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    Prologue 
 
    It wasn’t what I imagined it would be like. It’s cliché, but I guess you really should be careful what you wish for. 
 
    At some point in your life, I think everyone wishes they could be someone or something else. I was envious of what others could do, and I wished…I wished I could just have a fraction of their talent and energy. When you live most of your life in a hospital staring out a window, I’m told it’s pretty common to think about the ‘what ifs’ of life. What if I were healthy? What if I could run around? What if I could go to school? But I couldn’t. My life was just a countdown of being comfortable enough until I finally kicked it and died. 
 
    So what does any sane person do when they’re completely trapped in the cage we call a body? You lose yourself in the internet, duh. I mean, even normal people do that (or so I’m told). It’s an easy escape into a world of your own creation. So I played games, I read books, I talked to people…and I envied videos of people who were able to actually go out and do. As awesome as losing myself was…I still wished that just once…I could experience a normal life for myself. 
 
    Well, that brings us back to the start. You see, I’m pretty sure I died. I don’t actually remember kicking it, so I can’t be totally sure, but I think it happened. Why? Because when I woke up, it was to a pretty blue box covering my vision. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One – New 
 
    Day One 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  System Scan commencing. 
  Initializing Profile. 
  Traveler, welcome to Andara! You have been placed in the country of Caoi. 
  Good luck on your adventures! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jade stared blankly at the floating blue box in front of her, trying to make sense of it. The room was eerily quiet, and she glanced around, startled. Gone was the constant hum of machines that were keeping her alive and measuring her vitals. In a panic, she swiped at the air to get rid of the boxes so that she could look around, only then noticing that she could wave her arms without obstruction.  
 
    Utterly flabbergasted, she paused, staring at the simple room that was revealed with the absence of the blue box hogging her vision. Gone was the sterilized white hospital room, and in its place was what resembled a dorm room…? It had a small bed with a nightstand, a bare desk, a small dresser, and two closed doors–one beside the bed and one across the room. That was it. No wires pumping anything into her arms or checking her pulse, no machines keeping her alive. Instead of the smell of disinfectant, the gentle hint of cedar and herbs filled her nose. 
 
    She stared in wonder at the pale arms she held in front of her. They were skinny, but they seemed completely healthy. Are these really my arms? She stared at her hands, turning them over and observing the play of light coming in from the window. With a thought, she pushed the blanket off of her legs and attempted to stand. She was uncoordinated at first, wobbling as she stood up and stumbled forward a few steps jubilantly. 
 
    Peering around again, she noticed a mirror that she’d missed before and stumbled over to it, mesmerized by the face staring back at her. Dark brown hair lightly curled over her shoulders and her jade green eyes appeared luminous. Her skin was pale and she was skinny, but stable. She studied her new body in awe. She might be small, but she was no longer just skin and bones or colored a sickly yellow tinge. Her eyes were even missing the customary red that she’d grown accustomed to seeing in the mirror.  
 
    She might not be strong…but she was healthy! Laughing out loud, she stumbled over to the window, still trying to get used to the fairly new sensation of walking entirely under her own power. With a giant grin on her face, she stared out at the new world.  
 
    From her window, she could see what seemed like a strange mix of the modern world and an ancient fantasy setting. The buildings and storefronts appeared like something she’d see in a small city on Earth, but the people… They were dressed in all sorts of vivid colors and armor, toting around weapons like what she’d imagined in the average fantasy setting. Laughing brightly, she stepped away and tried to spin, only to trip and fall flat on her face. 
 
    “Urgh…” She groaned and rubbed her nose, but then started snickering. What did it matter that her coordination wasn’t all that great right now? She was healthy! She could learn to run and jump and maybe swing one of those swords they were carrying out there! It was a whole new world to explore, and for the first time, she could truly go out and live! 
 
    Recalling the blue box she’d seen when she first woke up, she tried to remember what it’d said. Something about a scan and being welcomed to Andara. Was there more? Probably. Did she remember? Not at all. “Ugh, this is where one of those message log things would come in handy.” She muttered to herself, hoping the appropriate little blue box would pop up again.  
 
    No such luck. 
 
    “There’s gotta be something… System? Menu? Oiy, blue box! Appear! Map? Information? Status? Help?” She sat there, talking aloud and trying to get the blue box to appear again when she heard the doorknob turning on the far door, only for it to stop, proving it was locked. She could vaguely make out a voice from the other side. 
 
    “Locked? It was empty yesterday… Did someone else check in?”  
 
    “I don’t know, why don’t you try knocking?” She heard three sharp raps as someone called out more loudly, “Anyone in there?” 
 
    Scrambling to her feet, she called out, “I’m here, one sec!” She glanced down, registering what she was wearing for the first time. Bare feet, what looked like yoga pants and a t-shirt with no bra that clung to her skinny frame like a second skin… Oh well, it wasn’t like she had anything to hide. She smiled a little sourly, thinking that if she was going to be given a new life, the least whatever god put her here could have done was make her not as flat as a board again… She could hear whispers on the other side of the door, but they’d lowered their voices so she could no longer make out what they were saying.  
 
    She made it to the door, fumbling with the lock before she finally figured it out and swung it open, grinning joyfully as she chirped, “Hi!” 
 
    The two girls on the other side looked a little confused at her bright greeting, but they bobbed a small bow and greeted her in return. “Hello miss. Sorry for disturbing you, but we weren’t aware anyone had checked into this room yet. We were supposed to get it ready for the new students...” Her voice trailed off as she realized she might have said too much because Jade was just staring at her, thinking hard.  
 
    Well crap. What am I supposed to do? Is this supposed to be someone else’s room? But I need a place to stay. Do I tell them I’m from another world? Will they think I’m crazy and lock me up? Don’t transmigrators usually withhold the information that they’re from a different world? But they usually take over someone else’s life, and I didn’t, so I should be okay…right? What if they can help me, but not if I don’t tell them I need help? She’s staring at me like I’m crazy. Wait, did she ask me a question? 
 
    “I’m Jade. It’s nice to meet you.” Trying to mask her crazy inner dialogue, she stuck her hand out, hoping to diffuse the awkward silence that had descended. However, now the two girls were looking at her even more strangely, or, more pointedly, they were staring at her hand like it was a snake.  
 
    “Do you…need something?” The second girl asked, peering back up at her face with a flummoxed expression.  
 
    Taking her hand back like it had been lit on fire, she tried to make it a smooth transition to touching her hair and failed utterly, probably looking more like an awkward baby giraffe as she jerked it around. She laughed nervously, muttering, “Sorry, it’s a greeting where I’m from…”  
 
    “Oh!” The first girl looked like a light bulb had just gone off over her head. She was staring at Jade in an intensely creepy way now, and she unconsciously took a step back as girl one lowered her voice and asked with excitement, “Are you…a traveler?” Girl two was giving girl one an incredulous look, as if she had just asked an extremely stupid question. 
 
    Jade sighed. She was never going to be able to keep the fact that she was from a different world and totally ignorant about this one under wraps, so she shrugged helplessly and muttered, “If you mean, as far as I know, I’m in a new world as of twenty minutes ago, then yeah?” Some of her excitement about being able to move around for herself was wearing off. She was in a new world, and it was finally sinking in that she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do with her life, or even what the general situation of the world was. She’d been dumped here, albeit with a healthy body, and left to fend for herself. Was this even real, or was it just another dream? 
 
    “Ohmyheavens!” The girl one’s compressed squeal brought her back to reality. Now both of them were staring at her like she was an alien…which technically speaking, she supposed if this was real, she probably was? But the girl kept going, so she tried to pay attention. “I’ve never met a real traveler before! What’s it like?” Girl one’s eyes glittered with excitement and girl two still had a skeptical look in her eye, though curiosity was slowly taking over.  
 
    Girl one was looking hungrily at her like she was the last cookie on the plate and she was going to grab her before anyone else could. Warily and slightly wearily, Jade ran a hand through her hair as she confessed, “Honestly, it’s a bit confusing. I have no idea where I am or what’s going on.”  
 
    The two girls exchanged looks, finally seeming to take in how frail her appearance was for the first time. They glanced down the hall, and then, seeing no one else around, girl two spoke quietly. “Why don’t we come in and sit down for a few minutes? Maybe we can help explain some things for you.” She also looked like she wanted to learn more, but there was a gentleness there too. 
 
    Seeing the kind scrutiny on her face, Jade felt her guard dropping. She nodded gratefully and stepped back, allowing the two girls into the room. Seeing the small cart of cleaning supplies they brought in with them, she finally really noticed their matching uniforms of black pants and light beige shirts with a conspicuous coat of arms above their hearts. She closed the door behind them and stumbled back over to the bed to sit down, trying to take in their presence fully. 
 
    “Where to start…?” Girl one muttered to herself as she gazed around the room curiously. 
 
    “Uhm…maybe I can get your names?” It felt a bit weird in her head to keep calling them girl one and two. Her little interjection seemed to fluster the girls, and they had both turned slightly red.  
 
    “Right, sorry about that! I’m Kaylee, and this is Jessica.” Girl one spoke, and Jade mentally tried to replace girl one with Kaylee in her brain. She was a pale, tall, willowy type of girl. Her face was angular, her nose and lips were thin, though her crowning features were her expressive blue eyes and honey blond hair that came down to her elbows, held back in a low ponytail by a black ribbon. She too was lacking the curves Jade wished for, and she felt a kinship with her. Maybe her skinny figure wouldn’t stand out that much?  
 
    Jessica, on the other hand, had a fuller figure. She wouldn’t be called fat by any stretch of the imagination, but she still seemed to have some lingering baby fat on her rounded face and a chest Jade was slightly envious of. She had silky dark brown hair that was likewise tied back in a low ponytail, and her dark brown eyes were almond-shaped and matched her olive skin. Neither girl appeared to be much older than 15.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you two.” Jade smiled tiredly at them. It felt like it might be a while before she got any useful information out of them, but she couldn’t really blame them. How did one explain your world to someone when you had no idea what their frame of reference was? She couldn’t help but attempt to prod them along to try and get to the useful stuff. “Can you just...explain the basic situation here? I literally know nothing about this world other than that I saw a blue box that welcomed me and that when I looked out the window people were carrying weapons.” Hopefully, they were still called weapons here... Surprisingly, she thought, she had no issue with the language, though it didn’t quite feel like she was speaking English. Well, whatever. If she could communicate without a problem, that was the important part. 
 
    The two girls, Kaylee and Jessica, she reminded herself, exchanged looks again. They seemed to do that a lot. Finally, Jessica spoke. “Well, have you looked at your profile yet?” 
 
    “Profile?” And suddenly, she had figured out the magic word, because there in the corner of her vision was a little blinking blue dot, and when she focused on it, the blessed information screen finally appeared! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 7.94 
  Dexterity: 8.23 
  Constitution: 7.82 
  Intelligence: 15.56 
  Magic: 11.22 
  Charisma: 8.98 
  Luck: 13.45 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: N/A 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two – Stats 
 
    Temporarily ignoring Kaylee and Jessica, Jade stared at the screen in front of her while they smiled knowingly and waited for her to return her attention to them. She frowned a little as she studied her stats, then glanced questioningly at the two of them. “Quick question… Am I right in thinking the average stat for a normal person is around, oh, say…ten?” 
 
    Kaylee looked surprised while Jessica smiled approvingly. “That’s right! How’d you know?” 
 
    “Oh… It was just a guess…” Well, it was that and years of watching DnD podcasts. An average human had a 10 in all stats, and she…she had four stats that were 1-2 points below that. Out of seven stats, she had three that were considered ‘above average.’ Granted, she was pretty happy with her intelligence stat. However, given that it was one of the few things that seemed unchanged from her old world, well… It was the only thing she’d genuinely had a chance to develop. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of the luck stat though. Was it luck that she’d been bedridden for most of her life? But then again… She was here with a new body, wasn’t she? Maybe her luck had changed.  
 
    She didn’t know what to think of her lacking skills section. Maybe every traveler started with a blank slate? She hoped so. It would be embarrassing to have such a low starting point, considering she already felt like she was behind the human race as it was because of her stats. That left just one thing: her special ability. Contemplating it intently, she wondered, just what the heck does Siphon mean? She knew what the word meant, of course. She just had no idea why it would appear on her special abilities list. There was no context support for it.  
 
    As soon as she focused on it, a new explanation popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphon: Using skin to skin contact, you may permanently absorb 1% of one chosen attribute and skill experience of your target. The target will recuperate their attribute and skill experience after a set amount of time, receiving a .5% increase to those siphoned areas.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What the what? She could steal someone’s attributes and skills? She was mildly comforted by the fact that they would get something out of it too, but it seemed…strange. It also felt like the system wasn’t telling her everything, but she supposed that was part of the whole trial and error process.  
 
    Coming back to herself, she realized she’d been seemingly staring into space for at least two minutes. Jessica and Kaylee were having a whispered conversation that she wished she could hear, but unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be one of her strengths. Maybe she could develop it? How did that work?  
 
    “Sorry about that. Can you tell me how skill experience works?” She quietly interrupted their whispers. 
 
    Jessica and Kaylee smiled, and it was Kaylee who answered this time. “Yes, miss. Of course. Skill experience is gained by…well, doing just about anything. Your skills will form as you practice, and then you’ll gain experience by doing it. It’s pretty straightforward.” 
 
    I guess that makes sense. I mean, I didn’t do a whole lot in my last life. Unless peeing through a catheter counts as a skill. Do they even have catheters here? I guess there’s no such thing as browsing the internet either. Maybe I could have gotten a reading skill at least… Oh well.  
 
    She mused to herself as she nodded, trying to get a grip and organize her thoughts. What she absolutely needed to know was the situation of the world. With all the weapons she’d seen, it didn’t seem like this was a particularly peaceful place. She also needed to figure out what she would do to get by, and maybe see if there was a library or something so she could just look up the information herself. Fortunately, Jessica saved her from her musings by trying to explain things simply to her. 
 
    “So, now that you’ve seen your profile, there are a few things you should know. You’re in the capital of Caoi, which is Abala. The kingdom is ruled by King Derrick and Queen Ashanna. More specifically, this is The Green Dragon, one of the dormitories for students of Dracona Academy.” They looked a little guilty at this, and she could pretty much figure out why. She wasn’t supposed to be here, and they’d have to tell whoever was over them. Still, she was determined to get as much information out of them as she could before that.  
 
    “This academy… What do they do there?” 
 
    Kaylee looked a little starstruck when she responded. “It’s sponsored by the King. They accept the most talented people from all over the kingdom to train them!” 
 
    Jessica cut in at that point, looking a bit more down to earth. “They’re usually the sons and daughters of the aristocrats. There are a few truly talented people who get chosen every year through the selection process, but most of them get in through recommendation. The king pays for their training and lodging since he declared ‘they are the future of the kingdom.’” She glanced at Kaylee and sighed at her wishful looks. It was obvious that Jessica was the more down to earth one, and Kaylee had all sorts of fantasies going on inside her head at the moment. 
 
    Jade ignored the daydreaming Kaylee and focused on the pertinent information. “So, what you’re saying is I could stay here if I get accepted to the academy through this selection process?” 
 
    This seemed to snap Kaylee out of her reverie, and she guffawed. “Yeah, but you’ll never make it…” She clapped a hand over her mouth, looking panicked as Jade chortled inwardly. She couldn’t honestly blame her… I mean, look at me. I’m just a waif compared to normal people, even Kaylee herself, who’s probably considered skinny. Why would she have any reason to think I’d make it into what’s basically the noble faction? 
 
    Outwardly, Jade just smiled at her. She wasn’t going to scold her for making a perfectly reasonable judgment call. What she wanted to know was if they took people in for things other than brawn. She figured she might be able to develop that aspect eventually, depending on how her special ability worked, but for now, she needed to use her brains.  
 
    Jessica came to Kaylee’s rescue, as well as Jade’s. “Actually, you might have a chance. They tend to let most travelers in if they have a special ability. Do you?” 
 
    Jade nodded gratefully. “Yeah, I do. So where do I go to find this selection thingy?”  
 
    Kaylee, as if trying to make up for her earlier faux pas, immediately turned helpful. “It’s not too far from here. You just need to go to the upper city hall and register for their tests and the interview. It’s still going on for the next two days.”  
 
    She smiled at Kaylee, trying to communicate that she didn’t hold a grudge without bringing it up specifically. “Thanks. I know you’re busy and I’m grateful for your help. Is there a library I can go to?” 
 
    “You can read?” Jessica stared wide-eyed at her.  
 
    Jade winced. Apparently, the demarcation between the rich and the poor was more stringent than she had hoped. She shrugged helplessly. “I could before. Here, I’m not so sure. I guess I won’t know unless I try?” 
 
    Kaylee nodded thoughtfully as she replied, “I guess that makes sense. There’s a library, but it’s not easy to get access. It’s close to The Red Wyrm, one of the other dormitories, about five blocks north of here.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think I’ll try and start there, maybe look around a little before I go for the test. You guys have been so helpful…so I guess I should probably go with you to meet your boss? You know, to see if I can stay here for a few days until I get on my feet and join the academy?”  
 
    They both looked a little skeptical at her unconscious tone of certainty that she would make it into the academy, but well…she was a traveler, so they didn’t call her on it. What if she really made it into the academy? They would much rather be on her good side. Finally, seeming to conclude their unspoken argument, Jessica nodded. “Yes, I think that would be for the best. But uhm… Do you have anything else to wear? For instance...shoes?” 
 
    Jade stared blankly at them before saying honestly, “I have no idea. Let me check.” I really hope whatever god sent me here at least gave me some normal clothes… She awkwardly stumbled her way to the dresser, silently reveling in the fact that she could WALK! It didn’t matter how awkward she was, the fact that she could do it on her own was amazing! Therefore, she ignored the concerned gawks Jessica and Kaylee were sending her way as she started opening the drawers and rifling through them. 
 
    To her relief, there were several pairs of pants and undergarments in the various drawers. Though she had no idea what they were made of–her previous practical experience had mostly taught her about jeans, scrubs, and hospital gowns–they looked comfortable enough. However, not seeing any shirts, she remembered the other door in the room. Stumbling her way over while Jessica and Kaylee looked to be visibly restraining themselves from jumping up to try and catch her when she wobbled, she opened the door victoriously.  
 
    Jackpot! In the closet were several shirts or tunicy things hung up, as well as a freaking awesome cape, a simple flowy dress, and something else which was drapey and she didn’t know the name for. There were also some wicked looking boots on the floor. Triumphantly, she turned back to them and announced, “I do have other stuff!”  
 
    Smiling politely, Jessica suggested, “Perhaps you’d like to change then.” Jade nodded, and she continued a little more hesitantly, “Do you...need help?”  
 
    The smile fell from Jade’s face. She had been doing so well...and people were still trying to dress her. She recovered almost instantly, but Jessica and Kaylee could tell they’d hit a sore point as she put on a wooden smile. “I’ll be okay, but thank you. It’ll just take a moment.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, but not wanting to offend her more, ushered Kaylee out of the room while saying over her shoulder, “We’ll just wait outside.” 
 
    Nodding stiffly, Jade quickly selected a shirt, the cape, some boots, and then tottered back to the dresser to grab the other necessities. She flopped unceremoniously on the bed in order to shove things on and off as quickly as she could, despite her jerky movements. It took around a minute, but she was fully dressed and yanking on her sweet new boots. She stood up, feeling way more confident than before. Really, she hadn’t realized how much being in pajamas in front of the two immaculate girls had made her feel...incompetent? Or maybe it was just finally being able to don something other than the attire of an invalid that gave her courage. Either way, it was time to go.  
 
    She rummaged through the desk for a moment, finding a key in the top drawer. Assuming it was to the room and not wanting to lose the sweet swag she’d just figured out she had, she grabbed it and opened the door, giving a now much brighter smile to the two girls. “I’m ready!”  
 
    They both looked relieved that she was okay and smiling normally again. Kaylee noticed the key in her hand and nodded approvingly as she shut the door behind her and locked it. Since they realized ‘her stuff’ was in there, it was better to keep it locked until they figured out what to do. Jade smiled and reached out, touching their arms briefly as she uttered quietly, “Thank you for all you’ve told me. It really helped.” Even if they had only barely touched the surface.  
 
    Jessica smiled sweetly. “It’s no problem. So, let’s go meet Raphael, and then you can begin your adventure!” Wasn’t that what the box had said too? That this would be an adventure? 
 
    Grinning back at her, Jade nodded. “That sounds amazing!” As they turned, her grin grew a little wider as she mentally clicked on the two glowing notification dots that had appeared at the side of her vision after she touched the girls, eagerly reading the notifications as she wobbled after them. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Jessica Dorney, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Appraisal, Cleaning, Cooking, Herbology, or Perception. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Kaylee Ivers, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Cleaning, Diplomacy, Dodging, Perception, or Tailoring. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three – Assimilation 
 
    If I don’t click anything, it’ll go away…probably. Do I have to make a choice? Does that mean it won’t do anything to them until I make a choice? I could really use the extra help though…and it did say it would come back stronger for them, right? So there’s no harm… Okay… I’m going to do this, so what’re the best choices?  
 
    First, figure out the stats…my worst stats are constitution, strength, and dexterity… I have no idea if these girls have good con, but Jessica looks stronger, and Kaylee looks like she might be fast… Yeah, let’s just go with that.  
 
    Only five skills each? All right… They both have cleaning and perception, so maybe those are more common… Cleaning and cooking make sense, given the whole maid thing. And if these two have it, perception is probably normal too. So that leaves appraisal or herbology for Jessica… I’m in the middle of the city, so not many herbs to find here. Appraisal it is! For Kaylee…diplomacy, dodging, or tailoring. I don’t need to fix my clothes. Diplomacy or dodging both sound pretty good… Then again, I need to talk my way into keeping my room and into the academy place, so diplomacy would probably be better.  
 
    Jessica and Kaylee kept shooting nervous looks at her as she seemed to wobble her way behind them. Of course, the fact that she was doing mental calculations about which of their stats to ‘temporarily borrow’ wasn’t helping. Blue screens in front of your face just didn’t seem to help with the whole see where you’re going thing. Glad that she had figured out that she didn’t have to wave her hands at the blue screens, she mentally ‘clicked’ on her first choices for Kaylee as she started trying to surreptitiously watch her like a hawk. A new message replaced the old window she’d been debating over. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Dexterity and Diplomacy from Kaylee Ivers underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seriously, that was all she got? No ETA, no amount, nothing? Her eye twitched as she felt her cheeks flushing a tiny bit. Kaylee didn’t even seem to skip a beat as she walked ahead, though she was now looking a little more nervous that Jade was staring at her so intently whenever she glanced back. Whatever, go big or go home. She mentally clicked on the stats she’d chosen from Jessica as well. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Strength and Appraisal from Jessica Dorney underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hopefully it at least tells me when it’s done… Wait, how do I even tell time here? There’s no cell phones, and I haven’t seen any clocks… She was trying to mentally nudge the system to give her a digital clock, but it seemed the system didn’t care if she knew what time it was. She couldn’t even see the sun in here. I wonder if they have multiple suns…? Her thoughts straying tangentially, she almost tripped as she descended the last step. So it was to a graceless halt that she entered the eyes of a most formidable looking man who was glaring quite harshly at the two girls in front of her, which did not seem to lessen even the slightest as the condescension oozed towards her when she came into view.  
 
    I am SO awesome at first impressions in this world…totally… Straightening up to her full height of 5’5”, she gave him her most winning smile as she tried to walk as gracefully as possible forward, sticking her hand out. “Hi! I’m Jade, the traveler.” Maybe that will strike the fear of god or whoever into him... Ignoring the need to itch her lips, she cheerfully and mostly confidently stared up at this fairly…burly hunk. Yup, I’m in trouble. 
 
    She took a brief glance, studying his face. He had awesome black swoosh hair that looked perfectly gelled back and a five o’clock shadow across his perfectly chiseled face. He was also at least 8 inches taller than her. When she met his angry dark brown eyes, she found him still staring down at her like she was an ant that had crawled on his food, ignoring her hand that was just hanging in the air like a limp fish at this point as she maintained eye contact. I will not blink first. I will not blink first. Nooooooo, I blinked first! Okay, so her macho posturing was not getting her far. Finally, he asked slowly, as if trying to mask what she would call barely, if not almost entirely unconcealed, rage and scorn in his voice, “You are a traveler?” 
 
    She lost it. Completely ignoring the fact that with his bulging muscles he was pretty much twice her size, she stomped her foot–oh my gosh I can stomp my foot!–and, concealing a brief flash of unrestrained joy, dropped her hand and scoffed right back. “What, you think I wanted to come to this random world where I knew absolutely nothing and no one? Give me a break.” She casually flicked her hair, because hello, he was still the cutest non-married non-doctor she’d ever seen. “I was thrown into this situation and I’m just making the best of it. So you’re going to let me stay here until I’m officially accepted into the academy in two days.” When in doubt, act confident. How much could it hurt? 
 
    She was utterly insulted when that caused his facade to break, mostly because he was openly guffawing at her. “Really!? You think you’re going to pass the selection in two days?” He was howling so hard he was almost crying. Hot or not, she really wanted to punch him. The only thing stopping her was the thought that she would probably end up hurting herself more. Self-preservation was a thing, you know? Instead, she took a step closer and poked him in the arm. She would have done the chest, but there was that whole skin to skin thing explicitly stated in her ability, and if anyone deserved to be siphoned, it was the jerk laughing at her right now. 
 
    She was gratified to see the new blinking icon in the top corner of her vision, and she smirked at him as she asserted, “I guarantee I’m going to make you eat those words.” 
 
    Sadly, he kept roaring until he finally seemed to realize she was dead serious as she smirk-glared at him. Still in disbelief, he shook his head and seemed to spend an entire minute considering her. She just kept glaring, crossing her arms in front of her (nonexistent) chest to present a strong front. Finally, he glowered at Jessica and Kaylee. “Is she really a traveler?”  
 
    Jessica and Kaylee exchanged glances, holding another one of those silent conversations that seemed to go something like ‘you say something,’ and ‘no, you!’ It looked like Kaylee lost this round, because she sighed and then turned to look at Raphael. Yeah, I know your name, you big jerk, even if you didn’t tell me yourself! Quietly, she spoke. “As far as we can tell, yes. She just appeared in one of the rooms with a bunch of stuff and she seemed…” She glanced at Jade with uncertainty, and you could just tell she was about to say something rude, like one of those things southern people said before they ended with ‘bless their soul.’ “Pretty much incompetent and lost. What other explanation is there than that she’s a traveler? You can see she’s a terrible actor.” Hey, you didn’t have to add that last part! That’s over the line...maybe… Note to self: steal someone’s deception skills. Someone’s gotta have deception skills, right? That seems like something that would be a skill here... 
 
    While she was half glaring and half inner monologuing, she hadn’t realized that all three of them had turned to stare/appraise her again. When she finally came to, she snapped a little waspishly, “What!?”  
 
    Raphael–who still hadn’t introduced himself to me, that jerk–sighed and nodded. “I can see what you mean.” He glanced at the heavens as if appealing for help, and she had to stop herself from interjecting that it hadn’t seemed to be very useful in the many years she’d done so. But hey, everyone had to learn for themselves, right? So instead she kept trying to glare at his face so that she wouldn’t check him out really obviously, because he reminded her of an Abercrombie model, if you ignored the giant sword she now saw hanging from his waist. As if maybe he found what he was looking for, he glanced back down at her and held up three fingers. “I’ll give you three days. If you haven’t been accepted by then, you have to leave.” 
 
    Somewhat insulted that he felt the need to emphasize the number three with his fingers like she was a child, Jade nodded and responded primly. “Fine. That’s plenty long enough to prove you wrong.” Completely ignoring the man who still hadn’t introduced himself to her, she turned to the girls. What is with these people and not introducing themselves? “Where’s the way out?” Seemingly struck mute from shock, Jessica appeared only to have the presence of mind to point.  
 
    Turning in the appointed direction, Jade did her best impression of flouncing away, which in reality was filled with a multitude of unstable wobbles. I really need to figure out how to walk properly…is there a skill for walking? Can I steal that, please? 
 
    Down the hallway, she stopped for a moment, taken aback as she entered a common room filled with the soft hum of murmuring voices. Her eye twitched a little as she tried to figure out the fastest way to the door without embarrassing herself. She then tried to figure out an alternate route that still seemed like a straight shot, yet took her past the most people who had skin readily exposed.  
 
    Steeling her courage, she chose option 2. Her stilted walk gave her the excuse she needed, and she managed to casually brush against three people who had been sitting alone on her way out with only a murmured, “Sorry.” Making it to the door while ignoring the sweet scent of food, she took a deep breath and ignored the flashing dots demanding attention at the side of her vision before opening it and stepping shakily into the brilliant sunshine. What was with this place? She had felt like a skeleton walking through the set of a Calvin Klein commercial in there. Was this a gathering place for models or something? 
 
    Sound assaulted her ears the moment the door was open, and she took a moment to adjust as the door whumped closed behind her. I would kill for a pair of sunglasses right now… Her eyes strained to adjust as she stepped to the side, not wanting to get pegged in the back should anyone else decide to leave at that moment. Eyesight too. Is there a skill I can steal that makes the sun hurt less? Grumbling internally, she scanned for a safe haven where she could check her messages. 
 
    Spotting a shaded alleyway, she shambled her awkward way over to it and breathed a sigh of relief, just relaxing for a moment to calm her rapidly beating heart. I can do this. I can do hard things. She tried to mentally reassure herself for a moment before pulling up her notifications.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Raphael Millis, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Athletics, Diplomacy, Sword, Intimidate, or Wind Magic. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Only five again? So his last name is Millis, is it? I’ll have to remember that… Oh my gosh, he has athletics! I need to...wind magic? Raph the unnamed has wind magic? I would never have guessed… Wait, magic is a thing here? Ugh… I have to choose one. So what are the odds that magic is a super common thing? I mean, if even Raph can get it… All right, let’s check the others first.  
 
    Glancing through the other three profiles, whom she figured were probably students of the so-called academy since Jess and Kay had told her that’s who stayed there… There were a few common themes. It seemed that she was right and most people had perception. All three of them had athletics as well, so at least she had other options. There were a bunch of combat options as well, but she figured she needed to at least learn to walk before she started throwing hypothetical punches and thus arbitrarily tossed out those options. 
 
    She had narrowed her options down by a least one on each person, trying to figure out the best combination. But again, she was only shown five options. She didn’t know if it was just arbitrarily picking five to give her or what. Either way, she’d just have to work with it apparently. 
 
    Raph: Intimidate or wind magic. The dude had seriously gotten intimidating down to an art, but she knew she was going to pick wind magic. Maybe next time she’d be able to glare scarily right back at him… 
 
    Dude 1: Athletics, diplomacy, perception, or sleight of hand. 
 
    Dude 2: Athletics, perception, or unarmed combat. 
 
    Chick 1: Acrobatics, athletics, charm, or perception. 
 
    Based on her options… Charm was out, and so was unarmed combat. Who was she kidding? There was no way she was going to charm people looking like a twig, and any unarmed combat from said twig would be utterly useless with the 1% which was all she was going to get. At the same time, any acrobatics would likely land her flat on her back before she got her basic coordination down. Dude two seemed pretty strong, so she decided to take athletics from him. That left perception from the chick, and as for dude one… She already had diplomacy, but maybe it would be better to double down on it. She did have a lot more convincing to do... 
 
    Now that she had the skills out of the way, she went back to survey her stats again. Raph was obvious--she was taking his strength. Dude 1 seemed to be the sneaky type, even though she had nothing to go off of but his skills, so she’d take his dex. The girl literally had charm in her kit, so she’d try to raise her charisma there. That left the other beefcake, and since she’d already hit the other bases, she’d see if he had a decent con score.  
 
    Satisfied with her deductions, she began to mentally confirm her decisions. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Strength and Wind Magic from Raphael Millis underway. 
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Dexterity and Diplomacy from Steven Cooper underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Constitution and Athletics from Travis Wainbright underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Charisma and Perception from Chloe Chambers underway. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She smiled as she saw the confirmations, then had to physically stop herself from screaming as her body seemed to start itching all over. Perhaps doing so many at once hadn’t been her greatest idea ever… She clutched her face, praying silently that it would end soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four – Healer 
 
    Closing her eyes, she leaned against the building in an attempt to suppress the itching heat she was feeling. It felt like there were thousands of ants trying to crawl around through her veins, and the irritation was the worst around her eyes and lips. She clutched her mouth with her hands, feeling a small comfort by touching them, even as she wanted to scratch them off.  
 
    “My goodness child, are you okay?” She heard the kindhearted voice coming from her left, but she didn’t open her eyes or turn towards it. She didn’t want to scream and scare her to death, which she was half afraid she’d do if she let go right now. Was this pain and itching honestly worth it? She didn’t think she’d even taken that much, and it already hurt this much.  
 
    It wasn’t until she felt a cool hand on her cheek that she realized she needed to respond. She was about to do so when she realized that even though her eyes were closed, she could see a little blue dot blinking at the side of her mind’s eye. Wait, I can just access this whole thing mentally? I don’t actually have to look at it? Flabbergasted once more, she spaced, and the cool hand was trying to get her to turn.  
 
    Allowing her body to be shifted, she finally opened her eyes and let her hands drop. She wasn’t sure how long it had lasted, but the horrible burning and itching seemed to be dying down for the most part. In front of her was a plumper older woman who was observing at her with concern. Her heart-shaped face held light crow’s feet on the honey-colored skin, and her hair was cut into a stylish silver bob with bangs. She was wearing a pretty purple dress and ogling Jade with concerned hazel eyes as she asked again, “There you are. Are you all right?” 
 
    Jade smiled a bit helplessly and offered quietly, “I was feeling a bit dizzy before, but I think I’m okay now. Thank you though.” Dizziness was as good an explanation for her outer symptoms as anything else, she supposed. Plus, with her undeniably weak constitution, most people wouldn’t doubt that just standing made her dizzy. However, the woman was obviously a kindhearted busybody who wasn’t convinced. She kept regarding Jade as if she was trying to figure out what the problem was.  
 
    Unable to pinpoint what was wrong, she finally seemed to come to a decision. “I see. Well, you’d better come with me just in case. My husband is a healer, and I’ll have him take a look at you.” With that she picked up her bags, which Jade hadn’t realized she’d dropped to check up on her, and grabbed her hand, tugging her along. Bemusedly, Jade speculated to herself, am I being kidnapped right now? 
 
    She let herself be led along as she had in the past, and it was almost a comforting feeling of home as she stared wide-eyed at the people and stores they passed, occasionally brushing up against a few absently. She was fairly mesmerized by the intensity of the sun and the blue sky, feeling jittery with every wisp of the wind on her pale skin. She was OUTSIDE! For the first time that she could remember, she was actually in the open, staring up at the vast blue sky and it wasn’t through glass! A myriad of different smells assaulted her nose, and she just breathed them in, unable to pinpoint what they were. 
 
    Completely absent-minded, she looked around and realized that in the process of towing her towards wherever they were going, she now had absolutely no idea where she’d come from or how to get back. As nice as the lady looked, however, she was going to start screaming the minute she thought something shady was going down. Maybe it would relieve the screams she hadn’t been able to let out earlier…  
 
    “Now then, here we are!”  
 
    Jade cast her eyes up and saw a little shop that had a sign proudly proclaiming in cursive she had arrived at Doctor Mike’s Clinic. Not the most creative name, but you at least knew exactly what you were looking at. Oh, and apparently she could still read here. Seeing as it was a doctor’s office, she let herself be towed inside without making a fuss, just with her natural wobbles that she finally noticed the nice lady had slowed down to accommodate. 
 
    “Elisa, you’re back! Hmmm, who do you have there?” A gentleman with gorgeous salt and pepper hair that George Clooney would envy had come out from the back at the tinkling of the bell above the door. He gave her a once over as he came forward to hug who she assumed was his wife, Elisa, given that she’d never introduced herself, and Jade hadn’t yet looked at the options to steal her stats. Appearing hale and hearty for an older gentleman, his wide mouth was stretched in a smile, shining pearly whites at her.  
 
    “This is…child, what’s your name?” Elisa smiled a little sheepishly when she seemed to realize she’d towed Jade all the way over here without even asking for her name.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Jade. Mind if I sit down? I’m not super used to walking yet.” They both looked a little confused at her statement, but Mike–well at least she assumed his name was Mike, given the store name–ushered her to a chair at the side, which was a relief to her now aching legs. He sat down next to her, smiling softly. He looked like the model dad every kid wished they had: handsome, smart, kind…  
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, Jade. I’m Doctor Mike. Can you tell me what’s wrong with your legs?” 
 
    “And I’m Elisa. Mikey, I found her almost comatose against an alley wall, so of course I brought her here. She said she was dizzy!”  
 
    Jade smiled wanly, deciding that she might as well let the cat out of the bag. They were a nice couple and didn’t seem to mean her any harm as far as she could tell. It reminded her of an old story about a man and a woman who couldn’t have a child… Shaking herself out of her musings, she replied, “So... The thing is, I’m a traveler, and I just got here today, so I’m not really used to things yet?” They were staring at her like she’d just grown a third eye.  
 
    Mike seemed more on top of things, as he patiently questioned her. “You said you’re a traveler?” It seemed like he was trying to diagnose her, but he hadn’t tried to hook her up to any machines or take her pulse yet at least.  
 
    “Yeah…and uhm…I…the world I came from…” She stuttered, trying to organize her thoughts. How much was she supposed to tell them? With a sigh, she shook her head and disclosed bluntly, “I was really sick there. So I’m kinda learning how to walk right now.”  
 
    “Do you mind if I check your health?” Doctor Mike was being exceedingly patient with her and not treating her like a crazy person, even though he still looked a little skeptical. She nodded, and he reached out to take her hand. That was it, he just touched her hand and closed his eyes, and she tried to figure out what he was doing as she felt a warm tingle. “My goodness…” His exclamation was soft, but she still caught it. He opened his eyes, staring intently at her. “Well, the good news is you’re not sick. But your body…”  
 
    “Yes?” She asked a tiny bit impatiently. Why did people like cliffhangers so much!?  
 
    “It seems to be in an intense period of growth. What you’re experiencing are growing pains from your body going through an acute change. It’s rather remarkable, and I’ve only seen something similar once before.” He shook his head, this time seemingly in amazement. “It might hurt for now, but once your body settles, you’ll be just fine.”  
 
    Well okay. She already knew that… The bad news was that this was likely to be a constant problem. She began plotting out what she would need to do. Was it a one-off thing? She clicked through the blue buttons in her brain until she got to the old boxes. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Assimilation of Kaylee Ivers underway... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There were five more notifications just like it and a bunch of blinking dots from the people she’d unknowingly brushed up against on the way over here. However, she wasn’t about to click anything until she had figured out what was going on with this current batch. It could wait!  
 
    “It really is remarkable though. I wonder what could be causing such an intense change…” Doctor Mike was muttering to himself as he seemed to be puzzling out her problem. Feeling a little guilty, she piped up. 
 
    “It’s probably my special ability.” Which was 100% the truth, there was no probably about it. Both Mike and Elisa looked incredibly interested the moment the words special ability came out of her mouth. 
 
    Elisa couldn’t seem to hold in her curiosity. “You have a special ability? What does it do?” 
 
    Oh right, she needed to lie now. She didn’t really want to tell people she was stealing their stats, even if it was only temporarily. People tended not to react well to things like that. I’ve gotta make this good… What would be believable for this growth? Oh, I’ve got it! She smiled and began her deception, “It’s called accelerated growth. It’s pretty straightforward too; it’s basically what it sounds like. I learn and adapt in an accelerated manner.” There, that’s believable, right? She tried to keep her face in a neutral smile, but Doctor Mike looked a little worried for her still. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    Mike shook his head, patting her arm as he deflected, “Not per say… It’s just that it means this probably won’t be the end of your growing pains.” Duh, I figured that out for myself already. She just smiled painfully and nodded in acknowledgment. With a sigh, he continued. “It also means there isn’t much I can do for you. I’m afraid anything I do would potentially stunt your growth.”  
 
    Welp, I guess that means no painkillers for me. It figures that whoever sent me here wouldn’t let it be easy… I think this is the prime example of that whole, no pain, no gain thing.  
 
    Shaking herself out of her musings, which she seemed to be doing a lot of today, she nodded and agreed, “I figured that would be the case, so don’t worry too much about it. It’ll be worth it to be healthy in the end.” She smiled and could almost see the workings in their brains as they classified her as a tragic heroine.  
 
    Figuring she should capitalize on their pity, she began phase 2 of pump everyone around her for information. “So, you used magic on me earlier, right? Is that normal here?” 
 
    Elisa laughed at this, pushing out her large chest proudly as she bragged about her husband. “Not at all! Of the twenty known magic types, healing is one of the rarest! Mike here is among the best of the best. Most people can't even learn magic because their magic stat is below 5, so they can only dream of accomplishing what he does!” 
 
    And I’m so stealing that, right now. “That’s amazing! I didn’t know it was such a rare thing. I thought everyone’s stats started around 10?” I’m just fishing, fishing for information…tralalalalalala…  
 
    “Most of them do. It’s really only Luck and Magic that are different.” And here she raised her brow. Wait a second; luck was also a rare stat? 
 
    “What’s the normal luck for a person?” 
 
    This time it was Mike who teasingly poked his wife in the side. “Most people have 8 or less. Elisa here has 11! Which is why she was lucky enough to find a catch like me.” He appeared pretty smug as he pronounced that, and Elisa blushed furiously as Jade couldn’t help but laugh. If it was that special…perhaps she ought to invest in getting more, even though hers was already abnormally high according to them. What did it even do? Luck was such an ambiguous thing… 
 
    Skipping the other windows in her head, she went straight to Mike’s and Elisa’s. She barely glanced over Mike’s, having already decided to take his Magic stat and Healing Magic skill, which was thankfully in the five presented. From Elisa’s she was going to take luck, but her skill… 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Elisa Scribner, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Alchemy, Diplomacy, Herbology, Insight, or Perception. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She tossed alchemy and herbology out the window straight off, but that did explain the herby smell that she’d vaguely whiffed from Elisa. It wasn’t what she needed right now, because again, she was still in the middle of the city. Plus, for alchemy, she would need all the tools and ingredients. That left diplomacy, insight, and perception. She already had diplomacy and perception, but she figured Elisa probably had way more experience than the others she’d taken from. But insight… She hadn’t seen anyone with that yet.  
 
    With the opinion that the more tools she had, the better off she would be, she chose insight and then confirmed her decisions for the two of them mentally. She smiled at them and said cheerfully, “Maybe one day I’ll be just as lucky to find someone…” Two blue boxes had popped up on her mindscreen, and they were the last thing she saw before her vision went black and she felt herself falling.  
 
    She was out cold. So much for her conviction to wait until the last batch had finished... 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Healing Magic from Mike Scribner underway. 
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Luck and Insight from Elisa Scribner underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five – Altered 
 
    “It’s fascinating. The changes are occurring every hour…”  
 
    “Yes, but when will she wake up? It’s already been six hours…” 
 
    “I think she’s starting to wake up…” She was. Waking up, that is. She could hear their voices through what sounded like a really long tunnel through which she was very, very slowly reaching the end. Their murmured conversation was slowly processed as she tried to figure out where she was.  
 
    Her brain felt like she’d been hit by a truck, either that or like she had a massive hangover. Not that she’d touched a drop of alcohol in her life, but still. She imagined the pounding in her skull was comparable. Why did everything hurt so much? She tightened her muscles on reflex, only to have her eyes shoot open. She could feel her feet!  
 
    Above her stood a kind plump lady and a stately older man. She blinked blankly at them, trying to figure out which of the nurses or doctors they were. There had been so many over the years, but she didn’t think these two matched the current rotation… Were they visitors? She didn’t get visitors. Why could she feel her feet? 
 
    “Oh sweetheart, how are you feeling? You gave me a right scare when you passed out on us…” Jade stared blankly until she noticed that in the top right of her vision were some blinking blue dots. Her memories of the day came back in a rush, and she started hyperventilating. She could hear Mike and Elisa trying to calm her down, and she grabbed onto Elisa’s arm, staring at her almost feverishly.  
 
    “It wasn’t a dream? I’m really here?”  
 
    A note of pity crossed Elisa’s face momentarily as she confirmed, “Oh, dear. It’s real. You’re here in Abala.” She exchanged glances with Mike, seemingly imploring him to tell her what to do. She hadn’t had to deal with a lost traveler before.  
 
    Mike reached over, patting them both on the shoulder reassuringly. “Never mind that. Why don’t we get you something to eat, I’m sure that’ll help you get back on your feet.”  
 
    “Oh, right!” Elisa jumped to her feet, bustling off, while Jade just stared at Mike for a second. 
 
    “Back…on my feet? Feet!” She looked down again, remembering that she could actually feel them now. She moved them quickly, jerking to her feet. Mike grabbed hold of her before she pitched forward onto her face, but she was giggling like a maniac. “I can walk! I forgot!” Mike chuckled softly with or at her; she wasn’t quite sure which really, but he seemed to find her joy infectious.  
 
    He humored her, helping her walk around the back room a few times as she beamed with joy, simply reveling in the feel of walking on the wooden floor. When her stomach rumbled and she realized she was hungry, Mike led her into the next room where Elisa was putting several full bowls of some type of soup that smelled absolutely amazing on the table.  
 
    “Sit down, sit down. Let’s get something in you!” Elisa seemed happy to be able to fuss over her, and the three of them sat down. Jade watched them discreetly to see if they were planning on saying any sort of grace, but when they didn’t, she too picked up her spoon. “Eat, eat!” Elisa urged her, and she required no further encouragement, digging in happily.  
 
    When she had completely cleared her bowl, she looked up again to see Elisa beaming at her. She smiled back, but upon remembering that she had basically just passed out, she tilted her head, asking quietly, “So uhmm… How long was I out?” 
 
    Mike answered promptly, “It’s been about six hours since you passed out. It was the most curious thing. You seemed to go through two growth spurts every hour until the end there when your body finally settled down. How do you feel?” 
 
    Now that he asked, she started to take inventory of her body. It was…strange. Everything felt just a little…altered. Her skin felt tighter, and if she wasn’t wrong, it felt like she was a little more stable than before. Had she put on muscle? Without a before and after picture, she wondered if she’d ever really know what had changed for sure.  
 
    “Do you have cameras? Or clocks? How do you tell time?” She blurted her questions out abruptly, unable to contain her curiosity anymore. She really needed to figure out what the level of technology in this world was.  
 
    Elisa gazed at her curiously, asking in return, “What’s a camera? As for time, we do have clocks. Most of us keep a pocket watch, or people just listen for the tower to ring the bells.” She said it like it should have been obvious, pulling her pocket watch out as if to emphasize her point.  
 
    Stymied and yet slightly mollified, Jade tried to explain. “Clocks are good… Cameras… They’re...uhm… It’s like a painting that a machine takes instantly of your likeness?” 
 
    Mike grinned. “That sounds fascinating. How does this camera work?” 
 
    Jade’s smile fell as she realized…she had no idea. “I...don’t know, sorry. It had been invented a long time past in my world, so the process was automated by machines by the time I was born…” At least, she thought it had. She couldn’t remember a time when they hadn’t had cameras. Besides, TV had been around for forever, and hadn’t cameras come first? Whatever, she couldn’t do anything about it at this point. It wasn’t like there was the internet to look up the pertinent information, sadly.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry dearie. It’s fine if you don’t know.” Elisa looked like she wanted to ask more about her world, but thankfully she stopped herself. Apparently tact was a strong point, and she had realized that Jade’s lack of knowledge was perturbing her.  
 
    Jade finally realized something else as she observed them, “Oh no, I owe you money, don’t I? Doctors are so expensive…”  
 
    Mike and Elisa exchanged glances, and Mike put down his silverware. “No, you don’t owe us anything.” 
 
    Jade tried to interrupt. “But the cost of healthcare for doing a checkup and taking care of me when I passed out and food…” She was rambling. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s been a pleasure to have you here.” They ignored her old world references, though she wasn’t quite sure they’d even caught them, given that she’d been talking so fast. But she was totally right. They were the clichéd childless couple. They were going to tell her they wanted to adopt her and… “Our kids don’t come around all that often, so it’s nice to have someone young around.” He smiled benevolently. Okay. So maybe they weren’t going to adopt her, though that might have conveniently solved a bunch of her problems. “Besides, studying your condition was absolutely fascinating!”  
 
    Well...apparently she was his new favorite science project. She could deal with that even if it wasn’t ideal; most of the other doctors had been the same way with her, so at least she was familiar with it. The perpetual puzzle, the guinea pig that no one could figure out what was wrong with. She had tried so many treatments, and none of them had done a thing. She’d had her death predicted many times before, so it’s not like it was a new thing.  
 
    Smiling sweetly, she decided that she would do the same thing she had before. Use the fact that they wanted something from her to get some benefits for herself. For now, that would come in the form of information. There was still so much she didn’t know…  
 
    “Could you maybe tell me more about the money system here? I don’t want to get ripped off when I’m out and about.”  
 
    Mike and Elisa looked at each other, nodding thoughtfully before Elisa walked into the other room, returning with a handful of varied coins. She gave a silent prayer of relief when she recognized the four metals. Please let it be the same conversion as DnD… That would be perfect. She directed her thoughts to the heavens as Elisa set the four coins on the table, nodding to Mike, who spoke. “There are four main coins. There are the copper coins, which are called nuts. Ten of them are equal to one of the silver coins, which are called leaves. Ten leaves are equal to a golden laurel, and ten laurels are equal to the platinum crown.” She heaved a quiet sigh of relief. That was math that she could do.  
 
    She absently studied the coins, running her fingers over them. She figured it would be easy enough to remember the names. The nuts had a sprouting acorn depicted against a really tall mountain with clouds floating by on what she dubbed the front side. The leaves had almost the same picture, but instead of an acorn, it had what looked like a maple leaf. Of course, the color was different too. The nuts had smooth edges, but the leaves had notched edges, almost like a dime. They seemed about the same sizes as the coins she was used to as well. The nut was about the size of a penny, the leaf the size of a nickel.  
 
    However, the laurels and crowns were more intricately crafted. The edges of the laurel were part of the image, like the laurels the old Romans had given to the first winners of the Olympics, their leaves were masterfully formed to create the raised image. The inside of the coin held what looked like a delicate willow tree. About the size of a quarter, it was beautiful to her. 
 
    The crowns were amazing too! Like one of those small round crowns, the edge of the coin was a little crown design, tiny knobs coming up to form the ‘tips’ of the crown, with little diamond shaped insets to represent gems on the side. On the face of the coin was a cherry tree, but there was an intricate crown circling the trunk in the middle of the coin. It was fantastic workmanship on a coin the size of a dollar coin. 
 
    On the back of each coin was a picture of this amazing castle with a bunch of pretty turrets and the word Caoi in cursive across the bottom. All in all, they either had a fantastic coin mold or...no, that was pretty much the only thing she could think of. If someone tried to do this by hand, it would take ages. Once she’d finished studying them, she smiled at the patiently waiting couple and began her questioning again. 
 
    “Can you give me a few examples of what I can buy with them? Like, say, how much would a healing cost normally?” She kinda needed to know the price range for that especially, given that she had decided that she would probably be his competitor. Or at least, she figured healing was going to be her ticket into the academy, as long as she could figure out how to do it.  
 
    Mike turned to Elisa, who was obviously in charge of the money. She smiled and continued where he left off. “You can normally get a loaf of bread or a mug of ale for two nuts. Healing shallow wounds usually costs a few leaves, and a major healing could range anywhere from laurels to crowns, depending on how serious it is and the rank of the magician. Mikey here is one of the best, so his services are generally high in demand.” She looked proudly at him. Okay, she’d not given her a whole lot to work with, but she could figure it out from there. Basically, healing was awesome and expensive. Pretty typical.  
 
    She was going to have to come back and siphon them again if she could. Although maybe next time she would wait until AFTER she was in bed to confirm. She figured that was probably the best plan at this point. If she was going to black out, it was better to do it somewhere safe. Plus, if blacking out made her skip the whole unbearable itching part of the plan, she figured it was a fair trade-off. As long as she was safe, that is. She was going to try really hard not to collapse in public again.  
 
    They talked for another half hour or so, giving her a better idea of what to expect as far as money was concerned, what stores were available, and how to get back to The Green Dragon, the best watchmaker’s place, and the academy testing grounds. Elisa had even drawn her a little make-do map on a spare piece of parchment so that she could reference it if she got lost. Although granted, she could probably just ask around and just about anyone would be able to point her in the right direction.  
 
    Smiling, she thanked them for their time and care, leaving shortly thereafter with Mike’s entreaty to come back so he could study her condition some more. She hid her slight revulsion at the request, figuring it was the least she could do for stealing his profession, hopefully. She hadn’t had a chance to check her profile since she’d woken up. She waved at them as she stepped outside into the afternoon sunlight.  
 
    Breathing deeply of the fresh air, she glanced around to find another alleyway. Making sure she was out of sight of Mike’s place, she found a mostly comfortable place to sit down and pulled up her profile. It was time to see what her stealing had netted her. From what she could tell, her ability worked for like…five or six hours after she started the siphon. From what Mike said, she guessed that she got a portion of it every hour, so it was more of a gradual absorption.  
 
