for the day’s second delivery and then headed for the fields to inspect them. They were going to be planting a winter wheat crop in late fall, and John wanted to double-check that the soil was still as good as ever.

      One of the major advantages of the modified wheat they were growing was that it didn’t need to be rotated. Typically, growing something like soybeans or flax in between two wheat crops would increase the yield of the second wheat crop by as much as forty percent. Though John didn’t understand the specifics of it, Rebya said it had something to do with the composition of the soil and what the plants removed or added. Considering she was a plant herself, John felt like she knew what she was talking about.

      Unlike normal crops, however, the modified wheat dispersed mana back into its environment, which caused the soil to take on a higher-than-normal mana content, making it even better for growing the modified wheat. John and Thomas gathered a few samples to send to Rebya and then spent some time wandering the fields to talk about where to expand. Given the success of the wheat and the establishment of the magic mill in the Shadow Tower, John was considering turning the majority of the valley into fields.

      “What if we took everything to the northwest?” John said, indicating the area he was talking about with a sweep of his arm.

      “There are at least six farms or hunting cabins in that direction,” Thomas said after a moment of thought. “None of them own the land they’re on, but a few of them have been working it for at least a generation.”

      “Do you think they’d want to farm for us? We can help develop their lands and then pay them to act as caretakers. We can also build bunk houses and barns next to their homes to stage workers for harvest time. I’d be happy to give them the deeds for their properties if they’ll agree to rent the fields back to us indefinitely.”

      “I think that’s a more generous offer than they have any right to expect, considering their legal standing as squatters,” Thomas said, shrugging.

      “Can you talk to them? I’d go myself, but I’m still trying to figure out a solution to this curse and get these Mages to talk.”

      “I’m happy to have a go at them if it would be helpful, sir. It’s been a while since I’ve dusted off my tools, but I once had quite the way with stubborn mouths.”

      Turning down his subordinate’s well-meaning but spine-chilling offer, John crouched and picked up a clump of the rich soil. The build-up of mana in the valley was already high, but the wheat that had been grown in this field had sent it up a notch. Making a mental note to talk to Rebya about how to avoid causing the fields to build up too much mana and become toxic with repeated wheat crops, John crumbled the dirt and watched it scatter in the wind.

      “Alright, you head for the farms and see if we can use the land. I’d like to prep as much as we possibly can for winter. I’m planning on bringing in workers to help us, since there’s no way we’ll be able to do all of it ourselves. I’m going to see if any progress has been made on the Mages. Oh, and I wanted to check on the cheese first too.”

      “Yes, sir. If you could, one of the bellows broke while you were away and it needs to be welded back together. The apprentices offered to do it, but their work is, well, you know.”

      “Hah, sure. I’ll stop by and check it out,” John said, patting Thomas on the shoulder.

      Strolling back across the fields, it took John nearly half an hour before he could finally see the barns and the roof of the forge, but he didn’t mind the slow pace. Fall in the valley was astoundingly beautiful, and he was more than happy to soak in the brilliant colors that adorned the trees. From the clang of metal echoing from the forge he knew that it was in use and, walking in, he found that two of the apprentices from the village were still there, working. Seeing him come in, they stopped working and bowed respectfully.

      “Still here? I thought the contract ended,” John said, glancing between them.

      “We’ve requested from Mr. Thomas to stay on and work for the farm, sir. So long as you are okay with it, Master Gerret has said we can treat it as our journeyman posting.”

      “Sure, that’s fine with me. We’ve got a bunch more harvesting machines to make, and there’s always forge work around the farm, so it’s not like you’ll run out of things to do. The only requirement is learning to weld properly. None of this shoddy wire work that you’ve been doing. Which reminds me, I think I need to make a proper torch. Oh, Thomas said that one of the bellows was broken. Can you show it to me?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Leading John over to one of the two large bellows, they showed John the broken clamps and a strut that looked like it was about to crack. The bellows was suspended up in the air to allow for air to be blown into the chimney of the forge, so John got a ladder and climbed up to take a look. It would have been easy enough to use magic to fix it, but instead John got a bit of scrap metal and began to work it into the thin strips he needed. Once it was properly flattened, he used a chisel to trim out four brackets and a new strut and took them to the punch to put the proper holes in them.

      Climbing back up the ladder, John unscrewed the snapped brackets and installed the new ones, testing them to make sure they were working properly. One of them seemed to snag something when the bellows was depressed, so he adjusted its position slightly to compensate and then got to work on the strut. Propping up the bellows, he cut the cracked strut off with a saw and then welded the new strut in place using his finger to melt the metal together. Letting the metal cool, he nodded happily and fetched a file to clean up the weld. Both apprentices were watching him with a good amount of astonishment and envy mixed on their faces.

      They knew he was astonishingly strong, but that was common to all class holders. Using one’s finger to weld two pieces of metal together was less common. Once he was finished, he hung out for a few more minutes to chat with the apprentices, learning that they were brothers and the first of Gerret’s apprentices to graduate to journeymen. Both of them did excellent work, and John could tell that Fairford’s blacksmith had sent his best over. One of them had been building the metal pieces needed for a harness, and the other had been repairing a broken horseshoe, so John left them to it and headed for his next stop.

      There was a cool, calmness to the cellar, and every time John entered it he could feel his spirit lighten. He had started the farm to make cheese, and while it had grown well beyond that, being around the cheese-making equipment made him quite happy. There were few things he enjoyed more than spending a morning with the cheese paddles, shaping and waxing the wheels. These days, most of that was handled by the six women they had hired and they had their system well optimized, so John didn’t bother them for too long.

      Stopping by the table, he saw that there was a test wheel sitting out, so he took a crumb from it to try. Sensing that the flavor was a bit saltier than it should be, he asked the woman who was in charge about it.

      “Ah, Mr. Sutton. That one was one of the new girls. She added the salt twice by accident. We didn’t know what to do with it, so we just set it there.”

      “Got it. We can break it up and melt it with an unsalted wheel to cut the salt in half. We won’t age the cheese that it produces, but we can use it in the house.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m headed into the lab, so if Ellie comes around, you can let her know that I’ve gone on ahead.”

      “I will, Mr. Sutton.”

      “Thanks. Keep up the good work.”

      With a wave, John headed for the portal room and transferred to Shadow Tower. The captured Mages were being held in a set of cells Rebya had dug near the laboratory where they were studying the curse, so John went that direction. Walking past the Mages, he looked through the containment fields Rebya had created to block the room’s entrances and saw the dispirited Mages staring back at him glumly.

      They were unable to cast magic due to the enchantment he had laid out around their mana pools and had been reduced to little more than skill-less class holders. Though they were still stronger and tougher than regular people, that counted for nothing against John, to say nothing of Rebya’s flower guardians. The Mage class relied almost exclusively on magic, so when that was removed, there was nothing left for them.

      “Good morning, John.”

      “Hey Rebya. How are our guests?”

      “Still as happy as ever,” she replied with a cheeky smile. “But they’ve been more forthcoming in their help, which has yielded good results. I think I’ve isolated the curse, which is the good news.”

      “You say that like there’s bad news,” John said, turning to give her his full attention.

      “There is more than one curse. One that uses the tyrant dorn mixture to command obedience. Another one that binds their fate to a single thread. And a third that seems to be stealing their life and accelerating their aging.”

      Frowning, John slowly turned to look at the Mages, his eyes fierce.

      “That sounds suspiciously like that immortality spell you were talking about, doesn’t it? The one that started the first Mage War.”

      “It does. However, I’m afraid that’s not the worst news,” Rebya said, still smiling.

      “Uh oh.”

      Another vine appeared, this one holding a much smaller flower that opened up next to Rebya as she gestured. A shaky image appeared above it, and John was shocked to see Katrine’s face appear over it. She looked like she had been through a horrific fight, and a gaping hole was all that remained of her right eye. Barely healed scars were scattered across her face and neck, and much of her hair had been cut raggedly. Through broken lips she began to speak, her voice cracking with exhaustion.

      “I don’t even know if you’ll get this, John, but if you do, I’m so sorry. There’s no time to explain, but the world out here is equal parts amazing and terrifying. Togene is dead, and I’m barely hanging on.”