    Glancing around to make sure no one was paying attention to her, she pulled up her notifications first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Assimilation completed for: Kaylee Ivers, Jessica Dorney, Raphael Millis, Steven Cooper, Travis Wainbright, Chloe Chambers, Mike Scribner, and Elisa Scribner. Profile has been updated. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She had several more that she’d ignored earlier telling her to choose what to siphon from the random people she’d run into along the way to Mike’s, but she left those alone again and pulled up her profile. She didn’t really want to black out currently, and she was curious to see how long they would last. She’d gotten them a good six-plus hours ago, so if they kept until she was ready to go to bed, that would be awesome. If they didn’t, she needed to figure out approximately how long it took them to go away. Given that it was mid-afternoon, she guessed that if she waited until sundown, it would have been somewhere like 10-12 hours later. She wasn’t exactly certain when she had left, and she had totally spaced asking Elisa what the time actually WAS. Maybe she’d just ask a random passerby if they had the time… 
 
    Enough stalling. Taking a deep breath, she read the blue box in front of her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 8.26 
  Dexterity: 8.51 
  Constitution: 7.99 
  Intelligence: 15.58 
  Magic: 11.38 
  Charisma: 9.17 
  Luck: 13.71 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: Appraisal, Athletics, Bluff, Diplomacy, Healing Magic, Insight, Mathematics, Navigation, Perception, Sense Motive, Walking, Wind Magic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wait, she had seriously gotten walking? She almost laughed aloud. It had really happened. But what was the whole skill experience thing she’d heard about? As she focused on the skills, a new chart popped up.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  66% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  30% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  82% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was…informative? She had no idea what the different levels meant, but she was right that Mike was a jackpot. He was also for sure the reason she’d passed out before. Everything else was beginner 1 or 2, while healing had jumped straight to 7.  
 
    Curious, she wondered just how much she could heal. Glancing around, she spotted a sharp rock. She picked it up and hesitated for just a moment before bringing it down on her left arm. If she couldn’t heal it herself, she was sure Mike would probably fix her up if she told him she tripped on the way back… 
 
    “Gosh dangit, that hurts!” She muttered in pain as she gawked at her now sluggishly bleeding arm. She’d only meant to bruise herself, but she was obviously more talented in inflicting self harm than she’d anticipated. Well…now what? She hadn’t seen Mike heal anyone or do anything other than touch her hand and close his eyes. Hoping that it was instinctual, she dropped her rock and poked the wound, trying not to wince as she did so.  
 
    In her mind’s eye, she could almost see it, though just the surface of the wound. Gleefully, she felt a strange energy rushing to her fingertips and through her body. She pictured the wound pushing out a little more blood to make sure she didn’t trap any dirt in there and then knitting closed. For once, being around doctors seemed like it was worth it. She had so much of what she considered useless medical know-how because she’d been around them all day, and the nurses had taken pity on her and kept her company. Naturally, they’d described some of the other cases they’d seen. She’d looked things up the first few times so she would know what the heck they were talking about, but after that, she’d gotten used to all their jargon and could talk medicine and treatments like she was one of them. Weird maybe, but it had ensured her comfort.  
 
    After all, if you were going to spend 16 years trapped, talking shop with the people around you so they liked you and brought you things, like food not from the hospital, was an essential skill. Granted, she had only learned to talk when she was four, but hey, who was counting? 
 
    Shaking off the memories of the past, she noted her profile screen again. Happy with the fact that everything but magic had gone up at least a little and that she had 11 new skills…wait, 11? She had noticed walking but hadn’t really paid attention to the fact that bluff and navigation had appeared on her list too. She hadn’t siphoned anyone for those. So that meant...well, basically, she figured it meant she could level normally too.  
 
    Good to know. 
 
    With a smile, she stood up and brushed the hair away from her face before slowly walking out of the alley. There was a weird copper tang mixed with the smell of garbage in the air there, and she was glad to go somewhere that hopefully smelled better. It was time to explore the wide world... and find her way back to the Green Dragon eventually. Maybe the library first? She should at least check it out...


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six – Zombie 
 
    Jade smiled, walking into the rich sunshine with her weird little jerky shamble. She stepped into the open space, her teeth bared in a grin as she took in the bustling street before her. She started to shuffle along, gawking avidly at the people and shops. She figured she might be able to brush against a few more people, just in case the other notifications went away. She figured she would have enough time to siphon that night, and if necessary, she was going to be a little pickier, but she didn’t want to miss out on any good skills she might get from a random person. Besides, her luck was considered to be pretty good, so maybe she’d brush up against someone awesome on the street. 
 
    However, reality was not so kind. There was an invisible bubble around her and people were not letting her close. She finally figured it out when she saw a cute little girl with light brown pigtails tugging on her mom’s skirt and pointing, which seemed like a fairly normal kid thing to do. However, the words coming out of her mouth made her stop dead in her tracks. “Look, mommy; it’s a zombie!”  
 
    The mother in question turned and glanced at her, letting out a little shriek and putting her hand over her heart, moving her child behind her instantly when she realized Jade was staring dumbfounded at the little girl. When had she become likened to a Zombie? Hadn’t she gained a little muscle instead of losing it? What the frick was going on? 
 
    She tried to smile weakly and said softly, “I’m not a zombie…” The woman had looked ready to bolt when she smiled, but her words made the lady stop dead in her tracks too. Appropriate, given her kid had just called her an undead.  
 
    Mother dearest seemed to be scrutinizing her incredibly closely, finally seeming to realize that she truly WASN’T a zombie. What the heck? She might be skinny, but it wasn’t THAT bad, right? Her hesitant voice was light and squeaky as she piped up, “Oh, I see. Are you all right? That’s…an awful lot of blood. Should we fetch a doctor?” 
 
    Blood? What’s she talking ab...oh. Jade had held up her hands to the light, belatedly realizing she had forgotten about her wound. She swayed a little when she saw how much it had bled, vaguely recalling she’d mentally pushed the blood out so that no dirt would be trapped inside. Her arm was pretty covered, her other hand had been touching it, so it was covered, and she’d touched her face absently a few times, so she probably had stuff splattered there too. No wonder the kid thought she was a zombie with her twiggy frame. She sighed and looked at the woman, shaking her head. “No, I’m a beginner healer myself. I just forgot to wash up after I fell…” That was probably also why the copper smell was still there too. Go figure.  
 
    A little sympathy stole onto the woman’s face now, and she noticed that a crowd of people were just…loitering around her, once they too had figured out she wasn’t a zombie. A few surprised murmurs went through the crowd at her statement. Only one stuck out to her, though. “A beginner healer? Is she an academy student?” No lady, not yet. But I will be! I was right; this is my ticket in! 
 
    Meanwhile, the little girl had come out from behind her mom and was inspecting her quizzically. “You’re not a zombie? But you’re so dirty.” She looked so innocent with her bright blue eyes and sky blue dress, but her words belied the old adage about the truth coming out of the mouth of babes. 
 
    Jade smiled down at her, forgetting again that it was probably still a little grisly at this point. She awkwardly squatted so she was on the girl’s level, saying cheerfully, “No, I’m not a zombie. I’m a healer, and I forgot to clean up after I healed myself.” 
 
    The girl tilted her head quizzically, and the mom seemed too embarrassed to pull her back or stop her since she’d so painstakingly gone down to the kid’s level. “Does that mean you can fix my owwie?” The girl pointed to her knee, where a large bruise was yellowing. It looked like a typical kid fell down on hard surface situation.  
 
    “Of course I can.” Scrutinizing her hands, Jade decided her left hand was the cleanest, being that most of the blood was on her forearm. She took the cleanest finger and reached out, touching the little girl’s bruise. Along with the customary blinking dot at the side of her vision, a picture of it appeared in her mind’s eye, and she mentally pushed the warm energy coursing through her hand into the little girl.  
 
    For her part, the little girl looked surprised as she felt the warmth gush into her, looking down to see the bruise becoming normal colored at a visible pace. It only took her about ten seconds before she was totally fine. Beaming, she gushed, “It was warm! Look, mommy; my knee is all better now!”  
 
    More surprised murmurs were running through the sizeable crowd she’d drawn, and the mother seemed to be debating something. Finally, she articulated. “Thank you for that.” Jade nodded, standing up awkwardly. Her muscles were protesting the squat she’d done.  
 
    “No problem.” She shrugged and grinned. “It was just a little thing.”  
 
    The woman nodded a bit skeptically, then motioned, “Why don’t you come in, and we’ll get you cleaned up?”  
 
    Gratefully, Jade nodded again. “I’d appreciate that.” Contemplating the crowd of people, she thought she should do a bit of PR…and promptly remembered she still looked like a ‘zombie’ and threw that idea out the window. PR was for the pretty, not the disturbing. It was literally the start of pretty.  
 
    The little girl reached up, now completely unafraid, and grabbed her left hand, pulling her towards the shop door her mom was holding open. Why did it seem like she was always being pulled places? 
 
    As she was pulled to the back, most likely to avoid having the customers gawking at the blood covered skeletal lady and affecting business, but maybe it’s just because that’s where the water was, and she was overthinking things? I should probably at least give them the benefit of the doubt. Also, I should figure out how to get some water magic. Or prestidigitation. Instant cleaning sounds pretty nice right now. She was avoiding rubbing her arms and face, not wanting to flake off blood in the lady’s store. Which, now that she had looked around it, seemed to be a…tailor’s shop? Dressmaker? What did they call them here? She didn’t want to commit a faux pas and call it something she shouldn’t. She was suddenly glad she’d never called Jessica and Kaylee maids to their faces. What if it was horribly insulting? Raphael didn’t seem like the butler type… 
 
    Coming back to reality, she found herself at the door of a small washroom. No shower, but a tub, toilet like thing, sink, and mirror completed the small space. She heaved a sigh of relief. Indoor plumbing was a thing! It was then that she realized she really, really needed to use the bathroom. “Do you need any help?” 
 
    “Ah, no! I’m good. I just need to use the…” Bathroom, loo, restroom, toilet, ah whatever, I need to pee, lady! “Facilities as well, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “Not at all. I’ll be outside if you need anything.” I’m not an invalid anymore, dangit! I don’t need help to pee anymore! 
 
    “Thank you.” Instead of letting her inner rant out, she smiled serenely and crip-walked her way into possibly the most gangsta bathroom she had ever seen. Then again, she only had hospital bathrooms and catheters to compare it to, so it wasn’t like that wasn’t an easy title. Closing the door behind her, she left her decorum behind and twitched as fast as she could over to the toilety thing, doing her business quickly. Oh, sweet relief! She sighed in satisfaction at her bona fide first independent bathroom visit.  
 
    She felt a little like a child, getting all these firsts. Walking by herself, potty training, going outside alone… She had graduated from preschool level skills, yay! It took her a minute to figure out how to flush the dang toilety thing though. There wasn’t a convenient handle, and it reminded her more of an airplane toilet she’d seen in movies where you kinda had to give things a push down the hole with very, very minimal water helping it along.  
 
    Moving along to the sink, she stared at herself in the mirror again. Her face did look a tiny bit less skeletal than before, but with the blood smears, she still looked pretty gruesome. The soap she picked up was a harsh lye soap, another reminder of the purely functional crap at the hospital that made you smell like disinfectant all the time. She was going to have to see if they had real soap somewhere. If not, she was going to figure out how to make it. She’d watched one of those hippy hand soap do it yourself tutorials once, so as long as she could figure out the ingredients, maybe she could experiment…  
 
    Shaking her head, she cleaned off her hands and arm, relieved to see there wasn’t a scar on her arm. It would have been really stupid if she had scarred herself just to see if she could heal it. Why didn’t she use less pressure and just cause a bruise first? Shaking her head, she gave it up. It was done already, so no point crying over spilled milk. Mmmmm, milk. They should have cows here, right?  
 
    Hands clean, she stared at the soap again. She really didn’t want to use it on her face. Frowning, she absently picked at the blood spots, muttering darkly, “Prestidigitation is like the mage starter skill. Why couldn’t I get the mage starter kit?” She thought it would be so nice if the blood just beaded up and rolled away like one of those wicking jackets in the rain.  
 
    Feeling something moving along her forehead, she barely stopped herself from screaming as it stopped again. She scrutinized the mirror, not wanting to touch whatever creepy crawly had managed to invade her space any more than she had to. What was surprising was that…there was nothing there but blood.  
 
    Frowning, she peered more closely at the blood. Did it seem…more concentrated? She belatedly realized that the warm power she’d felt when healing was buzzing through her fingers again, and wondered if just maybe… Focusing, she tried to pick up her train of thought. If the blood beaded together, she could let it roll right off her skin… The warm tinglies told her something was happening, and she stared wide-eyed as the blood really did start to bead up, rolling out of her hair. She put her finger next to it, willing it to go onto her hand so that she could wash it off easily. She was both amazed and creeped out when it did so. Quickly putting her hands under the surprisingly clean water–Where is it coming from? Should I be conserving it?–she washed the blood down the drain, trying not to hyperventilate.  
 
    I can control blood. Blood. How did I do that? That was so creepy… Trying to think logically, she tried to think of how to confirm it, before hitting herself in the forehead. “Duh.” She muttered before mentally pulling up the skills section of her profile.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  55% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  30% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  30% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  82% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    And there it was, sitting pretty at the top. She had somehow managed to teach herself some magic. Albeit the really creepy kind that usually only the villains had. On the bright side, apparently stuff went up really fast at the beginning stages because a couple of things had already gone up. Can I teach myself more magic?  
 
    She was about to try messing with the water when the mom from before rapped on the door and called out, “You doing okay in there?”  
 
    Oh right, I’m in public. Probably not the right time or place to be doing this… With a smile, she reached for the doorknob, pulling it open as she grinned brilliantly at the mom. “I’m wonderful, thanks!” She would be amazing if she really could teach herself magic. She could just feel the cheating sirens going off in her head.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t look like a zombie as much anymore now that you’re clean!” The little girl sounded a little disappointed, to be honest. Apparently seeing a zombie would have been a grand adventure for her...then again, that’s a story most kids would probably kill to have. Jade just smiled, crouching a tiny bit more easily this time now that she had a little more practice with the movement.  
 
    “I should hope not! I’m Jade, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Tina.” She stuck her thumb in her little mouth, grinning guilelessly at Jade. Standing up, she glanced at the mom and raised her brow a little bit, and the woman was flustered a little as she hurried to introduce herself as well.  
 
    “I’m Sharon Dennis. It’s lovely to meet you, Jade, despite the...odd circumstances.” She hesitated, then decided to ask anyway. “Are you from the academy?” Sharon was an average type of woman, a little taller than Jade, with wispy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and perceptive light blue eyes. What was above average though, was her clothing. Just from the little she’d seen around town, she could tell that Sharon’s dress was much higher quality. It fit her form perfectly, and there were little flourishes of embroidery and a tiny bit of lace at the neckline.  
 
    Jade shook her head, shrugging as she explained, “Not yet, but I’m here to take the examinations.” That was easier than explaining that she was a traveler. She might just use that from now on so she didn’t have to explain her life story to people. Unless she needed information, that was. Sometimes you had to give to get, after all.  
 
    “Oh, that makes sense!” She smiled, then reached into her pocket–her dress had pockets!–and pulled out two silver leaves. Jade regarded her with confusion, not quite sure why she was pulling out money. When she pushed them into Jade’s hand, she was even more perplexed even as a new blinking dot appeared in her vision.  
 
    “What’s this for?” 
 
    Sharon just smiled and spoke much more placidly, “It’s my apology for Tina’s outburst and my thanks for healing her.”  
 
    Jade stared at her in contemplation. Should she accept this? She needed the money, but at the same time, she’d already used her bathroom. She did heal her, but it was just a bruise… It also looked like… Lightbulb! She had pulled the money out after she’d confirmed she was here to go to the academy. She recalled that Jessica had said it was basically the noble faction, and with a peek around, she could tell that this was a higher end dress shop… She was trying to get on her good side. It was essentially a bribe. 
 
    She was going to take it. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Seven – Invention 
 
    Once she had come to her decision, she nodded to Sharon and said quietly, “Thank you, then. I’ll remember this.” 
 
    Sharon beamed; apparently she had accomplished her supposed goal of buttering Jade up a bit. Bribe tacitly accepted, score one, Sharon. Zero points for being incorruptible. Was someone going to be counting? Was whoever sent her here going to get annoyed if she didn’t follow whatever their master plan was? Well, whatever. She was going to live her life and worry about if she was pissing off some higher being whenever she met said being.  
 
    She slipped the coins into her pocket, nodding to Sharon and patting Tina on the head. “Can you point me in the direction of the library?” 
 
    “Of course, you go…” Sharon had looked a little puzzled as to why she was asking at first, then just gave her directions after a moment. She probably concluded that since Jade was applying to the academy, she had the right credentials or something.  
 
    Stepping out into the mid-afternoon (ish? She had forgotten to ask again...) sunshine once more, she looked around. The crowd from earlier had dissipated, leaving the normal pedestrian traffic. She turned left and started walking, making sure to absently brush up against anyone she could with the excuse of the crowd and an apologetic smile when they watched her awkwardly walk on.  
 
    She squinted, trying to figure out if she was close. That’s it, the first thing I do when I have extra money is commission sunglasses. How do these people stand it being so bright? She kept having to switch which arm was shading her eyes, given that she got tired easily. Thankfully, she was only a few blocks away from the massive open area called Priom Square, if the sign proclaiming its name was anything to go by.  
 
    She stood to the side, just admiring the bustling square. It was the center of the city area, or rather, it was the center of activity in this area. There was the humongous courthouse type looking structure that was probably the government building Jessica had mentioned as the upper city hall. Apparently, some trends were popular no matter which world you were on, such as making the government building the biggest thing on the block. Second was make the church enormous and pointy. Apparently there was a religion around here, she just didn’t know what it was yet. She’d have to check that out soonish so she didn’t accidentally get herself killed by mortally offending someone’s morality. This was important since pretty much every single person in this area looked like they could snap her in half without effort. Was this a breeding ground for bodybuilders, or was she just that weak in comparison?  
 
    Anyway, there on the side she could see another large building that looked governmenty with the pillars and such. She slowly wove her way towards it, noticing that although it was a huge monstrosity in the square, very few people went inside. For instance, in the five or so minutes it took her to wobble over, she’d only seen one person enter.  
 
    A little more wary now, she approached from the side, barely opening the door and slipping into the blessed darkness, comparatively speaking. Softly glowing glass balls that sparkled with a dim inner light were placed along the walls of what looked to be a massive library. Her inner nerd squealed with glee as she saw them behind the rather intimidating looking counter that separated her from the massive amounts of INFORMATION! No more awkward questions, she could just read stuff and be good! 
 
    “Can I help you?” The snooty voice of a young man who was barely condescending to speak with her rang out in the empty space. It took her a moment to finally spot him, sitting as he was at the other side of the huge counter and reading a book. Books! Yay! I may not have the internet, but a library is almost just as good! She took a few seconds to admire the intricately carved stone desk. With a dragon soaring over a forest on the front, it was pretty impressive.  
 
    Smiling, she walked up and trilled cheerfully, “I’m here to read.”  
 
    Disdainfully, the young man questioned, “Is that so? Where’s your pass?” He had very obviously appraised her and found her wanting, and the condescension in his tone was thick enough to cut.  
 
    “Well, I don’t have one. Yet. So that’s why…” 
 
    “No pass, no entry, no exceptions.” He went back to reading, now completely ignoring her as she stared blankly at him. When he realized she was still standing there, he glowered at her with hazel eyes glittering contemptuously and imperiously ordered, “Leave.”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. No one puts baby in a corner! She took her time to study him. Again, he could probably snap her in half. Thick, shiny chestnut hair that she was tempted to run her hands through was kept artfully trimmed to short scruff on his chiseled face. He looked like he was maybe a few years older than her, but the bored condescension was rather off-putting on an otherwise handsome face. He was probably academy, since that seemed to be the school du jour around here, and further witnessed by the muscles she could see defining his arms. He wasn’t a bodybuilder type like Raphael, but he was still cut. She sniffed and turned, while he went back to reading his book. In a show of unprecedented athleticism for her, she whipped back around and poked him in the forehead.  
 
    “Hey jerk, listen up. My name is Jade. Remember it, because I’ll probably be here often, and I’m going to make you regret dissing me.” He looked furious, and she dropped her hand before he could grab it, catching sight for the first time of the book he was reading. Completely derailed, she was surprised enough to ask, “Wait, is that book handwritten?” 
 
    Her utter surprise seemed to catch him off guard, and he scoffed at her. “What else would it be? Now leave before I hurt you.” She sneered right back at him and turned to leave as he muttered under his breath, “Peasants, always trying to show off. You probably can’t even read.”  
 
    Fuming, she mentally poked the new notification that had shown up when she’d jabbed him in the forehead. She kinda wished she jabbed him it a lot harder, and with the nail… 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Lucas Solanell, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Appraise, Archery, Light Magic, Perception, or Scribe. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jackpot again! Putting it off for the moment and mentally minimizing the window, she paused as she reached the door and called back in a singsong voice, “Oh Lucas? I’ll remember this.” With him looking startled that she somehow knew his name, she opened the door and tried to waltz outside triumphantly.  
 
    Once the door shut, she awkwardly walked to the side to calm down. What was she thinking!? She could have completely blown her cover. Whatever, she’d just say she heard it from someone when she asked for directions. No one would ever know any differently unless they had been following her, which would be super creepy.  
 
    More importantly than that though… Books! She couldn’t believe they were handwritten, but that sort of explained the seemingly low literacy rate that was the divide between the haves and have-nots. That didn’t matter though. She was going to be freaking rich! 
 
    In her mind, she could just see it now. Jade’s Inventions…she’d work on the name, obviously. But it had just occurred to her that she could steal all the cool things from earth and make herself the richest merchant ever by reproducing them here. A printing press was first on her list. Okay, second, after sunglasses, and maybe soap. She couldn’t do anything as fancy as the laser printers, but she’d watched a documentary on the old printing press once and had the basic idea in her head of how it worked. She could do that. 
 
    She couldn’t do anything that required computers or an engine. Sadly, she had totally neglected that in her internet studies. Or anything that required knowing the chemical composition of stuff. So while she would love to make shampoo and conditioner, not knowing what the situation was here, that might have to be put on hold. She’d keep it on the back burner. Maybe when she raised her intelligence stat, she’d be able to figure it out with her heightened brainpower. She silently rued the fact that she’d never had focused learning like the other kids. When they expect you to die daily, they don’t put a whole lot of focus into educating you, so she was allowed to just do whatever interested her on the internet after she was taught how to read with a few schoolbooks. Her parents had helped her to start, but lost interest once her brother came along.  
 
    What else could she make? She’d noticed an ink and quill…that meant pens weren’t a thing either. What were the common things she used that would be awesome to make and sell here? She started mentally composing her list.  
 
    Sunglasses. Printing press and pens. Shampoo and conditioner, liquid soap, and lotion. Bobby pins? I wonder if those are a thing yet? As much as I would love to invent plastic, I have no idea what that would take. Artificial diamonds? Maybe I can do that with magic… What about food? Do they have stuff like cheeseburgers, tacos, and pizza? I could have the most awesome fast food restaurant ever. Mmm… I kinda want a burrito now. Maybe all those cooking shows Nurse Davies loved will actually come in handy… Oooh, watches! No more digging in your pocket for the time! 
 
    What else could I ‘invent?’ I don’t see anyone in high heels, but I think that’s one fashion statement I can live without. Jeans? What are jeans even made of? What about transportation? Everyone is walking everywhere… Cars are above my pay grade, but a bike should be pretty easy to reproduce. Rollerblades? Maybe make them like those shoes with pop-out wheels… I could make a trench coat fashionable, maybe. Depends on how cold it gets here.  
 
    Uhhh…what else…normal glasses? Are those a thing here? I haven’t seen anyone with them, but maybe if you raise your stats enough, you don’t need them? Is there such a thing as an automatic correction? Or do people just get healed? What about jewelry? I could probably copy some of that stuff… Probably better to wait on that until after I’ve met with the nobles though. They’re my most likely target for that stuff anyway. Oh, I could do glass beads though! Fake stuff for the win! What about dresses with pockets? Sharon’s dress had pockets, so maybe they’re already doing that right… 
 
    Whatever, that’s enough to make me rich forever.  
 
    She smiled and began to walk slowly through the streets and back towards The Green Dragon. If the academy thing didn’t work out, that was okay now. She had a plan. She was going to become the richest merchant this world had ever seen. 
 
    Oooh, newspapers. I will become the media queen! Might have to teach the peasants to read first though… Unknowingly, she had started to consider herself one of the upper crust already, even though she only had two silver leaves to her name. 
 
    She started humming to herself, only to realize– Music! I need to write down everything as soon as I can, or I’m going to forget this stuff… 
 
    She couldn’t wait to get back to her room. She had so much to steal! Er…temporarily borrow, that is. So she wandered as quickly as she could, only to stop when her stomach rumbled at the sweet smell of baking bread. I can wait until after I’ve eaten… Need to eat to grow, after all! 
 
    She grinned and made her way towards the delicious smell, entering a bustling bakery. Thankfully, some things didn’t change. It looked just like one of those small-town bakeries she’d seen in all the TV shows! Only minus the glass. Like a kid in a candy store, she walked over to the shelves of lovingly displayed noms, trying to decide what she wanted. It all smelled so good! 
 
    She peeked around, trying to find a plastic sack to put her choice in, or even tongs to pick it up when she realized everyone else was simply grabbing it with their hands and walking towards the counter. Apparently, hygiene wasn’t that eminent a thing here. Also, it appeared no one stole because of the big burly dude guarding the door and watching her like a hawk that she’d just noticed. She smiled sweetly at him, then turned back to the bread.  
 
    Unfortunately, there were no names of anything written down. She’d need to make labels a thing too, just as soon as she taught the plebs to read. The only thing that was ‘labeled’ were numbers written in what looked like paint on each shelf. From 1-10, everything had a number. She assumed it was probably in the copper nuts because though Elisa hadn’t told her much about money, she had told her the price of bread, which seemed to match.  
 
    Grabbing a croissant drizzled with chocolate and a sweetbread that smelled of peaches, she walked to the counter, inwardly celebrating. Chocolate is a thing here, hallelujah! She smiled and held up her choices to the lady at the counter. The lady noted what she had and said simply, “4 Nuts.” Grinning, Jade pulled out a silver leaf and handed it to the lady, making sure to graze her hand when she passed it over. The lady handed her six little bronze nuts in return, and she cheerfully pocketed those. 
 
    “Thanks! Have a good day!” She chirped at the rather brusque saleslady, who had already moved onto the next person. She made her way back to the door, pausing to study the big brute. She looked way, way up at him, still grinning. “Hi, I’m Jade. You’ll probably see me a bunch. What’s your name?” She hadn’t wanted to ask the saleslady her name because she didn’t seem super friendly and she was busy, but brute here was just standing there glaring at people, so obviously he had more time. 
 
    He seemed a little startled that she was talking to him, and he stared her down for a moment before saying directly, “Tom.”  
 
    Nodding and make sure to brush her arm against his as she lurched out, she chirped at him too, “Okay. See you later Tom! Have a good day!” It just seemed like the right thing to say to people at work.  
 
    Munching happily on her chocolate croissant, she almost groaned aloud from sheer pleasure. The nurses had never let her have much chocolate, saying her system couldn’t handle it. Well ptooey on them, she was going to eat as much as she wanted now! Finishing it quite handily, she was licking her fingers as she finally got back to The Green Dragon.  
 
    She opened the door to a mostly empty common room. Seeing only Raphael talking to Jessica and Kaylee, who were attempting to clean as he growled at them, she spread her arms wide and declared, “Honey, I’m home! Didja miss me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight – Rumors 
 
    They were gaping at her like she was crazy...and maybe she was. Too many reruns at the hospital, but they had filled her time. Netflix and other streaming sites had been her very bestest friends. Finally, Jessica came to her rescue, asking politely, “Welcome back, Jade. Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    Jade tried to bounce cheerfully over to them, but probably appeared more like a demented baby gazelle. “I did! I met some really nice people and some horrid jerks.” She wasn’t staring pointedly at Raphael here, nope, not at all. He was glaring right back at her again though, so she didn’t feel very guilty about it. So far the jerks had all been connected to that academy place.  
 
    Completely ignoring her, he turned back to Jessica and Kaylee. “As I was saying, everyone else has been sent out, but no one has found her yet. Go out for a bit and see if you can find someone who knows who she is, but make sure you’re back in time to make dinner.” 
 
    Jade just listened, interested. Who exactly were they trying to find? “Whoya looking for?” She interjected.  
 
    Seeming just to want to shut her up, Raph glared and growled brusquely, “None of your business.”  
 
    “But maybe she saw something! She’s been out there for hours.” Kaylee piped up. 
 
    Now he was glaring at Kaylee like she was crazy. “You think this one, who’s had a glazed look 90% of the time I’ve seen her, would have been perceptive enough to notice something?” 
 
    Kaylee winced, but considered Jade as if measuring her. Jade stared unblinkingly at her, trying really hard not to space out. She didn’t stare off into space during her mental musings that often, did she? If so, so what? She’d been alone most of the time before, so she lived in her own brain. She was still getting used to having people around all the time. Finally, Kaylee glanced away and muttered rebelliously, “It still wouldn’t hurt to ask.”  
 
    Raphael was still glowering, but finally he bit off the words, “Fine. Ask.” Obviously, he wasn’t going to do so himself. Kaylee was still sulking at his harsh manner, so Jessica was the graceful mediator once again. 
 
    “Jade, did you happen to see the zombie healer?” 
 
    She choked on the bread she’d started nibbling on in the interim. Coughing and crying because she couldn’t get air, it took a minute for her to stop wheezing. When she finally got herself under control, she asked with a nervous chuckle, “Did I see what now?” 
 
    Raphael gave a triumphant snort as if to say ‘I told you so.’ Meanwhile, Jessica forged on, looking both determined and concerned. “The zombie healer. Well I mean, I don’t think she was really a zombie, but people say she was all covered in blood, so a little girl called her a zombie. She’s a healer.” 
 
    Yup, they were so talking about her. She couldn’t believe the gossip vine was this strong. She’d have to be careful what she did in public… Nonchalantly, she asked, “Why are you looking for her?”  
 
    Kaylee seemed excited by her evasiveness as she interjected, “So you DID see her!”  
 
    Jade glanced at the ground guiltily and asked again, “I might have. Why are you looking for her?” 
 
    At this point, even Raphael looked a little excited. He had come real close and was now looming over her. “Tell me what you know.”  
 
    Jade glared up at him, before setting her bread down on a table and standing up, forcing him to take a step back as she glared up at his large figure. “I asked you a question. Why are you looking for her?” She was getting annoyed now. Why couldn’t they just answer the dang question? Disliking the fact that she was still being looked down on by Raphael, she turned around, climbed onto the bench of the table and turned back around, crossing her arms over her chest. Now SHE was looking down on him! Only by about six inches, but still! Why does he have to be so dang tall? It’s not fair. 
 
    Raphael looked ready to do physical harm to her after she climbed on the bench. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Get. Off. The. Bench.” 
 
    “No.” She replied flippantly and smirked. “Oooh, what’s this, big guy doesn’t like getting a dose of his own medicine? Not so tough when you can’t intimidate me, are you?” He was turning apoplectic with rage. That last bit -might- have been a tad too far…  
 
    He’d started advancing when Jessica piped in. “The academy heard about her and wants to recruit her. They’re panicking a bit because the selections are almost over and they only heard of her today.” 
 
    Jade smiled benignly at Jessica, stepping down off the bench and smirking even wider, which was kinda creepy on her skeletal face. All three of them had taken a step back, and she belatedly frowned. “What, am I that scary?”  
 
    Jessica and Kaylee shook their heads frantically, while Raphael snapped rapidly, “You’re creepy. Now tell us what you know.” 
 
    Jade was glaring at him outright again, all signs of her smirk gone. She questioned pointedly, “Do you really think it’s a good idea to piss off your information source...before you get the information?” 
 
    Raphael ran a hand through his glorious hair in frustration, then countered. “Do you think it’s a good idea to piss off the owner of the place where you’re staying?” 
 
    Jade glared. “Touché.” Turning to the girls, she asked, “Did you get a description of the…healer?” She had barely stopped herself from saying zombie. She did NOT want this to become her nickname in the future, but she had a bad feeling about it… 
 
    “Yeah, of course!” Jessica seemed happy to be back onto a semi-neutral subject, and she rattled on. “She was covered in blood, super skeletal like skinny, dark brown shoulder length hair, green eyes…”  
 
    As she listed the attributes, it was like a lightbulb went off over all of their heads as they stared at her.  
 
    “You’ve gotta be shitting me.” Raphael cursed loudly while Jade’s smirk, albeit a much smaller one, came back.  
 
    Jade gave him a little ironic curtsey, saying pointedly, “Beginner healer, at your service. I believe I said something earlier about joining the academy and you said there was no way… So I think now is the right time to say I told you so.”  
 
    If looks could kill, she’d be minced meat at this point. Like, unidentifiable mush level of minced meat. Finally, he spat out two more words. “Prove it.” 
 
    She raised a brow. “I’m not injuring myself again just to prove a point to you.”  
 
    Kaylee caught the pertinent word there. “Again?”  
 
    Jade mentally cursed. That had slipped out. Giving up, she shrugged. “I got the ability, wanted to try it, and needed an injury to heal. How do you think I got covered in blood in the first place?” 
 
    Now they were ogling her like she was stupid. Jessica pointed out the obvious, sadly. “Wouldn’t a bruise have been fine? Did you need to cut yourself up?” 
 
    She sighed. Nope, she was never going to live down these rumors. “I hit myself a little harder than I anticipated, okay? But look, no scar!” She held her arm out for inspection.  
 
    “I want to see you do it.” Raphael was like a dog gnawing on this bone of contention.  
 
    “Oh, you want to see it, do you? Stab yourself and I’ll do the voodoo.” So she was maybe feeling a little vindictive at the moment.  
 
    “What’s voodoo?” She vaguely heard Kaylee ask in the background, but her whole attention was on Raphael, who had pulled a wicked looking knife out of seemingly nowhere. She winced as he made a clean cut on his bicep, though she did note he didn’t do it very deeply. Smart. Though she figured if she really had been a fraud, he could go to Mike’s. He wasn’t all that far away. 
 
    “Well?” He was staring at her challengingly, seemingly totally nonchalant that blood was now running down his arm in little rivulets.  
 
    “You’re a crazy person; you know that?” 
 
    “Just heal it.” He muttered gruffly as she walked forward, putting her finger on his arm. Randomly, she noted no new notification popped up, so siphoning him again wasn’t currently an option. In her mind’s eye, she saw the wound pop up. It was a super clean cut, and she was reasonably impressed.  
 
    “Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.” She muttered softly, pushing the warmth of her power into his arm. When she was sure it had closed completely, she let go, contemplating her hand. She was fine with her own blood; it had been drawn enough times. Other people’s blood, she was learning, she wasn’t so good with. Feeling a little woozy, she stumbled back to sit at the table, staring at her hand. “You uh…got something I can put the blood in?”  
 
    “Put the blood in?” His comment came too late, she’d already concentrated on rolling the blood together and had it in a little ball on top of her palm before she looked up at him like a deer caught in the headlights. All three of them were now giving her the ‘she’s a witch!’ look. Like a little kid trying to hide candy, she put her hand behind her back. “Give me that.” Raphael had come forward and with supernal ease pulled her arm back in front of her. Despite the fact that she’d been resisting as hard as she could, she was forced to bring it out or hurt herself trying to stop him...unsuccessfully.  
 
    He was now staring at the little orb of blood rolling on her palm innocently. She was actually getting a little queasy looking at it and the blood on his arm. With a sigh and figuring the cat was already out of the bag, she made a grabby motion at his arm and pulled all the little rivulets of blood into her ball, making it about five times larger. She took the now tangerine-sized ball and grabbed his hand, opening it, and dumped it there.  
 
    “Your blood, your problem. Get it out of my sight before I sick up.” 
 
    She turned away and flopped onto the bench as he let off a low guffaw at her discomfort. He walked away, and she could hear him grabbing a mug or something before he stuck the ball of blood inside it. He walked back over to her, squatting so they were eye to eye as he stared at her. 
 
    “You’re a blood mage too?” 
 
    She sighed and shrugged. “I dunno. I just wanted to clean the blood out of my hair, it moved for me, and then I had blood magic in my skills.” 
 
    He looked like he was trying to read her soul. She glanced away, made uncomfortable by his piercing attention. Finally, he spoke again. “I’ll take you to register for the academy tomorrow. The room is yours.”  
 
    She glanced back at him, surprised. He laughed and shook his head. “You were right. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. You just…don’t look like the normal academy type. Or the normal traveler, for that matter.” 
 
    She shrugged and sighed. “I’m abnormal, okay? And I’m still growing. Where I came from…” She drew circles on her leg with her fingers. “Things were different. I was different. This is all new to me.”  
 
    Jessica, whose existence she had honestly completely forgotten about during her intense healing/conversation with Raphael, piped in. “You’ll get the hang of things in no time, don’t worry. We’ll help you.”  
 
    Unless I wake up and this was all a dream. She mused sarcastically to herself. She still thought she was going to wake up trapped in a reality that seemed like it was black and white dull compared to the day she’d just had. Though…was her imagination really this good, to be able to create a whole new world with magic and stuff? She didn’t think so.  
 
    Either way, she felt utterly drained. Using her magic had taken more out of her than she anticipated. She picked up her mostly forgotten bread and started to nibble on it again, nodding almost robotically in response to Jessica as she babbled on.  
 
    This seemed to jolt the whole mothering gene of Kaylee as she gasped, “Wait, what have you eaten today? You didn’t have any money, did you?” 
 
    “Uhm…Elisa gave me some soup. And I healed the little girl like you heard, so her mom gave me a bit, so I bought some bread.”  
 
    Kaylee tsked disapprovingly. “You poor thing. Why don’t you go up to your room and rest for a bit, and I’ll bring you some dinner. You must be exhausted.”  
 
    “That’d be nice, thanks.” Raphael was tacitly not saying anything, so she figured he was now an official, albeit unwilling, member of Team Jade, since he’d figured out she was a dual mage. She smiled wanly at the three of them, then got up and wobbled to the stairs, climbing them wearily.  
 
    She unlocked her door after it took what seemed like an age to get the key into the hole. Stumbling in, she left it unlocked behind her as she crashed onto the bed, lying there face down.  
 
    It was time to go through her notifications. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine – Protein 
 
    Day Two 
 
      
 
    Flat on her face, she started scrolling through the notifications, just counting them as she looked at the skills and ignored everything else. She had no idea which person was which, or what their stats might be like. All she could do was make guesses based on the skills shown to her. When she got to the 28th notification, she heaved a sigh of relief that she’d seen them all. It seemed the ones from this morning hadn’t disappeared either.  
 
    There was a knock at the door and Jessica entered quietly, coming in and putting a plate of food on her desk. She walked over and pulled Jade up, which she reluctantly allowed. “Come on; you need to eat.”  
 
    Jade nodded tiredly, still trying to deal with the blue boxes obstructing her vision. She let Jessica lead her to the desk, where she flopped down. Mentally minimizing the boxes when her stomach growled in anticipation, she smiled gratefully at Jessica and then started digging in. 
 
    She cleared the plate less than a minute later, sitting back with satisfaction. Jessica appeared a little startled, but she collected the plate and said quietly, “You should change and get some rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.”  
 
    “Thanks, Jessica. Have a good night.” She saw her out, locking the door behind her. Walking over to her closet, she chose one of the softest tunics and stripped out of everything else before going back to lay on her bed. Picturing her choices in her mind’s eye, she mass clicked. She vaguely saw the content of the blue boxes changing, a small whimper escaping as a terrible burning pain streaked through her body and she welcomed the black oblivion once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When she woke up, her room was dark and still. There was a tiny bit of moonlight coming in through the window, but her body was aching. Her stomach was demanding sustenance, and she realized she’d need to eat a whole lot to support the changes. Grumbling to herself, she felt her way to the door and started her trek to where she’d seen the kitchen earlier. She felt like she could literally eat a pig. She dismissed the notification telling her she’d siphoned a whole bunch of people and then started to feel her way down the stairs. Time to raid the kitchen! Thankfully there would be no one to stop her since it appeared to be the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What on earth?” She heard Raphael’s voice behind her and turned to view him, a giant slice of ham halfway to her mouth. She stared at him guiltily, then slowly put the ham into her mouth and started chewing, all while maintaining eye contact. He had his sword out and looked seriously badass. There were even little fluctuations in the air around the blade, making her think that he was probably doing something with wind. Cool, she’d have to learn that.  
 
    “What are you doing?” He lowered his sword and the air currents disappeared.  
 
    She glanced down at the giant plate of meat in front of her and then back up at him. “Eating?” He fully sheathed his sword, coming over to sit across from her as she shoved another piece of meat in her mouth on the off chance that he was going to take the rest of it away.  
 
    “I can see that. Let me rephrase; why are you attacking a giant platter of meat in the middle of the night like a robber?”  
 
    She looked down at the plate, choosing to take another piece of meat and eat it quickly before she responded. When she swallowed, she announced, “Needed protein.”  
 
    “What’s protein?” She stared blankly at him. Right, dieting and nutrition were probably not a thing here. That only lasted for a moment before she quickly shoved another piece of meat in her mouth, chewing furiously. He sighed, running a hand through the glorious hair like he did when he seemed frustrated. “I’m not going to take it away from you. Now, will you please answer the question?”  
 
    Relieved, she stopped trying to shove food at the fastest speed possible into her mouth. Looking thoughtful, she shrugged and tried to expound, “It’s...a molecule.” He looked even more confused. She sighed and shrugged. “Medicine and nutrition were way more advanced in my world. Short and fast of it is, I need to eat a lot of food to support my changing biology, and meat is a big part of that. Well, that and it’s the first thing I could find. Eggs and veggies would be good too, but the meat is probably more important because it will support the higher cellular reproduction I’m experiencing.” 
 
    He just stared at her, so she started eating again, ignoring him. When she finally paused for a moment because she was thirsty, he asked simply, “Are you done?”  
 
    She reflexively pulled the platter towards her, protecting it. “Mine.”  
 
    He was staring between her and the platter she was protecting like a mother hen. “Can you even fit it in your stomach? You’re going to make yourself sick.” 
 
    “Nuh uh.” She kept eating, fearful that if she got up for water, he’d try to take it away again.                
 
    “Where are you even putting it all…?” He mused softly, and in response, she held out her arm. He looked stumped. “You’re putting it…in your arm?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Close enough.” Shove, shove, shove. The thirst was becoming unbearable though, so she stood up, pointed at her meat and instructed imperiously, “Don’t touch. Mine.” She then proceeded to wander through the kitchen, opening every door and drawer she could find.  
 
    He sighed and stood up. “What are you even looking for?” 
 
    “Drink.” She continued to rummage, cackling happily when she found some apples. She grabbed two and continued her search. 
 
    “Stop, okay! I’ll get you something to drink.”  
 
    “Deal.” She walked back to her meat and sat down, staring at him expectantly as she bit blissfully into an apple. He shook his head, staring at her for a second before walking out to the common room. She called out quickly, “Bring lots!”  
 
    He grunted in acknowledgment and she heard him rummaging around. He came back a minute later with a small cask and two glasses that seemed dwarf sized against his arms. He poured a pretty red liquid from the cask into each cup, and she grinned with glee. “Juice!” Before he could say anything, she grabbed one of the cups and immediately downed it, putting the glass down again after. “Juice!”  
 
    He was staring at her like she was an alien again, but he dutifully filled her cup, so she ignored it. He could stare all he wanted as long as she could eat and drink until she was full. She didn’t drain the whole cup this time, instead taking a small sip and going back to her meat, alternating between it and the apples.  
 
    She ate for a good 15 minutes, draining five more glasses and emptying the platter before she was done. He had sat there across from her, not saying anything, just sipping his juice. She leaned back with a satisfied sigh.  
 
    “You done?” he asked. 
 
    She covered her mouth as she let out a happy little burp. Grinning, she smiled blissfully at him and said, “Yup, time to go sleep it off now. Have a good night! Sleep well and sweet dreams!” She took her platter and cup to the sink, depositing them there and staring for a moment before she muttered, “I’ll clean up in the morning.” She then tripped happily out of the kitchen and back to her room under the sharp gaze of Raphael, who had walked silently behind her to make sure she didn’t fall and hurt herself.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was too bright! She hadn’t even opened her eyes yet, but she could tell the sun was shining directly on her face. Groaning, she flopped onto her side away from the light. However, that little movement was enough to send the signal to her body that she really, really needed to pee. It was weird, she hated the feel of the huge diapers they put on her, but the lack of one made her panic. She didn’t want to be lying in her pee until the nurses could come and change the sheets. Had they forgotten to put one on her last night? 
 
    Her eyes shot open. Last night? She vaguely recalled walking to the kitchen… Wait, walking? She sat up, giggling madly as she got to her feet. “It wasn’t a dream!” She exclaimed while giggling, before groaning when standing up so fast caused her to get woozy. It felt a little like she was thinking through mud, her brain pounding against her skull. Plus, now that she was standing, she was going to pee her pants unless she found a bathroom soon. Stumbling to the door, she flung it open and walked into the hall, heedless of her state of attire.  
 
    A girl was coming out of a doorway just down the hall from her, and she staggered over to her, ignoring the flashing lights when she grabbed her as she begged desperately, “Where’s the bathroom?”  
 
    The girl pushed her off, pointing in disgust behind her. “It’s right here, obviously.” She then turned and walked snootily down the hall. Jade didn’t even care; she’d immediately lurched into the open doorway, discovering a room a little larger, but overall similar to the one she’d been in at Sharon’s shop yesterday. After relieving herself, she washed her hands, rinsed out her mouth and splashed her face. Her head was aching something fierce and her stomach was rumbling loudly, demanding attention.  
 
    She stumbled out of the room, choosing to head downstairs in the hunt for food before anything else. Entering the common room, where eight other people were seated in small groups eating, she slumped to the bench of an empty table and put her head down, covering her ears with her arms.  
 
    She felt the airflow change behind her and then a voice boomed out beside her head. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Shhhhhh, not so loud…” She groaned softly into the table.  
 
    “What, am I disturbing your precious rest?” His voice was still cheerfully loud, as if he was enjoying torturing her. She figured that it was retribution for waking him up in the middle of the night.  
 
    She raised her head up just enough to glare at him, confirming that her assailant was the incorrigible Raphael. She bit out softly, “Yes. Now go away or bring me food.”  
 
    “I saw you come in; I’ve got some for you here.” Kaylee walked over with a steaming plate of pancakes, sausage, and scrambled eggs, which she set down in front of her with a fork.  
 
    “You’re an angel,” Jade whispered, eagerly grabbing the plate and digging in immediately. The taste of delicious pancake goodness filled her mouth and she hummed softly in pleasure, the smell of syrupy goodness almost intoxicating. 
 
    Kaylee laughed. “You’d think you were hungover, the way you’re attacking that food.” 
 
    Raphael chose that moment to chime in. “She probably is hungover. She drank half a cask of wine last night.” 
 
    Jade turned to gawk at him, missing her face with the pancake on her fork as it fell to her lap. She blankly asked, “Devil man say what?” 
 
    “You don’t remember? You ate almost half a pig.” He asked incredulously 
 
    Her eyes widened as scenes played hazily in her mind, and she groaned, clutching her brain as she tried to think. She muttered defensively, “I thought it was juice!” Raphael and Kaylee both burst into snickers, which made her groan again. She didn’t like this. Hangover needed to go away, pronto!  
 
    And that was when she felt it. The warmth was slipping through her fingertips, flooding her brain with a happy light. She could almost feel the hormone levels and neurotransmitters returning to homeostasis. She just enjoyed the feeling for a moment as the pounding slowly went away, and her eyes dilated back to normal. Breathing a sigh of relief, she realized she was staring at her lap, which was now sporting pancake. She picked it up absently, then popped it in her mouth, because food.  
 
    Kaylee had been called back to the kitchen, but Raphael was now sitting across from her with a plate of his own. He seemed to be studying her intently, and finally, he reached forward and pinched her cheek. She growled and slapped his hand away. “No touching!”  
 
    “You look...more human.” He was still considering her, unperturbed that she’d slapped his hand away.  
 
    “You still sound like a jerk.” She grumbled and started shoving pancake in again. She quickly finished the plate and scanned the surroundings, hoping to find the source of the deliciousness so she could get more. Not seeing any, she zeroed in on Raphael’s mostly untouched plate. He noticed too late, and she had already nabbed it and pulled it over to her, sticking the first bite of his pancake into her mouth as quickly as possible as she tried to speak at the same time. “Esh mon noa.” It came out completely garbled, but he seemed to get the hint.  
 
    With a sigh, he called out to Kaylee, “Can I get another plate? And get her something to drink so she doesn’t choke herself.”  
 
    “Fanksh!” She called out in muffled gratitude.  
 
    “Don’t talk. Just eat. Also, next time you should try to put clothes on before you come down here.” He was glowering at her disapprovingly again.  
 
    She glanced down, realizing that all she was wearing was underwear and an oversized tunic that came down to her skinny mid-thigh. She swallowed and enunciated, “What? It’s not like I’m naked.” Sure, she might not be the prettiest thing to look at, but what did he care?  
 
    “Do you not have any shame? You’re a woman exposing yourself in public.”  
 
    She stared at him, baffled. She was covered, okay!? So she was showing a little leg, what was the big deal? At least she didn’t have someone sponging her to get her clean! She shuddered inwardly. No more sponge baths, ever! Besides, she felt like hundreds of people had seen her skinny naked body at the hospital, and this shirt covered way more than a hospital gown did. She wasn’t flashing her butt at anyone, so what was the problem?  
 
    “Forget it. Just get dressed before you come down in the future.” He sounded utterly exasperated, but she was just confused. She’d do it, but she still didn’t get what the big deal was, so she just nodded, hoping to mollify him while she shoved food down her throat.  
 
    “Where is she putting it all? She’s nothing but skin and bones.” In a random lull in the room, one of the guy’s comments at the nearby table caught her attention, and she realized that at least half the people in the room were staring at her in a sort of horrified fascination.  
 
    Making eye contact, she grinned creepily and quipped into the now silent room, “Oh, this is nothing compared to when I drink the blood of my enemies.” The guy blanched and someone let out a muffled shriek until Raphael cuffed her lightly on the back of her head, ruining the moment. “What was that for?” She asked indignantly. He just gave her a look that spoke volumes, like ‘really?’ Shrugging, she went back to eating pancakes. She’d establish dominance another time.  
 
    She had just finished off her second plate when Kaylee brought out a new plate for Raphael and a full mug of what looked like orange juice for her. She glanced at it suspiciously, asking quietly, “It’s just juice this time, right?” At Raphael’s nod, she glared at him, then turned sweetly to Kaylee. “He’s going to need another plate.” 
 
    Raphael waved her off. “No, I should be good with this, ignore her.” 
 
    Jade shrugged. “Your loss.” Before he realized what she meant, she had grabbed the plate and stacked it on top of the others, already starting to gobble down the food. Raphael and Kaylee stared at her blankly, as did most of the other people who were now watching their table surreptitiously.  
 
    “I’ll just go get you another plate…” Kaylee murmured and walked away.  
 
    “Is your stomach a black hole? Seriously?”  
 
    She paused long enough to take a swig of orange juice before she responded nonchalantly, “Nope, it’s my soul, not my stomach.” He just stared at her somewhat helplessly, which was rather funny. She had reduced a grown man to speechlessness.  
 
    Also, apparently they knew about black holes here. Weird.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten – Magic 
 
    Seeing as he, as well as most of the rest of the room, were completely shut up and silent right now, she took the opportunity to study her stats. After all, all that eating and passing out and pain had to have done something, right? It was obvious enough that even Raphael had noticed a difference. She’d have to look in the mirror when she got back upstairs and see if she could tell what all had changed. For now, she mentally clicked on her profile and skills screens, bringing them up in front of her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 8.80 
  Dexterity: 9.03 
  Constitution: 8.52 
  Intelligence: 16.09 
  Magic: 11.72 
  Charisma: 9.68 
  Luck: 14.07 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Eating, Haggle, Healing Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Light Armor, Light Magic, Mathematics, Navigation, Perception, Running, Sense Motive, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Stealth, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Wind Magic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  38% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	   90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  12% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	   Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  82% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Okay, she might have been a little overzealous in trying to grab new skills. Her page was slightly overwhelmingly ridiculous now. She had tried to grab a few of the skills she figured she would need eventually though. She needed to be able to defend herself and maybe use a weapon without hurting herself, so she’d given herself a few options.  
 
    At the same time, woot! She was getting closer to being a real girl! Er…a normal human, that is. Raphael was probably onto something when he said she looked more human. She was slowly, or actually rather quickly, stepping her way from living skeleton to zombie to human. She kinda had to laugh that she’d gotten eating as a skill though. 
 
    She wondered what the deal was with overlap. When was she bluffing versus deceiving someone? Was she doing both at the same time? If they were practically the same thing, what was the point of having them as separate categories? She mentally shrugged. Oh, the whims of the capricious god who made this system. They could have made it nice and easy, but no…No wonder DnD limits character sheets to the basics.  
 
    “Are you done eating?” Raphael finally seemed to notice that she’d been spacing out after having cleaned her third plate. She shrugged and nodded, feeling a little lethargic now that she’d stopped moving. “Then why don’t you go get dressed and I’ll take you to the examinations.”  
 
    Jade pushed aside her plates, sticking her elbow on the table as she rested her chin on her fist, “Tell me about the examinations.”  
 
    He sighed. “Can I explain on the way?” 
 
    “No, but you can explain now. I’m not going anywhere until I know what I’m getting into.” She stubbornly dug her heels in. She watched him run his hands through his hair and wondered if this was what it was like to cause hair loss from stress.  
 
    “It’s simple. They’ll ask you about your profile, then have you demonstrate your physical abilities and any skills you’ve claimed.”  
 
    She pondered for a moment, then narrowed her eyes. “Are they expecting me?” He nodded warily. It seemed like he had realized that if he said the wrong thing she was going to throw a hissy fit. “What exactly did you tell them about me?” 
 
    He sighed. “Not much. They had already heard about the zombie healer and asked all staff to try and find her. I sent a message saying I’d found her and would bring her by today. And that you were a dual magic user.”  
 
    She was surveying him with unconcealed hostility at this point. “Did you mention what the other magic was?” Her voice had softened to a chill whisper. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Why?” His wariness level had gone on red alert, and he responded quietly in kind. But at his response, she just smiled and shrugged. 
 
    “That’s fine then. You’re to keep what you saw last night to yourself.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But I already told them you’re a dual wielder…”  
 
    “Don’t you worry about that. I’ll handle it, as long as you didn’t say what it was. Pass it on to Jessica and Kaylee. I don’t want it being spread.” 
 
    He looked baffled. “But why?” 
 
    She growled, “Because I don’t want to be associated with being a zombie. So that should be the last time you mention that as well. Capiche?” He looked a little rattled as if he hadn’t considered that before. She leaned over the table, staring him down from about a foot away. “Are we crystal clear?”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll talk to them.” Oh good, she could reason with the man. 
 
    “Cool. I’ll be down when I’m done. Also, if you can get me a spare pocket watch, that’d be cool. I’m sick of not knowing what time it is.” Plus she wanted to tinker with it, but hey, that could wait. Standing up, she walked confidently back up to the stairs, ignoring the whispered conversations and gazes that followed her.  
 
    She made it back to her room and considered just changing into fresh clothes, then changed her mind. He could wait! Grabbing a change of clothes, she headed back to the bathroom. She had decided it was time for another first, a bath all by herself!  
 
    Filling up the tub and stripping down, she luxuriated in the feeling of being submerged in water. She scrubbed herself with a bar of soap she’d found in her desk, frowning at its roughness. Soap really needed to be first on her list of inventions. How did people get by here!?  
 
    She was supremely happy to note that her ribcage was no longer fully visible at rest. It was as she was staring at the phenomenon of not having her ribs stick out like a sore thumb that she noticed… Oh my gosh, I have boobs! Granted, they were tiny little mosquito bites, but there was a tiny bump where it had been totally flat before. Laughing happily, she did a little happy dance in the tub and promptly sent a ton of water splashing over the side. “Oops.” Having finished washing, she stood up and realized that not only had she already gotten water all over the floor… She had also forgotten to bring a towel. She hadn’t even seen one in her room.  
 
    Shivering in the air, she considered using her dirty tunic to wipe off, but she also didn’t want to leave water all over the floor, and it would take a lot of mopping up before her tunic would cut it. Grumbling, she stepped out of the tub, since the floor was already super wet anyway, pulling the plug on the tub so it would start draining. Apparently she needed to invent bathroom mats too.  
 
    Seeing her reflection in the mirror, she had an epiphany. She focused on the water, thinking, It’s just one of the components of blood. If I can control blood, how hard could water be? It’s like going down a step. Slowly, she felt that warm tingly sensation in her hands as the water started to collect into a ball. It was suuuuper slow though. Exasperated, she started collecting the water from her body with her right hand, then used her left to fluff her hair.  
 
    Ugh, I would kill for a blowdryer right now…but I can’t invent that. Stupid things needing electricity. And then it was like a light bulb smashed her over the head. Splitting her attention, she focused on the currents of the air. If she could coat her hand with wind like Raphael had coated his sword… The warm tinglies let her know she was on the right track, so she started fluffing her hair with her very own hand wind-dryer.  
 
    When she was finally dry, she’d siphoned all the water off the floor and back into the tub where she’d unceremoniously deposited it. She quickly got dressed, feeling refreshed. She wiggled happily out of the bathroom and towards her room, singing softly, “Do you believe in magic, magic, maaaaaaaaaaagic.” Thinking about it, she was a little bummed that she no longer had access to awesome bands at the click of a finger. A world without music was going to suck. Not as much as being trapped in a hospital bed, so she didn’t really want to go back. Still, she was going to miss music.  
 
    Dressed in her snazzy new clothes once more, she wondered if whoever had given them to her made them big on purpose. If they had been as close-fitting as the shirt she woke up in, she would have outgrown them pretty quickly.  
 
    Making her way down the stairs slightly more gracefully than when she was in zombie mode before breakfast, she entered the common room again. There were more people now, and she looked around for Raph, seeing him talking to several of the student people at one of the tables. Smiling, she walked over and announced, “Let’s do this thang!” When one of the students backed up, startled by her outburst, and promptly bumped into her, she sat down heavily and muttered, “You threw off my groove.”  
 
    “Sorry, what was that?” The kid was peering guiltily at her while she rubbed her shin.  
 
    She shook her head, waving him off. “Don’t worry about it…” You wouldn’t understand even if I tried to tell you. My pop culture references are completely lost on you people. Raphael had stood up by this point, straightening his clothes.  
 
    “You’re finally ready?” 
 
    “No, I just announced I was as a joke.” She bit back sarcastically. He raised a brow and she sighed in exasperation. “Fine, let’s go already.” He considered her quizzically, and she couldn’t help but retort, “Just let it go.” It was getting increasingly harder for her to not burst into Disney songs. When she learned ice magic, she was going to have fun trying to recreate it. Maybe she’d be an actress? 
 
    She had absently followed Raphael outside, smiling when he held the door open for her. Who said chivalry was dead? She did stop for a moment when she got outside to squint at the sparkling sunshine again. When was she going to get used to the light? Light? Was she forgetting something? “Hey, wait up!” She realized Raphael had already started off and she hurried to catch up, stilting quickly over behind him.  
 
    “Still not used to walking?”  
 
    She glared. “Still? It’s only day freaking two. I bet it took you at least two years to learn to walk! I’m miles ahead of you.”  
 
    He appeared confused at something she’d said, but she wasn’t sure what and he didn’t seem to be in the mood to elaborate. “Whatever. Can we just go? They were expecting us an hour ago.” She raised her brow and deliberately slowed down. He had started walking and only glanced back when he realized she wasn’t behind him anymore. “For heaven’s sake, can you just work with me here?” He muttered as he stomped back to her grumpily. 
 
    She crossed her arms and stopped altogether. “First off, you never gave me a time. Secondly, until you give me a watch, I’ll have no idea what time it is. Third, I’m not your subordinate, so stop trying to order me around. Fourth, I didn’t even want to do this today, so don’t get all snippy on me just because I’m not pumped to follow your little plan. I’m not a puppet to dance on your strings. If this is going to be an issue, then we can call the whole thing off right now and I’ll find somewhere else to stay. I’m sure a bunch of people would be happy to have a healer live with them.”  
 
    She was ranting, but he appeared dumbfounded. Running a hand through his hair, he defended himself quietly, trying not to draw any more attention than they were already. “Look. My job is to keep the students at The Green Dragon in line so they don’t get in trouble. I’ve been treating you like I treat any one of them.”  
 
    She glowered, but it made a little bit of sense. Still, she retorted, “Well I’m waiting until tomorrow to do this exam thing. I don’t even know that I want to join your little academy.”  
 
    He contemplated the sky as if he was silently asking for patience. “Please don’t call it a little academy in front of the examiners. Also, if you pass the examinations, you’ll get a pass to the library.” He had now resorted to bribery...and she admitted it was actually pretty tempting. She really wanted to rub her pass in that guy Lucas’ face. Though how he knew she wanted to visit the library was a mystery, until she reflected on it some more and realized he was the boss of The Green Dragon. The real question was, how much of their conversations were Jessica and Kaylee reporting to him? Either way, she supposed she did want that library pass sooner than later. 
 
    “Fine.” She grudgingly gave in, and he nodded gratefully, turning to walk again, glancing back every few seconds to make sure she was still tottering behind him. Surprise, surprise, he led her to the huge government building in Priom Square. Going inside, he greeted the dude at the desk and led her to the left. The dude was appraising her curiously, and she nodded politely to him.  
 
    They walked into a brightly lit room that seemed more like the fancy teacher’s lounges she’d seen in a couple of anime. She caught the tail end of what one of them was saying, “...finally here. We’ve been waiting over an hour…”  
 
    She glared at Raphael. She wasn’t about to explain herself. He greeted them first, having seen her look and seemingly wanting to cut off her normal caustic remarks. “Stephen, Eric, Jarom, this is Jade, the healer we were searching for. Sorry we’re late, I forgot to tell her that I’d made an appointment first thing this morning.” He was taking the blame for it, and rightfully so. However, due to the disdainful looks the three of them were giving both her and Raphael, she had a sinking feeling. Apparently Raphael wasn’t as high on the food chain as she thought. He also appeared a little younger than these guys, who appeared to be somewhere around their thirties. 
 
    “So this is the little healer? I can see why they called her a zombie…” The guy on the far right was the first to speak. With short brown hair, middling brown eyes, and a barely concealed body that felt like he’d escaped from Gladiator to support the massive amount of weapons openly displayed about his person atop his dark green tunic, she supposed if anyone was going to call her little, he was qualified. Still, she wasn’t happy about it.  
 
    She stepped forward, staring them down as she said simply, “I’m the healer, yes. Call me a zombie one more time, and I’ll shove my fist in your mouth.” Of course, that only happened in her head. Gritting her teeth, she managed to stop herself from spitting it out--barely. Raphael seemed worried at how she was going to respond too, but she wasn’t stupid. While she’d been pushing her boundaries with the people around her to see how far they stretched, messing with the upper echelons of society when she currently had no backing probably wasn’t the smartest idea ever, especially when they were huge and heavily armed. 
 
    Instead, she smiled sweetly. If you can’t beat them, and these guys looked like they could pretty much take anyone else she had seen so far in a fight, make them your underlings. She’d much rather be on good terms with the upper echelon of society so that she didn’t have to fend for herself. She was pretty sure she’d be fine, but why struggle pointlessly when they wanted to give her resources? Also, the library. She needed them so she could access the library. So she fought down her impulse to butt heads with them and smiled sweetly. “I’m Jade. It’s lovely to meet you.” She bobbed a small awkward curtsey. 
 
    Her smile and whole glossing-over-the-insult thing was a little outside their expectations, making it clear they’d expected or perhaps even wanted her to blow up so they could put her in her place. Concentrating, she moved slowly so that the motion would be smooth and glided over towards them, head held high. She took a seat primly, smiling serenely. I am as calm as a glassy lake. Nothing you throw at me will cause any ripples.  
 
    “I realize you’re probably very busy, so shall we get started? What information do you need from me?” Raphael was gawking a little bit, and Jade sent him a look, trying to tell him to get his act together and not ruin her moment.  
 
    He seemed to compose himself and muttered, “I’ll just wait outside.” He quickly made his escape, afraid that if he stayed, he was going to either blurt out something he shouldn’t or ruin whatever she was cooking up in her traveler's brain.  
 
    After he’d left, the three returned their gazes to her, sitting down as well. They seemed slightly impressed by the regal poise and bearing she was exuding. In all honesty, she was just trying to mimic how Lady Catherine had held herself. She was a detestable woman, but she had poise down if you ignored the indications that she perpetually had something rotten under her nose.  
 
    “Very well.” Seeming to just go with it, the middle one, she thought it was Eric, pulled out a sheet of paper that… Well, it was basically an exact replica of her profile, just not filled out. She pondered telling him she could fill it out herself, then realized she’d never written with a quill before, so that could wait until after she wasn’t trying to impress them. After all, better scores equaled better treatment in her mind. That’s always how it seemed to be in books. Only, there were a few more lines than she had in her profile. “What’s your last name?” He dipped the quill into the inkwell and beautifully wrote ‘Jade’ at the top of the paper, pausing for her input.  
 
    The middle guy resembled the more studious type, but that was mostly based on the fact that his muscles weren’t bulging out like the bodybuilder next to him. He had short curly brown hair, hazel eyes that brimmed with curiosity, and a smirk that showed off boyish dimples. His clothing was more formal, and less ‘I’m ready for a fight.’ Still, the muscles she could see as he moved were well-defined, if not bulky. No weaklings wanted at Dracona! That didn’t exactly bode super well for her. Still, she smiled politely and answered.  
 
    “It’s Winward. W-I-N-W-A-R-D.” She watched him finish penning her name beautifully. Apparently she was going to have to learn calligraphy. Her chicken scratch from lack of practice was probably not going to cut it here.  
 
    “And where are you from?”  
 
    She smiled serenely again. “Earth.” 
 
    She thought it was the gladiator Jarom who asked in curiosity, “As in, the ground? Are you trying to be funny?”  
 
    She inclined her head, her eyes glinting. She spoke quietly as she dropped a bomb on them, “As in, the world I’m from. I’m a traveler.”  
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Eleven – Interview 
 
    Their expressions were a classic mix of confusion, disbelief, and curiosity. Stephen, or at least he was the one she’d labeled Stephen in her head… She should probably make sure she figured out which one was which sooner than later, so she didn’t get them fixed in her mind as the wrong thing… Anyway, probably Stephen seemed a little quicker on the uptake. With a healthy dose of skepticism in his voice, he asked, “So, the reason we hadn’t heard of you until yesterday…” 
 
    “Was because I didn’t exist in this world until yesterday morning when I woke up here.” She was watching his reaction in particular, since this was the first time he’d spoken. The way he was lounging on the chair felt more like he was a panther at rest, but ready to strike at any moment. His dark clothing probably lent to that assumption, given that he was mostly wearing black with a few hints of blue, like his very dark blue eyes and a handkerchief sticking out of his pocket. He was only lightly tanned, and his black hair was neatly trimmed. All in all, he seemed to fit the tall, dark, and handsome stereotype pretty well. Unlike the gladiator, he wasn’t plainly wearing weapons, but she could see small bulges where she figured they were concealed.  
 
    It seemed probably Eric’s curiosity was peaked at this point, because he leaned forward, asking intently, “You don’t seem like any of the travelers that have come before you, but let’s go with it and say for the moment that you are a traveler. Did you have magic in your old world?” Okay, so they didn’t believe her, but they were at least giving her the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    She shook her head, deciding to be honest. “Only in stories.” 
 
    Probably Jarom interjected at this point. “Then how did you heal that girl? One day isn’t enough to learn magic.” He sounded rather proud of himself for figuring out the hole in her logic, glancing triumphantly at the other two. 
 
    Here, she smiled smugly and quipped, “Maybe for you. I may not be strong right now, but the magic of your world seems to come decidedly easily to me. Part of that may be the special ability I was given when I got here though.” Okay, she threw in the last part to seem humble, plus she figured she needed to give them a reason for her future growth because hello, people were going to notice the changes.  
 
    “You have a special ability? What is it?” This was Eric chiming in again. Probably. Ugh, she needed to know. 
 
    “Before I answer, Raphael said your names, so I know what they are, but not which belongs to who. You’re Eric, right?” The book-man in the middle nodded. Okay, so that was the easy one. Generally, people in the middle are mentioned in the middle, but which one was first or last? Turning to her probably Stephen, she questioned, “And you’re Stephen?” She thought Raphael had looked at him first. When he nodded and gave her a charming smile with his very white teeth, she smiled more confidently. “So you’re Jarom. Okay. Thanks. I didn’t want to start calling you the wrong names.”  
 
    She paused for a moment, collecting her thoughts and preparing to lie with a completely straight, relaxed face. She cooed sweetly, “My special ability is called accelerated growth. It’s pretty straightforward; I’m growing and learning at a pretty amazing rate. So maybe that’s why magic is easier for me.”  
 
    Eric was making a note on the paper, and Stephen questioned further. “Raphael mentioned you were a dual mage. We know you’re a healer, but what else can you do?” Jarom seemed to be sulking a little bit that his reveal that she was a fraud might be wrong. 
 
    She glanced at the table, where Stephen had a glass of water in front of him. She indicated it, asking quietly, “May I?” He nodded, and she put her hand above it. She focused on calling the water, and it started to slide into the air, creating a water blob that she hovered and made spin around a bit before it went back into the cup. “I learned to heal first. I was taken to meet the healer Mike when I was experiencing sudden growth pains. I could feel what he did to me a little bit, and then when I tried to reproduce it later, I could. The water I learned on my own when I...” She paused, a little embarrassed to admit that she’d forgotten her towel. So she tweaked her story a little bit. “I wanted to dry my hands and didn’t have a towel.” There, no need to mention she’d been naked and cold.  
 
    “Fascinating.” Eric had stopped scribbling long enough to watch her demonstration, but he’d immediately started taking notes again as soon as she put it back. She smiled sweetly at them. The more they liked her, the better off she figured she would be. Plus, she still had to make them forget she’d been late, which at this point, it seemed they had. They also seemed to have forgotten their skepticism that she was a traveler in the wake of her story. “Tell me, you mentioned growing pains. What changed?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “What hasn’t changed is the better question!” She paused, considering. “As skinny as I am now, I was pretty much still a skeleton yesterday. You can ask anyone who saw me. I actually have muscles now!” She grinned infectiously while thinking about it. “My stats have even gone up a little.” 
 
    “Your stats changed? What were they before versus what they are now?” Eric had his quill poised above that section of the profile sheet now. She figured he’d have asked anyway eventually, but she didn’t want them to reject her because she was weak. Thus she had chosen to state some of her improvement directly, mostly because Jarom was still grumbling as if he was put out. 
 
    “Yeah, my strength went from a 7 to an 8, my dexterity from an 8 to a 9, my constitution went from a 7 to an 8, my intelligence from a 15 to a 16, my magic stayed at 11, charisma from 8 to 9, and my luck from 13 to 14.” She had pulled up her sheet to take a glance at it while she recalled what she’d started with yesterday. She’d spent long enough poring over her profile that she’d memorized the basics of her numbers because she wanted to see how they’d change.  
 
    Eric had been dutifully noting her numbers down, pausing only for a brief second when she uttered what her intelligence was. He’d glanced at the others and then gone back to jotting down numbers until she arrived at luck. It was Stephen who asked incredulously, “You have a fourteen in luck?” She nodded, and they exchanged glances.  
 
    Jarom seemed more of a straight shooter, and he retorted brusquely, “Well your physical stats suck, but we can work with those. You have abnormally high mental stats.” She gave a mental sigh of relief that he was letting go of his earlier annoyance, at least for the most part. Or at least enough that he wasn’t going to block her from entering just because she was currently weak. 
 
    She smiled and shrugged, deciding to share just a little bit more. “I was a cripple in my world, so my mind was all I had.” They had all winced at this, looking at her with what appeared to be a touch of pity. With a smile, she forged on, trying to change the subject a little bit. “So, is that enough for me to pass muster? I was really hoping to get a library pass from you guys.”  
 
    Eric let out a surprised bark of laughter, and the others soon joined in. It was Stephen who said, “You pass. I’ll get you a library pass.”  
 
    He stood up to move towards a cupboard at the side when Eric intervened. “Not that one. I’ll give her one of mine.”  
 
    Stephen and Eric seemed to be communicating silently as they stared at each other, and she could almost see the speech bubble above Stephen’s head going ‘Are you sure about that?’ Eric glanced at her smiling innocently and nodded, and Stephen seemed to shrug and give up. “Okay.” Meanwhile, Eric had pulled out a silver almost credit card like thing. He wrote her name so prettily on it, and she watched in fascination as he concentrated on the metal, and it was almost like…oh wait, it totally was magic.  
 
    Her name had been engraved on the freaking metal, and when he got up and handed her the card, she made sure to brush against his fingers ever so lightly so she could confirm her suspicions. She quickly mentally clicked on the new little pulsing light in her vision. 
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    Called it! Wait…modeling? She stared blankly at Eric for a moment, trying to picture him putting on fancy clothes and strutting around like a peacock. She guessed he did have the physique for it, but so had just about everyone else she’d met... She minimized the screen, trying to cover her bewilderment by admiring the card she’d been given. She could feel the little bumps on the back where pushing the metal down had made it come out the other side. It was exquisitely done, and there was this really pretty crest on the right side of it too. But that was it, just her name and the crest.  
 
    She looked up at him hopefully, “So this gets me into the library? It’s so pretty!” He nodded, and she held it to her chest now like it was her treasure as she subconsciously spoke aloud, “This is gonna be so fun!” 
 
    Eric was watching her curiously as he asked, “What’s going to be fun?” 
 
    Guiltily, she glanced down, mumbling softly, “Oh erm… I might’ve had a run in with a guy yesterday who accused me of not being able to read and chased me out of the library…” Eric snorted, so she looked up in relief, her eyes sparkling like a little anime girl.  
 
    “Wait, you’re the girl Lucas was complaining about? The one who poked him in the forehead?” Jarom was full out laughing now as he contemplated her. “How on earth did he let that happen?” She glared at him reproachfully for a second. She wasn’t totally cool with him making fun of her, but an idea came to mind. 
 
    Beckoning him closer, she simpered conspiratorially, “I’ll let you in on a secret.” He leaned closer curiously, and with a quick movement, she poked him in the forehead while grinning like a madman. Cheerfully, she explained as a new blinking dot appeared, “It’s the unexpected. Nobody’s afraid of a skinny twig like me, so they don’t guard against it.” Eric and Stephen were howling with laughter, and after a moment of surprised bewilderment, Jarom started convulsing too.  
 
    “I stand corrected.” He chortled, now inspecting her with something akin to respect. It was a nice change. He got an evil glint to his eye then, as he told her, “And now I want to see the look on his face when you come back in.”  
 
    “Ooooh, I do too!” Stephen chimed in, and Eric nodded as well. All three of them had a suspicious glint in their eyes now, and she wondered if Lucas had gotten on their bad sides in the past. Or maybe he just annoyed them by complaining about her yesterday. Either way, walking in with the three of them would obviously make a much bigger impact than her going in with just the card, so she was all for it!  
 
    “I’d be happy to have you all accompany me for my first successful trip inside.” She felt like the evil glint had spread to her now too. Or maybe it had been there all along, and she was the one who spread it? She gestured at the paper Eric had left on the table and asked, “Do you have anything else you need to know, or can we go now?” She was practically bouncing up and down in her excitement. Books!  
 
    “That should be sufficient for now. You’re already staying at The Green Dragon, correct?” She nodded, and he continued, “Then it’s fine. We know where to find you should we need anything else.”  
 
    She laughed and retorted, “You’re probably more likely to find me at the library! Or exploring.” She looked thoughtful, then asked, “Uhm… Speaking of exploring, where’s the academy? And do I have to go to classes? If so, when do they start?” 
 
    They gaped at her, dumbfounded. For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to them that being new, she had no idea what was going on. Slowly, Stephen asked, “What do you know about Dracona?”  
 
    She pondered, then starting ticking things off on her fingers. “It’s run by the king in order to train the new nobility and any promising talent, like travelers with special abilities like me.” She paused, trying to think of something else. “Oh right, and he provides housing to the students.” She ticked off another finger, pausing again, before beaming as she sassed, “And you have to pass the examination to get in, and the deadline is tomorrow!”  
 
    They exchanged looks, their eyes giving off the message of ‘is this girl for real?’ Eric murmured, “Looks like there’s still a lot you need to know…” He paused, then seemed to reach a conclusion as he continued, “But maybe it’d be better to have this conversation in the library. There’s a book on the history of the school there that might help you out.”  
 
    “Great! Let’s go then!” She responded cheerfully. She knew her knowledge about this world was severely lacking, but books like the one he’d just mentioned were precisely the reason why she was so keen to get into the library. If she could get her hands on real knowledge, she wouldn’t have to feel like an idiot trying to ask about simple things in the future. With as many books as she’d seen being displayed, there was bound to be useful information...if she could find it. Unlike the internet, books didn’t have a search function, sadly. Guess my speed reading skills are about to be put to the test.  
 
    When she came back to reality, she realized that Eric was holding the door open and Stephen had stopped next to her, holding his arm out. “Shall we?”  
 
    “We shall!” She looped her arm through his, happy to have an easy excuse to get the last little blinking dot she needed from these three.  
 
    He led her to the door, seeming to take care to go at a pace she could easily keep up with. She admired his profile, taking note of his sharp features that contrasted nicely with his dark hair and blue eyes. She could feel the solid muscle beneath her fingers, attesting to the fact that he was ripped. “By the way, classes start in four days.”  
 
    “Good to know.” She murmured as they walked out into the bright sunshine. She vaguely heard Eric telling the receptionist dude that if anyone else came in to be tested, to send someone for them at the library. 
 
    “There you...are?” Raphael had noticed her coming outside and come over to greet her, only to belatedly notice she was holding onto Stephen’s arm. Perplexed by their closeness, he quickly shut up.  
 
    She smiled at him, saying quietly, “Thanks for bringing me here. I was accepted!” She paused, then went on. “They’re going to take me to the library. Sorry for making you wait for me, but I’ll find my own way back.” 
 
    He had a complicated look on his face, but finally, he nodded brusquely. Apparently, he didn't dare to say much more in front of the three examiners, who had by now all exited the building. “Congratulations.” He paused, then seemed to decide to try and leave with some of his dignity. “I’ve got work to do, so I’ll see you later.”  
 
    “Kay, later!” She chirped happily. She had noticed his discomfort, but there wasn’t much to do about it. She didn’t have the experience necessary to coddle his wounded ego. Instead, she watched as he turned and left, then smiled at the three men and said cheerfully, “Let’s go!”  
 
    They nodded and walked her across the way to the library while she stared at passersby and let Stephen lead her. Sometimes it was useful being led around because they could pay attention for her. She did notice several people staring at them and whispering, but she paid them no mind. A young skeleton walking with three super buff dudes was a pretty weird sight, after all. The three of them were talking softly about various things, having noticed that it was useless to say anything to her, given her noticeably distracted gaze.  
 
    They opened the door to the library, seeming to come to a tacit agreement to stop talking once they entered the quiet and much darker corridor. She peered more closely at the balls of glowing light hanging on the wall, finally remembering that she hadn’t fiddled around with her new light magic yet. She happily breathed in the scent that all books seemed to have. She’d never known it could be this concentrated. 
 
    They got to the desk, and she started paying attention. There reading a book was Lucas, and he seemed distracted as he asked lazily, “Pass?” He looked up and saw the three men, immediately jumping to his feet. “Eric, Stephen, Jarom. What brings you here?” He then caught sight of her on Stephen’s arm and whispered in disbelief, “Jade?” 
 
    “Oh good, I see you remembered my name.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve – Light 
 
    She pulled out her shiny new card and held it up. “Oh right, you said you needed this, didn’t you?” She was smirking smugly at the moment. The dumbfounded look on his face was utterly priceless.  
 
    It wasn’t until Eric, Stephen, and Jarom burst into laughter at the sight of him that it seemed like a light bulb went off and he gave a little chuckle. “Nice one Eric, didn’t think you’d go so far for a joke. Where’d you find her?” This seemed to set them off even further, and he looked a little confused because she was still smirking evilly at him. Seeing her confidence, he faltered a little. “It’s…not a joke?” 
 
    “Not a joke.” She grinned and passed her card over. “I’m the newest recruit of Dracona Academy.” She -almost- felt a little bad for him, seeing his lost look. The other three hadn’t caught their breath yet, because just when one was about to calm down, they’d notice Lucas’ lost puppy eyes and start back up again, which set off the other two. He was looking distinctly uncomfortable, and she decided he’d suffered enough humiliation. He’d just been doing his job yesterday, albeit rudely.  
 
    “Let’s start over. I’m Jade Winward, a traveler who arrived yesterday. I’m also a healer. It’s nice to meet you...” She stuck out her hand for him to shake, her evil smile replaced by a much kinder one. The other three had finally shut up and were watching them curiously.  
 
    Lucas glanced at them as if asking if what she said was true, then back to her and her hand. Meeting her gaze directly, he seemed like he was trying to see into her soul and she vaguely realized he was trying to sense motive her or something. So she just smiled amiably and kept her hand out, even though her muscles were protesting the movement. Finally, he sighed, seeming to accept that this was his reality. “Lucas Solanell. It’s nice to meet you, Lady Jade.” With that, he took her hand, and turning it, bent over and gave it the barest brush of his lips.  
 
    She snatched her hand back, staring at him, then glowering at the other three for an explanation of what the heck had just happened. Eric took pity on her. “As a traveler, you’re automatically conferred the title of a lady.” She stared at him blankly. Glancing at Jarom and Stephen, they nodded at her.  
 
    She sighed, then seemed to make up her mind as she nodded. Turning to Lucas, she urged him, “Can I get my card back? It seems I have quite a lot of reading to do.”  
 
    He mutely handed her the card back, which she pocketed and then regarded the library behind him as she asked, “Okay, what are the rules here? How’s it all organized?”  
 
    “You can only read the books here, and they’re organized by subject. There are markers on the end of each shelf.” Okay, well at least that was easy enough. “You’ll also need a light.” Lucas had reached behind the desk and pulled out four little glass balls lit up from within, like the ones she’d seen on the sconces and scattered across his desk before, only not mounted. It seemed he was trying to be helpful to make up for his gaffe yesterday. 
 
    She picked one up, studying it. “Did you make these?” She glanced at Lucas as she asked. 
 
    Seeming a little startled that she’d guessed that, he responded, “Yeah, but how’d you know that?”  
 
    She pretty much completely ignored his question, fascinated by the pretty dancing light. She switched the orb to her left hand, holding her right hand next to it and concentrating. Light is energy. She felt that warm spark inside of her as she willed a little ball of light into being on her hand. When it slowly winked into existence, she grinned triumphantly and looked at the guys to show them. They were staring at her strangely, not celebrating with her like she had anticipated. Defensively, she asked, “What? Do I have something on my face?”  
 
    It was Lucas who asked in a stilted tone, “Did you just learn how to do light magic right now?” His voice was super tense, and she tilted her head, studying him curiously. 
 
    “Well it’s my first time using it, but I studied the lights in the hallway a little yesterday. What? Stop staring at me like I’m crazy!” She crushed the light in her hand, letting it wink out as she glared at them.  
 
    Eric muttered softly, “That’s three already… What’s the limit?” She sighed. They would just have to get used to it because there was no way she was going to hide all the cool things she could do. And technically, that was going to be six, once she stole metal from him.  
 
    Instead, she just smiled and said simply, “Just accept that my gift means there probably is no limit. Can you find that book on Dracona for me?” He had seemed pretty confident of it, and she had no desire to search through everything trying to find stuff when she could just ask and better spend her time reading.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll grab it. Is there anything else in particular you want to look at?”  
 
    She paused thoughtfully, then nodded. “Yes, actually. I’d like a simple introduction to the various types of magic if there is one. If there’s a comprehensive list of known skills, that would also be nice. I also need something on etiquette, if there’s an explanation of the nobility and any duties that would come with being a lady, and anything you have on travelers. I’d also like anything about the use of medicine specifically.” She paused, pondering. “I think that’s probably enough to start.”  
 
    Lucas was still staring at her like she was an alien. Eric caught it and rapped him lightly on the head. “She’s smarter than you. Her intelligence is already at 16, and probably only going to get higher. Now come help me find this stuff for her.” He glanced over at the other two and ordered them smoothly, “Jarom, watch the front desk for me until Lucas has finished helping me find what she wants. Stephen, why don’t you lead her to study room…” He paused, thinking about it. “Make it 15. That way she can leave the books there and come back to them.”  
 
    She thought it was interesting that Eric was ordering the others around, but they nodded like it was perfectly normal. Jarom just did a vertical jump and hopped over the desk like it was nothing. She gawked wide-eyed at the action, asking softly, “Am I going to be able to do that?”  
 
    Stephen laughed and ruffled her hair. “Maybe one day we’ll get you there.” She nodded, still staring in awe at Jarom as Stephen started to lead her away. Eric and Lucas had already disappeared into the shelves. Jarom was grinning boyishly at her, soaking in her attention. With a wink, he flexed at her and she giggled. Stephen glanced back, but Jarom had gone back to normal in the blink of an eye, smiling innocently. Stephen gave a little huff and then pulled her away while she was still giggling softly.  
 
    When they were further away and passing a series of doors, she finally asked. “Why are you following Eric’s orders? Is he your boss?”  
 
    Snickering, he shook his head. “This is his domain. He’s the assistant head of the library, so when we’re here, he’s in charge.”  
 
    This spiked her curiosity. “What are you and Jarom in charge of, then?” 
 
    He smiled enigmatically and replied, “Jarom is one of the battle instructors.” He paused in front of one of the doors and opened it, saying simply, “This is your room. Do you think you’ll be able to find it on your own?”  
 
    She stared at him. “Don’t think you can fool me by changing the subject. What’s your area of expertise?”  
 
    He grinned cryptically. “I’ll give you extra points if you figure it out for yourself.” She frowned at him, but he poked her in the forehead and laughed. “Now look around and make sure you can find the room again.”  
 
    She groaned softly. “The rooms are in numerical order. It’s not hard to find. That’s what happens when things are done logically.” She stepped into the room and sat down, and he stepped in as well, keeping her company for the moment. So of course, she decided to continue her line of questioning. “So, why were the three of you chosen to do the examinations?” 
 
    He snorted. “That’s an easy one. We’re the youngest staff members in our positions, so we were told it was our turn. They decreed that three years ago...and it probably won’t change until someone newer takes our places.” 
 
    She laughed, and the door opened at that moment. Eric came in with three books, placing them on the table in front of her. “Lucas will bring the rest over when he finds them, but I figured you could start with these three.” Stephen stood up, straightening his clothes as he prepared to leave with Eric. It looked like they were just going to leave her here, but then again, how much fun would it be to watch someone read?  
 
    She smiled and stood up to see them out, saying quickly, “Thanks for bringing me here! I have just one more question.” Eric tilted his head, raising his brow as if encouraging her to go on. She blushed a little and said quietly, “Uhmm… Can I bring food in here?” She was really, really hungry. He was giving her a strange look, so she continued nervously. “It’s kinda the downside of my gift. I’m growing extremely fast, but the energy has to come from somewhere. In order to have enough proteins to break down to support my changing biology, I need to consume quite a lot.”  
 
    Stephen looked curious at this, and ignoring the jargon he didn’t understand, cut straight to the point. “Wait, what have you been eating? You just got here yesterday, so you shouldn’t have any money…” 
 
    She blushed a little bit. “Uhm, well the mom of the little girl I healed yesterday gave me a little bit, and the rest…” She stared at the ground. “I uhm...have basically been eating Raphael out of house and home. He caught me raiding the kitchen last night...” 
 
    Eric asked curiously, “Exactly how much is a lot?” 
 
    She scuffed her foot against the floor, muttering softly, “Raph said last night I ate about half a pig, two apples, and six cups of wine…”  
 
    “Seriously?” Stephen and Eric were both staring at her in amazement. “How did you eat that much in one sitting?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I was hungry.” They laughed, and she relaxed a little.  
 
    Stephen came over, a pretty platinum crown just somehow appearing in his hand. “Here, this should take care of what you need until we figure out what to do.”  
 
    She beamed up at him. Somehow, she felt more like he was the caring older brother she’d never had. “Thanks, for everything.” She smiled sweetly at the two of them, just happy that in the course of an hour, she’d gained two people who seemed to want to be on Team Jade. Well, okay, it was more like three, or maybe four. She figured Jarom was on her team too; he just wasn’t here, so she wasn’t sure. And Lucas…maybe. She’d have to wait and see on that one. She’d convert him to her side completely...eventually.  
 
    Eric smiled back at her, saying softly, “You’re welcome. And for the record, food isn’t allowed in the library. Since you have special circumstances, I’ll allow it though. Just nothing greasy, and don’t get it on the books. Don’t tell anyone either, okay?” She grinned and nodded. She could be sneaky with her food, so long as she could have it. He laughed and explained, “We’ve got to get back now, a messenger came to tell us that someone else showed up to be tested, but if you run into any problems, you can come find us. I’ll come visit you after the examinations are done so we can figure out what classes to put you in.”  
 
    She nodded and smiled shyly at them until Stephen ruffled her hair again and gruffly implored, “Be good.” They then turned and left, her seeing them off silently until they were out of sight.  
 
    She’d considered following them out. She was still half dying of hunger, after all. However, the appeal of books was stronger, and she decided she’d at least wait until Lucas brought her the rest of them. Moving to the table, she studied the three titles she’d been given.  
 
    Magic: A Compendium. The Noble History of Dracona Academy. Basic Etiquette for Beginners. 
 
    She grinned. They were perfect! Getting comfortable, she grabbed Magic: A Compendium and opened it to the first page, starting to read.  
 
    Magic as we know it has been classified into 20 known types of increasing rarity and difficulty. The list from easiest to hardest is as follows: Water, Earth, Fire, Wind, Contractual, Light, Dark, Lightning, Metal, Life, Death, Illusion, Nature, Spiritual, Summoning, Blood, Healing, Compulsion, Spatial, and Special (untyped)... 
 
    Lost in the new world of information, she forgot her hunger.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen – Monsters 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long it took for Lucas to bring her the rest of the books. Mentally, she allocated some of the platinum coin that Stephen gave her to getting a pocket watch if Raphael hadn’t procured one for her like she had asked him to this morning. It was probably outside of his job description, but what his job description actually entailed, she didn’t know. Other than keeping the students in line, of course. And overseeing Jessica and Kaylee, obviously. 
 
    But the question remained, was he a counselor? A butler? A drill instructor? A dorm RA? One of the teachers? There were so many possibilities and no answers, so she’d have to give it up for now.  
 
    In the meantime, Lucas had arrived with a giant stack of books in his arms. It looked really heavy. She mused aloud softly, “You need a book cart.”  
 
    With a loud whump, he set the books down and inspected curiously at her. “A book cart? What’s that?” He thankfully seemed to have lost the hostility he had shown towards her before, probably at least partially because she’d ‘started over’ with him. It would be nice if it was truly that easy.  
 
    “Oh, it’s a table on wheels? Or like a small bookshelf on wheels so that you can set stuff down on it and wheel it around and you don’t have to carry everything by hand.” She smiled, starting to take inventory of what he’d brought her. There were several that looked like storybooks, and she figured those were probably the ones travelers might have written about. It was a good idea; she needed to write stuff down so she knew what to invent.  
 
    What she was the most surprised about were several volumes labeled things like Wielding Water Magic and Lighting the World. They were probably books about those specific elements, and she grinned, pointing at them. “Are there books for all the elements?” 
 
    He looked thoughtful and then mused, “Most of the more common ones, yes.” She grinned gleefully and he sighed. “I’ll get them for you.”  
 
    She didn’t even glance at the rest of them, hopping up as she requested, “Wait a sec.” He turned to gaze at her questioningly. “I just wanted to say thank you for helping me find these. I’m actually going to get something to eat, but I’ll be back, so no rush. These will probably last me for a bit anyway.” He nodded again, since that made sense. She paused, then thought of something that she had yet to ask anyone about. “Why is everyone carrying weapons all the time? Do fights break out a lot or something?”  
 
    His gaze turned complicated, and he finally answered after a moment with his own question. “Was your world particularly peaceful?”  
 
    She reflected for a minute. There were wars, but they were far away from her. She’d never seen much violence personally, though she supposed she’d heard about the after effects of it when people came into the hospital mangled. Not quite sure where he was going with his question, she tried to explain. “There were wars, but infrequently. On the whole, I suppose most people lived their lives peacefully. Only the soldiers or police saw much violence up close and in person. I guess there were people in bad areas too, like gang violence, but I think, for the most part, people were fairly removed from it. So I guess you could call it a little peaceful? What the average person saw was mostly a fistfight at best.”  
 
    Thoughtful, he questioned her, “You had no monsters to fight?”  
 
    She frowned. “I mean, I guess in Africa they fought lions and stuff, but no. Humans in my world were the top of the food chain, and we had… Well, let’s say hunting was a pastime for some people.” With a sigh, he seemed to be considering how best to tell her what she needed to know. A little light bulb went on in her mind as she remembered some of the video games she’d watched streamers play. “Wait, is it like… Humans live in tiny concentrated patches here, and everywhere else is pretty much overrun by monsters?” Usually, people in the games were hunting the monsters for experience or gold. She supposed it was probably similar here, in that they would get experience in their skills… 
 
    Surprised at her guess, he nodded. “Yeah, that’s about right. Here, the monster threat is ever-present. We’ve claimed a certain amount of land, but we have to constantly subjugate and eliminate the monsters so they don’t invade our villages and cities. Most people carry weapons in case one of them manages to infiltrate the city, which happens occasionally, despite our best efforts.”  
 
    Okay, so that made her feel slightly less safe wandering around on her own, but she figured if almost everyone aside from her was armed, she was still probably reasonably safe. With a frown, she asked. “Wait, that means I’m probably going to have to hunt them, aren’t I?” She wasn’t sure she liked that. When she had pictured her new, normal life, she hadn’t included killing things on her list of things she’d do. Was accepting violence a part of the price she had to pay for being here? 
 
    Lucas had a thoughtful look on his face as he speculated, “As a healer, you probably won’t be put on the front lines. You’d be fairly protected on any raids you went on, simply because healers are so rare, but in such high demand. But yes, you’ll probably be asked to go. It’s part of the training of Dracona.”  
 
    She sighed, staring at the pile of books in front of her. Suddenly, this seemed a bit less fun. However… She was determined to succeed in this world. She’d just be so strong that nothing could hurt her. Steeling her resolution, she nodded to herself and regarded Lucas. “Do you have something like a monster book of monsters?” If Harry could deal with monsters, so could she!  
 
    “You mean the Monster Compendium?” He asked quizzically. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” Sigh. No Potter references would ever make sense to these people. Such a sad thing. You were practically shunned in her old world if you didn’t know your Potter trivia. Unless you were one of those people who thought it was of the devil, of course.  
 
    He nodded. “I’ll add it to the list of books to bring.” He glanced at the large pile of books on the table. “You said you wanted to go eat?” She nodded a little sullenly, still a bit put out by the prospect of monsters attacking her randomly or her having to attack them in their homes. “Then might I suggest you try Evergreen? It’s just down the street, and they’ve got the best steak around.”  
 
    At the mention of steak, her stomach grumbled, and she smiled despite herself, aware that he was trying to distract her from darker thoughts. “I’d like that. Where do I go?” He gave her directions and then excused himself to go find books and tend the front desk. She glanced at the books on the table, running her hands across the letters. First thing I’m going to do when I create the printing press is get rid of cursive. I can’t believe I miss Times New Roman, Calibri, and Arial. Sometimes, boring is better. Shaking her head, she left the room, closing the door behind her and making her way quietly out of the library.  
 
    Stepping into the sunshine, she found herself relaxing. Somehow, thinking about monsters in the darkened library made it seem so much scarier. She knew Eric meant well by giving her that room, but she really needed to see if there was somewhere with a window that she could read. Trapping herself alone in the dark to read was bound to make her paranoid.  
 
    She wandered down the street in the direction Lucas had told her, doing her best to brush up gently against people, her fingers feather light as she grazed their arms. Whenever someone regarded her strangely, she gave her best innocent smile and said sorry quietly. She was nearly there when she stopped in her tracks, staring into a window.  
 
    The most fantastical little glass creatures were suspended in the air, much like Christmas ornament stores in the movies would do. They were so colorful, lifelike, and beautiful in their design. It was almost as if they were in motion. Entranced, she found herself entering the store. Inside was a little stuffy, as heat was escaping from what she guessed was a workshop in the back room. She couldn’t quite place the smells, though heated leather was a part of it. The little bell above the door tinkled, announcing her entry.  
 
    She drifted, mesmerized, to the display of fantastical animals. Whoever had made them was a master. A dazzling phoenix in flight caught her attention. It almost seemed alive, and the only thing that would make it better was if it glowed from within. She glanced around, but seeing that no one had come to greet her yet, she reached out a finger, delicately touching the cool glass. 
 
    Glow for me. She imagined a faint burning glow of light coming from within the phoenix, and was delighted when the warmth in her fingers moved into the glass. The light played with the glass, and it genuinely seemed as if the phoenix was now on fire. She sighed in satisfaction, drawing her hand away. Only, the glow didn’t disappear when her hand left it. She stared, mystified, realizing she had just magicked someone else’s wares without their permission. 
 
    “Hello there. Can I help you?” The gentleman’s gruff voice made her straighten and turn, blocking the phoenix from his view guiltily. He seemed to notice her action and sighed, asking quietly, “You didn’t break anything, did you?”  
 
    She shook her head, squeaking quietly, intimidated by his burly frame and bushy beard. He reminded her of a human-sized dwarf, wearing heavy boots and pants, topped by a sleeveless tunic and a heavy leather apron. She noted that his hazel eyes were on the smaller size as he squinted at her suspiciously. The smell of singed hair became more apparent the closer he got. “No, I didn’t break it… But…uhmm…I did change it?” He looked perplexed, walking over and peering around her as she scooted away with a little sigh.  
 
    “What the…” He stared at the phoenix, then at her, asking incredulously. “What exactly did you do?”  
 
    She smiled a little warily and lamented guiltily, “I just…I thought it would be prettier if it glowed with a fire within, and I’m a new light mage, so I thought it would just be temporary, but it kinda…stuck? I’m sorry, I didn’t know it would happen… I’ll buy it off you. If it’s too expensive, I might not be able to buy it today, but I can probably borrow some from Eric or Stephen until I earn it myself...” She rambled on in her guilt.  
 
    He seemed to take pity on her, patting her on the head briefly to shut her up like a doting parent. He spoke gruffly, “It’s okay, little one. I’m not mad, and you didn’t do anything wrong. I’m Damian. What’s your name?” 
 
    She smiled up at him, happy that a new little blinking light had appeared in the corner of her vision as much as that he wasn’t angry. Someone who could create these stunning figurines was bound to be awesomely skilled! “I’m Jade. It’s very nice to meet you, Damian. Your work is absolutely beautiful.” 
 
    He grinned at her. Everyone liked having their work sincerely complimented, after all. She started to picture him as a gruff teddy bear. He looked a little rough, but he was all soft and cuddly inside. She was amazed that such a big man could have such a delicate touch. “Thank you. It’s always nice to find someone who appreciates what you do. But I must admit, I quite like what you’ve done to my little phoenix. You said you’re new to light magic?” 
 
    He liked what she’d done! She beamed, and then it sunk in. What she’d done would probably increase its sell value. If she could do this as another source of income… Maybe it would help. She needed all the capital she could get to start her inventing business. And then she realized… She was in a glass shop! There were things she needed… So eyes sparkling, she nodded and decided he was going to help her make her prototypes; if he’d agree, that was.  
 
    “Yes, I’m actually a traveler. I only got here yesterday, and it’s all been a bit overwhelming trying to adjust. But apparently I have an aptitude for magic.” Contemplating the little figurines, she asked quietly, “How much do you normally sell these for?”  
 
    She had a shrewd spark in her eye, and she knew he saw it. He laughed and exclaimed, “Aye, you’re a sharp one. I normally sell them for about five laurels, but if you magicked them up, I could probably sell them for a crown.” She nodded. Doubling the price for a little bit of magic, but probably only if it was well done.  
 
    She tried to do the calculations in her head, but then gave up. Might as well make it simple so he’d do her favors. She spoke honestly, “I’d like to make a deal with you. As I said, I only got here yesterday, so even though I was accepted to Dracona, I’d like to secure my own funding. With my magic, you’ll net five more laurels. I’ll do it for two, giving you a net gain of three if they sell well. We could do a test batch to make sure the math works out. However, there are a few things from my world that I miss, and I think you could help me with them. They’re fairly simple, and I would, of course, deduct the cost from what you would pay me. What do you think?”  
 
    He looked thoughtful, considering what she’d implied as he studied her. Finally, he nodded. “That sounds fair.” Of course it was fair, without him having to do anything, she’d come in and make his product twice as valuable! It was basically giving him free money, plus she figured the extra wow factor would make people more likely to buy them, so he’d sell more of them. It was a win-win for everyone! He proved his acumen by saying simply, “I think I would like to start off with a test batch though, and then we can get a contract written up.” 
 
    She beamed. “Perfect! Let’s do the test batch. Which ones do you want me to do?” She glanced around the room excitedly. “Actually, can I pick?” 
 
    He laughed. “Go ahead and choose what you want.” The implied connotation was that he wanted to see what she could do. Well, she was going to rise to the challenge! He stayed where he was, watching her. It seemed he wanted to see the process and what she chose, but he also wasn’t hovering like a helicopter mom, much to her relief. Thankfully, she’d started walking a lot more normally at this point, so there was a much lower chance of her tripping and ruining everything, but she was a little nervous about that all the same.  
 
    Scanning the room, she realized that many of the figurines were based on what she assumed were the monsters or nature of this world. There were some of the things she associated with animals of her world, but most of them looked wilder and fiercer. She came to a shark-like one, but it wasn’t...quite right. It was stunning, but not entirely like a shark, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what was different.  
 
    Concentrating, she gently touched the glass. It was already a light bluish-gray color, so she tried to match that within the glow of the shark, picturing a dark blue light for the splashes of water it was emerging from, adding little white light tips at the end like foam as well as his teeth. She felt the warmth, and when she pulled her hand away, the sharkey thing was now gently glowing from within. The teeth flashed menacingly, shining as they were. She grinned. It looked awesome!  
 
    About six glass statues later, she sank to the floor when she finished infusing light into it. Damian hurried over, a worried look all over his face. “Are you okay?”  
 
    She smiled wearily. “I’m fine; I think my body is just telling me my limits and that I’m hungry. I originally came out for food, but I was distracted by your pretties.” Okay, her limit was pitifully low. She wondered if it had anything to do with her stamina. Probably. She should touch more people.  
 
    Anyway, she could tell she was getting distracted and had to forcefully bring herself back to the present. With a smile, she said simply, “I’ll be fine after I eat. So why don’t I explain what I need for my special projects, and then I’d probably better go eat something…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen – Phoenix 
 
    She left Damian’s store, ironically named The Glass Phoenix, a few minutes later with nine laurels and a small metal box in hand. He’d boxed up the phoenix she first touched and tried to give it to her with fourteen laurels, but she’d stubbornly insisted on paying at least the original price for it and thus would only accept nine laurels. She’d already accepted bribery once, and besides, they were hopefully going to have a long and successful partnership, so she wanted to start on equal grounds.  
 
    Still, the coins in her pocket filled her with a quiet sense of pride. She’d begun her first foray into building up the capital to take over the Capitol with her ‘new, innovative’ ideas. And yet, the quiet jingling and weight of the coins also made her nervous. She needed to get a coin pouch or something that would deter any would-be pickpockets. Shaking her head, she walked down the two doors it took to get to Evergreen, entering the brightly lit...bar? Cafe? She wasn’t quite sure what to call it. 
 
    The large windows facing the street let in copious amounts of sunshine, making it seem much brighter and cheerier than how it was portrayed in movies. And yet, there was the stereotypical bartender’s area at the back of the room with bottles and glasses lined up prettily on custom-made shelves. There was also a healthy stream of traffic into a back room which she assumed was a kitchen, given that the servers kept coming out of it with steaming plates of food.  
 
    She clutched her little metal box tightly, unsure of what to do. Did she just find a seat? Did she wait to be seated? Did she go to the counter to order? Her indecision seemed to spark the pity of one of the waitresses because she came over and asked kindly, “This your first time here, luv?” 
 
    Not your luv, dearie. But whatever, she’s here to help! Don’t be picky about what she calls you… 
 
    Jade smiled merrily and nodded a bit shyly to disguise the brief flash of discontent she’d had there. “Yes, it is. Is it that obvious?” She laughed a little nervously, trying to crack a joke. She never claimed to have great interpersonal skills… 
 
    “Just a wee bit. Well, come on in. Next time you can just find a seat you like. For now, why don’t you come over to my section? I’m Felice, by the way.” Is she trying to get a better tip? Jade just smiled and nodded again. She didn’t care where she sat, as long as she got food, and fast. She was led over near one of the windows, which she was pretty happy about. It meant she could people watch! She cheerfully sat down and smiled at the waitress, her look saying, ‘well?’  
 
    Getting the hint, Felice smiled. “Ah right, first timer. We serve set meals here. Today’s specials are the steak, pork chops, or the blue salad. Each comes with two sides and a mug of juice and costs five leaves. Anything on top, you’ll pay extra for. For sides, you can choose between a baked potato, mashed potato, grilled carrots, broccoli soup, rolls, or roasted corn.” 
 
    Jade regarded at her speculatively for a moment, then nodded and declared. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    The poor lady was nonplussed and maybe a little annoyed with her. “Which one?”  
 
    Jade smiled innocently. “All of them. I want one of each dish and side. And the three mugs, of course.” 
 
    Felice seemed a little bewildered still, though less annoyed as she tucked a piece of wispy brown hair back behind her ear. “Are you waiting for someone to join you?” 
 
    “Nope, just me! Can you maybe sneak me ahead though? I’m starving!” She said the last part with dramatic emphasis, even though it was entirely accurate.  
 
    Hesitantly, the slightly aggrieved waitress asked, “Did you want me to bring it out all at once?” 
 
    Jade just grinned and shook her head. “No, just bring whatever’s ready out. I don’t need it all in front of me at the same time!” She laughed softly, and the waitress muttered a soft confirmation before scurrying away. Admiring the box in her hand, she set it on the far end of the table by the window, figuring there was probably enough room, and opened it up gingerly. She pulled the sculpture out, covered as it was in its protective cloth. She put the cloth back in the box, then placed her phoenix on top of it so it was still reasonably safe, but now glowing softly at her.  
 