      The scene that he was watching panned down, and John saw that both of Katrine’s legs were missing from mid-thigh down. A hand missing a few fingers adjusted the view again and her face came back into sight, revealing half of her earlobe missing.

      “We were sold out by someone, and a group interested in the location of our world caught us. They strip worlds of their resources and take slaves, so it’s big money to find a new lower world. They tried to torture it out of us and I… I gave it to them. I was trying to save her, but they killed her anyway,” Katrine said, her head drooping. “I cut my legs off to escape, but I can sense them coming after me. Do me a favor and kill every last one of the scum who come over. I… I’m going to… sorry. I’m sorry, John.”

      Katrine’s words echoed in the stillness, and Rebya quietly closed the flower, her vines trembling as they felt the chill coming off of John’s body.

      [You have learned more about one of the great threats of the apocalypse, the Cabal of the Broken Gate. This is the second of the three major threats. Prepare well or face the end of this world.]

      [New Quest Generated: A Covetous Gaze]

      [A Covetous Gaze: You have learned of the impending arrival of forces from the Cabal of the Broken Gate, a group of interstellar pirates who raid lower worlds, stripping them of their resources and enslaving the people who inhabit them. Known for destroying everything they cannot take with them, they are a plague on any world they appear. The Cabal has seized the location of your world from one of your companions and has made it their next target.]
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        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she, too, finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.
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        Endless miniature worlds locked inside of sentient items. Adventure never ends.
        
        After his first college party, Dallion wakes up alone in a small medieval village in the middle of nowhere. First, he needs to figure out his where he is and how to survive a mysterious world filled with magic and monsters.
        Then, he must uncover the secrets of being 'awakened,' which, apparently, he is. Objects in this new world are sentient, allowing the 'awakened' to mend or upgrade them by traveling into the object's unique realm and defeating the guardians that lie within.
        So many worlds to explore... So much time...
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        Ascending should have been the easy part... 
        But after being thrown into the void, Thorn finds himself stranded in a strange world filled with even stranger creatures.
        Together with his cute battle pet, the mysterious god beast Hati, and a sentient AI named Eve, Thorn must forge a place for himself in this new world. Unfortunately, the local guilds all have other ideas and soon the Titan finds himself embroiled in plots that even his famed strength cannot help him with.
        Rallying his strengths and learning how to fix his weaknesses will be the absolute minimum Thorn needs to survive, but if he wants to thrive he’ll be forced to take risks that put his life, and the lives of his friends on the line.
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        Lightning brought her back. Now, it's her best weapon to survive the apocalypse...
        
        When the end of the world arrived, Elysia was already dead.Amid widespread destruction, collapsing cities, and dangerous creatures, strange lightning struck her grave.
        Rejuvenated by the violet lightning, life returns to her broken body. Elysia must find a way to harness the element in her veins or die as she's thrust into a dangerous new world.
        Better than being dead.
        She was always a free spirit, and survival is just another challenge. But as she powers up, something constantly nags at her... That maybe, just maybe, her family is still alive somewhere out there.
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        In the West, there are worse things to fear than bandits and outlaws.
        
        Demons. Monsters. Witches. James Crowley’s sacred duty as a Black Badge is to hunt them down and send them packing, banish them from the mortal realm for good.
        He didn’t choose this life. No. He didn’t choose life at all.
        Shot dead in a gunfight many years ago, now he’s stuck in purgatory, serving the whims of the White Throne to avoid falling to hell. Not quite undead, though not alive either, the best he can hope for is to work off his penance and fade away.
        This time, the White Throne has sent him investigate a strange bank robbery in Lonely Hill. An outlaw with the ability to conjure ice has frozen and shattered open the bank vault and is now on a spree, robbing the region for all it’s worth.
        In his quest to track down the ice-wielder and suss out which demon is behind granting a mortal such power, Crowley finds himself face-to-face with hellish beasts, shapeshifters, and, worse … temptation. But the truth behind the attacks is worse than he ever imagined …
        The Witcher meets The Dresden Files in this weird Western series by the Audible number-one bestselling duo behind Dead Acre.
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