    A giddy smile soon took over her face. This was the first thing she’d ever bought with money she had earned herself! (She didn’t want to count the bribe.) She found herself just staring at it dreamily. Where was she going to put it? If the library was safe, maybe she’d leave it there. It could give her courage in the darkness.  
 
    Fairly soon, thankfully, Felice brought her first dish out with a mug. It was the steak, baked potato, and grilled carrots. Setting it down on the table in front of her, she chirped, “Here you go–is that one of Damian’s creations?” She had paused mid-sentence to stare at the beautiful figurine on the other end of the table.  
 
    “Thanks for getting this out so fast! And yes, it is.” She ignored the shocked look on Felice’s face as she picked up her fork, stabbing a few carrots and shoving them in her mouth. She chewed, moaning very quietly in bliss.  
 
    “It’s so pretty… When did he hire a light mage to help him?” Felice asked in curious awe, seemingly fascinated by her phoenix. 
 
    Jade smiled, chewing furiously before she swallowed and answered with a soft snicker, “When I walked into his shop and accidentally lit this phoenix up.” She then proceeded to cut her steak and shove it in her mouth ravenously. Mmmm… It was delicious. She started cutting everything as she chewed for easier access as quickly as possible, pausing only occasionally between bites to sip at her juice.  
 
    “You’re a light mage?” Felice eyed the still skeletal Jade before her incredulously.  
 
    “Mhmmm. Healer too.” She paused only long enough to give her an emphatically short response before digging in again. You did not try to get between a girl and her food! Aside from that, she needed to let people know there was a healer around so she could get practice…and money.  
 
    “Oh.” Felice seemed dumbfounded, but then her sharp brown eyes quickly focused in on how quickly Jade was plowing through the plate in front of her. Startled, she said quickly, “Oh, I’ll be right out with the next meal.” Jade just nodded happily, enjoying her food. She scurried away, and out of the corner of her eye, she could see Felice had flagged another waitress on her way to the kitchen and they had put their heads together, whispering furiously.  
 
    The two of them returned shortly after that with the other two meals and mugs. The new waitress was staring at the plate Jade had just finished polishing off as she was finishing her juice with a satisfied sigh. “You finished that already?” She seemed utterly shocked, but Jade just smiled sweetly at her. 
 
    “I’m a growing girl, and I feel like I haven’t eaten a thing all day.” You know, apart from the three plates of pancakes and eggs this morning. And the half a pig for her midnight snack. But those didn’t count; they were forever ago! They just set the plates and new mugs in front of her, collecting the now empty plate and mug she’d just demolished. She happily started digging in again while they stared at her in amazement for a second. “So good!” She mumbled happily.  
 
    Deciding to leave her alone to eat while they went to attend to other customers, she happily munched on her meals. She had slowed down a little bit though, given that she’d alleviated the worst of the hunger pains. It was really good food, and she could see why Lucas had recommended it. For only a laurel and a half, she had gotten three decent sized plates. Granted, at that rate, she’d only last a dozen meals before she ran out of money. So while it was amazing, she’d need to see if there was a cheaper, but still filling and delicious, alternative.  
 
    When she was winding down, finally full, Felice came back again. She cast another admiring glance at her phoenix until she asked politely, “Would you like anything else?” She was still masking her obvious surprise that the waif had managed to eat everything in front of her. When Jade shook her head, she continued. “That’ll be one laurel and five leaves then.” Nodding, Jade reached into her pocket and pulled out two laurels, handing them over to her. Felice smiled and took them, saying simply, “I’ll be right back with your change.” 
 
    Jade simply nodded, not feeling the need to say anything. She was happy that now she had a blinking dot for Felice. Instead of acknowledging it, however, she slowly and carefully packed her phoenix back up again. She caught a few people glancing over at it, trying to figure out what was shining. When Felice came back with her friend, she checked her notifications quickly to get her name–apparently it was Donna–they appeared disappointed that she’d put it away already. 
 
    “Here you are, miss.” Felice handed her back five leaves, of which Jade took two and handed them right back to her. 
 
    “Keep that. Thank you for your help.” She smiled, pausing for effect as she held her box up. Talking just a little louder so that curious ears could hear, she burbled effusively, “Damian has a set of this new line in his shop for sale. We’re calling them the Light Within collection. You should go take a trip to The Glass Phoenix and see the rest of them.” 
 
    “We will. Thank you, miss.” Felice and Donna both smiled fervently. After all, The Glass Phoenix was only two doors down. Even if they didn’t feel like they could go in, he’d displayed the glowing figurines right at the front of the store so they’d be eye-catching, especially as it got darker and the glow became more noticeable. It had been her suggestion, and she was fairly proud of it, since that was what had drawn her into the store in the first place.  
 
    Jade grinned and nodded, sauntering cheerfully out of the store, box held tight against her chest. There was absolutely no way she would let anything happen to it. She’d go down and use her body to protect it first.  
 
    She began her trip back to the library, though sadly she was now avoiding people instead of being able to touch them casually. She didn’t want to accidentally bump someone and send herself flying, not with her phoenix in hand! As she was about to walk into the main square, she noticed a store with a few coin pouches in the window amongst other various cloth items and clothing. Next door was another inn called The Red Wyrm. It sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place where from, so she ignored it. 
 
    Detouring, she gingerly opened the door, slipping inside to the familiar ding of the bell. A thirty-something man who was nearly as lanky as she was came hurrying out of the back with a slightly harried smile. “Hi there! What can I do for you?” His sandy brown hair looked askew, as if he’d just woken up from a nap and forgotten to smooth it out.  
 
    She smiled softly. “Hello. I’m looking for a small, slim coin purse, and maybe a bag.” She wandered closer to the section that was obviously the coin bag section. He came over as well, a more natural smile on his face now, though there was something off about him that she couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was the weird fruity smell that grew more pungent as he got closer.  
 
    “We’ve got a lot of very popular bags right now…” He started to go on a spiel, picking up several larger coin bags and extolling their virtues. She stopped him after the second bag when he took a breath, hurrying to interject, only in part because she wanted him to shut up. The other part was that whatever the smell was, it was plainly his breath.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I wasn’t clear. I would like a small, slim, fairly flat bag. Nothing bulky.” He deflated a little now that his sales pitch had been interrupted, but she didn’t want to spend all afternoon in there. She still had another stop to make before she went back to the library, after all! He started pulling out bags from behind the others. They were basically flat pockets, similar to a wallet, but made of cloth and closed with buttons. No zippers? Ugh, at least that’s simple enough to make. Yet another thing for her to ‘invent,’ though she supposed the more there was, the better it was for her in the long run.  
 
    However, her eyes lit up when he pulled out a pretty green bag that matched her eyes. She immediately interrupted his spiel again, saying simply, “I want that one.” He seemed a little deflated again, then seemed to comfort himself by the fact that he was making a sale. Taking it from him, she turned and walked over to the larger bags without giving him a chance to start extolling their virtues.  
 
    Sadly, they were just…sacks with handles of varying quality. No pockets, nothing. Okay, apparently purses and backpacks are on the list as well… How do these people carry anything without mashing it all to heck? She chose a sturdy medium sized bag in dark gray and turned to him. “This too. How much is it for both?” 
 
    He considered the two bags, then her, before saying glibly. “One leaf and eight nuts.”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. He hadn’t noticed that when he’d been rummaging for more bags to show her, she’d noted the tiny numbers discretely penned on the wooden tables they were on. There had been a four on the table with her coin pouch and a six on the table with the bag. Obviously, the coin pouch was of higher quality. Contemplating him, she decided he thought she was a pushover and had jacked the price to nearly double, planning to pocket the difference.  
 
    “Oh really? Because I think that the purse was four and the bag was six nuts, leading me to believe the price was only one leaf.” Thinking of something, she silently drew her library card out of her pocket, staring him straight in the eye as she slid it into the coin pouch. “Now, do I need to talk to your boss, or are you going to be reasonable?” He blanched. Sweet, it worked! She had figured the silver card was an indicator of power around here, especially this close to the square, and she was proven right.  
 
    “N-no, you’re right. I must’ve been m-mistaken. One leaf for both.” He was stuttering in his urgency to appease her. She narrowed her eyes, pulling out a leaf and handing it to him. 
 
    “Very well.” She turned with her bags and began to walk to the door. She paused there, glaring back at him as she warned with a soft, threatening voice, “Don’t ever try that again.” He looked scared, and she smirked evilly as she opened the door and walked outside, letting the door loudly clang shut behind her. She stepped to the side of traffic flow, quickly putting the remainder of her coins in the pouch before slipping it into her bra. Hey, it was the safest spot where she was most likely to feel if someone tried to take it. Besides, not like she had much going on there…though she did have something now! Huzzah! 
 
    The phoenix box was now safely ensconced in the larger cloth bag, which was in turn still held tightly to her chest. No way was she letting go! 
 
    Cheerfully humming Let It Go, she pranced proudly towards her last stop, the nearby bakery. It was a little nicer than the last one, and it wasn’t quite as crowded. All of the merchandise was behind a glass counter as well.  
 
    She waited a minute until it was her turn at the counter, then happily ordered six muffins, two loaves of various sweetbreads, three baguette-like breads, two chocolate croissants, three rolls, and two small cheese wheels–one white and one yellow.  
 
    The woman took everything and then queried, “Would you like an extra croissant to round it off to an even four leaves?” 
 
    “Yes, please!” She had been trying to hold back on only ordering two of the chocolatey goodness, but screw it. She pulled her coin purse out of her bra to the lady’s raised eyebrow, checking her coins. She frowned slightly, which caused the lady to frown. She shook her head with a sigh, “Sorry, I thought I had exact change. Can you break a laurel for me?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Jade handed the coin over and the lady took it with relief, counting six leaves back to her. It was obvious she feared she wasn’t going to have enough for the massive amount she’d ordered. Her food was wrapped neatly in two cheese cloths, and she smiled, putting them into her bag, which she now held in front of her gingerly after tucking the coin purse away again. 
 
    “Thanks, have a great day!” 
 
    “Come back anytime!” The woman called out cheerfully. Like seriously, anytime. She would be happy to have such a big spender coming back. Jade just grinned, making her way to the library.  
 
    Inside, she bounced happily towards Lucas, who was once again reading. He looked up before he said anything this time, which was an improvement. Apparently this morning had given him a scare! He smiled upon seeing her grinning face, revealing cute dimples for a moment, then sniffed the air as she got closer. He asked in a warning voice, “Jade, did you bring food into the library?” 
 
    Defensively, she reached into her bag and asserted sassily, “Eric said I could, as long as I didn’t get anything on the books. I asked, okay. I’m speshul.” He was shaking his head at her, but she ignored that and pulled out her little metal box, placing it on the counter and opening it, taking out the phoenix and unwrapping it before proudly showing Lucas. “Look! I made it sparkle! Isn’t it pretty?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen – Drained 
 
    Lucas couldn’t help but snicker at her puppy dog ‘praise me already’ look. When he finally studied the sparkling glass, he was amazed. The light was delicately done, not overpowering the piece, but bringing out its strengths. He thus gave her the praise she so wanted and deserved. “You did a great job. Are you sure you only learned light magic today?”  
 
    She grinned, attentively wrapping it to put it away. “Positive. This was actually an accident; I had no idea it would become permanent. I just wanted to make it glow for me.” Now that he’d praised her, she didn’t mind telling him she hadn’t meant to do it.  
 
    He nodded. “Glass is one of the easiest things to attach light magic to. Generally, the more transparent something is, the easier it is to make it permanent.” 
 
    She paused, curious. “Is all magic like that? It attaches permanently more easily to some things than others?”  
 
    He looked thoughtful, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. I mostly studied light magic. I’ll see if I can find a book on it for you though.”  
 
    She nodded absentmindedly. Finally, she remarked, “I think you’re short-changing yourself. If you can do one kind of magic, I’m sure there’s at least another kind you can learn. Once I collect them all and figure out how they work, we’ll see what else you might have an aptitude for.”  
 
    “Collect them all?” He was shocked. She’d already told them earlier that there was probably no limit, but she supposed having no limit and intending to learn everything could be considered different. But still, she’d asked him for books on all of it, so why the shock? Maybe he’d concluded that she just wanted to learn the theories?  
 
    Picking up her box, she grinned at him. “I’m gonna be the very best, like no one ever was. To learn them all is my true test, to master them is my cause.” She was doing it in a dramatic sing-songy voice, leaving him utterly confused as she walked off after grabbing a light ball and starting to hum cheerfully.  
 
    When she got to room 15, she opened the door, staring into her new cell. This one didn’t even have a window like the hospital had, and it was self-imposed. At least she could leave it. It had seemed brighter before, but maybe that was because Stephen and Eric had their light balls in there too.  
 
    She surveyed the room more thoroughly for the first time. Apart from the little table and two chairs around it, there was a small couch and side table. She gently put her bag down, then got to rearranging. Moving the little side table to a corner where it wouldn’t be bumped, she then retrieved her metal box and brought the phoenix out. She almost instantly felt a little bit better. The warm glow was almost like a nightlight for her.  
 
    Jade sighed, wishing for a window. It was so bright and sunny outside, so why couldn’t she have a little light? Or maybe read outside? In theory, she understood. She was in the middle of the library, and sunlight weathered things.  
 
    Returning to her little table, she picked up her book, pulling the light close and beginning to read where she’d left off. Whump. She jumped, dropping the book as she glanced around in panic. Belatedly, she realized it came from outside, and it was probably just Lucas or someone setting down another pile of books. She groaned. This was utterly ridiculous.  
 
    “That’s it. If I can’t go to the light, the light is coming to me.” She didn’t have any other glass to light up, but upon inspecting the walls and ceiling… There was still plenty of things she could work with. Lucas had just said it was harder, but whatever. Light was light! She was already having it go against the natural order of things by making it glow from nothing, so who cared what substance it was? 
 
    She used the couch as her leverage to be able to touch the ceiling. Thinking about it, she didn’t need the whole rock to glow, just the one surface facing her. She focused on that, calling the familiar warmth out as she pushed her power into the stone. Unlike before, it felt like pushing it into mud. She frowned. It was soaking in the magic without doing anything. Feeling the strain, her stubbornness kicked in. “You. Will. Freaking. GLOW!” She growled at the stone, shoving her magic into the stone forcefully with the picture of what she wanted firmly fixed in her mind.  
 
    It was as if the magic stuttered and then finally took. It was dim at first, then got brighter until it was like a ray of sunshine emanating from the ceiling. Satisfied, she flopped down onto the couch, feeling like her magical muscles had been strained. She grabbed a muffin, devouring it quickly before bringing her book over to the couch to curl up and read. As soon as she felt she’d recovered a bit, she’d do the next stone.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucas knocked on the door. “Jade, are you still in here?”  
 
    Startled, she called out, “Yeah, I’m here. Come on in.”  
 
    The door opened and she saw Lucas’ face fill with surprise before he cursed softly and shielded his eyes. After a moment, he seemed to adjust to the radiant light as he stepped inside, gaping around with amazement. “For heaven’s sake, what did you do to the room!? It wasn’t like this earlier!” 
 
    She shrugged and smiled. “I don’t like the dark, and I didn’t have a window. So I made it not dark.” He was staring in awe around the room. Every single one of the rocks in the ceiling was glowing with a soft light.  
 
    “How’d you get it to stick on the rocks?” 
 
    She grinned. “I decided I was more stubborn and a stupid rock wasn’t going to stop me from having light.” 
 
    He scrutinized her strangely, then muttered, “Nevermind. Common sense doesn’t apply to you.” Running a finger across his pocket watch, he then asked. “We’re closing down the library. Were you planning on staying the night or something?” 
 
    She looked addled. “What time is it?” 
 
    He glanced down, opening his pocket watch in a nervous twitch, even though he knew the time, because hello, he was closing the library. “Almost ten.”  
 
    “What!?” She squeaked in amazement. She really, really needed to get her hands on a watch. What with the whole, being trapped in a stone box that she’d lit to high heaven, she had no concept of time in the room. She’d ate, practiced magic, read, paced while practicing magic, ate some more…  
 
    He stared at her. “Do you really not have a pocket watch?” She shook her head, and he sighed in exasperation. “Nevermind then. I’ll tell Eric you don’t have one tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” She responded in a quiet voice.  
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “Anyway, I figured you might still be back here, so I came to take you home as well. You shouldn’t be walking by yourself this late.”  
 
    She blinked, then grinned and poked him in the side. “Awwww, such a gentleman! I didn’t know you cared!” He was so totally on Team Jade now.  
 
    He laughed a little involuntarily at the poke, dodging to the side a little too late. He glared at her ruefully and quipped, “Hey, it’s not my fault they can’t close the library until you leave. Your reputation precedes you, and Joseph didn’t want to disturb you. He probably would’ve stayed all night if I hadn’t stopped by on my way back.”  
 
    “Pfft, excuses, excuses. Let’s go!” She grabbed her emptied bag, then glanced at the corner where she’d moved the little couch table and displayed her phoenix. “Will that be okay here?” 
 
    Lucas sighed. “Of course. This room has been designated yours for now…besides, I think anyone who opens the door would be scared half to death by the light anyways. It’ll be fine until tomorrow.”  
 
    “Okay.” She smiled, then latched onto his arm, grinning as she pulled him out the door. She began to hum ‘we’re off to see the wizard’ under her breath to quell her nervousness at going back into the now exceedingly dark library. Lucas seemed to take pity on her, creating a bright light in his free hand as he escorted her out.  
 
    He stopped at the front desk, where a boy who looked to be 1-2 years older than her was tidying things up. He smiled and introduced her. “Joseph, this is Jade. You’ll probably be seeing her a lot. She’s the one in room 15. It’s empty now, by the way. Just ignore the light…” He paused, glancing sternly down at her as he continued, “She lit it up like it was noonday in there somehow.”  
 
    She sighed, defending herself. “I don’t like the dark, okay!?” Smiling at Joseph, she confided, “It’s nice to meet you. Sorry for keeping you so late, I didn’t realize what time it was.” He looked a little different than the guys she’d seen so far. Almost scrawny in comparison to everyone else, he was definitely the kind of kid who was used to hiding in the corner. He had a flop of messy brown hair that covered one of his hazel eyes and contrasted with his ashen skin.  
 
    He smiled shyly and stammered softly, “I-it’s okay. It’s n-nice to m-meet you.” Poor thing, what had he heard to make him that nervous around her!? Well, whatever. Lucas pulled her away as she was waving cheerfully at him.  
 
    The streets outside were much quieter now, missing the constant burble of voices. The few people on the streets kept to themselves, giving them and their glowing magic a wide berth. She was leaning more heavily on him than she had anticipated, and she couldn’t help but yawn continuously as she absently noted the guard patrol passing them. 
Lucas caught her on her umpteenth yawn and shook his head. “You look like you’ve exhausted your magic.”  
 
    She considered him thoughtfully, then nodded. “Probably. I pretty much used everything I had over and over again, basically draining myself as soon as I felt a little better.” She shook her head, shrugging. “Now I know.” Not that it would stop her, most likely. As they were approaching The Glass Phoenix, she pulled him over to the storefront window to admire her handiwork. She loved the way the sculptures glowed from within, fascinated by their beauty, even if she was the one who had lit them up in the first place. There hadn’t been much glass stuff at the hospital aside from test tubes and monitoring areas. It was too easy to break and hurt someone who was already weak. Therefore, it had all been utterly functional and completely lacking in any beauty, unlike these.  
 
    “How did you get the different colors?” Lucas paused, asking quietly. He hadn’t inspected her phoenix for very long, so she wasn’t surprised that he didn’t notice that the light was colored and that it hadn’t been just the glass reflecting the color. 
 
    She grinned. “Well, I just pictured the different wavelengths. It’s not so hard. The various lengths determine the color, so I just pictured the energy at a higher or lower frequency. There’s only so much variation on the visible spectrum.” He was ogling her like an alien again, and she sighed. “Science. I could do it because I understand the theory of light, because my world has studied it extensively and drawn pretty pictures that explain it. Get me a pen and paper tomorrow, and I’ll try to draw it out for you...”  
 
    “What’s a pen? Is it like a quill?” She sighed and hung her head. “Yes, it’s like a quill. Sort of. When I figure out how to reproduce them, I’ll give you one and be your favorite person forever.” He laughed softly, pulling her unwillingly away from the display. She felt she could probably stare at the crystalline shapes forever. His smile was nice too though, much better than the scowl he’d originally sported. 
 
    When they got to The Green Dragon, he let go of her, opening the door. “Good night, Jade. Get some sleep.” 
 
    She nodded absently and yawned, smiling sleepily as she responded. “Yup. Sweet dreams to you too.” She stumbled a little now that he was no longer supporting her as she entered the room, the door closing behind her.  
 
    Raphael and a few other people that should be students were playing cards on one of the tables in the common room. She smiled sleepily at them, giving a little wave when Raphael glanced over. He excused himself temporarily, coming over to her. “Did you have a good time at the library?”  
 
    She smiled tiredly. “Yup, but I think it’s time to sleep now. I think I overexerted myself a little.” 
 
    “Overexerted yourself? While reading?” He sounded a little skeptical and incredulous. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, that was easy enough. I was practicing my magic too.” He nodded as if this made sense...because it totally did.  
 
    “Did you eat while you were out?” He probed gently, seeming to realize she was only half paying attention to him as she shuffled slowly towards the stairs with him at her side.  
 
    “I had a big lunch and ate a bunch of stuff from the bakery for dinner, so I’m okay right now. But can you have Jessica or Kaylee leave me some easily accessible food? I’m most likely going to need another midnight snack again.” She was hoping it wasn’t too much effort for them. She didn’t want to have to go rummaging around when she was starving.  
 
    He nodded. “I’ll let them know. I’ll have them put it in a coolbox where you were eating last night.”  
 
    She smiled gratefully. “Thanks, I appreciate that.” With that, he nodded, bidding her goodnight. She somehow made her way up the stairs, using the restroom before she changed and collapsed in bed. She had the presence of mind to go through her notifications before she passed out completely. She randomly picked the ones that made sense to her tired mind, only paying close attention to a few of them.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Jarom Sanford, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Hammer, Heavy Armor, Mental Fortitude, Perception, or Perseverance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Stephen Kane, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Dark Magic, Deception, Perception, Small Blades, or Stealth. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Damian Bardak, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Appraise, Glasscraft, Haggle, Heat Resistance, or Modeling. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He’s a rogue… That was her last thought before she mentally clicked her choices and once more welcomed the now familiar sharp pain before slipping into sweet oblivion.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen – Analysis 
 
    Day Three 
 
      
 
    As anticipated, she woke up in the middle of the night. Well, sort of. She was guessing it was probably more like 4-5AM given the lightening of the sky she glimpsed out the window. This time, however, she didn’t wake anyone up. Maybe it was because her walking had almost normalized, maybe it was because she had gained the ability to stealth, even if only a little. Or it could simply be that they were expecting her to get up, and thus didn’t come out to find the robber. She wasn’t quite sure. All she knew was that no one was staring at her scarfing her food down for once, and it was rather nice.  
 
    The coolbox Raph had spoken of turned out to be something like a mix between a cooler and a fridge. She could tell there was ice magic, which apparently was just a subcategory of water magic, which was keeping it cold. She figured they’d based the amount on what she’d eaten in front of them before because it seemed just about right.  
 
    Smiling happily, she’d tucked the coolbox under the table and snuck back to her room for another nap. The sun would be up in a few hours, and there was still so much to do!  
 
    When the sound of people moving around finally woke her up again, she smiled, stretched, and just laid on her bed, enjoying the fact that she could do so without having to worry about pulling any wires or needles out. She could get up and go pee, eat, walk, whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. She didn’t have to call anyone to help her with every little thing. It was liberating, and she still could barely believe it was real.  
 
    With a smile, she pulled up her profile, wanting to see what she’d managed to Siphon during the night.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 9.27 
  Dexterity: 10.05 
  Constitution: 9.23 
  Intelligence: 16.58 
  Magic: 12.24 
  Charisma: 10.39 
  Luck: 14.21 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Dark Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Eating, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Light Armor, Light Magic, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Metal Magic, Modeling, Navigation, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Speed Reading, Stealth, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  67% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  28% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  66% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  74% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  37% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  51% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  62% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  63% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  77% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  13% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  52% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  96% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  30% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  34% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  22% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She stared blankly at the ceiling. This wasn’t right, was it? She hadn’t checked anything since yesterday morning, and granted, she’d siphoned more than yesterday too. But still. She had nine intermediates now, and she’d only siphoned athletics, perception, and perseverance, but only one person each for the last two. Athletics she’d procured from four people, but she didn’t think that would have been enough to bump her up past the beginner levels. She had figured it’d be more like the archery level.  
 
    I wonder if me climbing all over the room to light up the ceiling was the cause? She pondered. It was the only logical explanation in her mind. Blood magic had even gone up, and she hadn’t touched it yesterday. It and water really were connected. She wasn’t going to tell anyone that, though. At least not if she could help it. In her reading yesterday, she’d figured out that though it didn’t carry the stigma of being evil, a lot of the blood mages had, in fact, turned evil. She wasn’t about to create a little army of blood mages that someone could subvert for their own nefarious purposes. 
 
    Mental fortitude and perseverance… She’d gotten those to intermediate pretty much alone, and she figured it was probably because she was draining her hypothetical mana and stamina bars over and over again yesterday. Or was it just one bar? Maybe those were a hidden stat? It would have been nice to see the numbers, but she had to give up on it. That sick feeling when she overextended herself would have to be enough, as long as she didn’t accidentally kill herself in the process.  
 
    She grinned as she hopped up from the bed at last. She’d achieved half of her first goal, at least! 2/4 of her deadweight stats were finally up to basic normal human status! Giggling, she twirled in the sunlight coming through the window, surprised when she didn’t trip and fall on her butt.  
 
    She laughed, singing at the top of her lungs. “Cause I'm on top of the world, 'ey! I'm on top of the world, 'ey! Waiting on this for a while now, paying my dues to the dirt!” She jumped on her bed to try and bounce, but there was no spring, so she just sank in and fell. She lay there, giggling happily as an acapella chorus of Peters went through her head. 
 
    There was a short knock at the door, and she heard Kaylee’s voice coming through. “Jade, are you okay?”  
 
    Grinning, she hopped out of bed again and ran to the door, unlocking it to throw it open as she crowed cheerfully, “I am fantastic! How’re you doing today?”  
 
    Kaylee looked really confused as she gazed at her. “I’m...well?” She was just staring, and Jade was smiling innocently. Finally, she shook her head as if to chase away whatever thoughts she’d been having and explained, “We’re about to close up breakfast if you want some.”  
 
    “Ahhhh, no, wait for me! I’ll be down in two minutes, I swear!” She closed the door on Kaylee hurriedly, turning around to go and change as she heard Kaylee laugh at her through the door and walk away.  
 
    She wanted to freshen up before she changed, but apparently she’d wasted too much time staring at and analyzing her stats, so she’d lost that opportunity. Changing her clothes as quickly as she could, she stopped for only a moment to do a little happy jig when she changed her shirt. The mosquito bites had grown again! She wasn’t sure which stat was making a difference, or if it was a combination. All she cared about was that they grew! She could look like a normal girl for once!  
 
    Fully changed, she began her descent downstairs, grinning like a madwoman. The common room was more filled than she’d seen it since she arrived. Around twenty different people who were around what she associated as ‘college age’ were sitting at various tables around the room. She waved at Kaylee, who upon noticing her, waved back and immediately departed for the kitchen, hopefully to grab her food.  
 
    She studied the students briefly, trying to size them up. There were a few loners sitting on the edges who looked a little nervous. They were probably the talent recruits. She guessed that the students grouped up together were the nobility kids who had already split into cliques. Did they call them cliques? Factions, maybe? 
 
    She had a choice to make, because there were three main groups to choose from.  
 
    The first consisted of five people, and if she recalled correctly, she’d already siphoned one of them her first day here. Steven, she thought. He was surrounded by one more muscular guy, a skinnier guy, a pretty brunette girl, and a chubbier blonde girl.  
 
    Group two had the other two she’d siphoned, Chloe and Travis. There was another black haired girl and another musclehead. She immediately dismissed that group, since there were only two fresh options to siphon and they were more paired off. 
 
    The last group had five people as well. She was interested in the fact that one of the more handsome boys seemed to be holding court. With golden hair and stunning blue eyes, there was something in his air that just screamed, ‘I’m above all of you.’ He had a pretty brunette next to him, one lanky redhead who appeared the bookish type, and two bodybuilders. They seemed to all be vying for the one guy’s attention, trying to get on his good side. She grinned. It was time to play with the other kids! 
 
    Walking rather smoothly over to the table, if she did say so herself, she smiled dazzlingly at them and indicated the lone seat at the table. “Mind if I join you?” Before they could say anything, she sat down, still smiling, and continued in the lull of the conversation that she’d created to make her appearance. “I’m Jade, by the way. What’re your names?”  
 
    The girl sniffed a little snootily. “Who said you could sit down? Have you no manners?” She probably didn’t want to fight for the attention of the golden boy, because he’d been mostly focused on her before Jade sat down. She had elegant straight chocolate colored hair that went down to mid-back, and Jade realized she was one of the few people she’d seen who wasn’t wearing it in a ponytail. She was pale, but her cheeks were rosy in her indignation, and her hazel eyes seemed to be spitting fire. Jade couldn’t help but notice her dress was magnificent, but also really low-cut, giving a nice show to the guys at the table. Show off.  
 
    Jade raised a brow quizzically, seeming to treat the girl as an amusing trifle as she replied, “Why, I do believe I decided that I could sit down. You don’t own the place, so I do believe I can sit anywhere that’s not already taken. If you have a problem with that, I’m sure we can discuss it.” She smirked, and there was an evil glint in her eyes that spelled trouble. It was a free world, dangit, and she wasn’t going to let some jealous girl stop her from siphoning everything that moved. These spoiled brats had likely been training in their special little programs since they were young, never appreciating what they had.  
 
    The girl seemed to read a little bit of the menace in her eyes and shrunk back, going silent. Jade grinned smugly. That’s better! She scanned the four guys expectantly. Were they going to introduce themselves or would they pick a fight?  
 
    Finally one of the muscleheads spoke up. “You’re saying you don’t know who any of us are?” He was studying her incredulously. Apparently, they were supposed to be famous or something. She studied his buzzed brown hair, reminiscent of a military cut, which matched perfectly with his serious brown eyes. Honestly, he reminded her of Magic Mike. Which, obviously, none of the nurses had ever let her watch. Cough.  
 
    She shrugged, saying simply, “I haven’t a clue. Do you think I would have asked if I already knew?” She paused, then continued, “So why don’t you enlighten me?” 
 
    The girl seemed affronted by this, and she sneered, “Such a country bumpkin. You don’t even know the royal family!” 
 
    Jade sighed and was about to respond when Kaylee walked over with a larger than normal plate stacked high with pancakes, eggs, and bacon. It seemed that was the standard breakfast here. It also appeared that they’d decided to bring her everything at once, rather than having to go back multiple times when they were closing down. She set the plate down in front of Jade, saying cheerfully, “Here you are, miss.”  
 
    “Thank you, Kaylee.” She smiled graciously and accepted the fork and knife Kaylee was handing over.  
 
    “Oooh, fresh pancakes!” Musclehead two was reaching for her plate to steal her food. Seeing a brief flash of red, and moving faster than she thought was possible, Jade stabbed her knife into the table in front of his hand. She glared at him, taking in his spiky light brown haircut. He had hazel eyes that seemed to be flecked with gold, and likewise sported a sleeveless tunic to show off his heavily muscled arms. He was also very obviously armed. Bad Old Spice model! 
 
    He stared blankly at the knife blocking his path, then peered up as she growled menacingly, “No one touches my food but me.” If looks could kill, he’d be dead. The others at the table stared too, not having seen when she moved the knife. She continued, menacing smile still in place. “If you want more, I’m sure you can ask Kaylee nicely, and she’ll bring you more. The next time you try to touch mine, I’ll take off a finger. Understood?” He gulped and nodded, obviously intimidated, which was rather funny, given his comparative size and armed capacity. Seeing as her message had been conveyed clearly, she pulled the knife out of the table and smiled at Kaylee, who was also staring at her in shock. “Kaylee, I believe he wants more pancakes.” 
 
    “Yes, miss. I’ll bring some right away.” She scurried away, slightly more scared of Jade than she had been before. Jade sighed. She’d have to have a talk with her afterward and placate her, but she wasn’t about to let herself be bullied or her food be stolen. She serenely wiped her knife off and began to daintily cut into her pancakes, inspecting the others serenely as she popped the food into her mouth. 
 
    Chewing deliberately, she swallowed before asking, “So, where were we? Ah yes, your names.” Her face was a mask of calm serenity, as if she hadn’t just threatened to cut off one of their fingers. Not that she would do that, mind you, but they didn’t know that. TV shows had taught her that the best threats were the ones people believed you were crazy enough to carry out. They didn’t call them threats though, but promises.  
 
    Seeming curious, the pretty golden boy finally spoke up. “I’m Prince Will. Where did you say you were from?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen – Titles 
 
    She scrutinized ‘Prince Will’ for a moment. Carefully messy spiked golden hair topped a whipcord figure. His eyes were cornflower blue and contrasted with a perfectly sculpted face. Like almost everyone else here, you could tell he was muscled, though he seemed to err on the side of a lean endurance runner. His clothes were a quality step above everyone else she’d met so far, though the girl sitting at the table came close. The dark blue of his shirt contrasted magnificently too, and she could vaguely make out some kind of crest on the breast of the shirt. 
 
    She’d read about the different levels of the titles yesterday, but she hadn’t gotten any information on the current royal family. His question caught her as she had been eating quickly, though far more daintily than yesterday, when she’d just been shoving stuff down her throat to combat the hangover. She paused to chew and swallow, then asked, “Oh, was I supposed to say my title? I’m Lady Jade, and I didn’t say where I was from, because…” 
 
    She stopped there when she was interrupted by a guffaw from the girl, whom she was increasingly thinking was either an idiot or someone with a death wish. “You, a lady!? You wish! The court doesn’t have someone as barbaric as you in it!”  
 
    She calmly regarded the girl, her gaze turning icy. She cut her food, her knife making a purposeful little chink against the plate as she stared her down, deliberately taking a few bites. The girl was shrinking back, silent and intimidated once again. With a slow smile, she turned back to Prince Will and remonstrated, “Where I’m from, it’s deemed impolite to interrupt others. It’s considered rude, crude, and socially unacceptable.” 
 
    “Why, you little!” The girl screeched, apparently irate enough to once again throw aside her fear. Jade pinned her with another cold glare and she seemed to come to, letting out a soft whimper.  
 
    “You should stop interrupting me before I get angry.” As a very thinly veiled threat, the menace in Jade’s voice was obvious. It disappeared a second later when she smiled warmly at the people who had neither interrupted or insulted her, nor tried to steal her food. It was like the difference between summer and winter. They looked thrown by the abrupt changes as she continued. “As I was saying… My customs may be a little different, as I’m a traveler and new to this world, so you’ll have to forgive me for not knowing who you were already.”  
 
    She went back to eating daintily, not feeling the need to shove it in her face as fast as she could since she’d already done that a few hours ago. They were staring at her blankly; it seemed to be a state she inspired in almost everyone. Maybe she was the problem? She must have picked up some strange magic where she induced a state of slack-jawed disbelief just by opening her mouth. Oh well, they all seemed to get over it eventually.  
 
    Finally, she paused between bites and asked simply, “Are the rest of you going to introduce yourselves anytime soon? Even Prince Will introduced himself. Do you think you’re better than him?” She smiled wryly, then started cleaning her plate again.  
 
    Startled by her biting words, the lanky redhead finally proved his worth. “Right. I’m Lord Jackson Vancott. This is Lord Evan Rikely, Lord Adam Rawlings, and Lady Britney Larkin.” He pointed to meathead one and two, then the stubborn girl in succession. She studied his freckled face, and he flushed cutely. His hair was a riot of red curls, and he was sporting morning fuzz as if to prove he could he could grow facial hair. It was a fairly direct contrast to the clean-shaven faces at the rest of the table. Though not anywhere near the body mass of the two he’d just identified as Evan and Adam, he was still decently built. His nervous smile was endearing as he tried to introduce them all. 
 
    Smiling, she paused long enough to say simply, “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you.” She was a little happy to note that besides the prince, they all had the same title as her. She figured some of the people she’d met held higher titles, but at least her peers were on the same level as her.  
 
    She delicately finished off the last of her food, smiling at them. Belatedly, Prince Will spoke again, with a bit of confusion. “You’re really a traveler? When did you get here?”  
 
    Her smile turned a little enigmatic. “Two days ago.”  
 
    Brat Britney interjected here. “You’re lying. There’s been no news of a traveler going to meet the king in the last decade, let alone the last week.”  
 
    She was about to respond when she saw Raphael walking over towards them. She merely gave Britney a cold glance, then turned to Raphael, who had stopped next to her. “Ah Jade, there you are. Hello, Prince Will.” He belatedly realized who she was sitting with and greeted the prince respectfully, completely ignoring the rest of them. Obviously, he was of higher rank, she had now figured out. He continued, oblivious that she’d spaced out a little. “Eric sent a message that he’d like to meet with you this afternoon at two o’clock. His office is at the back of the library, but whoever’s at the desk should be able to help you.” He paused as if remembering something, then pulled out a dainty little pocket watch. “Ah right, apparently Lucas told him you didn’t have a timepiece, so he sent this over.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly, accepting the pretty pocket watch. “Thank you, Raphael; I’ll be sure to be on time now. Quick question. Was I supposed to meet the king?” She glanced coldly at Britney. She was annoying, but if this was something that she was supposed to do, perhaps she would thank the girl, at least inwardly, for her interjection.  
 
    He grimaced. “I forgot about that... It’s been so long since we’ve had a traveler. I’m sure Eric put it in your record, but the king probably hasn’t had a chance to look through the entries yet. I’ll send a messenger to the palace and see if they can fit you in this evening…” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I’ll take her to see father. I was supposed to visit him this morning anyway.” Prince Will interjected here. He was inspecting her curiously now that Raphael had unintentionally confirmed that she was indeed a traveler. Britney had a sour look on her face, but remained silent now that she’d been proven wrong in calling Jade a liar.  
 
    Jade smiled at Prince Will, saying simply, “Thank you. It’s very kind of you to offer, but I wouldn’t want to surprise the king. I’m sure there’s some official procedure for all this.” Plus, she really wanted to bathe, and she wasn’t sure the prince would be willing to wait for her.  
 
    He frowned a little at her smooth rejection, then argued, “I think he normally meets with them before the official ceremony anyways. And you won’t be a surprise; I’ll just send a note ahead telling him you’re coming with me.”  
 
    With no graceful exit in sight without offending the princeling, she held in a sigh of exasperation. “Very well, I’ll happily accept your invitation in that case. I do need to freshen up, so perhaps you’ll excuse me while you send the message on ahead?”  
 
    He finally seemed to notice that she had on the bare minimum to be ‘modest’ and that her hair was in a barely contained disarray. He nodded. “Is half an hour enough time?” 
 
    Grateful, she nodded back. “That’ll be plenty, thank you. I’ll just excuse myself then.” She glanced at Raphael. “Thanks again.” He nodded, bid Prince Will a good day, then walked off. She managed to casually bump against both of the meatheads, Evan and Adam, she reminded herself, and Jackson, who she’d conveniently and purposefully sat next to.  
 
     As she was about to walk past Britney, she saw the girl slide her foot out just far enough to trip her. Thankfully she saw it in time and was just about to avoid it when an evil plan formed in her mind. Instead of avoiding the foot, she stepped down on it as hard as she could, using the momentum to fall directly at Britney. She caught herself on Britney’s arms, discretely pinching her skin as hard as she could.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t see your foot there in the middle of the walkway.” Britney had squealed a little when she’d pinched her, but the others would assume it was just from almost being run into. However, with what she said, the others began to peer at her suspiciously as Jade continued. “That’s a bit dangerous. In the future, you should probably keep your feet to yourself.” Her face was filled with innocence, all except her eyes, which had turned decidedly frosty again. “It would be a pity if someone were carrying something and smashed your pretty face.” The boys at the table openly guffawed as she straightened up, waltzing off triumphantly. She didn’t have to glance back to know Britney was white as a sheet.  
 
    She went upstairs, singing softly under her breath, “What goes around, goes around, goes around, comes all the way back around…”  
 
    Walking into her room, she searched through her clothes until she found the nicest things she had. Taking them with her to the bathroom, she stared at herself in the mirror. Now that she could see herself, she noted that she had filled out a little more. None of her bones were jutting out anymore, and her eyes had stopped looking sunken in.  
 
    She glanced longingly at the bath, but knew she didn’t have time to soak. She would kill for a shower right now though. That spurred another thought, and she grinned, stripping down. As she started the water, she focused, stepping into the tub for safe measure. Directing the water to flow over her to collect any sweat or dirt she’d accumulated over the day yesterday, she smiled and let it drop into the drain. She felt refreshed, and it had taken less than two minutes to get herself entirely clean.  
 
    She dressed in her finest, then spent the next twenty minutes struggling with her hair. The fact that she didn’t have any pins to use was a problem, but she got around it. Everyone she’d seen the last two days either had their hair down or in a low ponytail at the base of their skull. She had begun to think that was another class thing, but it could also just be that the people who had to work just found it more convenient to tie it back. She had chosen to intricately braid the top part into a crown on her head, figuring that different was better at this point. She tucked the ends in so that it wouldn’t come loose, vowing to make bobby pins if they didn’t already exist.  
 
    Vainly, she gazed in the mirror, wishing she had some sort of jewelry. She’d never been allowed to pierce her ears before, but she hadn’t seen any women here who were wearing earrings either. She was going to have to change that if it wasn’t a thing. She wouldn’t even have to wait the customary 2-3 weeks she’d heard people complain about, because she could just heal her ears up around the hole immediately. She grinned, realizing she’d never have to worry about an infection or even a cold. Before, she’d been terrified of getting infected, given that she had next to no immune system.  
 
    “Good as it’s going to get, I guess.” She smiled at her mostly normal appearance, then opened the door and made sure her room was locked before going downstairs. She held her head high as she entered the room, serenely walking across the room and towards Prince Will, who had stood up and was studying her with open curiosity. She stopped in front of him, greeting him softly. “Thank you for waiting, Prince Will. I’m ready now.”  
 
    He offered her his arm, which she took gracefully. “Then let’s go. I have to say, I wasn’t expecting quite this transformation. My sisters take much longer to do much less. I’m sure they’ll love this new hairstyle.” 
 
    She nodded as he opened the door, leading her through. She had paused just long enough while he was doing so to cast a smug smirk back at Britney, who looked ready to spew fire. She didn’t intend to start anything, but she refused to be a pushover. If the other girl wasn’t willing to be friendly, well, she figured she could figure out how to play dirty too. She had MAGIC. There were probably all sorts of things she could do, and no one would be any wiser. For her sake, she hoped the girl gave up on her petty jealousy and hostility.  
 
    They made small talk as they walked through the streets, and Will was fairly helpful. He seemed to have an opinion on every shop they passed, and she quickly learned who was known for the best quality work and who had mages working there. She realized she’d been missing a discreet little symbol on the crude shop signs that designated that magic was used in the production of their wares. It was almost like a blocky M with a little circle on top connected to the middle tine. Either that or a sideways capital E with a little circle coming out of the middle left. If she looked at it another way, it was a stick figure that instead of having legs, had their arms in that drooped robot position, and their arms were super long gorilla arms. Either way, she found it strange.  
 
    They had finally reached a part of the town she’d never been to before, coming up a hill to a giant wall and gate that she wasn’t sure how she’d missed. But given that she’d been totally preoccupied with the shops in front of her, she supposed it wasn’t too strange that she hadn’t seen it since the walls weren’t visible from where she’d been spending her time. She was trying to figure out how the walls had been put together, since they appeared to be solid stone. Turning to Will, she asked, “Were the walls made by an earth mage or something?” 
 
    He seemed surprised by her insight, then said simply, “Yes. The entire palace was created by the first king, King Alfred, hundreds of years ago. He was an earth mage of extraordinary power. It’s because of him that the kingdom has grown to be what it is today.” 
 
    She nodded, staring at the walls in awe. She’d felt the power drain just from using her water magic like she had this morning. It hadn’t wiped her out, but she’d felt it. The guards looked like they were about to stop them until they recognized Will, at which point they merely saluted him respectfully. As they passed through the grey gates, she stopped, staring.  
 
    The palace itself rose majestically in front of her. It seemed to be made out of some gorgeous, glittering white rock that reflected the sunlight in a multitude of sparkles. It was blindingly beautiful, and she could only imagine what it would look like at night. Behind it was the dramatic backdrop of a giant mountain that she recognized as the one on the back of the coins. Turning to Will, she asked with a pleading puppy look, “Can you bring me back at night sometime? Is it even better?” 
 
    He laughed, seeming to relax at her plea, and it was only then she realized she’d kept a cool, cordial barrier up with him this whole time instead of letting her usual exuberance out. He had seemingly responded in kind. “I’d love to. Come on, wait until you see the inside.” He had a cute boyish smile going now, and his bright blue eyes seemed to sparkle with mirth.  
 
    He led her through the palace, which was decorated lavishly, mostly with intricate drapes, glass figures and vases, and metal accents. The furniture was a light colored wood, and there was a lot of the decor that was done in hues of dark green that contrasted wonderfully with the whiteness, providing comfort for the eyes.  
 
    She was a little uncomfortable with the way the servants silently bowed and remained bent until they had passed out of sight. They were just people…but she supposed she would have to adapt to the customs of the world and figure out what they were before she went around trying to achieve equality.  
 
    She was also silently grateful that she’d started with a leg up and a title. As much as she respected those who worked menial jobs, she really wanted to be able to go and explore the world. She didn’t want to be stuck in some dead-end job. This was her chance to live, and she was extraordinarily thankful that she had the advantages she’d been given.  
 
    They stopped in front of some elaborate doors, and the guards there bobbed in brief bows. Will politely provided them with her name, and when they opened the doors, one of them announced loudly to the room, “Presenting Prince Will and Lady Jade.”  
 
    Steeling her nerves, she tightened her hold on his arm almost imperceptibly, held her head high, and with a serene indifference she was totally faking, she walked into the room with Will to meet his father, the king.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen – Royalty 
 
    It was a much smaller room than she had been expecting. She had speculated she was being led into some giant throne room from the whole getting announced thing, but no. She had entered what appeared to be a family sitting room with a brunch table set up along the wall. Granted, the decorations were far beyond fancy and had trod into the territory of downright extravagant.  
 
    No, what surprised her was the family sitting around chatting and who had all now turned to stare at them. She was confronted by seven heads of platinum blonde hair and intense blue eyes. Hitler would be proud. Two of them were noticeably older than the rest, around middle age. She figured they were the king and queen, and the other five were quite obviously Will’s siblings. With her dark brown hair and green eyes, she stuck out like the sorest of thumbs.  
 
    Will was oblivious to the fact that her legs felt wooden, pulling her forward to meet his family as the doors closed behind them. Of note was that they’d let her into the room without any guards or servants inside. It was literally just the royal family and her. She wondered if they were simply that unwary of her, but then she surveyed the room a little more closely.  
 
    The king and queen might be middle-aged, but they were very, very fit. Every single one of the family members was the same, even the two daughters. She could see the tiny telltale bulges under their clothes of concealed weapons, and several of the men were openly wearing their swords. So it wasn’t that they didn’t discount her as a potential threat, it was just that they were the cream of the crop and had probably been through some pretty strenuous training so that they could protect themselves and each other.  
 
    The queen was the first to act as she met them halfway across the room, gracefully pecking Will on the cheek in greeting. “Will dear, welcome back. I see you’ve brought a friend?” She was studying Jade with open curiosity, so Jade did the same. Straight shoulder length hair that was perfectly in place, her heart-shaped face was beautiful and made for smiling, if the tiny crow’s feet at her eyes were any indication. Her pink dress was lavish, but still managed to look comfortable and showcase her ample bust.  
 
    Will smiled warmly at his mother and nodded. “Mother, may I introduce Lady Jade to you? Jade, this is my mother, Queen Ashanna.” He smiled and continued at her confused look, “Mother, Jade is a traveler and arrived two days ago, so I thought I’d bring her to meet everyone.”  
 
    “Mmmm, is that so? It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jade.” She leaned forward, lightly brushing her lips against Jade’s cheek as she spoke with amazing poise, despite very obviously being caught off guard, “Welcome to Abala.”  
 
    Jade smiled and greeted her in return. “The pleasure is mine. I’m sorry for coming unannounced. I was told you’d been given warning and were expecting me.” Her voice and smile were sickly sweet, but she had turned to Will to glare daggers at him, not hesitating in the slightest to throw him under the bus. He was supposed to warn them, dangitall! This was precisely what she hadn’t wanted to happen! 
 
    Queen Ashanna snickered softly at her little barb, then took Jade’s hand, leading her towards the rest of the family. “You’ll have to forgive my son. I’m afraid he loves to shock people, and I haven’t been able to beat it out of him yet.” Her eyes were glittering a little dangerously, and Will looked distinctly uncomfortable, like his plan had backfired. His mother seemed like someone who dealt in retribution, and it was likely to be painful by the panicked flash on his face.  
 
    Jade nodded with a cheeky grin. “I can see that. I’ll have to be more careful in the future.”  
 
    Ashanna laughed. “It would be wonderful if you could keep him in line.” 
 
    “I am still behind you, you know. I can hear what you’re saying.” Will chimed in, having followed them with a little reluctance.  
 
    Ashanna just smiled evilly and chided him, “You were meant to. Now Jade, let me introduce you to the rest of my family.” The others had obviously been paying attention to their conversation since they entered the room. One of the girls was giving Will the evil eye, and Jade figured she would also be meting out retribution. “Everyone, meet Jade.” They’d all stood up to greet them when they walked over, and Ashanna led her to the older gentleman first.  
 
    His eyes were twinkling with amusement and she relaxed. These people had a sense of humor and were nothing like the stuck-up pigs she’d been anticipating through years of watching royals be portrayed as stuffy pricks in so many movies. He put his hand out, and, surprised that he wanted to shake her hand, which she hadn’t seen anyone else do, she reached her hand out reflexively.  
 
    She was not ready for him to bend slightly after he captured her fingers and kiss the back of her hand. Still smiling jovially, he rumbled, “Lady Jade, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Derrick. As my lovely wife said, we welcome you to Abala. May I ask how long you’ve been with us?” She met his cornflower blue eyes that were the same shade as Will’s. His tanned skin and calloused hands led her to believe that he spent quite a bit of time outside using the fancy sword at his waist. The only thing that showed he might be getting older was that his hair was a little thinner on top than his son’s. His well-trimmed beard seemed to be his protest against the thinning hair on top. 
 
    Jade blushed a little that the king had kissed her hand and replied softly, “Thank you, and it’s my pleasure to meet you. This is my third day in this world.”  
 
    The king frowned a little, muttering softly, “Strange, why haven’t I heard anything before this then…?”  
 
    Jade smiled a little helplessly. “I believe Eric included it in his report of my admission to Dracona. Apart from that, it’s probably a case of everyone either forgetting since it’s been so long or thinking someone else had already taken care of it. They’ve all been quite helpful, so I think it truly was just an accident.”  
 
    He raised his brows. “You’ve been admitted to Dracona already?”  
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Yes, just yesterday. When I woke up in this world, I was in a room at the Green Dragon. Raphael gave me a day to adjust and explore before taking me to the examination.” Okay, she might be twisting the story just a little bit, but she didn’t want Raphael, Eric, Stephen, or Jarom to get in trouble for forgetting.  
 
    Derrick nodded thoughtfully, then smiled and conceded, “Very well. We can speak more of this after you’ve met the rest of my children.” 
 
    At his signal, one of the older boys walked forward, though, by older, she meant he looked to be in his early twenties still. He was a bit more built than the rest of his family, and his hair was styled into a higher swoosh than the others. He was sporting a morning shadow on his square chin, and his hands were also more callused as he too took her hand lightly, bending over to brush his lips against it. So handshakes weren’t a thing here, but kissing was. Interesting. She didn’t really want to put her lips on anyone… Well, whatever. “It’s lovely to meet you, Jade. I’m Victor, the eldest.”  
 
    She greeted him warmly in return. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Victor.” In her head, she was mentally calling him the crown prince, then had to stop herself from snickering when she realized she could call him crown Vic. Probably not to his face, though.  
 
    He grinned, straightening and pinning her with a charismatic gaze from his darker blue eyes. “I’m in my fourth year at Dracona, so you’ll see me around. If you ever have any questions, please feel free to ask.”  
 
    “That’s very kind of you. I may just take you up on it. As you’ve guessed, I have many questions, though having access to the library has helped tremendously to cut them down a bit.” 
 
    He perked up in interest at this, asking curiously, “Oh? And what have you been studying at the library?” She noted that every member of the family was paying close attention to her answers and that she was going through a mini-interview with the royal family.  
 
    A little more nervous once she realized that, she tried to mask it as she smiled, “Everything I can get my hands on, really! But I suppose my main focus has been magic.”  
 
    He smiled. “Fascinating, isn’t it? We’ll have to test your aptitude to see if you can learn any of it.” She could tell he was curious on top of trying to be helpful, but rejected the offer anyway. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not really necessary. I believe I have an aptitude for everything.” They were all giving her the blank stare. She was good at inducing that in people. She smiled and continued to cover the awkward silence. “You see, I’ve already started learning Healing, Water, Wind, and Light magic. I’ve been wanting to play around to see if I could learn metal magic since I saw Eric using it, but I’ve yet to find any scrap metal to practice on, and I don’t want to ruin something by practicing on it without permission.”  
 
    Derrick interjected at this point. “I’m sorry, did you just say you’ve already learned four magics? In the two days you’ve been here?” She nodded, and he looked incredulous before continuing. “May I ask what levels they’re at?” 
 
    She smiled. “Of course, let me just check really quick.” She mentally started clicking, but not on her profile. Instead, she grabbed the last four dots she’d gotten.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched William Ri’Cloch, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Deception, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Stealth, or Wind Magic. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Ashanna Ri’Cloch, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Charm, Diplomacy, Life Magic, Perception, or Sense Motive. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Derrick Ri’Cloch, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Diplomacy, Earth Magic, Blades, Mental Fortitude, or Perseverance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Victor Ri’Cloch, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Diplomacy, Earth Magic, Insight, Blades, or Perseverance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She glanced over the skills briefly for a moment, noting that Victor seemed to be a mini-Derrick, then mentally minimized them and pulled up her skills, searching for what she wanted before reporting on it. “Let’s see, my healing magic is at beginner 9, light is at intermediate 4, water at beginner 10, and wind at beginner 6.”  
 
    One of the girls bumped Victor out from in front of her gently, and she smiled at Jade, minus the evil eye she’d been giving Will earlier. She was utterly lovely, her long blonde hair coming down to mid-back in soft curls. Her skin seemed flawless and glowed a fantastic golden color. While not quite as impressive as her mother, she was still well endowed and wearing a dark blue dress that emphasized all of her loveliest features, matching perfectly with her eyes. 
 
    “That’s incredibly impressive.” She leaned forward, pecking Jade on the cheek as she said warmly, “I’m Camille. It’s lovely to meet someone as interested in magic as I am. Perhaps you can teach me your secrets.” Her eyes were twinkling, but Jade was reasonably sure she did want to compare magic notes. Clicking on her screen briefly, she could tell why. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Camille Ri’Cloch, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Diplomacy, Earth Magic, Insight, Life Magic, or Water Magic. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I’d love to compare notes sometime, though my secret isn’t really a secret, sadly. I was given a special ability called accelerated growth, and it’s been helping me immensely.” It didn’t occur to her that she was gaining points quickly because of her effort and stubbornness as well.  
 
    Camille seemed a tiny bit put out upon learning her fast growth was due to a special ability, but still smiled serenely to cover it up. “That’s okay. Simply being able to discuss and practice with others is extremely beneficial for mages. I’m also at Dracona, in my second year, so I’m sure we’ll be seeing quite a lot of each other in the magic sections at least, I suspect.”  
 
    Jade grinned. “I’d like that very much.” Camille seemed like a genuinely nice person, plus she was an excellent target for upping her magic potential. The whole family was. Since Will had told her that the first King was a fantastic earth mage, and two of them had earth magic so far, it seemed that magic was a fairly hereditary thing. Obviously, there were probably some exceptions, but once the magic got into the blood, it seemed to run strongly. She’d have to wait and see the others to be sure, though.  
 
    Camille stepped gracefully to the side as the younger girl behind her practically bounced into her place. She was jittery with excitement, and she almost smashed her nose into Jade’s trying to kiss her on the cheek. Blushing, but undeterred, she bubbled with energy. “Hi! I’m Tisha! Your hair is so pretty! It’s like you’ve got a crown of hair! I’m not old enough to go to Dracona yet, but I will be in two years! Can you teach me how to do my hair like that?” Her mouth was going a mile a minute as she chattered gleefully. She was like a tiny blonde doll, her hair in perfect ringlets almost all the way to her waist and shining baby blue eyes accenting her round face. 
 
    Jade broke out into a huge grin, unable to stop herself. Tisha’s energy was just so infectious. She laughed softly, nodding. “Thank you, and I’d be happy to come teach you sometime. My world was very into fashion, so there were all sorts of creative hairstyles there. I only know how to do a few of them, though.” She had to include that last part because she’d run out of ideas soon enough. Thank heavens for nurses who were always trying to figure out a new way to put their hair up when they had energy, which granted, was usually when they had a date after their shift. Well, it didn’t matter. She was sure she could wing it and try to recreate at least a few of them. Tisha’s hair was resplendent and as fine as silk, so there was probably a lot she could do with it. 
 
    “Yay! Soon? You’ll come soon, right?” She pressed, obviously super excited about it. 
 
    Jade laughed and demurred, “I’ll do my best. I’m not quite sure how busy I’m going to end up being yet.”  
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Tisha drifted out of the way so the last two boys could approach. They looked to be around fourteen, she’d guess, though she wasn’t sure. They were still so tall and shiny. Their hands were softer than the other men, and their hair was identically flopped over their ears and eyes in what she associated with the skater style. Their eyes seemed to have little golden flecks, and she absently wondered how she’d be able to tell the boisterous puppies apart. They each claimed one of her hands, bending over in unison. If she hadn’t been sure they were twins before, she was now.  
 
    “Nice to meet you! I’m Hayden.” 
 
    “And I’m Hunter, his better half.” He winked precociously, and she laughed in response.  
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you both.”  
 
    She grinned at them indulgently until Hunter asked curiously, “So, are you the zombie healer?” She was unable to keep her expression from falling in dismay.  
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Nineteen – View  
 
    She had instantly recoiled, surprising them by yanking her fingers back and out of their grasp, since they’d still held her hands captive. She recovered a moment later, but not before everyone had seen her expression and actions. Trying to put a smile back on, she asked quietly, “Do I look like a zombie to you?” Her voice had an undercurrent of menace, and her expression had turned colder. She was so happy to look normal, and if these boys dared suggest she still resembled a zombie, she was going to lose it.  
 
    “Of course you don’t, ignore the pipsqueaks.” Will had chosen this moment to butt in, whacking his little brothers on the back of the head as he said simply, “Apologize, now.” They both mumbled a quiet ‘sorry,’ and Will cuffed them again before saying, “Well, now that introductions are out of the way, shall we sit down?” He was giving his brothers a look when he thought she couldn’t see him, but there were a bunch of mirrored surfaces around the room, now that she was surveying it more thoroughly. Probably so people couldn’t do sneaky things.  
 
    “Yes, of course! Sit down, sit down! Have you eaten? Would you like something? We’ve got plenty to choose from.” Queen Ashanna was quick to take control, leading Jade away from the twins with Will and pointing at the spread of food at the side of the room.  
 
    “We’ve already…” Will started to say something, but Jade quickly spoke over him. 
 
    “We’d love something to eat, thank you.” Uhm, hello? She gave Will a look, as if trying to remind him that you did not get between her and food.  
 
    “Right, of course. We’d love some.” He went along with it almost reluctantly. He was full!  
 
    “Perfect, help yourself and then come sit with us.” Only then did Jade notice what she should have seen first! They had delicious plates of food on the little end tables next to them, as if they were eating while chatting. She wholeheartedly approved of this!  
 
    Will led her over to the side table and she started to choose the tastiest looking things to put on her plate. Will didn’t seem to want any, so she indicated a few things he should take; she’d steal his plate later. With exasperation, he sighed and whispered, “Where do you even put it all? I don’t understand how you can still be hungry...” 
 
    She merely smiled at him serenely as they walked back to the others. He purposefully took a seat where he could put his plate between them so she could sneak the food as she liked. He seemed like a good chap, Will. He was giving her food! Smiling, she began to munch while listening to the conversation going on around her. There was distinctly no mention of zombies to be had.  
 
    “But papa, I need a new dress for the welcoming ball!” Tisha’s voice was plaintive as she begged Derrick for new attire.  
 
    “You’ve got several closets of dresses, Tisha. I’m sure you can find something appropriate.” Ashanna interjected, tsking at her youngest daughter.  
 
    “But…everyone has already seen them! Please? I know! I can take Jade with me! She needs a new dress too!” Jade was startled, caught mid-motion putting something in her mouth when everyone turned to scrutinize her clothes. Self-consciously, she quickly chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” She had been spacing out on sugary goodness and only half paying attention to Tisha’s whines.  
 
    “It’s actually a good point. Where have you been getting clothes? Do you have the necessities?” Ashanna was scrutinizing her with concern now. She could almost see the whole, ‘she’s a multi-mage, we need to keep her happy here’ thought bubble over their heads.  
 
    Jade shrugged a little self-consciously again, then intoned quietly, “There were some things for me in the closet of the room I arrived in. I’ve just been using those. I uhm… I have a pocket watch and a library card that Eric gave me?” She realized her personal belongs were a little on the pitiful side, now that she was listing them out. Not like she’d had much more than a laptop, headphones, and some clothes at the hospital either, though. She was used to living without many accoutrements.  
 
    “That’s...it?” Even Camille looked aghast at her words. She nodded mutely, putting something else in her mouth so they wouldn’t expect her to say anything. And because food. Camille turned to Ashanna. “Mother, can we…?” 
 
    Ashanna nodded as she trailed off. “Of course. Make sure she gets what she needs.” 
 
    Tisha squealed happily. “Shopping trip!” Jade stared blankly, slowly chewing as she watched what felt like a live action drama unfolding in front of her. It seemed Tisha was getting her new dress. And now–Ahhhh, here she comes! Protect the food!–Jade quickly pushed her plate to the side so it wouldn’t be smashed when Tisha landed on the couch RIGHT next to her, bouncing happily. “When do you have time? Can we go now?”  
 
    “Tisha.” Derrick’s voice rang out, warning her. She drooped a little as she peeked at him. 
 
    “Yes, papa?” Her voice was reluctant, and if puppy eyes had a tone, she used it.  
 
    He sighed. “First, give her some space. You can go after we finish here.” Tisha squeed happily and bounced back to her original spot, while Jade happily reclaimed her food. When she believed everyone else was watching Tisha bounce away, she sneakily exchanged her plate with the one Will had put between them. Derrick turned back to Jade after Tisha was settled and prodded, “What classes will you be taking at Dracona?” 
 
    Jade startled for a moment, digging out her pocket watch and noting the time, sighing with relief when she realized it was only 11:30. Smiling, she shrugged. “I’m not sure. I believe that’s why I’m supposed to meet with Eric at two.”  
 
    Ashanna was frowning again. “Hmmm, that doesn’t leave you much time.” She got up and walked to the door, opening it. A butler appeared out of seemingly nowhere, and she ordered naturally, “Send a messenger to Eric at the library. Tell him to move Jade’s appointment up to noon.” Jade, who had heard this whole thing, was now the one looking alarmed. That was in half an hour! It had taken them almost twenty minutes just to walk up that giant hill to get here! She started trying to eat a little more quickly, realizing the food was going to be taken away from her soon.  
 
    Ashanna had returned, saying simply, “There. That way you’ll have plenty of time to get your shopping done. The dressmakers are probably swamped with orders for the ball, so the sooner you get in, the better.” 
 
    Jade stopped eating long enough to ask, “Uhm, when is this ball?”  
 
    Tisha tittered happily, “It’s next Sunday, of course! After the first week of classes has ended. Papa always says it’s to reward the students for making it through the first week!”  
 
    And for figuring out who the best seeds are, no doubt. That’s enough time for instructors to do in class assessments of the new students. Her introspections were probably a tad more realistic than Tisha’s. Either way, apparently she was going to have to attend a ball, which meant… “Dancing?” She couldn’t keep the tinge of worry from her voice.  
 
    Tisha replied first, dreamily. “Yes! Dancing all night long! It’s the most wonderful thing in the world!”  
 
    Camille questioned smartly, “Did you not dance in your world?”  
 
    Jade winced, mutely shaking her head. When they were still gazing at her with confusion, she said simply, “There was dancing in my world, but my legs didn’t work there. I didn’t even walk for the first time until I came to this world two days ago.” 
 
    “What!? Why didn’t they just use magic to heal you?” Tisha’s surprised cry encapsulated their reactions. Shock and pity played across all their faces. Jade stared at the ground, not wanting to see it. It was the same look that she got every time anyone new had walked into her ward.  
 
    Jade mumbled softly, “We didn’t have magic.” Silence greeted her little statement as they stared in awe. A few of them seemed to be thinking about the fact that she hadn’t walked or known magic until two days ago, but now she was doing both... She thought the silence might go on forever until Will suddenly spoke from beside her. 
 
    “I’ll teach you to dance. It’ll be fine.” She glanced at Will, a grateful smile on her face. He smiled comfortingly back at her, then turned to his father. “Dad, do you need anything else? If we’re going to make her new appointment with Eric, we’d better leave soon.” She smiled a little more broadly now, happy that he wasn’t going to abandon her to find her own way back.  
 
    Derrick shook his head, standing up to walk them to the door. She cast a regretful eye at the plate she hadn’t managed to clean off entirely before allowing herself to be led away by Will. “It was lovely to meet you, Jade. My daughters will meet you at the library at around one to take you shopping. I look forward to seeing what you can accomplish here.” Jade smiled up at him. It seemed like the most kingly thing she’d heard yet, with the undertones of, ‘hey, I’m going to give you stuff, so serve the kingdom.’ Whatever. As long as they treated her well, she didn’t mind staying. This royal family wasn’t anything like what she’d imagined, after all. Unless all the shiny was hiding a deep, dark underbelly.  
 
    “Thank you, King Derrick. I appreciate your kindness.” She didn’t know what else to say after that, but Will jumped in and hugged his dad. 
 
    “Bye Dad. I’ll probably come back for dinner tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then. Off with you!” Derrick smiled benignly, and the guards closed the door behind them as they walked out. Instead of going back the way they’d come, however, Will started leading her towards some stairs.  
 
    “Uhm, Will? I may not be an expert at castle geography, but I’m pretty sure the way out is behind us.”  
 
    He laughed. “You’re right, but I want to show you something before we go.”  
 
    Her curiosity piqued, she asked. “Oh? What is it?” He just grinned and shook his head. 
 
    “You’ll see when we get there. It’s a surprise!” She grumbled, but diligently followed him, trying to ignore the bowing servants along the way as he did. It was still eerie to her. Up the stairs they went, one flight, two flights, three flights…  
 
    “I think...this is...high enough...already...” She panted, not used to the exertion of climbing stairs. The one floor at The Green Dragon was okay, but this was too much! Her muscles were burning! Why did people put so many stairs in!? 
 
    Will snorted, waiting for her to catch her breath before he jested, “It’s good that we’re here then.” She nodded, grumbling at him. He led her over to the window which she’d just noticed, and she gasped as she glanced outside.  
 
    Pressing her nose against the window, she stared in awe. At the side of her vision, she could see the other parts of the castle, other towers and such. There was a sublime garden area to the left which she hadn’t noticed on the way in, and then there was the wall. But what honestly took her breath away was beyond that. The town lay sprawling before them, large and bustling. To her right at the edge of town was another hill, upon which sat more imposing walls and another towering building. She grinned and almost started humming ‘I will show you the world.’ 
 
    “That’s Dracona.” Will helpfully interjected when he saw where her gaze had landed. She smiled, but didn’t take her face away from the glass. The sky was blue with a few clouds drifting along lazily, but she could now see the high walls surrounding the city. She noticed a few closed gates, but beyond them… To the left were giant plains, while straight ahead she could spot a river, once it was no longer obscured by buildings, that wound into the most bewitching forest she’d ever seen in person.  
 
    Granted, it was the only forest she’d ever seen in person. Still, the sheer size of it astounded her. The tallest trees seemed like they would be as tall as the redwoods of her world. Her attention, however, was drawn more to the plains. There, she could see something that didn’t look quite right. She didn’t think they were humans because there was something wrong with how they ran, and also…their skin was green. They were waving weapons around, and she saw the people on the wall pull out bows and shoot them down.  
 
    Horrified, she watched them go down, one by one, until there were no more running towards the wall. She slid to the ground, trying not to throw up. 
 
    They were dead. From the frown Will was sending her way, this wasn’t exactly the reaction he’d been hoping for. Then again, maybe he hadn’t expected for a raid to happen at just the right moment either… It most likely wasn’t his fault…  
 
    But reality was settling over the luminous dream she’d been painting. Sure, she might have a chance to go on a shopping trip with the girls, fun! But she could never forget that underneath the shiny of this world lay raw brutality where it was either kill or be killed.  
 
    It was a lesson she’d never forget. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty – Schedule 
 
    She conjured a little ball of light in her hand, staring at its brightness. By this time Will had figured out what she’d seen and was studying her, disconcerted. “Jade, what’s wrong? I thought you’d like the view.”  
 
    She smiled wanly at him as she lilted, “I’ve...never seen anything or anyone killed before. It’s not a normal occurrence in my world. It was...peaceful. So when I got here, I saw magic as some amazing, bright thing. So far, I’ve used my magic to make things easier or prettier. I’ve considered all the things I can use it to invent or bring to this world. It makes me wonder. How much will this world change me? Will I one day be able to shoot down whatever those were without blinking?” 
 
    She glanced up at him, then laughed a little hollowly and put out her ball of light. “Sorry, this is more a conversation for a psychiatrist than a prince.” Getting up, she gazed out the window once more, avoiding looking at the field. She could still see them there though, from the corner of her eye. With a sad smile, she turned away from the window and breathed softly. “Thank you for showing me the view, but I think we probably ought to go before I’m late again.” 
 
    “Again?” He asked curiously as he led her down the stairs, happy for the change in topic.  
 
    “Yes, the first time I met Eric…which I guess was still only yesterday. It seems like so long ago! Anyway, I didn’t know Raphael had made an appointment for me, and I didn’t have a way to tell time yet, so I was nearly an hour later than they were expecting…”  
 
    She regaled him with her first confrontations with Raphael and Lucas as well, trying to remember the good things that had happened. She had people supporting her. She was going to go shopping for the first time ever! She was going to go to school! She could freaking do magic and walk! The good of this world far outweighed its shadows, shadows Lucas had already told her existed. She just hadn’t expected to see it laid out quite so brutally in front of her. It hadn’t even been a fight; it had been a massacre from a distance.  
 
    They talked enthusiastically until they reached the library, chattering even as they entered. There was a studious-looking youth sitting there that she didn’t recognize. He, like Lucas, was reading a book at the desk. It appeared to be a common practice, and it made sense since they couldn’t take books out of the place. His eyes widened when he saw them and he stood up hurriedly. “Greetings Prince Will! And…” 
 
    “Jade.” She helpfully interjected. She pulled out her library card and noticed Will doing the same. She didn’t mind that he had no idea who she was, and it was pretty easy to tell the royals apart. No one else seemed quite as blonde and blue-eyed. They seemed to have perfected the genes into its most purified form for the royal family. “Hey, gimme that!” Will was about to give his library card to the boy when Jade snatched it out of his hand, studying it.  
 
    The crest was slightly different, and she figured it was the seal of the royal family. Smiling innocently at Will, who was now shifting with distinct discomfort, she said sweetly, “Oh Will, I think one of the things I need to acquire is a platinum library card, wouldn’t you agree? I definitely think that’s on my list of things to get this afternoon.” 
 
    Will sighed, tapping his fingers on the desk. “You can’t. That’s one of the things that…” 
 
    “Okay fine, I’ll just keep yours. Which way is Eric’s office?” The kid looked super intimidated by her casual theft from the prince and mutely pointed in the right direction. “Thanks. Seeya around!” She waved cheerfully at him and then set off in the direction he’d indicated, Will starting to chase behind her as she checked her clock. She had approximately two minutes to find his office.  
 
    “Jade, I need you to give that back…” He trailed off as she very purposefully stuck it into the wallet in her bra, though he obviously wouldn’t know she had a wallet stuffing her front. He shook his head, giving up. The card has his name on it anyways, so she wouldn’t even be able to use it unless she steamrolled a kid like she had just now. The poor guy never even got to glance at their cards before she ran off. Then again, he probably realized that the prince had full access, and whoever he brought that was searching for Eric was probably fine. Probably. Thieving tendencies aside. 
 
    She finally stopped, watching Will until he caught up with her. She walked behind him and began to push, saying simply, “Lead the way, I don’t know where I’m going.”  
 
    He laughed, escaping from her push to dance a few steps ahead. “I’m surprised you didn’t just yell out his name or something.” 
 
    She paused, pondering, then nodded and walked forward, yelling loudly, “ERIC, WHERE’S YOUR OFFICE!?” She heard the thumps of several dropped books from various locations in the surroundings. Will reached her too late to cover her mouth, and she grinned evilly at him as she mumbled in a muffled voice through his fingers, “Excellent idea, thanks.” She could hear someone running over, and when Eric rounded the corner and saw her smirking at Will, he stopped, shaking his head and dropping his hand.  
 
    “Good heavens woman, this is a library. What did you yell for? Also, hello Prince Will. What brings you here?” Will shook his head as Jade stepped forward, looping her arm through Eric’s.  
 
    “He was playing tour guide this morning. Thanks for that, by the way. Are you coming shopping with us this afternoon?”  
 
    Will scoffed at the idea. “Shopping with my sisters? No thank you. I’d end up being the packhorse!”  
 
    She giggled. “But think of all the muscles you’d build!”  
 
    “No thanks!” He shuddered. “Well, now that you’ve been more or less safely delivered on time, I’ll catch you later. Pleasure seeing you, Eric.” Eric nodded, looking a little befuddled before shrugging and turning around, leading Jade back to his office. 
 
    When they got there and he closed the door behind her, he asked incredulously, “And what exactly did you do to merit a personal escort by the prince?”  
 
    She smiled and shrugged as well. “I sat at his table at breakfast, then learned that travelers were supposed to meet the king, so he brought me to do that. He seemed to have fun not warning his parents before he brought me.” She pulled out the platinum card. “By the way, I stole this from him. Change it to my name, please.” He sighed, taking the card from her. Unlike what she expected though, he didn’t change it, but pocketed it instead. “Hey, mine!”  
 
    He shook his head and poked her in the forehead. “Platinum is for royalty and dukes only. Neither one of us qualifies, unless you’re declaring yourself his fiancé.” She frowned, then pouted.  
 
    “That’s a stupid rule.” 
 
    He sighed, gently pushing her towards a chair. “It’s just above your privilege level, sorry.” 
 
    She paused, observing his office. She hadn’t really paid attention when he led her to the second floor of the building. His office was huge and had a giant window on one wall. She stared at it enviously. “Something going on outside?” He asked curiously, seeing her staring at the window.  
 
    “I want a window in my box!” He raised an eyebrow, and she continued. “The study room you gave me is like a dark, creepy cage. I want to see the sun! I want to be able to tell what the passage of time is without having to check my watch all the time, because I know I’ll forget. It’s easier to tell if the light changes. Did I mention it was dark and creepy before I got there?” 
 
    He was full on laughing at her. Walking behind his desk, he pulled out a small, familiar metal box. She stared at him quizzically, and he mentioned with a grin, “I can’t authorize a staff office for you to use without asking my superior, but maybe this will help with the dark and creepy factor. I saw it in the window this morning, and it made me think of you.” She accepted the box, opening it to see a cloth. Smiling, she put the box down and then gingerly pulled out the lighted glass sculpture. This had been one of the ones she liked best after the phoenix. It was a few wild daisies in pretty colors popping out of a grassy hill. She’d made it so most of the light was coming from the petals, making them appear as if they were reflecting sunlight.  
 
    Smiling gently, she wrapped it up and put it back in the box, then walked over and hugged Eric. He looked shocked, and she hummed, “Thank you. I love it.” Letting go, she giggled and continued, “Though I am curious as to how much you paid for it.”  
 
    Eric shrugged. “Does that really matter?” She grinned and nodded. “Fine. Eleven laurels.”  
 
    She laughed darkly and then muttered, “That rat!” Now Eric looked baffled, and she explained. “I’m the one who put light magic on it. Damian told me he was going to sell them for a crown, but he obviously got an extra laurel out of you!”  
 
    Eric stared blankly, then shook his head ruefully. “He’s got them listed at fifteen laurels. I bargained him down.” She laughed, patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Well then, congratulations for not getting TOTALLY ripped off. Next time, if you want one, buy it unlit and bring it to me. I’ll light it up without his extra markup.” She grinned and he sighed, settling behind his desk. 
 
    “I’ll think about it. But for now, why don’t you have a seat? We’ve got to figure out which classes to put you in.” He pulled out several incredibly full sheets of paper, and her eyes widened as he spread them across the table. He had also pulled out two fresh sheets of lined paper. They had Monday through Saturday columns and every hour written down the side starting at 8-9AM.  
 
    Pointing at the 8-9AM, she declared, “Not happening. I am not a morning person. Nine is the earliest I’m willing to go. If you make me go any earlier, I swear I will magic things as inconveniently as I can for whatever instructor you give me.” Her expression was deadpan, and he sighed. 
 
    “The morning classes are the fitness classes because it’s best to train before it gets too hot. It isn’t something you should want to slack on, now is it?”  
 
    She pondered his statement, and nodded, replying. “You’re right. But I’ll be fine without it due to my ability. Besides, you arrange it according to stats, right?” He nodded. “Then it’s fine. I’d be switching classes way too often anyway.” When he appeared puzzled, she sighed. “Several of my stats have gone up by a point again today.”  
 
    “Seriously?” He looked incredulous when she nodded, and he rummaged around, pulling out a copy of her record from yesterday. “What’s changed?” 
 
    Contemplating her profile, she stated, “Strength is now 9, Dexterity is 10, Constitution is 9, Magic is 12, and Charisma is 10.” He stared down at the sheet in awe after marking what she said.  
 
    “This is insane,” he muttered, still staring at the stats she’d told him. It really was. He sighed, then gave in, “Fine. You can come in at 9, but just think about it. It’s probably going to cause resentment in the other students that you don’t have to do it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I won’t be bullied. What’s from 9-10?”  
 
    He glanced back at the papers and grimaced. “Personal study. It’s mainly meant to give those who need to shower or heal time to do so.”  
 
    She grinned. “That’s perfect!” 
 
    Quizzically, he asked, “It is?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, it is! Put me down for helping the healer. I need to raise my level somehow, and the only way I can do so is if people are hurt. I’m not enough of a masochist to hurt myself so that I can heal.” Other than that first time, of course. She’d learned her lesson; no more hurting herself. It was much better to let other people be the ones hurting.  
 
    He paused, then wrote healing in the clinic next to her 9AM slot. He muttered softly, “It’s perfect…” She grinned when she heard him, but he quickly moved on. “Ten o’clock is weapons practice. Do you have a weapon in mind?”  
 
    She grimaced, thinking about what she’d seen earlier, but she knew that no matter if she found it distasteful to kill things or not, she needed to be able to defend herself. So she nodded. “Archery and daggers would suit me best. If I have to fight, I’d prefer to do it from a distance, but I also need to be able to protect myself if someone gets close.”  
 
    He nodded approvingly, writing beginner archery at 10 and beginner small blades at 11. Apparently there were two hours of weapons practice, which he hadn’t mentioned. Would he have put her in archery twice if that’s all she said? Whatever. Eric nodded pensively, “All right, that should be fine. 12-1 is a free period for lunch, which is provided on campus if you desire.” She nodded. “The afternoon is a bit different. Most of the afternoon classes are only held once a week for two hours each. They include everything from various magic classes to etiquette and crafting. There are also a few classes such as riding, alchemy, drawing, music, tracking, reading, or the obstacle course run.” 
 
    “May I look at the schedule of what’s offered when?” He nodded, and she joined him on his side of the desk to study the schedule. There were around five classes offered for every two-hour block until six. She asked curiously, “Do the students normally have a completely full schedule?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, they just sign up for the classes they’re interested in. For instance, they’re not allowed to enroll in the magic classes unless they’ve been tested and shown an aptitude for it.” She nodded, because that made sense. She could imagine the teacher getting frustrated trying to explain something when the student just couldn’t produce.  
 
    They spent the next half hour putting her schedule together, and finally, she sat down again, satisfied with what they’d decided on. She held her copy while Eric was studying his. 
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    She sighed, peeping at him as she pointed out, “This is probably fine for the first week, but you do know it’s probably going to change after that, right?”  
 
    He sighed too. “Just try it. Who knows, maybe you’ll stay where you are.”  
 
    She shook her head. “I seriously doubt that. But you can keep thinking happy thoughts if it makes you feel better.” She’d already talked him into putting her into the higher classes for water, metal, and wind. He hadn’t fought her much on water and wind, but he’d only caved on metal because he was the one teaching the class and he figured she’d be able to keep up with his explanations.  
 
    She’d also tried to figure out what some mysterious class was that had been marked for Saturdays, but all it had had was levels and not the name of the class. Despite her digging, Eric had remained tight-lipped about it. She got the feeling that Eric wasn’t supposed to have shown her the full list of classes, but that he’d forgotten that the mysterious class was noted there, even if it didn’t have the full name.  
 
    He was about to respond to her when a knock came at the door, and he called out to them instead. “Come in.” When the two princesses opened the door and popped their grinning heads in, he jumped to his feet, looking like he immediately regretted not getting the door himself. “Princesses! To what do we owe the honor?”  
 
    Tisha bounced into the room, coming over to latch onto Jade’s arm as she tittered with enthusiasm. “We’re going SHOPPING!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One – Bags 
 
    “Oooh, is that your class schedule?” Camille came over, peering over the shoulder Tisha wasn’t leaning on in order to get a better look. In this way, Jade was surrounded by princesses. Camille let out a disappointed sigh a moment later though. “So many magic classes, but we only share one. I was hoping you’d be in more…”  
 
    She was frowning, and Jade laughed. “Don’t worry; it’s just for the first week until we figure out where I settle. I’ll most likely be bumped up to the higher classes the next week.” Eric tsked, but she ignored it and smiled at him. “Oh right, I think I forgot to tell you. The reason our meeting was rescheduled is because the princesses are taking me shopping.” She vaguely thought she had told him, but he’d seemed surprised, so she probably hadn’t. Maybe it was just that she was talking to Will about it before they got here... 
 
    “SHOPPING!” Tisha squealed gleefully. Unfortunately, she was right next to Jade’s ear, who winced and pulled away. Tisha looked a little guilty. “Oops. Are you okay?”  
 
    Her ear was still ringing, but she reached up, letting the warmth flow through. Thankfully it worked, and soon her hearing was entirely back to normal. “I’m fine now. Just be careful about doing that in the future, yes?” Apparently, screaming directly in the ear did something…and it was enough to warrant healing. Good to know.  
 
    Tisha looked heartbroken that she’d hurt her new friend as she nodded. Jade smiled dotingly and patted her on the shoulder. “It’s okay, no permanent harm done.” Peering at Eric, she asked, “There were a few other things I wanted to talk to you about, but they can wait. Is there another time we can meet?”  
 
    He thought for a moment, then nodded. “I’m still free tomorrow. I can help you then.”  
 
    She grinned. “Perfect! Oh, since we’re going shopping, do you know where I can get some scrap metal to play with–I mean, to familiarize myself with metal magic? I don’t want to break either my library card or pocket watch. Which I forgot, thank you for that as well!” All three of them had caught her little slip there. She just wanted to play with the metal! Thankfully, they didn’t call her on it.  
 
    Eric just grinned indulgently. He was happy she was interested in something he taught. “Sure, if you have a few minutes, we can just stop by my family’s store and I’ll get you some.” Jade looked pleadingly at Camille, who seemed to be in charge, who sighed and nodded.  
 
    “Yay! Great, let’s do that! I just want to take my flowers down to the cave before we go.” 
 
    “Flowers?” Tisha asked curiously at the same time as Camille asked, 
 
    “Cave?”  
 
    Jade grinned mischievously at Eric as she chirped, “Yes, Eric gave me the use of one of the study rooms for a while. It was just really dark and without a window, so I call it the cave.” Or cell. Or box. Meh, it was just semantics. 
 
    “Oh. I see. Shall we go then?” Camille seemed to recover, and Jade grinned, bouncing up. She meticulously collected her precious little metal box, then turned and led the way out and downstairs to her little hidey hole.  
 
    “Can I see your flowers?” Tisha was hovering at her elbow, making her a little nervous, so she smiled placatingly and replied.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll show you as soon as we get down there and I can set it up.” As they were walking down the dark hall with their little light globes, Eric frowned. 
 
    “Why is there light coming out of your room? I gave orders that it was to be left alone…”  
 
    Jade smiled, grateful for his concern, before she said cheerfully, “Oh, that’s my fault. I told you I didn’t like the darkness, so I lightened things up a bit.”  
 
    “A bit? What on earth…?” His voice had trailed off in amazement when she opened the door and light as bright as noonday came pouring out. She walked happily into the room and over to the corner where her phoenix was resting. She carefully pulled the flowers out of the box, setting it beside the phoenix on display.  
 
    She stepped back with a flourish so they could see her little glass sculptures. “There, it’s not much, but it made me feel better than sitting in the dark!”  
 
    Camille had turned a reproachful look at Eric, and he sighed, saying, “I’ll have her moved to one of the employee offices while you’re shopping. Jade, make sure to ask where to go next time you come in.” Camille looked satisfied, and Jade just grinned. Sweet sunshine was once again going to be hers! Score! Apparently royalty overrode the need to ask superiors for permission. 
 
    Tisha was admiring the sculptures, and she turned to gawk at Jade in awe. “Where’d you get such pretty lighted sculptures? I’ve never seen them lighted like this!”  
 
    Jade grinned. “I lit some of Damian’s sculptures from The Glass Phoenix, so this is my work together with his.” Tisha went slack-jawed for only a moment before bouncing onto her toes. 
 
    “I want one!”  
 
    Jade laughed. “Okay, I guess we can stop there too. I need to see if Damian is done with something I requested anyways.” With that cryptic statement that she refused to explain no matter how much they cajoled, they made their way out of the library bickering like old friends. Jade couldn’t stop smiling. Was this what it felt like to go on an outing with friends? She felt light as a little cloud.  
 
    When they got to The Glass Phoenix, Jade felt it necessary to give Tisha a little warning. “Just be careful. Pretty much everything in the shop is breakable, so one wrong step could send glass shards everywhere.” She was honestly amazed she hadn’t broken anything yesterday.  
 
    When the little bell went off, announcing their presence, Damian came out of the back with a generous smile. When he saw Jade his smile got bigger, dimmed a little when he noticed Eric right behind her, then went wide with shock at seeing the very distinct appearance of the princesses. He boomed out in a much more subdued voice than yesterday, “Ah, welcome to The Glass Phoenix! How may I help you?”  
 
    Jade grinned, walking forward. “Oh calm down, they’re with me. Girls, go ahead and look for something you like. If it’s not lit already, just let me know and I’ll take care of it.” She grinned as they scurried off to inspect all the glass sculptures as Eric loomed behind her and she smiled at Damian. “I take it business is good, eh?” 
 
    He flushed a little. “Err… Yes. The light within series has all sold but one. I didn’t realize Viscount Eric and you were so close…” She grinned because Eric was still looming behind her. She filed away his title to think on at another time, as this was the first time she’d heard it. “Ironically, he thought I would love the sculpture he bought, so it was for me. I had quite the laugh about it. But since business is doing so well, I think perhaps we should take a look at the terms of the contract before we sign anything.” She gave him an astute stare, and he sighed, shaking his head. 
 
    “All right lass, it’ll be as you say. You’re a shrewd businesswoman.” He glanced at Eric as if implying that she’d sent him to spy on the prices before she negotiated. 
 
    She grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll look at it going forward, but for now, I won’t fuss with it if you have the prototypes I asked for?”  
 
    He looked surprised and a little grateful. Apparently what she was asking for was worth a lot less than what he’d earned by upping the pricing of the lighted sculptures. “Of course, I’ve got them wrapped up in the back. I’ll go grab them.” He turned and went into the back, having no fear that the four of them would steal anything.  
 
    Jade glanced at Eric, who had relaxed the moment Damian went into the back. “Want to help me write a fair contract tomorrow?”  
 
    He snickered, shaking his head. “You’re incredible. Sure, I’ll help you.”  
 
    Grinning, she encouraged, “Great, now you go pick out a sculpture you like too. Your office is way too bare.” He just laughed and started to walk towards a corner of the store where a different sculpture had caught his eye last night. She grinned in return as the girls started bringing sculptures to the counter. She raised a brow at the sheer number of them, then started counting and tittered when she reached 8. “Getting one for everyone, are you?”  
 
    Tisha bobbed and laughed, “Of course! We couldn’t leave anyone out of such awesomeness, now could we?”  
 
    Jade grinned. “Of course not.”  
 
    Camille reached inside a little medium sized bag and pulled out five crowns. It seemed she had noticed the two sculptures Eric had brought back and decided to buy them as well. Eric was about to protest, but was silenced by a hard look from Camille before he got a word out. Jade meanwhile, was staring at the bag. She hadn’t heard any clinking coming from it before, and she was pretty sure the way Camille had been walking, she’d have heard something.  
 
    Camille obviously noticed her peek and grinned. “Dad lent me his holding bag so that we wouldn’t have to have a servant following us around. I wish he’d do this every time we went shopping!” And then it clicked. She had a freaking bag of holding! She was jealous until she realized she’d signed up for a spatial magic class, and would hopefully soon be able to make one for herself. One that was less like a shapeless, ugly thing. A nice purse or backpack would be good. Maybe even a ring if she could figure out how to make it work. 
 
    Damian came out of the back, carefully setting down a medium-sized box that was filled with various things. Why she’d asked for sheets of scored and colored glass, he had no idea. The other shaped, dark glass she asked for made little sense either, nor did the little almost tubes she’d had him make. Either way, it was all relatively easy to do, requiring little skill, unlike his sculptures.  
 
    “Perfect, thanks! Can you wrap these up for us?” She indicated the sculptures before him, and he got to work packing them up as she considered the box, finally muttering, “Yeah, there’s no way I can carry that and not break it.”  
 
    Camille tapped her on the shoulder, saying with a grin, “Ah ah ah, don’t forget, I have the bag of awesome!” She took the bag over to the box, opening it wide and basically just sliding the box in. It disappeared, and she hung the bag back on her shoulder like it was nothing.  
 
    Jade asked a little worriedly, “Uhm… It won’t break in there, right?” 
 
    Tisha giggled and answered, “No, silly! It’s a separate space dimension. Your box will be totally fine, and so will our boxes!” That said, Tisha had begun putting the little metal boxes in the bag. Jade was suddenly disappointed that she’d have to wait an entire week to learn spatial magic…  
 
    With a thought, she waved at Damian, who seemed cheerful that he’d done business with royalty, and that his work would be displayed–in the palace! “Bye Damian, Eric and I will come back tomorrow to get that contract done.” He looked a tiny bit paler at the prospect that Eric would be coming back with her, then nodded and waved them off as she called back, “Have a great day!”  
 
    Their next stop turned out to be just around the corner, though in a direction she’d never gone before. She was amazed as they walked into the decidedly hot store and saw all sorts of beautiful metal figurines on display, along with a host of more practical things. The smell of heated metal settled on them like a blanket. She walked up to one of them, touching the delicate curves of the metal flowers as she turned to focus on Eric. “This is your handiwork, isn’t it?” At his shocked nod, she smiled again. “I thought so.”  
 
    “How on earth did you know that?” He asked as one of the employees came out of the shop, obviously having just finished part of his work.  
 
    He greeted them cheerfully. “Eric, what brings you here with three such…princesses?” He had trailed off, finally recognizing two of the girls. Jade had to hold in her snicker at his awestruck face.  
 
    “Just grabbing a few things, I’ll put in what I take later. You can go back to whatever you were working on.” She almost laughed that she hadn’t even needed to dodge his question as he was distracted by his employee. 
 
    “Oh, of course! As you say.” He looked flustered as he retreated, and Jade grinned and poked Eric in the side, making him jump defensively.  
 
    “I feel practically invisible walking around with you three! Everyone’s always so deferential.”  
 
    “Did people act differently around the nobility where you’re from?” Camille asked curiously as Tisha was walking around inspecting everything with the energy of a bull.  
 
    Jade shrugged with a grin. “Not sure. There was no nobility in my country. There were the rich, and I suppose people did treat them a bit like that. So I guess it’s pretty much the same, only without the titles. Different kind of power too, but all in all, we were taught that everyone had an equal opportunity to succeed. The whole going from rags to riches thing was essentially the defining story of my country. It was founded by immigrants seeking religious freedom and liberty from the monarchy of their old country. So they sailed halfway around the world and fought wars for their freedom. But that was hundreds of years ago, so it’s something I’ve only read about in history books.” On the internet, she added silently. No need to confuse them even more. 
 
    Okay, she hadn’t planned on giving them a history lesson, but oh well. Camille and Eric looked absolutely fascinated. Tisha, meanwhile, had come back with a pretty metal rose sculpture, peeking with puppy eyes at Eric.  
 
    He chortled and then motioned, “Take it.” Tisha grinned and stuck it into the bag while Eric started to put together a few bars of several materials, putting them in a box and handing it to Camille, who didn’t even try to hold it before putting it directly into the bag.  
 
    She contemplated Eric and asked simply, “How much? Dad said to get her everything she needed.” 
 
    He sighed, told her the at-cost amount of what he’d put in there for Jade, and Camille doled out the money. Jade frowned a bit. 
 
    “It’s going to take me a while to pay this all back…”  
 
    Camille grinned at her. “Nonsense. First of all, the magic you’re going to do on the sculptures is worth quite a bit more than you think. So you’ll be partially repaying us that way. I’m also pretty sure a lot of your ideas are going to benefit the kingdom as a whole, which Dad is super big on. So just consider this your ‘welcome to the world, it sucks you don’t have family here, so we’ll look after you instead’ gift.”  
 
    Jade laughed a little sadly, then nodded. “Got it. And thanks for everything.” Camille’s little blurt had reminded her that she really didn’t have her family here. Granted, she wasn’t as close to them as she’d wished sometimes. She had nothing like the close bonds she so obviously saw with the royals. She envied them a little. Her parents had been kind, but she’d been a constant financial and emotional drain, with them never knowing if any of the treatments would work, if she was going to die on them, etcetera. They’d done their best, but she hadn’t blamed them for funneling most of their time and energy onto her little brother, who was perfectly normal and healthy.  
 
    Mom, Dad, Ty… Wherever you are, whatever happened… I hope you’re happy. Live a good life. You deserve it for putting up with my problems for all those years…  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two – Shopping 
 
    Camille and Eric both caught her slightly sad and wistful gaze before she came to and smiled radiantly at them. “Okay! What’s next?”  
 
    Eric reached over, patting her on the head as he notified them, “I should probably head back. I’ve got a few more things I need to get done.” Jade nodded, because that made sense. He’d only made her appointment for two, so that meant he had other things he was supposed to be doing before then, and he’d had to move them around to accommodate her.  
 
    “Sure, thanks for helping! I do have one last quick question that just occurred to me though. Is there like a…place that rents out workshops or something?” Tisha had come over again, staring at them and wondering what she had missed. Camille and Eric looked thoughtful, but Eric replied.  
 
    “Most workshops are attached to their stores, as you’ve seen. Except for the ones at Dracona, actually. Every class has its own space depending on their needs. How big of a room do you need? We could probably get you a room there.”  
 
    She grinned and bounced happily, “That would probably work out just fine! I just don’t want to turn my bedroom or my room at the library into a workshop, because it’s bound to get a bit dirty and cluttered. So I guess, the bigger, the better, but I can deal with it if it’s small, as long as I have a space. And I need a window, obviously.” She grinned at him and he laughed ruefully.  
 
    “Very well, I’ll send a note and see what’s available and have them prep it for you, so you can stop there when you’re done shopping. I assume you’ll want to drop some of your purchases there?” She nodded, and he smiled. “Very well. I’ll be off then; it was a pleasure seeing you Princess Camille, Princess Tisha, Lady Jade.” He bent over, brushing his lips over each of their hands in turn, then opened the door for them as they left the shop and parted ways.  
 
    As they walked towards the next store, she had a princess on each arm. It was a little unfortunate, given that she couldn’t touch anyone to siphon, but she figured she’d already bitten off quite a lot with the royal family this morning. Tisha was happily chattering, and Camille asked quietly as they walked, “So, what are you trying to make?” 
 
    Jade grinned. “Honestly, a little bit of everything. I’m mostly trying to bring things from my world that made life easier or that I miss, but that are easy enough to make that I can do it with the help of magic. They won’t be the same, because there was a material in my world called plastic that I have no idea how to make, but we used it a lot. So I’m trying to find other things to replace it with. They’ll probably be more durable and environmentally friendly that way, in any case.” 
 
    Camille was fascinated. “I’m looking forward to it even more now! I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Such confidence in her was a little confusing, but Jade just acknowledged it with a graceful dip of her head.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tisha squealed, though not directly in her ear and not as loudly as the last time. “We’re here! I love Sew in Style!” Jade was peering at the store, wondering why it was so familiar as they entered. Her question was answered as out of the back bustled a very familiar woman and her tiny daughter. The three of them had disengaged in order to enter the shop, and Jade was standing to the side.  
 
    Tina took one look at her and launched herself forward, running up and jumping at Jade. With a laugh, Jade caught her and stuck her on her hip like it was the most natural thing in the world, even though she’d totally never done it before. She smiled down at the little girl as she matched Tisha in her happy squeals. “Jade! You came back! And you don’t look like a zombie anymore! Can you heal my knee again? I tripped.” 
 
    Jade just laughed lamentably. Out of the mouths of babes… She just walked over to the counter, setting Tina on top of it as she ruffled her hair and sweetly crooned, “Of course, let’s take a look at your knee.” She didn’t mention the zombie bit, and Camille and Tisha had both figured out she really didn’t want to talk about it, though they had confirmed that she was indeed the zombie healer. Tina was easily distracted as she pulled up her dress to show a scabbed over knee. Jade put a hand on it, asking with a quiet grin, “Do you scrape your knee a lot?” She could see the wound in her mind’s eye and was trying to distract her because she could see the beginnings of an infection there. 
 
    Glancing at Sharon, she queried quietly, “Sharon, can you get me a clean cloth? This is going to get a little messy.” Meanwhile, Tina was chattering about how she’d been climbing a tree and gotten into a tussle with the neighborhood boys. Meanwhile, Jade was directing her little body to push the infection to the surface, leaving the body clean and knitting the flesh together behind it. She put her other hand behind Tina’s knee as Sharon silently brought over the cloth, looking concerned.  
 
    Jade took her hand off the wound itself, taking the cloth as she let Tina ramble on. Camille had caught on that something was abnormal and come over, keeping the little girl’s attention. Cloth in hand, she pushed mentally, and the scab came loose, blood starting to flow along with a yellow pus. Jade quickly mopped it up until she was sure she’d pushed the infection out completely, then had the wound heal up after. Little Tina was a trooper, and she’d only let out a small whimper when Jade had initially pushed the scab off. 
 
    When she was done, she heaved a sigh of relief and folded the cloth up around the contamination. She smiled wanly at Tina and complimented her, “You did great! Come on, let’s go wash up.” Tina happily hopped down from the counter now that she was all better and started heading towards the bathroom. Feeling a little drained, Jade handed the cloth to Sharon and commanded, “Touch it as little as possible, you’ll want to burn it and then wash your hands immediately. She had an infection, and now it’s all in that.” She smiled at the three of them and concluded, “I’m going to go help her wash while you take care of that.”  
 
    Sharon nodded, bobbed a short “excuse me,” to the princesses, and hurried into the back to dispose of it. Jade had also quickly made her way to the bathroom, helping Tina wash her hands and knee before sending her out, then washing her own hands. Sharon came as she was finishing to wash her hands. “Thank you so much. I thought it was just a scrape, so I didn’t take her in…”  
 
    Jade smiled and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. It was still in the early stages, so you would have noticed and taken her in as soon as the signs started appearing. My coming here just caught it a little earlier.” She smiled, then cajoled encouragingly, “Now come, the princesses are waiting.” 
 
    “Oh! Right!” She’d been so distracted by her daughter that she’d almost forgotten the princesses were in her shop! She bustled Jade out, who was just grinning, as she quickly got down to the business of dresses with the girls. They picked out the styles they wanted from a little book of drawings that Jade was quite impressed with. Sharon shook her head in bafflement when she was measuring Jade. “I just can’t get over it. You were skin and bones two days ago, and now look at you!”  
 
    Jade noticed Camille was paying special attention to what she said and sighed. Then she realized what she was doing, and almost went to bang her head against a wall. How could she have been so stupid!? She was getting measured when her measurements were changing day by day! “Yeah...about that, I just realized that these measurements are going to be wrong tomorrow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sharon looked confused, as did Camille. 
 
    Jade sighed and tried to explain. “Well, you know how you said I was skin and bones two days ago? My body is growing stronger at an incredible rate due to my special ability. I’m not sure when everything is going to settle. I don’t think I’m going to get huge, but I’ll probably put on a lot more muscle and…” She glanced down at her chest. “You know...” Sharon looked contemplative.  
 
    “How about this then, I’ll make it bigger, and then you can come in on Sunday morning, and we’ll make any final adjustments. What has been changing the most?” 
 
    Jade tried to think, then shrugged. “Pretty much everything. I’ve been putting on muscle pretty uniformly. Sharon nodded. “Very well, I’ll do Princess Tisha’s dress first; then I’ll get the fabric for yours ready. If you can come by in a few days, we’ll do another measurement to see what’s changed and I’ll have more to go on as well.”  
 
    Jade grinned. “That works! Thanks, Sharon.”  
 
    Camille was frowning now, however. “How are we supposed to buy you clothes if your sizes keep changing?”  
 
    Jade shrugged at her a little helplessly. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking about it. We could just get things bigger. It should work well enough…”  
 
    “No, that won’t do. You need things that fit correctly. We’ll just have to get some basics and then go again next week. Things like capes or cloaks, scarves, nightgowns, and perhaps shoes. Has your foot size changed?” When she shook her head, Camille nodded, satisfied. “All right, we’ll do that then. We’ll get your necessities and a few things that won’t change.” 
 
    They then proceeded to do just that. For what felt like hours, she was dragged shop to shop by two enthusiastic princesses. She ended up with the promised cloaks, capes, scarves, nightgowns, and shoes. She got towels, bathrobes, and a few blankets, one of which she had almost refused to stop hugging because it was so soft. She got various soaps (there were some better quality ones, though still nothing like her world), ribbons, paper, ink, and a single quill (she didn’t think she needed more than that, given she was going to create pens). She had a fancy rug for her room, random various crafting materials she figured would be useful for her experiments, a small table she was sure was not going to fit in the bag, but Camille somehow shoved it in there, a few locked chests of varying sizes to keep her things organized in, and some pretty, but simple, jewelry.  
 
    She hadn’t been able to find any hair things other than ribbons, however, which disappointed her. Perhaps her first attempt at metal magic would be creating bobby pins after all. They seemed simple enough. She had thought they were done when Camille announced, “Okay, I think that’s just about everything. We just need to get you some weapons. I think we’ll wait on armor until next week when you’ve finished your growth spurt, but you need to be armed just in case. You’ll also need them for your classes. I think I saw you were in archery and small blades?” Jade nodded, and Camille grinned proudly that she’d remembered from her quick observation. “Good. Then our last stop is here!” 
 
    They stopped in front of a shop that was quite a bit more impressive than the rest. It was bigger, roomier, and upon reading the sign name, she figured out why. ‘Castle Armaments’ was the name, and royal suppliers was the game. They entered the store, and like just about every other place they’d gone to, people jumped to greet and obey the princesses’ will.  
 
    “Princesses, welcome! What can we help you with today?” A very fit man who seemed higher up on the food chain was the first one to greet them, having noticed their arrival. Like most of the bodybuilders before him, he wore a sleeveless tunic, though his was a nice burgundy. It contrasted well with his tanned skin, which she could vaguely see white crisscrossing scars on. He had a boyish charm that didn’t quite match his buff body, and she could only describe his brown eyes as anime-like. It was oddly incongruent, but no one else was batting an eye, so she tried to ignore it. 
 
    Camille smiled graciously at him. “Sir Edward, good to see you. This is Lady Jade,” and here she pulled her forward. “She needs a good bow and some small knives. Actually, get her a sword too, she’ll need that eventually.”  
 
    Jade contemplated her quizzically, but Camille just smiled enigmatically. She sighed and replied, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir Edward. I’ll be in your care.”  
 
    “The honor is mine, Lady Jade. If you’ll just come with me, I think we’ll start with the bow.”  
 
    It was quickly apparent that they had a dilemma. She could only barely draw the simplest of bows, but she knew she was going to be getting stronger faster. She sighed. Better go with what I can use now, even though I’d save money by getting the higher level ones… She looked wistfully at one of the prettiest bows she’d ever seen. It was a dark wood, covered in jade green paneling. Silently, she vowed to come back for it and turned away.  
 
    “On to swords!” She left Camille to collect the bow into her bag, then followed Sir Edward over to the sword section. She had a hard time controlling any of them! They weren't super heavy, but holding them for any length of time to test them was tiring her out. 
 
    Embarrassed, she muttered, “Maybe we’d better skip the sword.” 
 
    Sir Edward shook his head, saying simply, “Camille is convinced you’ll grow stronger quickly. So perhaps stop trying to swing them around, and just see how they feel in your hand. You’ll grow faster with a goal in mind.” It was solid advice, so she nodded and started to follow it.  
 
    Quietly, she muttered, “Sucking at something is the first step to being sorta good at something, after all…” She eventually picked a sword as Camille had joined them, and she was only a teensy bit envious when Camille picked it up like it was nothing and stuck it into the bag with the accompanying things she needed to attach it. Camille had wandered over to other parts of the store, talking to a different attendant, but Jade’s attention was quickly drawn back to her own dilemma. 
 
    “Last, the small blades!” Jade goggled in awe at the massive collection of different pointy things on display. She had no idea what to do, but something caught her eye. She wandered over to a section that was done in the same style as the bow she’d been mooning over. Elated, she began to pick the knives up, hefting their weight and balance like she’d seen them do in movies.  
 
    Camille came over, and with her advice, Jade picked up a set of six blades, with the accompanying sheathes and buckles. Exhausted and hungry, she sat down as Camille finalized their purchase, putting everything away. How did she still have so much energy!? Even Tisha was taking a breather next to her.  
 
    Coming over to Jade once she was done, Camille pulled her and Tisha up and said cheerfully, “Okay. We’re done. Let’s go find something to eat!”  
 
    Jade smiled, suddenly finding she had more energy. “That sounds like a plan to me!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three – Friends 
 
    The princesses were staring at her, slack-jawed. She really worried Tisha might catch some flies, given how far open her mouth had dropped. Jade finished cleaning off the last plate and sat back, rubbing her stomach with a satisfied smile. The meal had started off lively enough until she’d ordered three times as much as they thought they could eat, but they laughed it off, thinking she wanted to try everything on the king’s dime. When they were full and she was still going full-tilt, they started to just watch her in awe until she finished everything. 
 
    Camille finally spoke in a voice barely above a horrified whisper, “Do you always eat that much?”  
 
    Jade finally seemed to come to, realizing she’d just been a complete glutton in front of the princesses. With an awkward smile, she nodded. “Uhm… Yes. It’s the downside of my ability. I’m experiencing tremendous growth, but the energy to fuel it has to come from somewhere, so I just about eat my weight in food every day.” She snorted a little self-consciously. “It’s kinda sucky, actually. I had to get special permission from Eric to sneak food into the library so I don’t pass out. Not really sure what I’m going to do during the classes…” Her voice trailed off because she was seriously pondering the problem. 
 
    She was never going to make it five hours in the middle of the day without food while practicing magic. Camille nodded, having understood the problem. Instead of thinking she was a freak, she was also trying to think of a solution. Suddenly, she remembered, “I know! You’re getting a room there; we’ll just install a coolbox and stock it so you can run over between classes if you need to!”  
 
    Jade stared at her. It was a brilliant idea, but…she had a feeling coolboxes were fairly expensive, being that they were magic. She smiled and deferred, “It’s a good idea, but I don’t want to spend any more than you already have… My eating habit is a little ridiculous…”  
 
    “Pfft!” Tisha burst into titters, unable to hold it in anymore. She grinned at Jade and chattered, “You are the most amazing thing ever! Papa gave us WAY more than this to spend on you! You just don’t seem to have a greedy bone in your body. You’re starting with nothing! It’s okay to let other people help you, you know.” Jade looked down uncomfortably. It wasn’t that she wasn’t greedy, she wanted things too… But she didn’t want to impose. Realizing that that was the problem, she nodded and gazed up. 
 
    She explained. “In my world, because I was crippled, I was entirely dependent on other people for my whole life. I guess I thought for once, it would be nice if I could provide what I needed for myself.” Camille looked reflective, while Tisha looked muddled. 
 
    Finally, Camille smiled and emphasized naturally, “Just because you can, doesn’t mean you have to. I’m sure in the future, you’ll be totally self-sufficient. But until you get there, let us help. That’s what friends do, isn’t it?”  
 
    Jade felt her eyes stinging as a bright smile played across her lips. “I like the sound of that.” She reached up, dabbing at her eyes in embarrassment. Who cried over someone saying they were friends?  
 
    Tisha was the one who decided to completely ignore decorum, bouncing over to her side of the table and squishing her in a hug. “Me too.” Quietly, she remarked, “Besides, we don’t have many friends either. No one treats us normally like you do, except family. It’s nice.” Jade gave her a watery grin and hugged her back.  
 
    “It’s a deal then.” She could imagine they would’ve been getting a ton of strange stares from the people around them…if they hadn’t been in a private room.  
 
    Camille stood up, brushing her clothes off and offering a hand to Jade and Tisha. “Well, now that that’s settled, let’s go grab the last of what you need for today.” Jade grinned, and she and Tisha exchanged a knowing look, then grabbed her hands and pulled themselves up, but also pulling Camille into a hug. She laughed and hugged them back as they all giggled before separating.  
 
    With broad grins, they left the restaurant, The Black Heron, and made their way towards the stores that sold coolboxes. When they arrived, the man who came out of the backroom reminded her of Gaston, swoosh haircut and everything. His voice was booming as he greeted them. “Welcome, my dearest princesses! How can I help you?” She couldn’t help but wonder if someone from her world had seen him in a dream when they were creating the character. Maybe the fairytales of her world were really visions of another?  
 
    Before she lost herself down that particular rabbit hole, Camille had stepped forward as he bent over each of their hands and brushed his lips against them. “And who is this lovely lady?” 
 
    She smiled and introduced herself. “Lady Jade, pleased to meet you.”  
 
    Camille interjected, “She’s in need of some coolboxes, so of course we brought her to you, Sir David.” Another Sir. She had learned that was the title for knights, which was technically above the lord/lady title, but also ambiguous at the same time, because a lot of the younger lords and ladies were future inheritors of more celebrated titles, so it wasn’t like you could treat them as inferior or they might hold a future grudge.  
 
    “And a good decision it was on your part! Feel free to look around, Miss Jade, let me know what you like.” He stayed back to entertain the princesses while she explored. She frowned a little when she realized that everything there were just different sized boxes. No shelves, no drawers, just boxes. They just shoved everything in there and then dug through to find it again.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Camille had snuck up on her, leaving Tisha to entertain David with her wild stories. Jade jumped a little, then calmed down when she realized it was just Camille. 
 
    With a sigh, she motioned uselessly, “They’re just...boxes.” 
 
    Camille looked puzzled. “Of course. What were you expecting?”  
 
    “Just...more. This is very similar to something we have in our world, except ours is a bit more...complicated. I think I’ll just have Eric help me make what I want. I guess just take a cheap one for now until I can get him to make what I want or make it myself.” Camille looked a little upset that she wasn’t getting what she wanted, but nodded, then walked over to David.  
 
    She pointed to two medium sized boxes that she could fit in her bag and informed him, “We’ll take those two.” Jade spaced out, studying the boxes. They were all like chests, not even standing upright. And from what she could tell, they were just keeping things cool, not freezing anything. Oh well, one more thing to make.  
 
    She watched Camille pay for and then have David deposit the two boxes into her bag. They left the store, Tisha humming happily while Camille directed them towards a store that Jade belatedly realized was something akin to a candy store. Camille seemed satisfied when she saw Jade’s face light up as they went inside. There were several people ordering at the counter and various people helping them out, but one of them made sure to specifically attend Camille and Tisha immediately.  
 
    Tisha started pointing out her favorites immediately, and Camille said simply, “Get triple of anything either of these two points to.” She indicated Jade, then smiled at Jade. “Go crazy. This is one of my favorite stores, so you can’t go wrong.”  
 
    Jade put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a happy smile because she knew she was trying to cheer her up; it was working. She started to point at the things that appeared the tastiest to her, and Tisha was doing the same. They soon had a sizable amount, which Camille did the now familiar purchase and stashing of. The same thing happened in the bakery they stopped at, the fresh fruits and vegetable stand, and pretty much any store that had ready-made food on their way towards Dracona.  
 
    Jade and Tisha were nibbling on kabobs as they approached the hill leading to Dracona. The walls were similarly impressive, being one giant stone block like the castle. With a thought, Jade glanced down. It had never given her an issue, so she hadn’t given it much attention… It appeared the streets had been worked on by earth mages as well, because unlike cobblestone most medieval era places had, the street was smooth stone. Apparently, they’d made the streets uniform in the hundreds of years since the city was built. It was impressive, given that it would have to be done over time, since the shops and houses hadn’t been built, so it obviously came after. 
 
    Noticing her gaze, Tisha happily and helpfully interjected, “Impressive, right? The Earth Guard maintains all the walls and streets of the Capitol, and they also frequently travel to the villages of the country to maintain those as well. Papa says it’s one of the most important jobs of the kingdom because without them we’d be overrun by monsters. He says that’s why the king has always been an earth mage too, because it’s the symbol that the king is the rock upon which the kingdom is built! All of our kings have served in the Earth Guard for at least two years when they graduated from Dracona.” Smiling dreamily, she added, “One day I’ll be in the Earth Guard too!” 
 
    Jade nodded happily, glad to have this little bit of background info. They approached the gates, where the guards stopped them. Well, they mostly stopped Jade. “Do you have your pass, miss?” They appeared to know the princesses on sight, which granted, wasn’t hard to do and most of the city had down pat. They would be let through without a problem, but otherwise, entrance to the academy was strictly guarded.  
 
    Jade glanced at Camille. “Uhm… Was Eric supposed to give me a pass or something?” 
 
    Camille frowned. “Yes, he normally gives them to students at either the acceptance interview or when setting their schedules…” She sighed as she thought about it. “Which with Tisha and me showing up and cutting your meeting short, we probably made him forget.”  
 
    Jade smiled ruefully. “And he probably forgot about it at the entrance exam because I distracted them by asking about the library pass.”  
 
    Tisha impatiently asked, “She’s with us, why can’t you just let her in? She’s a student of Dracona!” 
 
    Jade realized something, then pulled out her schedule and her library pass. She brushed their fingers slightly as she handed one to each guard. “Is this enough to prove that I’m a student here until I can get a pass? I mean, I’m sure we could go get the pass from Eric, but we just walked up the hill and we’ve got a lot to do to get me settled into my workshop…”  
 
    The guards carefully inspected her library pass, her schedule, and the princesses. With a sigh, one of them caved. “Fine. Go on in, but make sure you get your school pass before you come back!” She happily retrieved her schedule and card, then was about to follow the princesses in when she thought of something. 
 
    “Actually, uhm… Did Eric leave any directions for me as to which room I would be getting?” The guards were bewildered by her question and the princesses had stopped as well, realizing they had no clue where to go.  
 
    It seemed like a lost cause until another guard came walking in, rubbing his back. He didn’t notice the girls behind his comrades as he moaned, “Ugh, why we had to move the furniture out so a student could use the room… I don’t get it. Oh right, we’ve got orders that when a student named Jade Winward comes in later, probably tomorrow, that we’re to give her this key. I’ll just put it in the corner here so we don’t lose it. The room is in the…” He trailed off, realizing his comrades were giving him strange looks.  
 
    Jade grinned, stepping around the guards to inspect the new arrival. She felt like her luck was super good to have him arrive right when she needed it. She walked forward, holding her hand out. “I’ll take that now. What room did you say it was?” 
 
    Looking extremely consternated, he surveyed his companions, asking quietly, “This is her?” At their mute nods, because of course, they’d inspected the name on the card and schedule, he sighed and placed the key in her hand, where she made sure to brush his skin during the transfer unobtrusively. “Erm… It’s in the Magnus Crafting Center, room 2A.” 
 
    She smiled beautifully at him, and he coughed in embarrassment when he recalled he’d just been complaining about her. He went white with shock when Princesses Tisha and Camille walked out from behind the other guards, and Tisha looped her arm through Jade’s. “Well, that’s all settled then. Let’s go!”  
 
    Camille merely gave the guard a very, very cold smile as she said simply, “Thank you for the information. I’m sure both Father and Eric will be happy to know that their orders are being followed so...willingly.”  
 
    The guard bowed low, his face now a military mask of detached calm, though his eyes betrayed his panic. “I apologize if I have caused any offense to Lady Jade or the princesses.”  
 
    Jade put a hand on Camille’s arm, then turned to the soldier. “It’s fine, no harm done. Thank you for moving the unnecessary things out for me.” With that she gently pulled on Camille, saying simply, “Time to go.” Camille looked a little reluctant to leave without enacting some more mental punishment on the soldier, but seemed mollified that Jade wasn’t upset. She led them towards the building mentioned, and Jade stared in awe at the massive structures on the way. Every building was huge, at least 4-5 stories each, and she counted at least four different training fields.  
 
    Welcome to Dracona, where apparently everything was at least three times bigger. This was no school for ants. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four – Workshop 
 
    Camille led them to one of the largest buildings with a grin. “So, this is the Magnus Crafting Center, named after the third king, King Magnus. He’s the one who founded the academy. I’m a little surprised they got you a room here, because this is where most of the afternoon classes are held.”  
 
    Jade and Tisha stared in awe as they entered the giant building, though Jade quickly neutralized her expression. There were a few people coming and going who all gave the princesses little bows of respect as they passed, gawking curiously at the girl walking with them. As the subject of their curiosity, Jade just smiled enigmatically and tried not to show how much she was in awe of this place.  
 
    It was a huge square building with two stairwells that impressively went all the way to the fifth floor from what she could see from the bottom. In the center of the building was what she assumed would be a courtyard, but it only went up two stories. Thankfully, Camille interjected. “There are three practice courtyards, one on floors 1-2, one on 3-4, and one that’s open air on the fifth. There are twenty classrooms per floor on floors 2-5. Floor one is mainly offices and personal workshops of the professors. There’s also a few shopfronts where you can buy the things other students have made in their classes.”  
 
    She led them up the stairwell, pausing on floor two. “This is where all the Magic Classrooms are. It’s actually quite strange that your room is…” She paused in front of the first door, which distinctly read ‘2A.’ With a look of understanding, she smiled. “Nevermind, it makes sense now. They gave you the blood magic classroom. We haven’t had a teacher for that in ages, so it hasn’t been used.”  
 
    Jade winced inwardly. Did they know? This felt like bad karma. Still, she took the key and inserted it into the lock, drawing the curious scrutiny of a few people who were lounging in the hall nearby. They were taking a rest, and she figured they might have been the ones moving the furniture because there was a stack of desks still sitting next to them as if waiting to find a new home.  
 
    Upon walking into the classroom, she forgot all about her supposed bad karma. Huge windows let in copious amounts of the light emitted by the setting sun. She realized she was on the west side, so she’d always be able to see the sunset. Happy with that realization, she took inventory of the rest of the room.  
 
    The desks she’d seen earlier had left their marks on the stone floor, the places where they’d been appearing lighter, protected from the wear of time or the collection of dust. Speaking of, she could tell they’d done a light cleaning, but the layer of dust wasn’t something a light brush off was going to fix.  
 
    She was happy to find that she had almost an entire wall of shelves and several large tables new to the room were spread about evenly. There was also a small section of the room that was a little different, given that there was a small couch, chair, and table, creating a cozy little sitting area in one corner near the window. The room was big and perfect!  
 
    “This is amazing!” She couldn’t help but gasp out her admiration. Camille and Tisha had been walking around inspecting everything too. They grinned and nodded. 
 
    “They did a good job at getting you the right room. This way, you’ll be close enough that you can come over between classes if you need to without having to run all over campus!”  
 
    Jade grinned, “I know, it’s great! Let’s get everything out! I can’t wait to start playing with it! I mean...practicing. I want to practice.” She grinned ruefully as Camille just stuck out her tongue.  
 
    Camille walked over to the little sitting area, trying to pull out the coolbox when she frowned and hesitated, “Uhm… We may have a little problem? I don’t quite think I’m strong enough to get all this out without breaking it…”
Jade frowned. This was a problem. Strength wasn’t the forte of any of the girls, though she knew Camille and Tisha were still stronger than her… Thinking of something, she grinned. “No worries, I got this!” Walking to the door, she opened it to find the group of men still sitting there, occasionally glancing at her door. It appeared they were waiting on word of where to take the desks. She smiled innocently at them and called out, “Excuse me, but we could use some help unpacking a few things that are too heavy for us, and we don’t want to accidentally break them. Can someone come help us?”  
 
    She wasn’t usually a fan of acting like the damsel in distress, but she really didn’t want her stuff to get ruined before she even got to use it! She was gratified to see that her little ploy had worked though. They had all been watching the room far too curiously, especially once they saw her enter with the princesses. It looked like they were having a staring match before a few of them won out. Four of them started walking over smugly, having stared down the others with their intimidation.  
 
    “We’d be happy to help you, miss…?” The guy who exhibited the most authority had both offered their unpaid labor and asked for her name without blinking. She nicknamed him Tarzan in her head because his dark brown dreads were tied back in a ponytail and he more or less had the same muscled physique, as far as she could tell. 
 
    She grinned and articulated, “Lady Jade. It’s a pleasure to meet you all, and thank you for the help. If you’ll just follow me, Camille and Tisha are waiting.” Let them think what they would of her leaving off their titles. They nodded and she led them inside. Camille looked a little startled that she had come back so quickly, then quickly smiled and turned princess mode back on.  
 
    “Baronet Tristan, Sir Darian, Sir Dashiel, Sir Prescott. It’s lovely to see you again. Have you come to help us settle Jade in?” Camille had greeted them in turn so Jade could see exactly which one was which on purpose. Jade smiled gratefully, having quickly caught on to what she was doing. She promptly offered each of them her hand as well, intent on collecting her blinking dots. 
 
    Darian had straight sandy blond hair, which was also tied back into a low ponytail. He honestly reminded her of Thor, which was only compounded by the red tunic he wore and the large hammer at his waist. Dashiel seemed to live up to the dash part of his name, having a more wiry build. He honestly reminded her more of the sneaky Stephen given his darker toned clothes, short dark brown hair, and concealed weaponry. Prescott had a bow slung over one shoulder and a dark green tunic, so she automatically dubbed him Hood in her head. It didn’t hurt that he had a roguish grin with a scar at the corner of his mouth and nice dimples. All four of them were in their late twenties if she had to guess. 
 
    “I do believe we have. We simply weren’t aware of who was taking over this room.” Jade admired Tristan’s smooth fishing for information. Camille was gesturing for her to answer though because she wasn’t sure how much Jade wanted to tell people.  
 
    Jade just grinned. People would find out sooner or later, especially when rumors started going around that she was taking every single magic class. “Yes, I’m afraid they went to quite a lot of trouble to give me a space to work in. As a traveler, there are many things I’d like to recreate from my old world, and thankfully I’ve been learning all the necessary magics to help me do so.”  
 
    Tristan caught the pertinent words in her explanation, such as traveler and necessary magics. He observed her in a new light, but it contained even more curiosity, and even a tiny bit of reverence. “What magics have you been learning?”  
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged nonchalantly, “Oh, you know. Just the basics so far. Water, wind, light and dark, metal, and healing. I’m excited to pick up the rest.” They were gaping at her like she was crazy, go figure. She just smiled and redirected their attention. “Well, we’ve got a lot to do and not much time to do it. A great deal of what we got is fairly heavy as well as delicate.” 
 
    She pointed around the room to the unloading spots she wanted as she continued. “I’d like all the glass on this table, metal next to it, the stones and gems next to that, then the wood blocks, and on that last table we’ll put all the fabric. If you’ll put the chests up against the north wall, the weapons can go on the shelves, the coolboxes in the northwest corner by the couch, and the small cabinet can go over there as well with the papers and ink. Oh! Let’s put one of the blankets over there as well.” She paused, trying to think if she’d missed anything. 
 
    “I think that’s it. If you find something you have a question about, feel free to ask me. I’m just going to be doing a little more cleaning.”  
 
    Camille looked startled at that. “Jade, you don’t need to clean, we can get someone to come do that…” 
 
    Jade just grinned. “No no, it’s fine. It’s good practice to raise my magic anyway.” Every single one of them looked confused, so she just waved them off. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be here if you need me. Let’s get started!”  
 
    Unable to understand what she wanted, but also feeling unable to contest her at this point, they all started to unpack the bag at Camille’s direction as she told them where to put everything, since it was boxed up and only she knew what was in each.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jade stood out of the way, concentrating. There was no conveniently available bucket of water for her to grab, but there was the air, and she’d already noticed there was a bit of humidity. That was going to be miserable in the winter, if there was a winter here. Was winter coming? Shaking her head at her absent-mindedness, she held her hand out, concentrating on pulling the water out of the air. It started to form a little ball floating above her hand, growing larger until she had a ball around the size of a cantaloupe.  
 
    She heard Tisha gasp beside her, “Oooh, so pretty! Where did you get that though? It’s like it came out of nowhere!”  
 
    Directing the water to the walls first, she pushed it along the surface, mentally commanding it to dislodge the dirt and pull it free. The water began collecting impurities as it rushed across the stone, leaving the stone several shades brighter in its wake. She explained absentmindedly to Tisha as she did so. “I pulled it from the air. Much of the air around us is saturated with oxygen molecules, which when combined with hydrogen, form water. Since they both occur naturally, the water is there in the air, just invisible. We call it humidity.” Okay, her explanation may not have been perfect, but it was the best that she could remember and she was distracted. The point was that there was water in the air.  
 
    “Humidity…” Tisha murmured, staring at the magic Jade was working. Soon her water was dark with dirt, and she frowned, pulling it away from the wall. She’d only managed to clean around 4 feet from ceiling to floor. She held the dirty water, floating it above her hand as she studied it. “What’s wrong?” Tisha asked innocently as she too stared into the dirty globe of water like it had all the answers. 
 
    “I need to pull the dirt out, but I haven’t learned earth magic yet, and I just realized we don’t have a bucket or something I can put it in.”  
 
    “Oh here, let me!” Tisha reached forward with excitement, a concentrated look on her face as she slowly drew the dirt towards her hand. Jade helped by pulling the water away from the dirt, and then they were left with two balls, one of clean water and a smaller one of gritty dust. Jade immediately sent the water to the wall to scour some more as she glanced around, trying to see if she had somewhere to put the dirt.  
 
    With a shrug, she pointed over to an unused section of the shelves. “Just set it there for now. I’ll probably just use it to begin my practice of earth magic later since it’s not expensive.” Tisha rolled her eyes at Jade’s money-pinching, but obediently took it over to said corner to deposit it. She then followed Jade around, helping her clean the water ball every few feet and depositing the dirtballs. Jade had entirely cleaned one wall when she stopped, walking over to the couch to slump down.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Tisha was hovering over her like a worried mother hen.  
 
    When Camille noticed, she too came over, checking her with quick efficiency as she pronounced, “Magic drain. She’ll be fine after she rests for a bit.” Thinking of what Jade had said earlier, she pulled out some of the food from where they’d stashed it and handed it to Jade, who started to eat gratefully.  
 
    “Thanks. I’m just a little lightheaded. I’ll be fine in about five minutes.”  
 
    “Five minutes? It takes most people about an hour to recover from magic drain.” Tristan had walked over to see what was going on and caught their conversation.  
 
    Camille interjected in explanation to Jade, who was looking quizzical at why Tristan considered himself an expert, “Tristan is the assistant teacher for the classes on fire magic.” Well, that made more sense. 
 
    Jade smiled at Tristan and yawned before replying, “Then I look forward to your class on Monday. And I’m not sure how long it takes for other people to recover, but it only takes me about five minutes as long as I eat something. I think I drained myself over fifty times last night when I was lighting up my reading room.”  
 
    “You did WHAT?” The surprised and slightly angry exclamation came from the door, and when she glanced over, she saw a somewhat peevish Stephen. He was walking over menacingly, and she could almost see little storm clouds circling above his head. Interestingly, she saw Dashiel searching around like he wanted a place to hide from Stephen’s wrath. Perhaps there was more than just a passing similarity there... 
 
    But more importantly… When had he gotten there?  
 
    Still, she knew she was in trouble when he spoke again. “Just to be clear, you’re saying you drained yourself nearly fifty times in a row, while you were alone, when no one was checking up on you, or even knew you were practicing magic?”  
 
    Oops? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five – Overload 
 
    Jade didn’t want to deal with the wrath of the ninja spy. She wearily held her hand up and smiled wanly. “I solemnly swear that I was only up to good and didn’t realize it was an issue. If you guys don’t tell me the rules on this crap, how am I supposed to know I’m breaking them?”  
 
    Stephen sighed, his anger deflating as he muttered softly, “You need a keeper.” Looking around and seeing that Camille had stopped pulling anything out and that the guys were just hovering curiously, he smiled menacingly at them and said with complete innocence at the same time, “Thank you for helping out. They’ve decided where to put the desks now, so you may go. I’ll help them with anything further they need.” 
 
    “Of course, Viscount. Good day, Princess Camille, Princess Tisha, Lady Jade.” The four men bowed and then scurried out.  
 
    Jade raised a brow and asked, “Was that really necessary? They were quite helpful.” Also, good to know that Stephen was also a viscount.  
 
    Stephen sighed, tapping her on the forehead. “As a traveler, you can act differently as you wish and people will allow or tolerate it. Encouraging others to do the same is not always a good thing. There’s a hierarchy for a reason.” Jade frowned. She wasn’t fond of the whole hierarchy thing.  
 
    She decided to voice her complaint. “I don’t like it though. In my head, all people are created equal.”  
 
    It was Camille who interjected. “They may be created equal, but they don’t stay that way. People with opportunities will always fly higher. It’s an inevitable chain of events at that point. People who are elevated will help their friends and family, and each group grows stronger. Our positions come with privilege, but also with certain expectations. We protect them from monsters, we maintain order, and we maintain the city. Sure, maybe their lives aren’t perfect, but at least they’re alive to live them.” 
 
    Jade nodded slowly. “I still don’t really like it, but I understand. One thing though, you talk about monsters like they’re normal. I realize magic is probably mostly combat oriented for a lot of people, but it’s unlikely I will follow that path. I don’t want to fight monsters, and I can’t guarantee I wouldn’t freeze up and get people killed if I tried. So just in case people are getting the idea to make me into some superweapon…it’s not going to happen. I’m much happier using my magic to improve the quality of life.” 
 
    Stephen frowned a little, exchanging a glance with Camille. “It’ll be hard to avoid. Hunting parties are part of the requirement of the school.”  
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. “I guess I’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” Or I’ll leave. As much as you’ve all done for me, if you try to force my hand, I’ll find a different path. She smiled innocently, not letting her true thoughts show through. However, this had planted a seed of doubt in her mind. She silently vowed to become as strong as possible, as quickly as possible. Only when she was strong enough to defend herself would she truly be free to choose her own path.  
 
    Deciding to change the subject, she asked simply, “Anyway, what brings you here, Stephen?”  
 
    He smiled down at her, then nodded at the princesses. “Someone said the princesses had come in with another girl, and the description matched, so I decided to come see.” Jade laughed. Gossip. She almost got into trouble because some ninnies couldn’t keep their mouths shut. He glanced around, examining the room. “So what are you trying to make here, anyway?” 
 
    Jade smiled, shrugging, and got up, walking over to the glass table where ten small metal boxes lay innocently. “All sorts of things, really. Anything and everything I miss from my old world.” She opened the box, gently unwrapping one of the sculptures before she concentrated on lighting it up.  
 
    All three of them had followed to watch her. As soon as she finished lighting it, she handed it to Tisha, who looked like she was dying to get a closer view. “Ooooh, it’s even better than I imagined! I wish I knew light magic!” Tisha cooed over the sculpture as Jade moved on, pulling out the next one. Camille eventually took it from Tisha, packing it back up and setting it in her bag once more. It became a line of Stephen watching curiously, Jade lighting them up and handing them to Tisha, who mooned over them until the next one was ready, at which point Camille took the last one and packed it up.  
 
    On the sixth one, Jade smiled and finished lighting it up, then handed it to Stephen instead. “Eric picked this one out for you.” Eric’s was next, and Camille set it aside instead of wrapping it up. When she was done, she sighed in relief. Her magic had recovered, but she was still in the growing pains stages.  
 
    “They’re just going to love these!” Tisha grinned happily, dancing about.  
 
    Camille nodded. “They really will. Thank you.” 
 
    Jade laughed. “Honestly, it’s nothing compared to all you spent on me today, so I should be the one saying thank you. At least I could do something in return!”  
 
    Camille laughed, then pulled out her pocket watch. “Unfortunately, we have to go. We still have tutoring tonight.” Tisha groaned, and Jade nodded in understanding.  
 
    “That’s fine. I had a wonderful time with you two today. Be safe, okay?” She hugged each of them as they bid reluctant goodbyes and left. She turned to Stephen. “Are you staying on campus? I was going to head down to the library and get some reading in before it gets too late. By the way, are you the dark magic teacher? Can I see your classroom?” 
 
    Stephen narrowed his eyes at her, considering something. Finally, he asked, “How did you know I have dark magic?” Her eyes widened momentarily in panic as she glanced at the ground to try and disguise it. Crap, crap, CRAP! What do I say!?  
 
    “Oh, Eric mentioned you were the teacher when he was setting up my schedule. Was he not supposed to tell me?” Yeah, blame it all on Eric… I think he actually did say something about Stephen being one of my teachers… I can pull this off, totally. Her tone was a little guilty, as if she’d been let in on a secret she wasn’t supposed to, but Stephen’s eyes had gone back to normal when she peeked up at him.  
 
    “I see. Sure, I can show you my classroom. With how strong your light magic is, I wasn’t sure you’d be interested in dark magic. Usually they’re non-compatible.” He waited as she closed and locked the room, having shoved a bit of food in her constant companion, the bag. How many first projects did she have now? Couldn’t everything just be done already? 
 
    She just followed him, saying simply, “I want to learn everything, and I think I can, so why shouldn’t I?”  
 
    He snickered. “Why shouldn’t you, indeed. I suppose that’s as good a reason as any.” They had only walked down three doors when he stopped, pulling out his own key to open it. She followed him inside with a grin, peering around. There were about ten desks spread out, but most of the windows outside had dark curtains covering them. Only one was letting in light. She unconsciously took a step closer to Stephen. He peered at her curiously. “Are you afraid of the dark?” 
 
    With a grimace, she told him the truth. “It’s not my favorite thing ever, so I might be a little bit afraid. Where I spent my life, there was no true darkness. The hospital was always lit up, so even if the lights were off in my room, light seeped beneath the doors or came from the machines keeping me alive. The street lamps also let in light from the window. It was never really truly dark for me, so it’s just a little unnerving. Maybe being able to control the darkness will help me with that.” 
 
    He nodded and said simply, “Maybe. Why don’t we get you to the library?” He ushered her out of the room, closing the door behind him. She smiled and accepted his offered arm once he was done. She could tell he’d wanted her to like his element, and he was trying to gauge if she’d stick with it. Still, her spidey senses were telling her that there was something more, but she couldn’t figure out what she was missing. 
 
    They stopped on the first floor by his office so he could drop off his figurine, which was next to what appeared to be a staff lounge. A few people had spotted them and called him over, so she was brought along. 
 
    “And who might this young lady be?” A white-haired older gentleman asked as he bent over her hand. His demeanor was stately, but he also seemed to be emanating a comforting aura of vitality. It was like a refreshing wave of warmth that seeped into her bones, and if comfort had a smell, she’d say that’s what he smelled like.  
 
    Stephen responded smoothly, “This is Lady Jade, a traveler. You’ll probably see her around a lot, as she’s been given the blood magic room for her workshop, and she’s in every single one of the magic classes for her level.” He figured if he let most of them know now, word would spread and no one would hassle her.  
 
    “A pleasure to meet a student with such aptitude, miss Jade. I’m Duke Whitby, the instructor for life magic. I’ll look forward to having you in my class.” 
 
    She subsequently met Count Leroy, the etiquette teacher, who was slightly miffed when he realized she wasn’t taking his class because it overlapped with the magic classes. “Etiquette will help in all aspects of your life; you should seriously reconsider.” She had nodded solemnly to mollify him, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, but knowing he wouldn’t let her go unless he thought she had come around to his point of view. His severely parted and flattened hair reminded her of a strict butler who would whack you with a ruler if you slumped. 
 
    However, her nod didn’t seem to be enough to get him off her case, so she smiled and responded, “Of course, manners are the basic building blocks of a civil society. However, I’ve already been signed up for my current schedule, so it would be considered bad manners to cancel on the teachers who are expecting me in their classes.”  
 
    Finally seeming appeased, he’d moved off and others had moved in. Most seemed to be in their 40’s to 50’s and of higher rank. She could see why Stephen, Eric, and Jarom were considered the youngest ones in their position. When she’d finally greeted all seventeen professors and assistants who’d been in the room, which included a few more who’d dropped by after hearing there was an unusual student to meet–courtesy of what was apparently a very active gossip mill–she and Stephen finally made their escape.  
 
    Jade frowned when she noticed the sun was setting. That had taken way more time than she’d hoped for, but it was going to be excellent for her growth tonight, so she supposed it was worth it. She’d taken meticulous note of what each of them taught, given that she wanted to take only the best from them.  
 
    Instead of going to the library since it was so late, Stephen walked her back to The Green Dragon. She didn’t even try to touch anyone, even though she hadn’t touched anyone on the streets all day. She didn’t need to. Four academy students, the royal family of eight, fourteen shopkeepers, including two knights, the three guards at the school gate, the three knights and a baronet who’d helped them move her things, and seventeen professors. No, she didn’t feel the need to try and touch anyone else today.  
 
    “Sleep well, Jade” Stephen gave her a small hug as he pushed her inside.  
 
    She glanced back at him as she entered, saying serenely. “Oh, I’ll sleep so well, I’ll feel like a whole new person tomorrow.” Changes were coming. Massive changes.  
 
    In anticipation of that, she cheerfully greeted Raphael, Jessica, and Kaylee. Instead of waiting for the hunger pains to hit her in the middle of the night, she just ate another gigantic meal then and there, still taking more to her room so she wouldn’t have to raid the kitchen. She bid them goodnight before going up to her room to get ready for bed.  
 
    Finally laying down in excitement, she went through all of her notifications, matching them to her mental notes of who she’d touched that day. She made her decisions, then clicked on them all at once mentally.  
 
    It was a pain unlike any other night. She’d believed she would pass out almost immediately, but the sheer agony wouldn’t even let her pass out peacefully. Her jaw was locked shut to stop herself from screaming bloody murder. It felt like she was being burned from the inside out. After around three minutes, her body could no longer take the pain, and she finally welcomed the blackness.  
 
    Her last thought was simple. 
 
    I think I finally overloaded the system...


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six – Consequences 
 
    Day Four 
 
      
 
    Jade felt like she’d been hit by a truck again, only worse. Like maybe she’d been smashed by two trucks instead. Her whole body was still in pain when she woke up, and she barely had the energy to reach over and pull the bag she’d put next to her bed closer. Reaching in, she slowly began to eat the bread she pulled out. Each movement was excruciating, and she felt tears sliding down her face in protest. The salty water mixed with her bread because she didn’t have the energy to move it away from her face.  
 
    All she knew was that she was never going to do that again. Her body was protesting, and she didn’t even dare heal herself because of what Mike had told her. He could heal the pain, but it would probably come at the cost of stunting her growth. Plus, that would probably take more energy, which she wasn’t sure was a great idea right now either. So she slowly curled up around her pillow and cried, trying to muffle the soft sobs she could no longer hold in. Every sob only seemed to amplify the pain though, making her body spasm periodically.  
 
    She closed her eyes, wondering if she’d broken herself, and her body wasn’t going to get better anymore. Completely exhausted, she slowly drifted back off into a fitful sleep.  
 
    She woke a few more times, only able to eat a little bread before her energy gave out each time until she could no longer make herself reach for food. She no longer sobbed, having given it up as pointlessly aggravating her condition. Tears still silently streamed down, but she didn’t have the presence of mind to try and keep the water in. For the first time since she’d come to this world, she felt completely helpless, her body so overstressed that she couldn’t move a muscle.  
 
    When Kaylee knocked on her door a few hours later like she had yesterday, Jade couldn’t even bring herself to formulate a response. She just stared at the ceiling and mentally clicked on a box that was blinking red instead of the customary blue. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning: You have siphoned more than your body can currently accommodate. Time spent adapting has been doubled. 
    
  Warning: Your body lacks the energy to complete the siphon changes.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that explained why she was still in pain. It also explained why it was so hard to move her muscles. If she didn’t have the ATP to power her cells, she’d get rigor mortis. It seemed the magic had made it so she wasn’t quite to that point yet, and the little amount of food she’d managed to eat was probably helping...but she was in trouble. If she didn’t get help soon, she figured she was actually close to dying because her body was eating energy faster than she could make it. She heard Kaylee knocking louder, but she couldn’t call out and her door was locked.  
 
    Mentally, she screamed at Kaylee. “Help me!” Her body spasmed in pain, seemingly in response to her cry. She felt even weaker than before. She closed her eyes, unable to hold them open any longer.  
 
    “Something is wrong! We need to get in there, right now!” She could vaguely hear Kaylee’s frantic yells. She could hear pounding footsteps and then a key was scraping across the lock. Oh good, someone has a spare… Her mind was all that was functioning properly right now, and even that now felt like she was slogging through a mire.  
 
    The door burst open and she could hear the footsteps of several people rushing in. She heard Kaylee’s gasp of shock. “She’s so pale! Is she even breathing?”  
 
    Raphael yelled at someone at the door, “Go fetch a healer, NOW!”  
 
    She didn’t need a healer; she needed food. With as much effort as she could muster, she tried to speak. “Enn…” She couldn’t even finish one stupid word before she started coughing, trying to get more air into her lungs.  
 
    “She’s alive! Get her some water!”  
 
    What seemed like eons later, but was probably only half a minute, she heard Jessica crooning softly as she supported Jade’s head. “Try and swallow this, please.” She heard the even quieter mutter that came after, “Please, please be okay…” Still, she felt the cold water dripping into her mouth, moistening the bone-dry cavity. Unable to swallow, she just savored the water. It would help, she knew. Not much, but at least a little. She continued to slowly take in the water Jessica gave her gratefully. It would stop her from dying for the moment, at least. Hopefully.  
 
    She heard someone else come into the room, and she wanted to smile when she heard his voice, but couldn’t make her lips move. “Move aside, let me see her.” Mike would take care of her, right? She felt his hand on her arm, the brief flash of warmth moving through her as she felt his magic. She could hear his sharp intake of breath because the room had gone silent in anticipation. He quickly ordered the others around. “Go, get some soup, broth, juice, anything she can drink that has substance.”  
 
    She heard several people scurrying to obey his orders as Jessica, who was still supporting her head and feeding her water, asked fearfully, “Doctor, what’s wrong with her?”  
 
    She could almost hear the frown in Mike’s voice as he spoke simply, “Her body is starving. Her muscles are undergoing a tremendous change, and her body didn’t have the energy to support it, but it kept trying. It looks like she was trying to eat something, but she didn’t have the energy to do even that because the rest of her body was eating it up so quickly. She’s severely dehydrated and almost in a state of starvation, but otherwise, she’s fine. Keep giving her the water until they bring something more substantial.”  
 
    She felt his hand on her wrist again, and then a warmth to her muscles. The pain lessened just a tiny bit, and she managed to croak, “What…?”  
 
    Mike seemed to understand as he spoke soothingly, “Shhh, just focus on drinking. I didn’t really heal you; I just gave you a bit of energy to tide you over.”  
 
    She heard footsteps rushing back into the room and felt Jessica take the cup away briefly before bringing it back with something that smelled like apple juice. As the sweet calories hit her tongue, she found that with Mike’s little injection of energy, she could at least swallow properly now. Much better than drowning.  
 
    “Is she okay?” Why did that sound like Will’s voice? What was he doing in her room? 
 
    “She’s going to be fine. However, I think it would be best if everyone else waited downstairs. Let’s give her some privacy while she recovers.” His stern tone seemed to remind everyone that they had barged into her room while she was ‘sleeping.’ She heard them complain, but start moving towards the door. She figured they had all left when she heard Mike say resolutely, “You too, Raphael.” 
 
    “I’m staying.” Raphael’s voice was firm, but Mike seemed to be set on kicking him out. 
 
    “And who’s going to keep that lot under control? She’s going to be fine. You’re needed more out there, though it would be best if you could procure more food that’s simple to eat. What we have here will help, but I have the feeling she’s going to need a lot more.”  
 
    Raphael finally grunted in agreement at that, and she heard him leave, closing the door behind him. Jessica was still holding her head and tipping apple juice down her throat, so she figured the other person in there was Kaylee, who from the sound of it, was getting the next dose of whatever ready.  
 
    When the cup was removed temporarily from her face, she croaked again, “Thanks…”  
 
    Jessica immediately shushed her, and she felt Mike pat her comfortingly again on the arm. Still, she felt his magic move through her once again, though this time he was just checking. He reassured her, “Don’t worry about it. Just work on getting better so you can reassure all the people downstairs before they wear holes in the floor with their pacing.”  
 
    “Mmmm.” That was all she said in response. She didn’t need to say more, though she was curious about who all would be pacing downstairs. She figured only a few of them were really worried about her; the rest were probably just curious or watching for entertainment.  
 
    Feeling a tiny bit better, she decided that she could multitask, since thinking didn’t interfere with her drinking down whatever they offered, and she didn’t need to open her eyes to pore over her profile. She mentally clicked on the little blue dot, examining the changes that were causing her so much pain. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 10.16 
  Dexterity: 11.21 
  Constitution: 10.14 
  Intelligence: 17.07 
  Magic: 12.89 
  Charisma: 11.12 
  Luck: 14.53 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Compulsion Magic, Dark Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Earth Magic, Eating, Fire Magic, Glasscraft, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Herbology, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Life Magic, Light Armor, Light Magic, Lightning Magic, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Metal Magic, Modeling, Nature Magic, Navigation, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Speed Reading, Stealth, Tailoring, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  3% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  47% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  28% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  3% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  98% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  38% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  43% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  54% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  3% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  51% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  28% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  3% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  57% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tailoring 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  93% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  63% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Oh. No wonder she was in pain. Appraisal, deception, diplomacy, persuasion, sense motive, and water magic had all passed the barrier into intermediate. That wasn’t mentioning the fact that she’d learned seven new magics, six of which were at levels 4-9 that she’d siphoned, as well as three new craft skills.  
 
    It all made sense; everything on that list was stuff she’d siphoned from people who were really good at it, except for deception, but she figured she’d been deceiving everyone about her ability and why she touched them so often that it was going up naturally on its own.  
 
    No, the one that stuck out to her like a sore thumb was her only beginner 1 skill, compulsion magic. As far as she knew, she’d never compelled anyone to do anything with magic. Persuaded them, sure. She’d done lots of that, as evidenced by how high that skill was getting. But she hadn’t siphoned it from anyone, and she didn’t know when she used it. Puzzled, she started paying attention to the quiet conversation Mike and Kaylee were having.  
 
    “She’s lucky you found her when you did. Much longer and she might not have made it.”  
 
    Kaylee’s response was almost too quiet for her to hear. “It wasn’t luck. I heard her call me.”  
 
    “Call you?” Mike’s voice was curious.  
 
    “She was screaming for help. It was brief, but I swear I heard it.”  
 
    Jade spluttered on her juice a little bit, then quickly calmed down when they came over asking if she was okay.  
 
    “I’m good, thanks.” Her voice was slowly recovering, and they switched her over from juice to some beef flavored broth thing, intermixed with some sort of creamy oatmeal. Jessica was still feeding her, considering she still couldn’t lift her arms.  
 
    Silently, she came to the conclusion, maybe I did compel her after all… Of all the magics she’d read about, there had been uncommonly little information on blood, compulsion, special, spiritual, and summoning. She had finally figured out why. Not only was it rare, but it could also be very, very dangerous.  
 
    Wordlessly, she added compulsion magic to her list of things she wasn’t planning to tell anyone she could do. It was an ever-growing list…  
 
    No wonder her deception and bluff kept going up like crazy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven – Accounting 
 
    It was almost an hour later before she finally felt well enough to get up. She’d started feeding herself about half an hour after help had arrived, and the aching pain had gradually diminished. She’d had Jessica bring in a bucket of water, though she hadn’t told her what it was for. When she eventually felt full and stopped eating, Mike sent the girls out of the room. He sat down beside her, regarding her sternly. “Do you realize how close you came to dying?”  
 
    Jade stared at her hands, silently wringing them before she finally peeked up, meeting his eyes as she nodded. “I do. It won’t happen again. I’m aware of what went wrong, and I’ll take precautions against it in the future. Thank you for your help though. I don’t think I’d have made it if you hadn’t come so quickly.” 
 
    He sighed, realizing she wasn’t really deterred, just more cautious. “You’re welcome. Just be careful. I know you want to get stronger quickly, but you have time. You have your whole life in front of you here.”  
 
    She stared at him blankly for a moment. Now she was doing it too! Still, she had to think about it. Yesterday had been awesome, but it had made her wary. She should probably slow down. What she’d done the previous two nights had ended without a problem, so she’d just scale back to that again. She’d just been too excited after meeting all those professors. Finally, she nodded. “I really will be more careful. I’m not a huge fan of almost-dying.” Even though technically, she’d been living in that state for most of her life. Which, she supposed, made her an authority on not liking it.  
 
    Seeming appeased, Mike patted her on the shoulder and ordered, “Very good. Take care of yourself, you hear? And you should probably go downstairs soon. Several fairly important people were arriving when I did, and they’ve been waiting very patiently downstairs for you.” She nodded and he left, instructing Jessica to wait outside in case she needed help.  
 
    Using the bucket of water, she quickly magicked it to get herself clean. She had been covered in cold sweat from the pain, so cleaning off felt heavenly. She quickly got dressed, plaiting her hair into a side braid that had been dubbed the Katniss braid by most of her generation. Opening the door, she saw a noticeably relieved Jessica. She smiled warily and began, “Thanks for your help. I’m good now though; I just overdid it.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head, saying softly, “You almost died.” 
 
    Jade sighed. “Yeah, but it was just a stupid mistake on my part. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Jessica pursed her lips. “See that it doesn’t! You were so pale, and you were barely breathing. It was worse than when you first arrived!” Jade winced. Okay, so that was pretty bad. Jessica was hovering over her like a mother hen as she walked down the stairs, only for her to stop dead when she saw a full common room. There seemed to be two separated groups. One consisted of curious students who’d stuck around for the drama and whom she’d never spoken to.  
 
    Disliking that she’d become a public spectacle, she stared at that half of the room and asked sardonically, one brow raised, “What? You people don’t have somewhere better to be right now? Shoo. I’m not your entertainment.” Okay, so she probably could have phrased that more politely, but she didn’t like being on display and she’d just almost died. They took one look at her menacing smirk, flashed over to the other half of the room, who were displaying some glares upon realizing that they were there out of curiosity and not concern, and then they hastily started beating a quick retreat. There were only about ten of them, and they quickly dispersed.  
 
    Which of course, left her with the other half of the room. Now that the others were gone, she was faced with the full wrath of friends who’d been worried for her. The full group included Raphael, Kaylee, Will; to her surprise, Jackson, Adam, and Evan were there as well, with a conspicuously missing Britney. She at least understood why they were there. They probably hadn’t left for the day yet when Kaylee found her. What she couldn’t explain was why Camille, Tisha, Eric, Stephen, Lucas, and even Damian were there. All she was missing were Sharon, Tina, Elisa, and Jarom. Otherwise, most of the people she’d spent any amount of time with for her first three days here were gathered in one room.  
 
    And yet, they all had one other thing in common right now: they were glaring bloody murder at the girl who’d almost died. She smiled lightly, and trying to break the tense silence, shrugged and chirped as she held her hands out placatingly, “Surprise! I’m alive!”  
 
    Unsurprisingly, the first one who broke her indignant glare was Tisha, who bounced over and threw her arms around Jade. “Oh my gosh, I’ll kill you if you ever do that to us again!” 
 
    Jade laughed, hugging her back as she quipped, “Doesn’t killing me defeat the purpose?”  
 
    “Don’t you sass me!” Tisha pouted back.  
 
    Camille pulled Tisha off of Jade before she could smother her with affection and was observing Jade judiciously. Finally, she nodded in satisfaction and proclaimed, “Good, you do look better. Now sit down and tell us what actually happened.” She squeezed Jade’s arm, a surprised spark flitting across her face when she felt a little toned muscle. It wasn’t much, but she had finally normalized, and was even making her way towards slim, but fit. Her bust had also grown another size, much to her satisfaction. 
 
    Camille literally stood over her until she sat down, at which point Kaylee brought her MORE food. Well, she supplied everyone else with some as they sat down around her as well, but still. Jade absently played with the food in front of her, trying to figure out the best way to try and explain. She glanced around at those who were supporting her, but her eyes lingered on Jackson, Adam, and Evan.  
 
    Jackson noticed her gaze, and he stopped Adam and Evan from sitting down. He walked over, patting Jade lightly on the shoulder as he remarked, “I’m glad you’re doing better, but we have a few things to take care of, so we’ll just be heading out. We’ll see you later?”  
 
    She nodded and smiled gratefully. “Thank you. Have a wonderful rest of your day!” Jackson nodded and smiled, then led the baffled duo out with him. Everyone seemed to have realized that what she was about to say was something she didn’t want shared around, and seemed a little gratified that they’d been included. She felt a little bad chasing Jackson off now, but that could always be remedied later. 
 
    Eventually, she spoke softly. “You all know I’m a traveler, and I’ve been given the gift called accelerated growth. What you don’t know is that I have some control over it. I can choose to accelerate certain skills I’ve come into contact with. The process, as you might have guessed, is somewhat painful and requires a lot of energy, so I’ve been choosing to do it at night so that when I pass out from pain, it’s in my own bed.”  
 
    She paused, scanning those around her and trying to gauge their reactions, but no one said anything. Finally, she smiled and shrugged. “Last night, I sort of bit off more than I could chew because it gave me a bunch of new options to learn. So I kinda chose to learn all of them.” She stared guiltily at her plate, and then realizing that she had room in her stomach and began to eat, since that was the extent of what she was planning to explain.  
 
    Kaylee marveled in awe, “Good heavens, I put it in front of you because I didn’t want to leave you out, but I never actually thought you could fit anything more in you…”  
 
    Jade smiled ruefully at her. “As you saw this morning, it’s the side effect of my learning. I have an insanely high metabolism because my body is burning through energy in order to change and grow. Basically, I tried to learn too much and didn’t have the energy to support it, but my body was still trying to change and thus was draining me without really having anything left to drain.” 
 
    She heard Stephen mutter darkly, “I was right, you do need a keeper.” Jade winced and glared at him.  
 
    “I do not need a keeper. I just...didn’t know my limits yet. I do now, and therefore won’t make the same mistake. I’m FINE. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger!” She held up her now slightly-muscled arm. “Besides. Look, I’m better than fine, I’ve got muscles!” 
 
    Almost everyone laughed at this. It was Eric who asked curiously, “So what exactly did you learn that overloaded you so much?” 
 
    She pondered for a moment, then started ticking them off on her fingers. “Dark, earth, fire, illusion, life, lightning, nature, and metal magic. Plus glasscraft, herbology, and tailoring.” She decided to lump dark and metal magic in there, even though she’d learned them the day before. It made it seem more dramatic, plus they’d never seen her use it yet, so hey. Less suspicion on her? Maybe? Judging by their incredulous stares, maybe not. 
 
    Eric was one of the few people who seemed to keep his cool, having been surprised by her several days in a row now. “So you’re telling us you learned how to do eight magics and three professions...in a single night.”  
 
    Jade smiled. “Technically, yes. But it’s not like I’ve had the chance to try any of them, and I’m not quite sure how all of them work. It’s more like once I figure out how they do work, it’s much, much easier for me because it’s already on my list. Does that make sense?”  
 
    There were a few nods from around the table, and she sighed in relief. Tisha looked a little confused, then seemed to have a light bulb moment as she blurted, “Oh, I get it! It’s like how we don’t get any skills on our list until we’re ten, but everything we learn helps our stats, and then when we get the actual skills, it’s easier to get past the first levels. Right?”  
 
    “What the what?” Jade gawked at Tisha, then at the other people around the table. “You’re telling me you guys didn’t get any skills until after you were ten?” Various nods confirmed her statement. She studied them curiously, then asked again, “Do any of you have walking or eating as skills?”  
 
    Will outright laughed while everyone else was watching him with perplexion and shaking their heads. “Hah, eating and walking as skills! That’s a great joke! Who needs to have a skill to learn to eat or walk?” He just kept laughing and laughing, not noticing that Jade was now giving him a death glare and everyone else was silent. When he finally noticed, his laughter died pretty immediately as he asked in astonishment, “No, seriously? You have…?” Miffed, Jade decided to ignore him and went back to eating what was on her plate. He belatedly seemed to remember that she’d said she couldn’t walk in her world, and he apologized, “Jade, I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking…” 
 
    “Obviously.” She muttered darkly. With a sigh, she smiled at him because he looked really, really sorry and she couldn’t handle the feeling that she’d just kicked a puppy. “Don’t worry about it. I already knew I was different.”  
 
    “But in a good way.” Stephen chose that moment to interject. Jade just smiled a little helplessly at him. How was different good? She had just wanted to be normal... 
 
    Speaking of, how had they all magically appeared here so quickly? Unable to come up with a good explanation, she decided it was easier just to ask. “By the way, not that I’m not grateful for your concern, but don’t you all have better things to be doing? How did you even know something was wrong with me in the first place?”  
 
    “Well, most of us were at the library getting ready when that boy came tearing in to inform Stephen that Will had made a spectacle of himself by practically dragging Doctor Mike to The Green Dragon. Will doesn’t get worked up about much, so we figured it was important and decided to come investigate, and then we found you looking all dead and everyone kinda freaked out.” It was Tisha who answered, apparently a little thoughtlessly from the dirty glances thrown her way after she finished speaking. 
 
    Jade was grateful at the moment for her loose lips, though in the future she made a mental note to be careful what she said around Tisha. Still, her explanation illuminated a couple of things for Jade. First, Eric, Stephen, Camille, Tisha, Lucas, and Damian had all been preparing something at the library. She guessed, given the dirty looks, it had something to do with her new study room there.  
 
    Second, Stephen had a group of people who reported to him about unusual things. She upgraded him from rogue ninja to spymaster in her mental inventory of everyone. Third, Will had personally run to fetch a healer when he found out something was wrong, which was definitely out of the ordinary and kinda sweet. Fourth, everyone had freaked out that she almost died, which granted, she could have guessed given their reactions upon seeing her in decent health once more.  
 
    She could feel the warm fuzzies tingling in her heart. She hadn’t known them long, but they’d shown her kindness and given her their friendship and concern. She felt her eyes starting to water and quickly took a drink, tilting her head up to the light as she did so to try and blink away the potential tears before anyone noticed.  
 
    Putting her drink down, she smiled deeply and murmured as she made eye contact with each of them, “Thank you, for everything.” She glimpsed at least one other person discreetly dab at their eyes, and she decided to lighten the mood.  
 
    “Still, the day must go on! I know I was supposed to meet Eric and Damian at the library, but what are the rest of you doing today?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight – Cursive 
 
    “We’ve been doing some research at the library. Lucas and Stephen were kindly helping us out.” Camille interjected with a smile. Her expression was guileless, as if she hadn’t told a bold-faced lie. Jade just let it be, grinning.  
 
    “I see. Well, If you’re all ready, why don’t we take a trip over to the library then? I think I’m going to take it easy for the rest of the morning, so some research and reading sounds lovely.” She smiled at Damian and Eric, “After, of course, we get the contract done.”  
 
    “Yes, let’s go!” Tisha jumped up in excitement, and Jade’s smile widened a tiny bit, and she could see Camille mentally hitting her head against a wall. Everyone started to get up, preparing to leave while Jade snuck over to Kaylee and Jessica.  
 
    There were tidying up and getting ready to clean up after the rest had left when Jade hugged them both from behind. Surprised, they tensed until they turned and saw it was her, relaxing again. She said softly, “Thank you, really. If you two hadn’t been looking after me this whole time, I would probably be dead. If I can ever do anything for you, you tell me, okay?” They mutely nodded, hugging her back. She knew they wouldn’t ask her for anything, so she’d have to find her own ways to repay them.  
 
    She let go and they went back to tidying, and turning back, she saw Stephen and Eric watching her speculatively. She fluttered her fingers at them, raising a brow. “Whatcha looking at?”  
 
    Stephen chuckled softly and shook his head. “Just wondering when you’ll stop surprising me.”  
 
    She shrugged innocently. “Maybe when I’m dead.” They both frowned and she just grinned, speaking softly so only they could hear. “I’m not scared of death. For most of my life, I’ve been told I’d die within a week. No one knew why I was alive, but I went on living despite their predictions. I’ve already lived a fuller life in the last three days than I was able to in eighteen years. If death should come, it comes. But until that day, I choose to truly live, and I shall do it without fear of an end.”  
 
    Leaving them with thoughtful looks on their faces, she made her way over to the door where Tisha was bouncing impatiently. “We’re going, we’re going. Hold your horses.” Jade laughed as she poked Tisha in the side, causing her to squeal and squirm away.  
 
    Tisha scream giggled, “We didn’t bring any horses!”  
 
    Jade rolled her eyes, then deadpanned, “It’s an expression from my old world, it’s basically telling you to be stable.” She held her serious face for a moment, then couldn’t help it and started giggling at her terrible pun. A few other people were chortling quietly while Tisha whined that she didn’t get it.  
 
    Eventually they got out the door, moving as a larger group to the library. She had tried to maneuver towards the edge of the group so she could maybe siphon a few people along the way, but every time she tried, it seemed like they corralled her right back into the middle. She gave up, just enjoying the burble of conversation as they walked and watched the expressions of those around them as they saw the noble party passing by. Many people gave tiny bows to them as they passed, and those in her group who were nearest would generally nod and smile at them.  
 
    She was grateful to get to the library as she vowed to start walking around on her own. So far, she hadn’t obtained a single notification today for siphoning. If she was going to be able to siphon a person more than once, it obviously took longer than four days for the invisible timer to reset. She wasn’t going to try and overdo herself like she had last night, but she still wanted to be able to make progress. Would she run out of targets to siphon eventually? 
 
    Oh well. That was a problem for another time. Right now, she was just enjoying the presence of people around her who cared. She had a sunny smile on her face as she gazed around at them. These were busy, important people, who should probably all be doing other things, but these last few days they’d seemed to drop everything to help her. She couldn’t help but feel warm fuzzies as she thought of how they’d all rushed about when they perceived she was in danger. She couldn’t do much for them right now, but she’d remember.  
 
    She wasn’t quite sure how she’d gotten so lucky to have such amazing people around her, but she wasn’t going to question it either. Having a circle of people she could trust as friends…to her, it was utterly priceless. Her thoughts of being able to leave easily if things went south was dissipating in the wind. She would probably still be able to do it, but leaving behind the only true friends she’d ever known would practically kill her anyway. No, if things weren’t great, she’d just have to find a way to fix them. She owed it to them to at least try and stick it out if the going got tough. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to continue our research project while you figure out the contract with Eric and Damian, but we’ll come find you for lunch, okay?” Camille grinned and hugged her before dragging Lucas, Stephen, Tisha, and Will away into the depths of the library. Eric grinned and led her and Damian to his office instead. Jade had watched the five of them disappear behind bookshelves with a warm smile. She wouldn’t ruin their surprise. It was a little strange for her not to have to show her card at the desk though. Apparently, arriving with the assistant head of the library and royalty was pass enough, because the poor boy behind the desk hadn’t even dared to ask them for their library passes as they entered. She’d just smiled brightly at him, realizing that he was looking seriously intimidated. Sadly, it was the same guy who had watched her steal Will’s library card. She’d get his name and apologize at some point. 
 
    “Now then, let’s get down to business,” Eric said as he sat behind his desk, she and Damian taking a seat on the other side.  
 
    She couldn’t help it, she grinned and sung under her breath, “To defeat–the Huns.” They both gave her strange stares and she stuck her tongue out at them. “Don’t mind me, one day I’ll teach you the awesomeness that is Disney music.” Still grinning, she continued. “Well then! Back to glass…”  
 
    It only took them a little over half an hour to come to an agreement. It helped that Eric was firmly on her side and trying to get her advantages, given the whole, Damian had tried to rip him off thing. Still, Damian was a little surprised by her, because she didn’t actually accept the higher percentages Eric was trying to get her.  
 
    “Look, I understand that Damian is doing most of the hard work for the figures. I’m just adding light to it after, which while is something not many can do because of the magic involved, it doesn’t take me a whole lot of time. Just energy. 40/60 of the profit margin is plenty. He’s the one selling them, and he’s doing the glass for my side projects at cost. Believe me, I’m not losing out.” Especially because they didn’t realize how much she would likely be asking him to help with her side projects. Granted, the items she was asking for were much, much easier to make than the glass figurines, but still. She was stealing a master craftsman’s time.  
 
    “Fine, as you wish.” Jade stifled a giggle as she imagined Eric rolling down a hill while dressed as a pirate yelling that. He ignored her silly grin as he put the two copies of the contract facing them. “Just sign both of these, I’ll put my seal on them, and then we’re good here!” She watched as Damian took the quill and managed to artfully write his name in cursive that was almost, if not quite as pretty as Eric’s handwriting.  
 
    When Damian handed her the quill, she took it as if she was touching a live snake. It was just a pretty feather, but… She sighed. Until she got her pens made, she’d have to figure out how to do this eventually. She dipped the quill in the ink like she’d seen them do, then went to write her name, creating a considerable blotch of ink on the paper immediately. She stared in dismay at it. It was like an ugly blemish on otherwise beautiful paper.  
 
    Eric seemed to hesitate, then asked quietly, “Jade, can you write?”  
 
    She put the quill down for a moment, frowning as she tried to blot the giant ink stain away with the cloth they’d been using for a similar purpose, but she mostly succeeded in spreading it instead. With a sigh, her eyes flashed up, meeting Eric’s eyes. “I can write just fine, just not with a quill. It’s the reason I was trying to reinvent the instrument we used from my old world. Although I admit, my writing also isn’t the pretty cursive you guys use.” 
 
    Eric seemed puzzled. “What’s cursive?”  
 
    She laughed, shaking her head. “It’s the swirly letters that you use. There were many fonts, or different ways of writing letters, in my old world. Some of them much simpler. By the time I was born, such fancy writing was uncommon, and almost everything was done in styles that were much easier to both read and write.” He looked fascinated by this knowledge, but at this point, she’d gotten the splotch to stop spreading and mostly dried it. Ignoring it, she dipped the quill in the ink again, this time making sure it wasn’t dripping. She quickly scratched her name out on both parchments in her best approximation of cursive. Usually, people practiced writing their name in cursive for when they signed things, but she hadn’t needed to do that as a minor that didn’t leave bed.  
 
    Smiling triumphantly that she’d done it without splotching again, she glanced up at them. “There! Done. You can notarize them now.” Her writing was seriously out of place on the paper, but she no longer cared. She hadn’t made any more splotches!  
 
    Damian was the one who asked curiously, “What do you mean, notarize?” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, basically what he said earlier, put a seal on it. A notary in my world was someone who witnessed two parties signing a legal document and signed it saying that it was official. It’s pretty much just a special term we had for it.” She didn’t add that it had more or less gone out of use for most people. She didn’t even know where you could find a notary, other than maybe a bank or a city hall. Electronics had taken over the world.  
 
    Anyway, they seemed to accept her explanation, because Eric was busy melting some wax over the papers, into which he pressed his awesome ring seal-stamp thing. “Ooooh, lemme see! What’s your cresty thing?” She all but pulled the ring off as she grabbed his hand and held it close to her face, studying the ring. It was in the shape of a shield with two swords crossed behind it, little flourishes coming out the side. On the shield itself was a mountain, and in the middle of the mountain was a hammer hitting a stone. There was a small open book beneath that. 
 
    Glancing up at Eric, who looked amused that she’d stolen his hand, she asked excitedly, “This is your family crest, right?” As he started to nod, she went on. “But it’s not completely. Does your family change the little icon on the bottom of the shield depending on the person? Yours is a book because you work here.”  
 
    He laughed and continued nodding. “I’d say someone already told you that, but I’m fairly sure they haven’t. Yes, it’s to distinguish which member of the family sealed it. Most family crests are the same, with a small changeable section that is decided upon them earning their own crest.”  
 
    She grinned. “I want a crest! And a cool ring that I can use to stamp the wax. That’s just fun!” She was imagining the possibilities. She had a feeling if she had her own ring and wax right now, she’d just go stamping her crest on everything. Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. Every brand had their icon that they put on their creations, so she needed to figure out what hers would be…  
 
    She had spaced out, missing whatever Eric said as she went through and thought of and then discarded a bunch of images in her head. Maybe something with a dragon and the scales of justice? Or maybe she should incorporate the magic symbol Will had pointed out to her the other day…was it only yesterday?  
 
    “Jade. Jade. JADE. Damian is leaving.” She belatedly realized Eric had been calling her and was waving his hand in front of her face to get her to focus. She jumped to her feet, focusing on Damian, who was holding his part of the contract and grinning at her from the door.  
 
    “Stop by the store later when you’re feeling well.”  
 
    She smiled, then bounced over, surprising him with a hug. “I will! Have a good day! And thank you.” She let him go, and he walked away with a giant grin on his face. She looked back at Eric, who was just staring at her in bemusement, as if she was a little animal he found particularly adorable.  
 
    He walked over, patting her on the head and laughing. “Never change.” She stuck her tongue out at him as he gently pushed her out of his office, closing the door behind them as he started leading her down the hall. “Now then, I think it’s about time you see your new room. I have to say, I was surprised when I heard we were already getting requests to use your old room. Word travels fast, and apparently you’re not the only one who’d like a little more light...though I’m not sure that’s the only reason they wanted to use that room…” He frowned, now thinking of other reasons people might have requested the room.  
 
    She just giggled, poking him in the side. “Don’t worry about it. I have a new room! With actual sunlight! They can have the artificial light. Just think, I’m brightening their days without even trying!”  
 
    Eric grinned, and she heard him mutter, “You’re just everyone’s little ball of sunshine…”  
 
    She was okay with that title.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine – Mesmer 
 
    As they walked down the hall towards her new study room, Jade was thinking about what kind of surprised expression to make. Startled, pleasantly happy, scared if they jumped out at her? Eric interrupted her musings by speaking as he put a key in her hand, “Here we are. Your new study room.”  
 
    She smiled, taking the key and taking a deep breath before she put it into the lock, turning the handle. She opened the door lightly, anxious she was going to hit someone unawares if they were hiding behind it. All of her practiced expressions flew out the window as she gasped, staring around in awe. There was no one inside, but that allowed her to get the full picture. 
 
    The bank of windows on the far wall was incredible, letting in streamers of sunlight that illuminated a pretty coral-colored couch and a light wooden desk with plenty of drawers. There were little earthen shelves coming out of the wall that held her sculptures, showing them off. There was an extra one of a cute little puppy that had been added, and she wondered who’d lit it up. It wasn’t quite her style, but she still liked it.  
 
    The opposite wall held a small bookcase, which was filled with even more books than she’d had on the last desk. She walked over, slowing running her hands over the spines and enjoying the scent of real paper. The books were mostly divided by shelves; one on magic, one on history and geography, one had etiquette, and there was even a book with the pedigrees of the current royal families. More shelves had various eclectic books on them. She could tell they had stocked them with anything they thought might be most useful for her to know about her new world.  
 
    She began to explore more, running her hands over everything. There was a small work table that had some metal ingots and a few of the glass lenses she’d ordered. She cast a questioning glance at Eric and he just smiled enigmatically. She found several coolboxes fully stocked with food, and her perusal of the desk found things like paper and ink. The bottommost drawer even had another blanket like the one she’d loved so much, so that she could take a nap on her very comfy couch if she wanted. Everything looked and smelled new. 
 
    She could hear whispers behind Eric and called out softly, “You can come in now, you know.” A little guiltily, faces began to appear in the door frame as she grinned at them. “Thank you, again. It’s perfect.” They poured into the room with laughter, and she went around hugging them. As expected, Camille, Trisha, Lucas, and Stephen were the main culprits. She found out that Lucas was the one who’d lit up her new little doggy.  
 
    “It’s not quite as good as yours, but it was my first try, and I wanted you to have it.” She was struggling not to cry as she laughed and regarded all of them.  
 
    “We’ll leave you to read.” Camille was hugging her when she whispered the next part. “You’re not alone here. You don’t have to be strong all by yourself.” She herded the rest of them out as Jade smiled and bid them goodbye, for now. She pulled out her comfy blanket and went over to the couch, curling up and staring at the sunshine.  
 
    Silently, she let the tears flow down her cheeks. She didn’t even know why she was crying, but it felt like a cathartic release. The last few days of events had finally caught up to her as she thought about all that had happened, and finally accepted that it wasn’t a dream, but reality. She was really here. She recalled the stress of hiding her true ability, of wanting to make a good impression, of nearly dying, and trying to pretend she was strong and confident when she was just mimicking things she’d seen others do. It was all so new, and she finally realized she’d been bottling up her feelings of being overwhelmed.  
 
    So she cried it out.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, she finally felt the tears stop. Curled up on the couch, she smiled wearily. The world was new and wonderful, but scary. She wasn’t used to everything yet, but she’d get there. Feeling like a huge weight had been lifted off her chest, she grabbed some food from one of the coolboxes and two books off the shelf that looked interesting. Walking back to her little couch, she curled up again and started to read.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was dinnertime when she emerged from her room. She’d been playing with the metal they’d left her while she read, trying to familiarize herself with how to mold it. It was resistant at first, not at all like the light. She’d eventually gotten the hang of it, and her little work table now proudly sported a bunch of bobby pins and three different pairs of sunglasses. On the last one, she’d managed to work little designs into the metal so they were decorative as well. The first two were more functional than pretty. Oh well, if she wanted to, she could always reshape the metal, but instead, she put them on an empty shelf. They were almost the first things she’d made with her metal magic, and much more impressive than the bobby pins. As such, she was a little loathe to remake them.  
 
    Contemplating at the pins scattered on the table, she wished she’d made a purse already. Oh well. Perching the sunglasses on her head so they’d be out of the way until she got outside and needed them, she stuck a few dozen bobby pins into her little money wallet, then locked the room behind her and shoved the key in there too. She noted with silent glee that she was at least an A cup after last night. She was becoming a normal girl!  
 
    The library was quiet, and she conjured a ball of light at her fingers to light her way as she walked away from her blazing room and through the darkened hallways. She made it to the front desk without running into anyone, and the shy boy from that morning was there. He saw the light approaching and asked as she got closer, “Turning your light in…?” His voice trailed off as he seemed to realize she wasn’t holding a glass ball, but that her hand itself was literally glowing.  
 
    She smiled and shook her head, saying simply, “Not really. I did want to say hi though. I didn’t catch your name earlier, but I’ll probably be here a lot. I’m Jade.” She held her non-glowing hand out to shake, only remembering as he took it and bent over that shaking hands wasn’t a thing here. She was a little happy with the first blinking dot she’d gotten all day though. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade. I’m Scott Weber.” He was peeking at her shyly through a mop of brown hair that needed a trim. His clothes were a little too big for him, like he was wearing hand-me-downs. His voice was quiet and maybe a little nervous, and she figured the last few times she’d come by had intimidated him. She also figured he was a commoner working his way up, due simply to the fact that he hadn’t dared say anything to the nobles or even her when she’d steamrolled her way into the library. 
 
    Taking her hand back, she smiled brightly at him. “The pleasure is mine. I’m sure I’ll see you around, Scott. And sorry for coming in without showing my card yesterday. Have a wonderful night!” She nodded in farewell and continued on her way out of the library. Instead of going straight to The Glass Phoenix, she wandered among the crowd, casually brushing against people as she observed the various stores and what people were coming out with.  
 
    When she’d gotten around twenty notifications, she finally turned and made her way to Damian’s, humming softly to herself. As she slipped through the door quietly, she heard a woman asking with a sigh, “Well, when are you going to have more? My daughter’s birthday is tomorrow, and all she can talk about are the lighted sculptures.”  
 
    Jade smiled, walking further into the room. Damian was shrugging a little helplessly and the woman looked a bit frustrated. She didn’t look mean, just…defeated. In front of her was a lovely oak tree sculpture Damian had made. Damian was so involved with the woman that he didn’t notice her, besides the fact that she had snuck in so the bell wouldn’t ring. Making sure neither of them were holding something that would break, she made her footsteps a little heavier so she wouldn’t startle them as she walked up.  
 
    Inspecting the figure in front of the woman, she smiled as she asked, “This is the one you wanted to get your daughter? It’s beautiful. May I?” She asked, knowing the woman might be feeling a little protective of the sculpture.  
 
    She was a little surprised when the woman, who was obviously startled at her sudden appearance, nodded with a discouraged expression. “Yes, go ahead. My daughter only wants a lighted one.”  
 
    Jade smiled comfortingly at her and proclaimed, “Then that’s what she’ll get.” Holding the glass gently, she concentrated on what she wanted, lighting the tree from within and making the leaves glow with the multi-colors of fall as she heard the woman gasp in shock. When it was fully lit, Jade set it back on the counter and smiled at Damian. “There, now everyone is happy. You go ahead and finish helping her; I’m going to light up a few more.”  
 
    “Thank you! I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were the light mage!” The woman’s face was full of relief, and Jade reached out, patting her on the arm congenially and getting the coveted blinking dot. 
 
    “It’s okay. No harm done. I hope your daughter enjoys her present.”  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll love it!” The woman gushed, a bright smile painting her face. Jade just nodded and wandered off, leaving Damian to finish the transaction. She had lit up about ten other figures by the time the woman left, and she was still gushing gratitude.  
 
    Damian came over, smiling with relief as well. “You came at the perfect time. We’ve been sold out of the lit figures all day, and she kept checking back, more frantically each time. But I didn’t want to disturb you.”  
 
    Jade smiled, pouring light into another figure as she said softly, “Sorry about that. I’ll try and come earlier next time. I was a little distracted today.”  
 
    He laughed and patted her shoulder. “It’s been a long day for you, I’m sure. Don’t worry about it. As long as you take care of yourself, that’s the best. We can’t have a long and fruitful partnership unless you’re here and healthy.”  
 
    Jade laughed softly, nodding. “I’ll do my best to oblige.” With that, she lit up a couple more figures before taking her leave. She could do more and more magic without tiring now. She wasn’t sure which stat or skill made the most difference, but it was probably a combination of a bunch of things: magic, intelligence, stamina, the magic skill itself, mental fortitude, perseverance… She could think of a lot of things that might be contributing to it. Either way, she was happy it was getting easier and less draining. She had stopped pushing herself until she felt sick as well. After the scare this morning, she was being a bit more careful. 
 
    Stopping at a small restaurant called Danny’s, she chose a seat in the corner before ordering another huge dinner. She was content just to keep a low profile and take in the ambiance. She was watching the people around her with curiosity, watching how the non-royalty acted. She was gratified to see most of them appeared happy. She had been wondering if all was only well in the nobles’ world. There was less for her to worry about if the kingdom wasn’t built on the oppression of the poor. She was hoping it wasn’t, given how nice the royal family was, but she had wanted to see for herself.  
 
    So she wandered. After she finished eating and quietly paid with a hefty tip, she slipped out of the restaurant and onto the darkening streets, pulling her hood up to hide her face. She began to wander among the areas that still had people, just listening to their conversations. They were talking about their families, their jobs, their neighbors. While there was some grumbling, it was over what so-and-so had done generally. She noted that there were several guards wandering the streets in pairs as well, but they were there to keep public safety, and they didn’t seem to be abusing their position. 
 
    She watched them curiously. It almost seemed too good to be true. It was then that she focused more closely. The guards weren’t just patrolling… There were a lot of them around, more than she had seen the nights before when she was going home. It was as if they were searching for something, but trying not to alarm anyone by being too obvious about it.  
 
    On her guard, she began to move as quickly as she could away from the alley she’d been skirting, only to give a tiny startled shriek when something hit the ground in front of her with a thud, turning towards her.  
 
    Her voice was locked in her throat as she stared in terror at the...thing...in front of her. It was vaguely humanoid, though something about the way it moved seemed wrong. Its skin was gray and its eyes were glowing slits of yellow like a wild animal’s. It was grinning at her, its mouth full of pointed teeth. It reached a hand up and she tried to step back, only to find herself against the building wall as its claw reached for her. She winced as it nicked her cheek, touching her to take a drop of blood and licking it. Its voice was oddly hypnotic as it hissed, “Ssssuch a sssweet ssscent…”  
 
    Its eyes were drawing her in and she found herself unwillingly taking a step forward. Only the new little blinking dot in her vision stopped her from stepping further. Trying to distract herself from its gaze, she clicked on the dot mentally.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched a Mesmer, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Acrobatics, Hypnotize, Mana Sense, Natural Weapons, or Stealth. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Its eyes were drawing her back in, and she wanted to step forward… She quickly clicked on her choices. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Dexterity and Mana Sense from Mesmer underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She welcomed the itching sensation spreading across her body because it broke her concentration on the thing’s eyes. Before it could pull her entirely under again, she mustered her voice for one small yelp. “Help!”  
 
    The thing hissed and lunged for her, grabbing her around the waist and lifting her like she was nothing as she heard footsteps and shouts pounding towards her. She felt the thing’s legs bunch beneath her, about to make some sort of jump.  
 
    As she opened her mouth, it hissed at her again, and she found herself unable to disobey the simple command. “Sssilence…”  
 
    “Where is it!?” She heard the voices coming nearer, searching. The thing had dragged her into the darkness before she’d even realized it, moving in quick jumps that didn’t feel real to her. 
 
    Stubbornly, she tried to think. She couldn’t fight against the compulsion to be silent, and she didn’t have any weapons on her. What could she… And then it clicked.  
 
    I didn’t survive this long to die to some random encounter. Shine bright like a diamond, you freaking monster! Hoping the light would both startle the monster and draw the guards’ attention, her entire body lit up like a flash bomb that wasn’t stopping. The monster hissed and dropped her roughly to the ground, backing up and shielding its eyes against the luminosity.  
 
    “Over there!”  
 
    She saw it tense as she sat up, about to jump away from the guards who were rushing over. With every ounce of her willpower, she dropped her light and mentally screamed at it, “Stay there!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty – Cancelled 
 
    The mesmer hesitated for just a moment, but it was long enough for an arrow to lodge in its side. It met her eyes, and they no longer possessed the hypnotic quality they had before. Instead, a deep-seated rage that it had been stopped by its prey had taken root. Instead of jumping up, it jumped straight at her, claws extended. The world seemed to be going in slow motion as she watched the claws headed for her face.  
 
    Still sitting, she was about to throw her body to the side when someone rammed into the mesmer mid-leap, throwing it away from her. She heard a deeply unsettling screech and the thunk of several more arrows landing in flesh. Silently, she prayed. Hit the monster, not the man. The shrieks cut off, and the world seemed to speed up again. A new red dot appeared in her vision. The pounding of boots was all around her as people flooded the alleyway.  
 
    She stared at them blankly, still trying to process everything that had just happened. It wasn’t until she heard someone cry “Get a healer!” from the area where the monster had fallen that she seemed to snap back to reality. There was someone hovering over her, asking if she was okay. Ignoring them, she lurched to her feet, startling them. They tried to grab her, but she stumbled, the motion letting her evade the man. She grunted as she pushed her way through the people, landing on her knees next to a man on the ground.  
 
    There were people pulling off his armor, exposing the long gashes in his side. He was having a hard time breathing, and she could hear the air escaping through his wounds. “Get her out of here!” Someone yelled, and she felt a hand on her arm trying to pull her up even as she reached for the man.  
 
    She lost it. “Let go of me before he dies!” Her scream was surprisingly audible, and the person was so startled that they actually let her go. Before anyone else could lay a hand on her, she shoved her fingers towards his chest next to the wound and closed her eyes. Her magic pulsed and a picture of the gashes came into her mind’s eye. Calling the blood from his lungs and the air that had leaked into his chest, she pushed her magic into him, demanding his body reknit itself together again. She heard startled cries when the blood came gushing out with a spray of air, but almost immediately after the man’s breathing evened out, buoyed by her healing.  
 
    She worked from the inside out, pushing out the contamination she could feel was left behind from the creature’s claws. With the healing magic coursing through her body, she could feel the same taint in her cheek. She decided she might as well take care of that at the same time, and she felt the blood dripping down her face as she pushed whatever the mesmer had had on its claws out. Both Jade and the guard’s wounds began to close, and silence had fallen around them, punctuated only by the sound of harsh breathing. The tang of blood and something more sickly sweet permeated the air, though the true stench of death from the nearby body hadn’t yet set in. 
 
    When she was done, she felt the magic seeping away and a deep ache setting in. She knew she’d overdrawn her magic again, and this weakness was the price. Still, she was gratified to see the man beneath her open his hazel eyes. He smiled weakly at her and said simply, “Thanks.” Someone was pushing matted light brown hair away from his face, and she felt gratified as his grizzled face came more into view. 
 
    She nodded, then muttered softly, “Just returning the favor…” She swayed, feeling dizzy from the multiple massive energy expenditures she’d just made. Someone quickly grabbed her to stop her from falling on her face.  
 
    “Where’s the patient!? Let me through!” She smiled wearily as she heard Mike’s voice, opening her eyes just enough to watch a pathway open up as Mike rushed through. He blanched at the sheer amount of blood that was covering her and the man as he spoke in a hoarse whisper, “Jade? What are you doing here?” He quickly dropped down, putting a hand on both of them.  
 
    She smiled and reassured him, “We’re okay...just tired…” She would have swayed again at that point if she wasn’t already being propped up.  
 
    She felt Mike’s magic going through her, checking her out, and after examining the wound site and finding nothing wrong other than her energy being overdrawn again, she felt him boost her once more. “Well, can you fix them?” She heard someone ask harshly.  
 
    “There’s nothing to fix anymore. Lady Jade did a remarkable job saving this man’s life.” He paused, and she could hear his voice become sterner as he asked, “What I’d like to know is how Lady Jade became involved in this incident in the first place.” He was using her title. Uh oh. She had a feeling somebody was going to be in trouble, and half suspected it was her. Still, she wanted to defend her rescuers in case it was them. 
 
    Now that her energy had been boosted, she opened her eyes to try and reassure Mike even as she felt herself start to shiver, “Monster grabbed me on my way home. Not their fault.” She heard several curses from the men around her as Mike frowned, then glanced at the monster and sighed.  
 
    “I’m not sure if your luck is good or bad. You’ve nearly died twice in one day, but somehow come out all right.” He shook his head, then observed the men, who had split into three groups. One was cleaning up the monster corpse, one was guarding the perimeter, and the other was hovering around her, Mike, and the man. He stood, nodding to them. “All right. Lady Jade already did the hard work. All both of them need is rest. Make sure he doesn’t go out on patrol for at least a few days so his body can recover the blood he’s lost.”  
 
    “Red meat will help.” Jade weakly interjected. Mike studied her curiously. “It helps the red blood cell count to recover because it increases iron absorption.” Most of them were now staring at her as if she was speaking a foreign language, which she supposed she was. She just smiled weakly again and said, “Just do it.”  
 
    Mike alternated between nodding and shaking his head, before looking at the commander dude, who vaguely reminded her of Jarom in his gladiator-like visage. “He shouldn’t need my help, but keep an eye on him and if anything changes, send for me immediately. Do as Lady Jade says and have him eat some beef.”  
 
    “Very well. And the lady?” The gladiator commander responded to Mike.  
 
    Mike sighed. “I’ll need help getting her back to The Green Dragon. They’ll take care of her after that.” As soon as the words Green Dragon came out, she heard a couple sharp intakes of breath. Apparently, they hadn’t connected the fact that she’d lit up like a lightbulb, healed the dude, and was being called a Lady with the fact that she was a student of Dracona.  
 
    The commander was frowning, but he nodded. “Jacobs, Tanner, Bick. Escort the doctor and Lady Jade back to The Green Dragon and then report back.”  
 
    “Yes, sir!” She felt more than heard the bass rumble of the man propping her up as he answered his commander. “Sorry about this, Milady.” Before she could protest, he’d scooped her princess style into his arms. Frowning, she reached up and pulled her hood up, then pulled her cloak up so it covered her too and the blood she’d spilled was no longer visible. She then relaxed, just letting herself be carried. She didn’t like it, but she also wasn’t entirely sure how far they were from The Green Dragon. She didn’t know how far the monster had carried her, honestly. She didn’t want to be stubborn and try walking an unknown distance when she felt so weak.  
 
    Therefore, she pushed her stubbornness aside and whispered, “It’s all right. Thank you.”  
 
    He seemed shocked that she’d thank him, as did the two guards that were escorting them out of the alley that had also heard her. They walked in silence until she started to recognize her surroundings. Thinking of something, she absently asked Mike, “How much is everyone going to freak out about this?”  
 
    Mike gave her a considering glance while the guards all seemed to tense a little bit. Finally, he remarked, “I’m surprised you’re not panicking about this. In all likelihood though… It’s not going to be pretty.”  
 
    The guard holding her had tensed up even more, and she sighed before whispering. “I’m a new traveler, and I’ve become close with several of the royal family. You might want to warn your boss that they’re likely to freak out.” Though he looked a little baffled at her word choice, apparently freak out wasn’t something they said here, he seemed to get the gist of the message. 
 
    “Noted. Thank you for the warning.” They went silent as they continued to walk, and she took a moment to click on the new blinking red dot.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning. Siphon target Mesmer has died. Remaining siphon duration has been canceled. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was new, and good to know. She hadn’t even realized the itching had stopped after the creature’s death. She quickly pulled up her skills list, searching for one in particular...and there it was.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It had still shown up, though it was as if it had barely had time to register. Still, she supposed it was better than nothing. This meant two things. She could siphon from monsters apparently, and if someone she was siphoning died, it stopped at whatever progress it had already made, or something like that. She wasn’t sure, but that was her guess. She’d have to think about it more. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” The guard holding her whispered his question.  
 
    She realized she was shaking pretty badly, and he could feel the vibrations from her body. She sighed and whispered back, “I just need food, then I’ll be fine.” It seemed that was her comfort in this world. Whenever anything was wrong? Just feed her and it would go away. She felt him almost imperceptibly pick up the pace a little bit.  
 
    They stopped when they got near The Green Dragon. Stephen was standing in front of the door consulting with a couple of other people, and there were people coming up periodically, seemingly reporting, getting barked instructions from Stephen, and then leaving again. Concerned, Mike stepped forward and quickly walked towards Stephen, the guards following silently behind him, now fully alert once more. “Stephen, is something wrong? Is someone hurt?”  
 
    Stephen sighed, raking a hand through his lush, dark hair. “Mike! Have you seen Jade? No one has seen her in hours. Scott said she left the library, but she should have been back by now. We heard there’s a mesmer on the loose, and she’s likely to be a…why do you have guards with you? What’s that in your arms?” He seemed to finally have noticed Mike’s shadows.  
 
    Jade struggled a little bit, and the man holding her, whose name she realized she’d forgotten to get, but it was either Jacobs, Tanner, or Bick, though those sounded like last names to her, seemed to realize she wanted down. He gently set her on her feet and she reached up, pulling her hood down as she smiled wanly at Stephen. “Hi. You can call back the search teams now. The mesmer is dead. Can you get them to make me something to eat?”  
 
    The guards were looking distinctly uncomfortable at her way of announcing she was back, but Stephen just took a few steps forward, holding onto her shoulders and inspecting her, taking note of the bloodstains going down her face. “You’re okay?” He questioned, and she nodded. She was surprised when he then pulled her into his arms, hugging her. “For heaven’s sake, this is twice in one day, you know. Please stop scaring us.” He spoke at barely a whisper, but she knew most of the people around them had still heard it because of the way they were staring.  
 
    For her part, she just took comfort in his arms, silently letting the tears fall at last, finally feeling safe again. She hadn’t realized just how much she was suppressing her fear. Stephen scooped her up, nodding to one of his subordinates, or at least from the way he was ordering them about she assumed that’s what they were. That dude then started to relay instructions to call off the search while Stephen ignored the guards and carried her inside while she cried silently into his chest.  
 
    “You found her!”  
 
    “Is she okay?”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Where was she!?” A clamor of voices started as soon as Stephen walked through the door with her in his arms. She could feel people crowding towards them, their familiar voices making her cry harder. She knew she was a mess and she wanted to stop crying, but she couldn’t seem to.  
 
    Above her, she felt Stephen’s chest rumble as he chided, “Calm down. She’s okay. She needs to eat again, so…” He didn’t even finish that sentence before she could hear someone, most likely Kaylee or Jessica, scurrying off towards the kitchen. “All right, let’s hold off on any questions until she’s eaten.” He was obviously trying to buy her time to get herself under control, and she appreciated it, but it apparently was only going to make her cry harder, her little sobs slowly becoming audible.  
 
    “Jade?”  
 
    She hated the worry she heard in their voices. She didn’t want to worry them. She wanted to stop crying and eat. Apparently, her brain and her body were not communicating properly... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One – Bogeyman 
 
    Jade wasn’t sure what Stephen did, but the voices stopped questioning her and backed away to continue at a low murmur amongst themselves. Stephen just sat down at a table with Jade clinging to him, and his voice was a soothing tenor as he whispered, “It’s okay Jade, you’re safe now.” He was just hugging her, letting her cry it out, his voice strangely compelling. 
 
    His calming words and presence eventually took hold, and her sobs got softer until they finally went away. Exhausted, she just rested her head on his chest, taking in the scent of him, which was something she couldn’t quite place. It had a faint spiciness to it, perhaps something like clove or cinnamon. She just listened to his breathing, trying to regain her center. She felt his chest rumble as he asked softly, “Better?”  
 
    She nodded, finally slowly pushing her head away from his chest a little bit. She could feel her face was red and covered in tear streaks, and now that she was further from him, the scents she was emitting herself grew stronger. She still had her own blood and the creature’s substance sticking to her, and she could see some of it had now also rubbed off on Stephen, which made her frown. She wanted to pull it off, but knew she had no energy to do so at the moment.  
 
    Being the only one who could see her face, Stephen snickered softly as he noticed her concentrated frown. “They’re just clothes; it’s fine.” He pulled out a handkerchief from somewhere–she had no idea where. It just appeared in his hands like magic! And then he was wiping her face off like you would a little child. Smiling softly at her, he said quietly, “One of these days, I’ll introduce you to my sister and her brood. They’re like tiny whirlwinds of destruction, and they manage to make everything sticky somehow.”  
 
    She laughed softly, giving him a small, tired smile. He was trying to distract her, and she didn’t care. “I’d like that.”  
 
    He’d finished wiping her face off and smiled back at her. “Then we’ll figure out a time. I’m sure she’ll love you.” Jade nodded, and he slowly turned her towards the table, where there was a bunch of food set in front of her. “Why don’t you eat something?” Stephen gently urged her.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she gazed up at the people who were sitting quietly by, not staring at her, but holding quiet conversations and shooting covert looks her way when they thought they could get away with it. It was a smaller group than this morning, consisting only of Raphael, Jessica, Kaylee, and Eric. She smiled wanly at them, then decided she needed to eat before she could even attempt to explain what had happened.  
 
    Glad the shaking had gone away, she slowly began to eat, just listening to the gentle hum of their voices. The now-familiar tones of their voices were comforting, and she slowly started to almost inhale the food in front of her in her realization that she was starving again. When the food was gone, she put down her fork and took a deep breath, before looking up at them and saying softly, “All right. I’m okay now.”  
 
    Eric smiled at her. Where Stephen fit the classic tall, dark, and handsome stereotype, Eric was the bookish boy next door, who surprised you when you went swimming and you learned he’d been working out in the basement because he was ripped. His hazel eyes met hers as he smiled encouragingly, giving her courage. “Can you tell us what happened?”  
 
    She nodded, then slowly began to describe the events, from leaving the restaurant and noticing the increased guard patrol to being captured, her escape, then the subsequent death of the mesmer and healing the guard. The only thing she left out was her use of compulsion magic. When she finished, she turned more to Stephen, Eric, and Raphael as she asked, “I know it’s called a mesmer, and I’ve got some idea of what it can do. But how did you know it might go after me, and why? What was it doing in the city?”  
 
    Eric was the one who answered, albeit hesitantly. “Mesmer are generally known as mage-stealers around here. They’re nasty, vicious creatures who live on the blood of the magical. They can sense the natural magic of anyone or anything, and they target anyone who has what we call high magical density. That generally includes anyone who has over a 12 in magic and has learned more than one kind of magic. The higher the magic stat or the number of magics learned, the higher the magic density in your blood is.”  
 
    Jade sighed. “So basically, my blood is like a juicy cocktail to them.”  
 
    Eric looked puzzled at her word choice, then said, “I believe that may be an accurate description? I’m not sure what a cocktail is though.”  
 
    She sighed. “It’s…nevermind, ignore that. Please go on.”  
 
    He nodded. “Very well, as you said, your blood would be a potent attraction for them. I’m not quite sure how this particular one got in, but it’s always the same. They’re extraordinarily fast and they can hypnotize anyone who doesn’t have an extremely strong mental fortitude. They only come out at night because they’re extra sensitive to light. The worst thing about them is that they do not kill their victims outright. They’re brought back to their lairs in the forest and kept alive for some time as a constant food source…” Everyone around the table looked grim, and Jade was no different. 
 
    That could have been her, kept alive in the forest only to have her blood sucked dry by hypnotic monsters. She shuddered silently and sent up a prayer of thanks to whoever might be listening that she hadn’t been subjected to that. Eric was continuing now. “We stop them whenever we can, and mount expeditions to retrieve the taken if the mesmer gets away. However, it’s been...less than successful in the past. We’ve only found one lair in the last twenty years, and the mesmer attempt a taking at least once a month. We’ve lost many good men to them, both in those that have been taken and those that have died trying to stop it from happening.” 
 
    He paused, then said quietly, “There’s one more thing that you need to know.” She peered at him expectantly, but no one would meet her eyes now. Everyone had suddenly found it exceedingly important to inspect the table in front of them, or the ceiling, whatever. She sighed. 
 
    “Just spit it out. Delaying only makes it seem worse, and I’ll have to deal with it one way or another.” 
 
    Stephen was the one who spoke from behind her. “They’ve marked you. Anyone who’s been wounded by a mesmer is marked. They can smell something on you, and they know you’ve survived, and a mesmer has died. We’re not sure how. But they take extra care to make sure those people die when they find them.” 
 
    Jade gaped at Eric blankly, who was nodding in defeat. Then she laughed, which startled everyone and made them look at her like she was crazy. “You’re...laughing about this? Jade, this is serious…” Jessica began to scold her, but Jade held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    She smirked at them, smiling as she said, “If that’s it, I’m fine. But I should probably go take a look at the people who’ve been wounded in the past tomorrow.” They were still staring at her in befuddlement. She smiled. “I’ve already cleansed myself of their taint. I believe it’s a form of a latent virus that somehow activates when they’re nearby. It wouldn’t ordinarily be classified as harmful, so unless you know what you’re looking for, it’d be hard to find and eradicate. But now that I’ve already rejected it from my system and the soldier who saved me, I should be able to find it again.” 
 
    Quietly, she muttered to herself as she reflected on the possibilities. “I don’t think it was in my system long enough to create any antibodies for it, but if someone’s had it and their body did fight it off, then it’s possible they could be used to create a vaccine that would prevent it from happening in the future… The problem is that in order to separate it, I’d need… No, it’s probably not possible at this point.” Everyone looked fascinated by her mutters when she finally came to and realized she’d been talking aloud.  
 
    She smiled a little self-consciously, then said simply, “Sorry, I can’t completely reproduce the technology of my world, but in any case, I should be able to eradicate the virus. And then…” She thought of the new skill she’d taken. Mentally, she pictured a life where she just spent her time learning magic and tinkering in her workshop, playing with friends at ease. She sighed. “When I’ve become stronger, we’ll hunt them to extinction.”  
 
    “Extinction?” Eric was always curious about the words she used.  
 
    She smiled wanly at him. “Until there are no more. Dead as a species.”  
 
    Raphael chimed in finally at this point. “It’s a great sentiment, but as Eric said, finding them is…” 
 
    Jade smiled and shook her head. “When I’m stronger, that won’t be a problem. I told you of my ability… Well, mana sense just showed up on my list. I plan to use their own weapon against them.”  
 
    “You can do that?” Kaylee looked awestruck. Well, most of them did, but she was the one who voiced it aloud.  
 
    Jade nodded. “I’m not sure what form it will take, but I’ll start experimenting tomorrow.” Along with the other bazillion things she still felt like she still needed to do. Starting a crusade against a magical bogeyman would just be on the list. It wasn’t exactly how she’d planned on spending her last free day before classes, but she’d just have to deal with it. She wanted a peaceful life, but she didn’t want to be targeted by the so-called mage stealers either. To have peace, she’d have to make an undesirable choice. 
 
    She yawned, then glanced around at the five of them. Now that she was feeling better, she wanted to sleep, but in order to do that, she seriously felt the need to be clean, and the fastest way… She considered Eric and Stephen. Whatever, the other three already knew and the jig would be up tomorrow anyway.  
 
    She grabbed a cup she’d emptied earlier, putting it directly in front of her before concentrating. Everyone looked bewildered except Raphael, who seemed to put things together first. Feeling the warm tingles, she pulled the blood and ichor away from her, making it leave her clothes clean. She turned to Stephen, pulling the blood she’d rubbed off on him away too. Left with a floating ball of blood and ichor, she let it drop into the cup as she heard Eric whisper, “You’re a blood mage too?”  
 
    She smiled apologetically at him. “It was the second magic I learned, actually. My need to be clean after healing was strong.” She heard Stephen curse quietly behind her. 
 
    Eric was just staring at her, asking quietly, “Who all knows?”  
 
    She glanced at the five of them, and then said, “Just those in this room. The other three already knew.” Eric and Stephen were both giving Raphael an ‘and you didn’t tell us, why?’ look. She smiled and continued, “I made them swear they’d keep my secret. Now that I know more, I know blood mages aren’t considered completely evil like I thought they would be, but it’s not something I’d like to actively publicize, all the same. I realize that I’m not going to be able to hide it though, because tomorrow I’m going to need it.” 
 
    She was staring at the blood and ichor in the cup, a new idea coming to mind. “And maybe...I have a way to catch more mesmer when they invade. I don’t know if it’ll work, but it’s worth trying.” She turned to Kaylee and Jessica. “I need a jar that will seal tightly. The virus is still in my blood there, and I think it will still attract a mesmer unless it’s completely destroyed.”  
 
    Looking thoroughly alarmed, Kaylee jumped up and rushed off to the kitchen. A moment later, the front door opened and a weary-looking Lucas came in, wholly out of breath. His eyes scanned the room, quickly spotting their small group as a huge grin spread across his face and he bounded over like a happy puppy.  
 
    “Jade! You’re okay, thank heavens.” He sat down and then looked at Stephen and Eric before he reported, “Two wounded on the wall, but no one’s dead. It was alone this time.” Eric, Stephen, and Raphael all seemed to release a little of the tension she hadn’t noticed they’d been holding in until just now.  
 
    Curious, she asked, “Do they normally come in pairs?”  
 
    Lucas focused on her, then glanced at Eric, who nodded in a ‘go ahead’ gesture. “Yes. We were lucky this time that there was only one. They normally come with anywhere from one to four in their raids.”  
 
    Jade nodded grimly as she mused aloud, “I guess it depends on how much they need the food.” Scrutinizing them, she asked the next hard question. “How many were taken last time?”  
 
    It was Lucas who responded quietly again. “Three.”  
 
    She realized that the idea of sleeping in her dark room all alone was no longer quite as appealing. An idea came to mind, and she smiled at Lucas, who regarded her warily. Hers was the smile of a woman who wanted something. “Lucas, would you escort me to my room? I need to light it up before I’ll be able to sleep. Help me?” Her voice was sweet as sugar as she cajoled him. 
 
    The others laughed softly, and Lucas, who still appeared exhausted, sighed and nodded as he gave her a little mocking bow. “Of course, Lady Jade.”  
 
    She smiled. “Thanks.” She glanced at Stephen, who was a known dark mage. He was her friend, though she considered him more like a big brother. He’d given her a safe harbor and just accepted her. It bothered her a little that she might be afraid of what he taught.  
 
    He whispered, “It’s okay to be afraid of the dark.” She stared at him, wondering idly if he was a mind reader too.  
 
    Finally, she replied, “The dark is neither good nor bad, just another side of the coin. But tonight, you’re right. I’ll take comfort in the light.”  
 
    She hugged each of them goodnight, grateful for their presence in her life, before letting Lucas escort her upstairs. They’d light up her room, she’d pick some Siphon options while she finished cleaning up, eat some more and make sure she had stuff in easy reach of her bed, and then she’d sleep.  
 
    Tomorrow was going to be another long day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two – Happy 
 
    Day Five 
 
      
 
    When Jade woke up the next morning, she was relieved. She’d made it through the night without harm, even though she’d done another decent upgrade to her physical stats. Granted, she’d still woken up after 5 hours completely ravenous, but eating before she passed out and having food next to her proved to be sufficient. She figured one of these days she would actually go to sleep without using Siphon so that she got a full night’s rest at least once a week.  
 
    Getting up, she glanced out the window, seeing the town as it just started to awaken. It was only dawn, but the light was comforting, even though her room was already lit up like noonday. People were just starting to go about their business, and she heard the distant toll of the bells from Priom Square welcoming the day.  
 
    Turning back to her room, she collected her clothes and made her way to the bathroom, where she drew a bath. It was time for a good soak, something she hadn’t done in seemingly ages. She just luxuriated in the warm water, enjoying the time to relax as she checked her profile. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 11.02 
  Dexterity: 12.01 
  Constitution: 10.97 
  Intelligence: 17.64 
  Magic: 13.06 
  Charisma: 11.53 
  Luck: 14.74 
    
  Special Abilities: Siphon 
  Skills: Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Compulsion Magic, Dark Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Earth Magic, Eating, Engineering, Fire Magic, Glasscraft, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Herbology, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Life Magic, Light Armor, Light Magic, Lightning Magic, Mana Sense, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Metal Magic, Modeling, Nature Magic, Navigation, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Speed Reading, Stealth, Tailoring, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic, Writing 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  39% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  44% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  30% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  19% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  54% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  99% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  43% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  47% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Engineering 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  78% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  57% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  73% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  41% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  87% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  27% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  4% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  99% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  32% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  81% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  14% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  67% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tailoring 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  73% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  74% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Writing 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Studying her stats, she decided she’d just take con from the first person she touched that day so it would bump up. After all, on day one she’d been fine with a little tingling, and it wasn’t until she tried to siphon a bunch of people, and namely Mike, that she’d passed out. She was pretty happy though. She’d finally passed average on everything, and was a little higher than an ordinary person now!  
 
    With a smile, she got out of the tub and quickly dried off with magic. It was super convenient and she couldn’t help but giggle. Sure, some scary things had happened yesterday, but it was as she’d said in the morning. She wasn’t going to be frightened, not of death. She had been given the gift of magic, and she had no idea why, but she was going to treasure it! Laughing, she sang softly as she skipped back to her room. “Here’s a little song I wrote. You might want to sing it note for note. Don’t worry, be happy!” 
 
    She kept humming as she got back to her room, digging out her money pouch for the pins there so she could shove the hair on top of her head and pin it in place. It was a messy style that a lot of the nurses had favored because it looked good mostly without effort, and if it got messier throughout the day, well, it just looked normal! It wasn’t until she was inspecting one of the pins, admiring her work with a grin before she frowned and wailed softly, “My sunglasses!” In the excitement last night, she’d completely forgotten about them, but they’d been on her head when the mesmer grabbed her. Most likely, they’d fallen somewhere and were long gone.  
 
    Dejected, she was full-on pouting as she made her way downstairs. “Jade, what’s wrong!?” Kaylee looked alarmed at her pout, and Jade sighed, giving it up before smiling at Kaylee.  
 
    “It’s nothing important; I just realized I lost the sunglasses I’d just made yesterday during the excitement last night. I worked really hard on them, and now they’re gone.” She was pouting again, but Kaylee was laughing at her now.  
 
    “If you made them once, you’ll make them again, but even better. Now come sit down. I’ll get you something to eat and you’ll feel better.” Kaylee grinned, ushering her into the room. Jade couldn’t help but laugh too. Seriously, food solved all ills for her. Glancing around, she saw Jackson, Evan, and Adam seated together, though Britney had joined another group. Deciding she didn’t want to deal with Britney, she headed towards the three boys.  
 
    Sunnily, she greeted them. “Good morning Jackson, Evan, Adam.” She nodded to each of them as she slid into the seat next to Adam. With him and Evan having such large frames, she could see why they didn’t sit next to each other.  
 
    “Morning Jade! Did you hear about what happened last night?” Jackson seemed to be brimming with excitement, and she studied him for a moment. With intense red hair and freckles that contrasted his pale skin, he was pretty adorkable in his excitement. He was lanky and his movements a little jerky, like he was still getting used to a growth spurt.  
 
    She smiled and asked, “What happened?” She was pretty sure it was about her, but who knew, maybe he had some other equally important thing that had happened to the city.  
 
    It was Evan who responded, sticking out his buff chest. He had the confidence of a guy who knew his own strength, and his dark brown eyes seemed to brim with barely contained strength and excitement. “My cousin took out a mesmer! He’s one of the city guards, and he says he got the killing blow!”  
 
    Jade smiled, nodding. “He’s an excellent shot, then. I’m glad he hit the mesmer and not the other guard.”  
 
    Evan inflated at her praise, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, he said he had to be really fast because the mesmer was attacking another guard at the time and… Wait. How did you know there was another guard?”  
 
    She giggled, smiling at them. In the light of the new day, what had happened last night was easier to talk about. “Well, that’s because the mesmer had been trying to carry me off before it was shot. So I had a bit of an up-close and personal view of it.” All three boys were staring at her in awe as Jessica brought her breakfast over. 
 
    She set it down in front of her, knocking Jade lightly on the head. “Don’t make light of it. You could’ve been killed. Aside from that, Stephen sent word. He said there’ll be a guard over at 8:30 to escort you to the east gate, where they’ve gathered the men you wanted to see.”  
 
    Jade smiled brightly at Jessica. “Thanks, I’ll be good as soon as I’ve eaten. And to set the record straight, I’m not making light of it. But when scary things don’t kill you, they make a good story.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head and walked away, while the boys were still staring slack-jawed at her. She grinned and began to eat as Adam rumbled from next to her, “The girl in the story was you?” She nodded, and he grinned. “They said you lit it up real good.”  
 
    Swallowing her current bite, she nodded. “It was all I could think of at the time. Their hypnotism is no joke, and it had told me I couldn’t speak.”  
 
    “So you lit up instead. Smart.” Jackson seemed to approve of her actions quite a bit judging by his grin.  
 
    Jade smiled back, then asked quietly, “By the way, where’s Will?”  
 
    They looked a little startled by her question, then seemed to remember she was a traveler. Jackson filled her in. “Oh, he’s at the palace. Whenever a mesmer is known to enter the city, the royal family gets put on lockdown in the palace. Will always grumbles about it because he wants to go fight.” Well okay, that made complete sense. She nodded, shoveling more food into her stomach. She’d spent enough time in the bath that 8:30 was fast approaching, even though she’d gotten up at dawn. Jackson finished his explanation, “Yeah, I figure since school starts tomorrow, he’ll be back tonight. But ever since Will’s uncle Tevon was taken by the mesmer, they’ve been a lot more careful.”  
 
    Jade pondered what Jackson had just told her. Ironically, it was the higher-ups in the kingdom who were the most at risk from the mesmer. The normal people were relatively safe unless they were really unlucky, because they didn’t have what the mesmer wanted: magic blood. It was rather unlike the normal stories where the people had been nameless cannon fodder for monsters. Granted, given the green things she’d seen being shot down, the mesmer weren’t the only things that went bump in the night.  
 
    Still, next time she’d be more prepared. She now fully understood why people carried weapons around with them. She needed to retrieve the daggers from where they’d put them in her Dracona workshop so she’d have them for morning classes. There was a small commotion at the door, and she saw one of the city guard entering the common room. Quickly shoving the last of the food on the plate into her mouth, she stood up, wiggling her fingers at Jackson, Evan, and Adam in farewell as she chewed furiously.  
 
    The guard was scanning the common room, smiling when he noticed her and that she was heading towards him. She recognized him as the guard who’d carried her here last night. His hawkish blue eyes and sandy brown hair that was tied back neatly in a ponytail had made an impression on her. Swallowing her giant mouthful of food as she got to him, she grinned. “Hi again! I didn’t catch your name last night. I’m Jade. It’s nice to officially meet you!”  
 
    He laughed as he took her hand, bending over and giving it the customary kiss. She was almost used to it now, but it still took effort not to pull her hand back immediately. “The pleasure is mine, Lady Jade. I’m Sir Christopher Jacobs. I heard you needed an escort to the east gate?” She nodded, and he held out his arm, which she fairly gracefully accepted. She finally had the whole walking thing down, so she didn’t look like a baby giraffe anymore!  
 
    Just before they walked out, Kaylee ran up with a little shoulder bag, handing it to Jade as she interjected, “I almost forgot. This is the jar you asked for.” It fit comfortably over her head, resting at her hip like a shoulder bag. Inside she could feel a large glass jar, and when she peeked in the bag, she could tell that her own contaminated blood was inside as well. She thanked Kaylee before she quietly retreated. 
 
    As they stepped outside to the curious gazes of the other students eating breakfast, he said quietly, “Thank you for last night. Doctor Mike told us that he’s never seen anyone be able to heal an injury like that before. I could hear that Dalton’s lungs had been punctured, and I’ve seen men die from less before.” She nodded because she could figure out what had happened. As awesome as Mike was, he wasn’t a blood or wind magician, and she’d used both in her healing last night to clear out his body so it could heal properly.  
 
    She smiled and squinted as she explained, “I’m a bit different than your normal magician.” Also, blast the stupid sun! She really wanted her sunglasses back.  
 
    He grinned. “We’re counting on that. If you can rid the guards of the mesmer taint like Stephen said you might, then it’ll save a lot of lives.”  
 
    She nodded, smiling. “Hopefully it works like I think it will, and we can set up a trap for them that they won’t walk out of alive.” He looked surprised at her vehemence as she talked about the trap. She might be happy-go-lucky most of the time, but that didn’t mean she ever really wanted one of those things near her again. If they could be stopped at the wall so she didn’t have to deal with them roaming in the city at the very least, she’d feel better. Less paranoia was a good thing.  
 
    She wished she was strong enough now. The fact that they’d only sent one mesmer last night, based on what she’d heard, meant there were probably living people still being tortured in the forest. It didn’t sit well with her.  
 
    Silently, she thought of mana sense and felt her eyes tingle a little as she tried to activate it. Her footsteps faltered a tiny bit as she realized she could see the faintest blue aura around one of the people in front of her. Quickly recovering, she kept her eye on them and made sure to stumble when she was close, brushing her arm against them with a muttered, “Sorry about that.” Christopher was studying her with concern in his penetrating blue eyes, and she smiled reassuringly at him. “I’m just testing something with my vision, sorry.”  
 
    Silently, she clicked on the new flashing button to see if her theory was true. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Silas Dastrup, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience... 
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    Chapter Thirty-Three – Fishy 
 
    Jade wanted to keep mana sense completely activated, but she was wary of using up her energy before they even got to the wall. Instead, every time they turned a corner, she’d activate it briefly and do a scan of the street. Some of the walls or windows lit up as well, showing that they had an active magic. There were occasionally light halos of color around people, and she kept trying to casually brush against them as they walked by. Christopher seemed a little disconcerted that she couldn’t seem to walk in a straight line, and she eventually gave up on trying to touch them and made small talk instead.  
 
    “So, if I understand correctly, what you’re telling me is that in front of each gate is a military camp area for the guards?”  
 
    Christopher nodded. “It makes it easier for them to be on site in case of an attack. It also provides an easy training area.”  
 
    She nodded. “That makes sense. So how is this going to work? Do people know I’m coming?” 
 
    Christopher paused thoughtfully. “Probably only the higher-ups. However, they called for a morning muster at nine, so they probably plan to introduce you as a healer that will be around, so people don’t question why you’re there.”  
 
    Jade quickly pulled her pocket watch out, noting the time, which read 8:50. “Uh, perhaps we should speed up then?”  
 
    Having peeked over her shoulder at the time, he laughed and assured her, “We’re almost there, no hurry.” She heaved a silent sigh of relief, having only just now realized that she apparently had a thing about being late. In the hospital, she’d had no choice. The doctors came when they came, but she’d hated when the nurses took away her computer in anticipation of a doctor’s visit and then they were late. Take away her one pleasure in anticipation of the doctor telling her she shouldn’t last the week, but somehow she was still alive? Meh. 
 
    She was drawn out of her ruminations of the past when they arrived at a lower wall. It was only about eight feet tall, but it was a clear distinction of ‘you are now entering a restricted zone.’ She figured it was mostly so people didn’t wander in by accident. It was nothing compared to the giant wall she could see beyond. She wasn’t sure how tall that one was, maybe thirty or forty feet? Estimating heights wasn’t her forte; all she knew was that it was tall.  
 
    Christopher led her through a smaller gate, where the two guards on duty nodded pleasantly to them, asking simply, “Who’ve you got there?” 
 
    Deciding to take things into her own hands, Jade smiled brilliantly at them as she spoke cheerfully, “I’m Lady Jade, a healer. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    Christopher grinned as he said, “This is Andrews and Cozzens.” 
 
    Thankfully, he pointed as he introduced them, so she identified the light brown haired man with a scar on his cheek and twinkling brown eyes as Andrews, and the guy with black hair and a cheeky grin as Cozzens. “Pleased to meet you, miss.” Both of them had made little respectful bows. She was pretty sure in the hierarchy of things that she was actually supposed to be the low man on the totem pole amongst the guards, mostly due to the fact that she was only a lady while they were knights. However, her extra title of ‘healer’ made everyone much more respectful, she figured. It was the number one rule of life: never piss off the person who might be called to save you. 
 
    Christopher pulled her through the gate as he explained, “We’d love to stay and chat, but Count Ammon is expecting her.” The other two looked curious, but nodded and let them pass. He guided her swiftly through the fairly empty area, and she absently wondered where all the people were. Her question was answered a moment later when she realized they were all standing in neat lines in the giant open courtyard in front of her. She felt Christopher straighten completely, his back ramrod straight as he guided her unerringly past all the lines of guards.  
 
    She felt her own back straightening, the tension of the alert guards getting to her. When she glanced curiously at them, she found that although no one had moved, their eyes were following her progress as soon as she came into their line of vision. She was suddenly self-conscious of her messy bun. Oh well. Deciding that she wasn’t military, so she had no need to be as serious as they were, she grinned at them and saw a couple of them look shocked. She barely contained her laughter.  
 
    She was still smiling as she turned back to the front and saw an extremely imposing older gentleman standing on a small platform there, staring down at her seriously. Oh. Oops? In for an inch, in for a mile! She smiled sunnily at him and saw his lips twitch as if he was trying to suppress a smirk. She was a little less confident when Christopher stopped at the base of the little platform, letting her walk up the stairs by herself to greet the count. Gee thanks, leave me alone at the important part! Glad that she’d at least gotten his name, she greeted him cheerfully with a tiny salute. “Lady Jade, reporting for duty!”  
 
    She heard a bunch of low chuckles from the masses at her bright chirp, and even Count Ammon let out a tiny smile as he grasped her hand, bringing it up to his mouth so he could brush his rough lips against it briefly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade. I’m Count Ammon Whitaker.” She smiled as she studied him. His hair was a radiant silver gray, and he looked to be in his sixties. His hands were covered in the calluses of hard training, and though he was older, she didn’t doubt his capability in the slightest. His light green eyes–she wasn’t the only one who had green eyes here, yay!–were sharp as a tac, and she could feel the barely contained strength in his hands. He exuded the air of an experienced military general, which made sense, because she figured that was exactly what he was.  
 
    Turning to the troops, er...guards? Did they call them troops? Anyway, he turned to the general populace of armed people as he boomed in his military voice, “Attention!” Everyone stood a little straighter, if that was even possible. “This is Lady Jade, a healer who has discovered a possible way to get rid of the mesmer taint.” There were a few gasps at that, and people were staring at her incredulously. He continued. “You will afford her the highest respect and help her if she needs anything.” Wow, that was pretty generous of him. He went on, taking care of some of what she figured were routine military announcements, and she took the opportunity to stare at the troops.  
 
    Activating mana sense, she scanned the crowd, happy to notice quite a few auras. Yellow, blue, green, purple, red, some glowed a sparkly silver or a pretty cyan. There was one though… She barely managed to keep her face neutral as she scrutinized a man in the third row. His aura kept shifting colors, and her spidey senses were tingling. She needed to figure out a way to touch him and make sure.  
 
    “Miss Jade, would you like to say anything?” Count Ammon drew her attention back; apparently he’d finished talking.  
 
    She smiled and nodded, stepping forward. “I’d like to thank you all for your future cooperation. All those that have been attacked by the mesmer in the past, please come to the…”  
 
    She paused and glanced at Count Ammon, who helpfully supplied, “The infirmary.”  
 
    She smiled. “Right, please come to the infirmary after this. I would also like to conduct random health checks when I come. So…” and here she waved her hand, finally stopping on the right half of the third row as she pointed. “Why don’t we start with the third row there, the right side, so it’s not too much for now. Please come to the infirmary as well. I’d just like to start doing random routine checkups.”  
 
    Count Ammon met her gaze as she turned to smile serenely at him. There was a question in his eyes, but she just smiled, and it disappeared as he turned back to the troops. “You heard the lady. Unit five and those affected, follow us to the infirmary immediately. Everyone else, dismissed.”  
 
    The soldiers broke apart then, but unit five remained, much to her relief. The cacophony of chatter rang out in the air as Count Ammon offered her his arm. She took it with a graceful smile and turned as he whispered, “What was that about?”  
 
    Keeping her lips as still as possible, she disguised her movements as adjusting something on her shirt as she whispered, “There’s something off about one of them. I might just be paranoid, but better safe than sorry.”  
 
    He nodded thoughtfully, giving her a look of consideration. As they reached the bottom of the platform, she saw Christopher still standing there. Ammon seemed to expect this, as he curtly ordered, “Escort Lady Jade to the infirmary. I’ll follow shortly.” She was skillfully handed off and Christopher began to escort her away. The fifth unit, as she now knew them, and several others who’d broken off from the crowd were following behind her.  
 
    She smiled as she whispered out of the side of her mouth, “Are you my personal guard now or something?” Christopher nodded almost imperceptibly. She smiled serenely at the guards around them, trying not to give her emotions away. The fact that they felt she needed a bodyguard in the middle of the compound said something about either her importance or her viability as a target. Maybe both.  
 
    They walked sedately, perhaps because Christopher realized something was up and that she was buying time. She rather liked her quick-witted bodyguard. Smart people were much easier to work with.  
 
    By the time they reached the infirmary, which was really just a large governmental building, she was happy to see more guards at the entrance where Count Ammon was waiting.  
 
    One of the guards opened the door for them, and she, Christopher, and Count Ammon walked in as she said pleasantly, “That was quick.”  
 
    Ammon chuckled. “The wall demands fast actions.” She supposed that made sense. Upon entering the building, she was rather pleased with what she saw. There was a large front desk, an open area filled with beds, tables, and medical supplies, and around the edge were individual rooms that would suit her purpose perfectly.  
 
    Stopping in the entryway, Ammon and Christopher stopped with her a beat after as she turned around to grin at the guards coming in behind her. “I will try to make this as fast as possible so that you can get back to your daily life, but I’d like to meet you all first and then do things individually. So please, form a line. I’d like your names as you enter.”  
 
    Obediently, they formed up, and she offered her hand to each man that entered, and each woman gave her the respectful brush of the cheek. Her smile remained serene as she took note of their names, greeting them and sending them off in sequential order to the individual rooms. As soon as the last one was sent off, she quickly clicked on the notification she wanted, her expression finally becoming grim now that they were all behind closed doors. 
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    Silently, she clicked on her options, wondering how they would translate to non-species specific abilities. 
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    Once that was done and she felt the itching start, she turned to Ammon and Christopher as she probed, “What can you tell me about monsters that appear to be human?” 
 
    Christopher and Ammon now both looked extremely serious. “Are you saying there’s a monster among my men?” Ammon was now glaring suspiciously at all of the doors.  
 
    “I’m telling you there’s someone who isn’t human among your men, yes. He looks and acts exactly like a human, but he’s not. Now, please tell me what the possibilities are.” 
 
    Christopher was the one who answered this time. “There are a couple of monsters that can disguise themselves as humans. There are fairies who can take the form of a human, but they can’t change their appearance, and Nix are water spirits who have the same limitation. The Seelie are higher Fae who look like humans aside from having pointed ears, but they’ve also got a powerful glamor, so they could look like just about anything. The Djinn likewise have illusion magic that could disguise their skin color, which is their largest physical difference. There are vampires, but they’re nocturnal, so I think we can safely rule them out. Doppelgangers take on the appearance of their last victim. Mermaids have a human appearance out of water, but unless they came from the river, they’re also unlikely, since they can’t change their appearance otherwise either.”  
 
    Jade studied them thoughtfully, processing the information. How was she supposed to say she knew exactly what it was without giving away her ability that literally told her? Finally, she said simply, “It wasn’t illusion magic, so most of those are ruled out. It was a very good mimicry of human biology, but it wasn’t human. Of the options you just gave me, that sounds the most like a doppelganger. Tell me. Has Phillip Dureau been acting strange recently?”  
 
    Ammon looked grim, then walked over to the first door and opened it, calling the man inside out, who she recognized as the commander of the unit. Ammon brought him over to Jade before saying simply, “Tell us everything you know about Phillip Dureau.” Meanwhile, he also had guards move closer to “Phillip’s” room, as well as stationing them closer outside the window unobtrusively.  
 
    It was time to see if they’d noticed anything fishy. 



 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four – Trap 
 
    The unit commander, Baronet Anthony Hewett if she recalled correctly, looked a bit confused at their line of questioning. “Phillip? There’s not much to say, really. He’s a decent chap, rather quiet, keeps to himself mostly. He was sick and missed a muster the other day, but apart from that, he’s a reliable guard, if a bit average.” He saw the glances Ammon and Christopher were exchanging before he turned to Jade and asked quietly, “Is there something wrong with him?”  
 
    She nodded. “In all likelihood, I’m guessing the real Phillip was killed the morning he didn’t show up for muster. There’s a monster in that room, probably a doppelganger.” Anthony blanched, his weathered skin becoming white, and Jade sighed. Ammon and Christopher were shifting, like they wanted to attack right now, but thinking back to the mesmer, she wanted the doppelganger kept alive a little bit longer, if possible. Selfish, but true.  
 
    “Before you go trying to kill it, I’d like to clear the building of the other men, if possible. They’re expecting to be here a while, so it shouldn’t suspect anything. I’d like to do the rest of my rounds, send those men out, and then you can move in. It will also help with morale, since the unit he’s in won’t see you killing their ‘Phillip.’ I don’t want them to panic.”  
 
    Ammon, who was practically chomping at the bit, ready to go attack the doppelganger himself, settled down with visible effort. He nodded, obviously restraining himself. “I understand. Go ahead and start then. The sooner this is over with, the better.”  
 
    Jade smiled sedately at him, although her heart was pounding. It had been doing so ever since she’d touched the creature. What if it had realized she knew what it was and attacked? Still, it appeared her bluff and deception skills were useful, and she could at least pretend she was calm. Smiling at Anthony, she touched his wrist and spread her magic as she asked simply, “Have you been injured by a mesmer before?”  
 
    It turned out Anthony and the next three men of his unit had never fought a mesmer, so her routine check didn’t turn out anything more than a few training bruises, which she took care of, feeling like it was at least a little compensation since she’d taken over their morning. At the fourth room she entered with Ammon and Christopher on her heels, she smiled as she asked, “Hello, Blake, was it?” He nodded and she smiled again. “Have you ever been injured by a mesmer before?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, miss. I had my arm slashed up pretty good by one of the creatures about seven months ago.” She nodded as he indicated his left arm. 
 
    “May I?” He held out his arm, and Jade touched him to spread her magic, seeing through her mind’s eye. On the surface, he seemed perfectly healthy. It wasn’t until she started searching more deeply for what she remembered, the sickly sweet viral infection she’d shoved out of her own body that she finally found it. What surprised her was that it hadn’t spread from his arm, instead staying in a contained area. It didn’t seem able to multiply, which was comforting, but strange. She likened it to a tiny homing beacon. It was there, but didn’t do anything unless the signal was nearby to bounce off of it.  
 
    With a concentrated inspection, she nodded, then glanced around. “Give him something to bite on, a rag or something. This is going to hurt, and I don’t want you screaming and startling everyone else, biting your tongue off, or shattering your teeth.”  
 
    He looked a little wary at her blunt analysis but took out a handkerchief from his jacket. She examined it briefly, determined that it was thick enough if he folded it a few times, then handed it back to him and commanded, “Bite.” He did so, and she glanced at Christopher as she muttered, “Maybe you should hold him down too.” Poor Blake was feeling fairly alarmed, as were Christopher and Ammon, but they obediently did as she asked.  
 
    Once he was secured, she sighed, closing her eyes, and called to the blood. She could hear Blake grunt in pain as his muscles tensed. There was blood beading like sweat along his arms, and that sickly sweet scent was in the air again. She made sure she got every last bit of the virus, then called the blood so it drew away from his skin, forming a little ball of infected blood in the air above her hand. She pulled out the large glass jar Kaylee had passed her and stuck the blood inside with her own. Re-sealing the lid, the smell dissipated and she smiled at Blake, patting him on the shoulder.  
 
    “We’re done. I’ve removed the taint.” He looked surprised, then glanced down at his arm, which despite hurting earlier, now seemed completely fine. She patted him gently again and advised, “Just eat some red meat, and it’ll replace the bit of blood I had to take with the virus.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thank you, Lady Jade.” He bent over her hand, brushing it with his lips.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure. Now shoo, enjoy your day!” She grinned and ushered him out of the room, turning to her escorts as she motioned, “All right, go ahead and ask now.” She could tell they’d been barely holding in their questions. 
 
    “You’re not just a healer, are you? You’re a blood mage.” Ammon’s voice was more statement than question, so she just nodded in confirmation. He shook his head. “No wonder you can do what the others can’t. I heard the report from last night. Mike said if he’d been the one to treat Dalton, he’d be dead. Is blood magic how you cleared his lungs?”  
 
    She nodded, then shook her head as well. They gave her perplexed stares before she explained. “Yes, I did use blood magic to clear it from his lungs and the chest cavity, but I also used wind magic to pull the air that had leaked into his chest out. So really, it was a tri-combination of magic, so I’m not surprised others couldn’t do it. Punctured lungs are tricky.” 
 
    Ammon was staring in awe at her. “No wonder the mesmer came for you. A tri-mage…”  
 
    She laughed ruefully as she corrected him. “No. I’m not a tri-mage… So far, I’ve got ten different types of magic, and the number is still growing.” They looked dumbstruck, and she just smiled and shrugged. “Anyway, we’d better move on. Time’s a wastin’.”  
 
    It took her another two hours to fully get through the rest of the guards; she’d had to take a short break to eat before she could finish. On the bright side, seventeen guards were now virus-free, and her jar of contaminated blood was pretty full. Now all that was left was…Phillip’s doppelganger.  
 
    “So, how do you want to do this? Might I suggest just opening the door and turning him into an arrow pincushion?” She didn’t really want to get close.  
 
    Ammon was frowning at the idea of just shooting it without honor. He stared contemplatively at her and asked, “You’re positive that the man in that room isn’t human?” It seemed he was having second thoughts about her accuracy.  
 
    She met his gaze unflinchingly as she asserted, “I’m one hundred percent positive. He made my magic scream ‘danger!’ as soon as I touched him. I promise you, whatever is in that room, if it was human before, it isn’t now.”  
 
    Seeming to take strength from her conviction, he steeled himself to kill one of his men. Well, it wasn’t really his man, but as much as she was sure of that, he still held some reservations. But after spending the last three hours with her, he was finding it harder and harder to doubt her ability. Nodding, he said quietly, “Why don’t you wait in one of these rooms with Christopher? I want you away from the line of fire, but close enough to heal anyone who gets hurt.”  
 
    She nodded and immediately walked across the room, entering one of the private rooms with Christopher right behind her as everyone else set up in near silence. She did, however, refuse to completely close the door, choosing instead to watch the room from a small crack. Christopher didn’t seem to like it, but she ignored him. She had brought death upon this man or creature, and she would watch the end.  
 
    She was surprised when Ammon was the one who walked to open the door. Apparently, he was taking this pretty personally as well. He opened the door and was surprised when he scanned the room: there was no one there. He was about to walk into the room when Jade shoved her door the rest of the way open, yelling simply, “Don’t go in!”  
 
    Her warning was too little, too late. ‘Phillip’ dropped from the ceiling on top of the count, slashing him with the sword in his hands. Ammon was struggling with the creature and everyone else seemed frozen in shock for a split second. Jade screamed again, “KILL IT!” as the soft twang of bowstrings being released could barely be heard above the thing’s snarls, and Ammon’s labored breathing as swords clashed. The solid whump of arrow hitting flesh was heard, and Phillip was turned into a pincushion by expert archers. He finally let go of Ammon, stumbling back as he seemed to lose his form, turning into an amorphous blob that was quickly becoming a puddle on the floor, the things it had been wearing now long gone. 
 
    Jade ignored the new flashing red dot and began shoving her way through the archers because she could see the blood pooling on the ground beneath Ammon as several people were trying to help him. “Let me through!” She was practically hysterical.  
 
    Then a booming voice she recognized as Christopher’s boomed from behind her, “MAKE WAY!” It was like the parting of the red sea, and she rushed through the gap. Upon reaching Ammon, she sunk to her knees next to him, grabbing his arm and shooting her magic into him. 
 
    The wounds were deep, but she systematically dealt with them, willing his flesh together and making sure his systems were unharmed. She was a little surprised not a single arrow had hit him, considering how entwined he’d been with the creature. The marksmanship of the guards had proved to be extraordinary in her experience. Ammon was pale and weak, but he was alive. When she was done, she heaved a sigh of relief, then sat back on her heels, watching him with a tired smile. Glancing over at the blob that people were avoiding, she rumbled tiredly, “Nailed it.” Ammon gave her a confused, but still grateful, look. She sighed and laughed hoarsely. “I told you so. Besides, who ever heard of a count going into a hostile area face first? At least pie the door.”  
 
    Ammon just smiled and said, “I have no idea what you mean. You’ll have to explain it, but not today. I think I need to get some rest. Thank you, for everything.” 
 
    Jade nodded and smiled back. “That’s a good idea. You heard my spiel. Eat red meat. If you feel anything out of the ordinary, contact a healer sooner than later. Get a checkup with Mike or me one week from now to be sure everything healed properly.” He nodded and allowed himself to be led out.  
 
    Jade glanced at Christopher and asked quietly, “So...who’s second in command? I’m kinda still holding a ticking time bomb here.” She patted the jar of blood hanging at her hip. Christopher again looked stumped by her terminology, but seemed to get the general gist due to her patting the blood jar.  
 
    “That would be Countess Marcelle D’Ard. I’m not sure where she’d be at this time of day though…” Christopher looked thoughtful, but Jade was no longer concerned with his musings. This was mostly because a middle-aged woman with an air of command had just walked into the common area, and people were giving her bows of respect and making way, and a couple of people seemed to be trailing her while giving reports. She’d also stopped and exchanged a few words with Ammon on his way out. 
 
    Jade studied this remarkably no-nonsense woman. Her expression was strict, and there were little crow's feet around her eyes, as if she was perpetually glaring. Her hair was just long enough to be pulled back into a low ponytail and of a middling brown color. Her icy blue eyes seemed to take in all the details of the room, finally settling on the pile of goop and Jade, who were the two things most out of place. She walked over, inspecting both of them as she did so. Jade had to resist the urge to straighten and salute.  
 
    “You’re the healer girl who found the doppelganger?” It seemed she’d been fairly well versed on what had happened already, which was impressive, given that she’d just gotten here. She figured Count Ammon had given her a quick rundown before he was carted out. The real question was how the woman had gotten here so quickly? Perhaps Ammon had sent word hours ago when she first started, but her appearance at this exact moment seemed too coincidental. She dismissed the thought. It didn’t matter how she’d known to show up at this moment, only that she had.  
 
    Jade nodded, then stood and proffered, “Yes, I am. I assume you’re Countess D’Ard?” The lady nodded, so Jade continued. “Then I’m going to need your help. While all this…” and here she waved her arms to indicate the pile of goop, “is well and good, it’s not the reason I visited the camp today.” The countess looked intrigued, at least. She nodded, then led Jade over to the private room next door, where two people followed behind her like aides and then shut the door after she and Christopher entered.  
 
    Jade walked over to a table, pulling out the jar of blood as she explained, “This is the blood that contains the mesmer taint. They should be drawn to it. I could have removed and killed the virus completely, and burning it should do the trick. However, I came up with a different use for it. If you know where the mesmer are going to go, then you can prepare.” She paused, collecting her thoughts before continuing.  
 
    “I think we could set up a trap. Put the blood in a secluded building. If the mesmer are drawn to it, just keep the building unlocked, unguarded, and unused. If we put the blood in an inner room, we could rig the door to that room so that bars come out to block the exits when it’s opened. Each bar could be reinforced with light magic to deter them further, and it should set off some type of alarm so you know they’re there and can go shoot them full of arrows. I would recommend the hallway to get to the inner room with the blood be rather long, or that there are several doors between that and the exit. That way, if there are multiple mesmer, you’ll hopefully catch them running in a pack.” 
 
    “Alternatively, we could have more than one building set up this way so that they’re like little beacons that lower the potential of your people getting hurt because they’ll be drawn by the blood to the trapped areas. Honestly, we can probably divide this blood up quite a bit if necessary, because even a little bit of it seems to attract them. I just ask that you be very, very careful when divvying it up, because should a person get it on them and become infected, you will have just made a new target.”  
 
    She took in a deep breath, surveying the countess, aides, and Christopher to gauge how her idea was being received. Christopher was staring at her in shock again, while the other three were contemplating her. Finally, Countess D’Ard nodded. “That sounds like a well thought out plan, if it’s viable. The only problem is the glowing bars you mentioned, but we could probably include some glass that becomes visible instead.” 
 
    Jade frowned. “Why are the glowing bars not an option?”  
 
    The countess laughed at her like she was a silly child. “Light magic doesn’t stick to metal.”  
 
    Jade sighed in exasperation, then reached up and pulled out one of the bobby pins in her hair. Holding it in front of her, she met the countess’ eyes squarely before pouring her magic into the bobby pin. Like everything else, at first it resisted, but she stubbornly shoved her magic in until it began to glow, then shine brightly. She set the pin on the table and said simply, “If your mages can’t do it, I can.” 
 
    She glanced at her hands, then back at the countess as she finished, “Perhaps your people have been told it was impossible for so long that the mages believed it and stopped trying.” She thought of something else and shrugged. “Either that or because I’m also a metal mage, I can do it. I don’t know for sure. Whatever the case is, have them try, and if they can’t light them, send me a message and I’ll come over and do it. Just try to have the bars ready so that I can do it all at once, because I don’t ever seem to have a whole lot of spare time.” 
 
    Really, the only breather she’d had since she got here was her reading time, and even that was a mad race for information. Did her bath this morning count? 
 
    What was that saying again–there’s no rest for the wicked? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five – Creation 
 
    Countess Marcelle was giving her a considering stare, but she nodded. “We’ll try it. I will inform you if we require further help.” She looked to be choosing her next words deliberately. “It’s a good idea, thank you. If this works, it will be a great boon for the kingdom.” There was something in her voice that Jade couldn’t quite place. It was the sadness and regret when her aides peeked at their leader that clued Jade in.  
 
    “You lost someone too, didn’t you?” More statement than question, Countess Marcelle looked surprised that she’d made the connection, then laughed a little grimly.  
 
    “It would be more surprising to find someone here who hasn’t lost a loved one. It’s a dangerous world. But yes, I lost my son three years ago.” She was staring at the blood in the jar. “I couldn’t save him, but I will at least try to avenge him.”  
 
    Jade nodded a little sadly. She mentally cataloged all the new people she’d quickly come to care for. What if something happened to them? Would her conviction falter? She didn’t know. She did know she didn’t want to live in fear of being taken. She shook that thought off, then smiled at Marcelle again. “Then may the odds be ever in your favor.” It was all she could do to stop herself from dwelling on the fact that it was a kill or be killed situation. She stood up, nodding to the jar. “Be careful with that until you’ve got the trap set. It’s like a giant target painted on you.” Marcelle nodded, still pondering what she’d said.  
 
    “It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade.” It was the first real smile she’d seen the countess have. To Jade’s surprise, Marcelle, who hadn’t given her the typical greeting, now brushed her cheek as she was leaving. She was even more surprised by Marcelle’s whisper. “Be wary. The heavens have a habit of retaliating against those who change the natural order.”  
 
    Well, that wasn’t ominous at all... Jade met her gaze briefly, then nodded and walked out with Christopher on her heels. Absently, she began singing under her breath. “I’m waking up, I feel it in my bones. Enough to make the whole system blow… Welcome to a new world, to a new world… I’m radioactive, radioactive.”  
 
    “What’s radioactive?” Christopher reminded her of his presence with his question as they walked among the curious gazes of the guards they passed.  
 
    She glanced at him, shaking her head. “Something I hope this world never has to deal with. By the way, what are your orders? How long are you planning to escort me?” He looked a little uncomfortable with her question, and she raised a brow. “Spit it out. I want the exact orders.” Since he didn’t want to tell her, she now conversely really wanted to know.  
 
    He sighed, then offered, “I was to pick you up from The Green Dragon, escort you to the gate and accompany you until you left. I’m only to leave you when you’ve reached either The Green Dragon, the library, or Dracona.”  
 
    She pondered this new information. It potentially told her a couple of things. One, they still thought she was in danger. Two, they wanted to know where she was at all times. Three, the safe spots were the ones controlled by the king where there were already monitors in place. Four, they really did think she needed a keeper. She frowned. She didn’t want to be followed everywhere she went.  
 
    She smiled sweetly at Christopher, then said innocently, “As much as I enjoy your company, I hereby relieve you of my guard duty.” He looked startled, and she continued. “If there’s a problem with that, tell whoever gave you the order to talk to me themselves.”  
 
    Christopher glanced around, then challenged, “You do realize it’s generally considered an honor to have a guard? It’s like announcing your worth to the people.”  
 
    She nodded, considering him. “I figured. But that comes with its own consequences, and not all of them good in my opinion. It’s my life to live, and I don’t want to do it with someone following me around, as nice and helpful as they may be. It’s nothing against you personally, just on principle. I don’t need a keeper, despite what people may think.” She scowled a little bit. This felt like something Stephen had arranged, and while she appreciated it, she was also annoyed. “You can tell them that too.” She figured it might keep him out of trouble when she ditched him. He had been helpful, and she felt no tiny amount of remorse for what she was about to do, but she needed space to think. 
 
    She turned and walked out the gate, and when he moved to follow her, she turned and raised a brow. “Please stay here.” 
 
    He smiled helplessly. “Jade, I’ve got my orders…”  
 
    She smiled archly, affecting a confidence she didn’t feel. “And I’ve changed them. See you later, Christopher.” Concentrating, she imagined a wall of wind blocking the gate. When she felt it was firmly fixed in place, she mentally reminded herself to cut off the energy flow in a few minutes and then wiggled her fingers at Christopher. “That’ll come down in a few minutes.”  
 
    “What will?” She smiled and turned, walking away. She glanced back only to see him look completely confused when he ran into an invisible wall. She could feel him pushing on it, then glowering at her. “Jade, come back here and take this down!”  
 
    She smiled and kept on walking, quickly turning the corner and picking up the pace. She didn’t want to be nearby when she let the wall come down. Maybe she was being selfish, but she didn’t want to be monitored anymore. All her life, people had been watching her every move. She was finally free, and she wasn’t about to give that up! Singing softly, she made her way to the center of town once more. “I’m only human, I do what I can, don’t put the blame on me…”  
 
    Once she was what felt like an appropriate distance away, she cut off the energy to the wall so it would drop and stepped into a restaurant to eat lunch. Granted, she’d eaten a bit at the gate, but it wasn’t enough to keep her energy stores up. Ordering a large meal, she settled down to wait as she checked her notifications. There were the whole bunch from touching all the guards and the people on the way to the gate, as well as one flashing red icon and a yellow icon. Having expected the red icon, she clicked on it first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning. Siphon target Doppelganger has died. Remaining siphon duration has been canceled. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    All right, that was fine. But what was the yellow icon? She clicked on it next, curious.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alert. You have siphoned a species ability incompatible with your body. Correctional action has been taken. Special ability Adaptable has been added. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What the what? Did it fail or not? She quickly pulled up her profile, clicking immediately on the new special ability listed to bring up the description.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Adaptable: Your body now accepts change more easily. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wait, seriously? That was it? One lousy sentence that didn’t really tell her anything. She was more than a little miffed. She had hoped she might get some cool ability like Tonks where she could change her hair and eye color at will. But noooooo, apparently, she just accepted change more easily. Whatever. If the system thought it was important enough to call it a special ability, then it would probably be useful in the long run. At least, she hoped so.  
 
    Sorting through her notifications once again, she picked two of them and clicked on her choices. She figured there were enough there that she’d be in danger again if she did them all at once tonight. Not to mention the people she’d been tagging on the street, but the fact that she had 36 more guards and 5 mages… She was going to have to be very careful. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Constitution and Mental Fortitude from Marcelle D’Ard underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Strength and Perseverance from Ammon Whitaker underway. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was expecting it to still hurt, given that she’d chosen the two highest titled people she’d met today. She was surprised when it only itched like it had when she siphoned Jessica and Kaylee the first time. She resisted the first few minutes of itching, then relaxed and enjoyed her food as it went away for the time being. She’d have to wait until the stats updated, but if this new update to her ability meant it was less painful/itchy than before… Well, it was actually sort of a jackpot after all.  
 
    Finishing and paying for her meal with a smile, Jade slipped out of the restaurant and set off once again, only glancing over her shoulder occasionally to see if anyone was following her. She might be a little paranoid at this point, but it didn’t really hurt to be cautious. Stopping by The Glass Phoenix, she was shocked by the fact that the door was locked and closed for the day.  
 
    She looked around and saw a small stream of people heading towards Priom Square. She merged into the foot traffic, following behind one group curiously. Once they reached the square, they made a beeline for one of the buildings she’d noticed before, but never entered: the colossal pointy church building. It was Sunday, so she figured it must be service day.  
 
    Not sure if there was a dress code, she walked nearer and tried to get the lay of the land. The doors were thrown open in welcome, and she could vaguely hear some sort of heavenly choir type music.  
 
    Unable to resist, she snuck into the church at the back of another group that was entering. She couldn’t help but whisper a soft “wow” as she entered. She had been expecting some giant chapel area, and it was there in the middle. What she hadn’t expected were the different alcoves filled with representations of what she knew to be the variations of magic.  
 
    There was one alcove that was ringed by various braziers of different colored fire, one that held basins and bottles of water, one filled with all sorts of growing plants, etc. She almost laughed at the one she figured was light, due to the abundance of glowing globes. What made her grin though, was that one of Damian’s figurines, a masterful crane she’d lit up, was now presented beautifully as the centerpiece of the collection of globes.  
 
    The entire back wall, however, was very different. It contained a giant mural, and this was where most of the people were heading to sit down in the pews. She chose a seat in the middle, glancing at her pocket watch to see that it was almost one o’clock. Peering around, she looked up as she tried to pinpoint where the soft music was still coming from. Finally, she spotted an alcove near the top where a small choir was humming the light, heavenly seeming chords. She was rather impressed that they were so committed to creating ambiance music.  
 
    At one, the bell in the church tower tolled once and silence descended on the church as a man, who she guessed was in his thirties, walked to the front of the congregation. Even the singers had stopped. The man in front didn’t seem much like any of the clergymen she had seen before. He wasn’t dressed in any sort of monk’s habit or priest’s robe. He was just in…nice clothes. You could tell they were of good quality, but that was it. Slightly balding, he nevertheless seemed in good shape. His eyes were kind as they scanned the waiting audience. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, his smooth baritone voice rang out over the congregation as he began, pointing to the far left of the mural. “In the beginning, the creators breathed life into the universe. Worlds without number were formed, and thus began Andara. Here, they created humans in their own likeness.” She was rather surprised at the beauty of the mural. Apparently they had some idea of astronomy because the pictures were remarkably similar to some pictures she’d seen from NASA. Two glowing figures stood there, a male and female, though they were painted indistinctly as figures of light.  
 
    “Father Earth and Heavenly Mother ruled over their children peacefully. Their children grew strong and spread to cover the earth. However, there was rebellion in the hearts of men, and some sought dominion over their brothers and sisters. Their hubris knew no bounds, and bloodshed spread. In anger, Father Earth cursed them that their outer appearance would resemble the beasts within. The world fell into a period of darkness, and the places where humans could exist peacefully grew fewer in number as the new monsters took over the land.” 
 
    Jade glanced around at the captive audience. She was sure they’d heard this story a lot if they told it every week, but it was rather fascinating. The man’s tone was compelling, drawing people into the story. She’d been totally engrossed until he took a moment to let them ponder the darkness. The mural depicted it frighteningly well, and it seemed to embody the full despair of the world.  
 
    The man continued. “Yet, that was not the end. Our Heavenly Mother took pity on her faithful children and blessed them with knowledge. She gave them the ability to see their strengths and weaknesses. She convinced Father Earth that not all of his children should be cast out, and together, they blessed their children with the strength to resist the tides of darkness. Thus began the Age of Magic. Light spread once again across the kingdoms as safe havens were established by those blessed by Father Earth and Heavenly Mother.” 
 
    He paused dramatically, then went on. “Kingdoms grew under the guidance of the blessed, and our mages led the way forward, but there were yet dark times ahead. The dark creatures grew crafty, and they began to steal the blessed for their evil ways. Having gleaned magic from the darkness, they once again began to encroach upon the light. The people cried to the heavens for help, and our parents took pity on us once more. From other worlds, they called the first travelers, brave warriors who united the people! They helped lead the armies of men with their new knowledge! With their help, the kingdoms once again became a haven of peace and prosperity.”  
 
    His voice was filled with almost maniacal devotion as he shouted, “And Heavenly Mother and Father Earth have continued to bless us with travelers whenever the kingdoms face great threats! Hand in hand, they lead and guide us forward! The heroes of the kingdom and our faithful rulers serve us and keep us safe! Even now, the threat has been growing outside our walls, but the heavens have heard our cries! A new traveler has arrived to bring salvation and a new era of peace and prosperity! We are not forgotten, for our parents look upon us still! Praise Father Earth and Heavenly Mother, for they have provided!”  
 
    “Praise be to Father Earth and Heavenly Mother!” The congregation shot to their feet and echoed his shout, and Jade belatedly followed them to her feet, trying not to stand out.  
 
    Dazed, she muttered, “Oh. Shit.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six – Path 
 
    It seemed that this was the end of the little meeting, whatever it was, thankfully. The audience broke into little clumps of enthusiastic people who chattered excitedly about what the new traveler would be like. Jade watched them in a daze as most of them broke off to give some kind of offering, be it money to the front or something for one of the altars. She followed them to leave the pews, listening to their conversations as she tried to process everything she’d just heard.  
 
    “Oooh, he was good! I got the chills! I wonder what the new traveler is like?” 
 
    “Obviously, it’s a brave warrior like the others!” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re going to help us get rid of the dark ones!”  
 
    Jade shuddered, silently trying to get out of there as fast as she could without drawing attention to herself. She hadn’t gotten around to reading about the other travelers yet, but it seemed like that was exactly what she was going to be doing for the rest of the afternoon. People expected her to be a hero. HER?  
 
    As she passed through the church doors and out into the sunlight, she heaved a silent sigh of relief as she squinted at the blinding light. Wandering towards the library, she tried to think if anyone had mentioned the fact that they expected her to save them. That would be a big fat no. So much for being able to be a peaceful merchant! 
 
    Then again… In the last day, hadn’t that been what she was doing? She had found, or been found really, by two monsters which were apparently a huge threat. She’d formulated a plan that would hopefully change the death rate among mages here, which was probably a huge help since mages didn’t seem to be all that common. Was that not a step in the direction of saving them? 
 
    Feeling a headache coming on, she stepped into the darker corridors of the library with a sigh. She reached the front desk, finding Eric himself there. A little startled, she managed a small smile for him. “Oh, hey Eric.”  
 
    “Jade, you’re here!” He glanced behind her, seeming curious that there was no one with her and that she didn’t seem to be her bubbly self. “Did something happen at the gate?”  
 
    She nodded slowly, deciding to use that as her excuse. “Yeah, I found a doppelganger among the men with my new mana sense.”  
 
    Eric looked a little alarmed as he asked, “Did you get hurt?”  
 
    She shook her head. “No, not me. Count Ammon did though. He’s fine now, just needs a little rest. Oh, right. Countess Marcelle might send someone to look for me if they can’t figure out the light magic I recommended.” Eric looked bewildered, and she smiled. “It’s going to be a mesmer trap, hopefully.” He nodded as if he understood, and she could tell he was going to ask for more information later from someone else.  
 
    Thinking of the last comment she’d processed in the church, she asked, “I heard someone mention some dark ones. What are they?”  
 
    He looked a little wary now, and she met his hazel eyes with curiosity. If she was supposed to fight something, she wanted to know what they were asking her to get herself into. He seemed to be debating how much to tell her, then he sighed and seemed to come to a decision. “The dark ones are the fallen, the first beings that were turned to monsters. They’re the supreme rulers among monsters. They’re extremely powerful, for they have lived many centuries in the dark. We don’t have much more information, given that most people who’ve seen them are dead. Whenever the fallen come to the battlefield, not much is left behind. Nations fall, and monsters take over. They’re said to be beautiful beyond compare, with feathered black wings coming out of their backs.”  
 
    Jade took a moment to consider. Why did it suddenly sound like they were describing Lucifer? Fallen son of the morning, an angel. If they had wings, did that mean that humans here were originally born with wings too? Whatever. That wasn’t the point. She asked quietly, “Do they come to the battlefield often?” 
 
    Eric frowned, then answered. “No, not often. Thankfully, Caoi has never had a fallen come here. But around thirty years ago, a kingdom to the west, Tareim, was destroyed. They say a dark one led the armies of monsters that did it.”  
 
    She nodded pensively, then smiled at Eric. “Thanks for telling me all that. I was just a bit curious when I heard the term because it didn’t sound like they were talking about the mesmer.” She had learned to lie way too smoothly because Eric was now smiling back at her like she hadn’t just asked some really important questions.  
 
    “No problem. Are you spending the afternoon reading today?”  
 
    Nodding, she said, “Yeah, I figured it’s my last day to get some reading in, since classes start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh right! I almost forgot again!” Digging around in his pockets, he finally pulled out another little metal card. She wasn’t quite sure what it was made of, but if she had to guess, it was silver inlaid with a copper crest. It was thicker than her library card, and as Eric handed it to her, she inspected it more closely. “This is your school pass. I kept forgetting to give it to you!” He smiled charmingly, seemingly a little embarrassed that it had slipped his mind so many times. 
 
    She studied the roaring dragon crest. The dragon had wings spread as it was perched atop a mountain, fire coming out of its mouth. At the base of the mountain were a book, sword, and a shield. The detail was extraordinary, and she smiled at Eric as she asked, “Your work?”  
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, but not my design. I just made this year’s batch. My great-great-great…a bunch more greats-grandfather was one of the founders of Dracona. He was a great metal mage, and since then, our family has always been led by the strongest metal mage of each generation.”  
 
    Jade studied him curiously. “So are you the next family head? Since you’re the metal magic teacher?”  
 
    He snorted, shaking his head. “Nope. My older brother Declan has that title, and I’m more than happy enough that it’s him and not me. I was thrilled to be able to read and explore metal magic, rather than go into the crafting weapons and armor side of things.” 
 
    Jade grinned at him. “I can understand that.” Wasn’t that what she wanted? Rather than weapons of destruction, she wanted to create beautiful things that made life better.  
 
    It seemed like fate might be pushing her down a different path though, if what the guy in the church said had any truth to it. It wasn’t that she wanted to fight, to go on a holy crusade against the mesmer or anything like that. She wanted to be able to live a peaceful, happy life, but sometimes you had to fight for what you believed in.  
 
    If she thought about it, it made sense. Most peaceful eras on Earth had happened because someone was bigger and badder than everyone else, and they made everyone else back down because of their strength. That, in turn, led to times of peace. For every era, there was a battlefield. Whether it was guns or information, there were people who constantly worked hard to keep others safe. So maybe Jade would have to take up the role for a while. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe… Her role would be different than the other travelers, although she still wasn’t positive yet on just what they’d done either. Maybe she could do both, or her inventions would be what led to a change in the tides. Maybe it was the little things like mesmer traps that would make the difference. Only time would tell.  
 
    Smiling at Eric, she proposed, “Okay, I’m going to head up to my room and do some reading. You wanna get dinner with me later?” She had begun to like eating with other people, even if they were always amazed by how much she ate. It was way more fun than eating tasteless mush alone in her hospital bed, or being spoon fed that stupid mush when she didn’t have the energy to lift her fingers. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like that. Have fun reading, and let me know if you need anything.” Grinning, she nodded in acknowledgment and then headed off into the library, lighting up her hand to throw back the darkness.  
 
    So, she had been transported to a world filled with monsters to fight. Sure, it had darkness. But there was also magic and light! There were people like Eric and Stephen, whom she’d started to think of as awesome older brothers. She had friends like Jessica, Kaylee, Raphael, Camille, Tisha, Lucas, Damian, Sharon and little Tina, Mike and Elisa, Will, and maybe even Jackson, Evan, and Adam. There were people like Christopher, Ammon, and Marcelle who were giving all they had to make people safe. There was King Derrick, Queen Ashanna, Victor, Hayden, and Hunter: the rest of a royal family that seemed super nice, though she didn’t really have much of an idea of what they actually did. There was even Jarom, whom she hadn’t seen since she met him. Absently, she wondered where he’d disappeared to. 
 
    Still. As much as she might need to fight monsters, there was nothing that said she couldn’t work up to it, or that that was all she had to do. Whatever happened, she’d make her own path. There was a whole world to explore!  
 
    So Jade went to her room at the library. She read, she played with magic, and made herself some new and improved sunglasses. She had a fun dinner with Eric where he told her stories of his childhood with Declan. She read some more and Lucas came to escort her home again. When she got back, Jessica, Kaylee, and Raphael fussed over her, made sure she had plenty of food in her room, etc. She finally really explored the Green Dragon, finding they had a little rooftop garden and where the rest of the bathrooms were. 
 
    Sitting on the roof surrounded by the smell of the blooming herbs there, she stared up, holding her hand in the air to measure the distance of the stars in the night sky. Where was Earth? She couldn’t recognize any of the constellations she’d looked at on the NASA website. She wondered why she’d been chosen to come here.  
 
    In her reading this afternoon, she’d discovered that the travelers before her had mostly been warriors.  
 
    There was Varden the Proud, who taught how the stars guided his people to victory. She guessed most of the astronomy pictures she’d seen had come from him because he was always reading the stars as omens of what Heavenly Mother directed. He’d come to this world after he’d led his people to a great victory on his. She also figured out he was the one who’d introduced glass because he wanted to observe the stars and therefore needed a telescope. The book had said there was a gigantic one in the castle. 
 
    Corrai the Wrathful was different. He’d been filled with anger at the injustice of his old world where he was a slave. From what she’d understood, he’d survived something like the Roman Colosseum. His anger at being oppressed had led him to wage grand wars against the monsters and he introduced several new weapons he’d used in his world, like swords, daggers, two-headed axes, and flails. Allegedly, they’d mostly been using spears and bows before that.  
 
    Caldwell the Diligent had been brought from a world with a very trained military, and he was responsible for setting up the formal guard she’d seen today. Before that, everyone had had to fight. He was the first traveler in Caoi, and he’d also helped set up Dracona. Most of the information on him was more hearsay, because he was the one setting up the system and they hadn’t written it down for at least two generations.  
 
    But that was it. Three travelers in Caoi in the last several hundred years. If the book was to be believed, there were more in other kingdoms, but they didn’t have a whole lot of information on them either. It also kinda made it sound like Varden was still alive, but she wasn’t sure how old the book was either.  
 
    Absently, she held her hand to the sky, imagining herself touching the stars. Unlike the big burly men who all seemed to be fighters before they came here, she was just a girl who’d been trapped. It was no wonder why the people whom she’d told she was a traveler had a hard time believing it at first. She was nothing like the others. 
 
    But maybe that was okay. Maybe they needed a different kind of hero this time? Quietly, she whispered into the darkness. “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I, I took the one less traveled by. And that has made all the difference.” Perhaps Frost was on to something.  
 
    She would make her own path. 
 
      
 
    - End of Book One - 
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    Epilogue 
 
    Jade opened her eyes to the light of the new day, smiling with cracked lips as the sun hit her face. The night had passed, and it was the dawn of a new day.  
 
    She tried to push herself up, only to be stopped by the pain in her arms. She winced, glancing down at her skin-and-bones body, the multiple wires and needles stabbing into what little flesh she had. The methodical beep of monitors hummed in the background, a constant reminder that she was trapped.  
 
    Still, she turned her head, looking out at the blue sky she could see. The nurses would be in soon to bring her breakfast and put more medication in the drip. It would dull the aching pain for a few hours.  
 
    “Oh, you’re awake already! Good morning, Jade.” Nurse Sarah had walked into the room with a small packet of medication and needles for putting it straight into her body. “Here, let’s get you up. Doctor Aaron is coming in for a checkup at nine, so we’ll do a quick sponge down and braid your hair out of the way.” Buttons were pressed, and she was slowly raised to a seated position, with Sarah sticking more pillows behind her to prop her up. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    Jade nodded painfully, smiling. “I had the most beautiful dream.”  
 
    She turned her head to stare at the blue sky again, and Sarah smiled soothingly. “It looks gorgeous, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Another nurse bustled into the room, carrying a bowl of what felt like gruel, but was, in reality, oatmeal and milk. She stopped at Jade’s side as she bubbled cheerfully, “Breakfast time! Did you sleep well?”  
 
    “She was just telling me she had a beautiful dream. What was it about?” Heedless of her lack of response, Nurse Andrea was beginning to spoon oatmeal into her mouth while Sarah was wiping down her lifeless legs impersonally with a sponge. 
 
    Jade looked at their actions before swallowing painfully as she said quietly, “I dreamed I was healthy.” She had dreamed she could walk, and run, and do magic. As she watched Sarah pushing and pulling her legs, but not feeling a thing, a silent tear slid down her face.  
 
    “Oh, sweetheart…” There was pity on both nurses’ faces, but she kept her eyes on the sky, ignoring it. They were still going about their actions despite her inner turmoil. The day must go on, after all. They had other patients to care for, and breakfast was a busy time after all. Once she finished her oatmeal–really, it was just a token of food, she was kept alive by the saline–both nurses fussed around with her, doing her hair, trying to cheer her up. 
 
    Smiling sadly at the blue sky, she closed her eyes as she said quietly, “I think I’ll just go back to sleep now…”  
 
    “Honey, you can’t. Doctor Aaron is going to be here any minute.”  
 
    Jade opened her eyes wearily, looking at Sarah as she said softly, “I’m tired, Sarah.” She closed her eyes again, exhaustion at just sitting up and being spoon-fed oatmeal overtaking her. It was probably the drugs Sarah had injected earlier too. They always made her fuzzier. She heard Doctor Aaron coming in, asking how she was doing, but she didn’t care. She felt her consciousness slipping and welcomed oblivion.  
 
    In her dreams, she was free. 
 
    She sat bolt upright in bed, cold sweat covering her body. She glanced around the lit room, heaving a tiny sigh of relief that the sound of monitors was gone. She ran fingers over her body, muttering softly, “It was just a dream, just a dream…” Calming her wildly beating heart, she forced herself to lay down and breathe deeply. It took a few minutes before she was able to close her eyes and drift back to sleep, praying the night would pass without any further dreams...or rather, nightmares. She didn’t really want to attend her first day of school with the shadows of the night hanging over her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Siphon! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! If you scroll through to the end of this book, you’ll easily be able to leave a review, otherwise, follow this link to be redirected to the A Touch of Power: Siphon Amazon product page to leave your review: http://geni.us/Siphon. 
 
      
 
    As always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life. 
 
      
 
    Lastly, if you love GameLit, join this awesome community on Facebook! 
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    Jay Boyce is an avid reader and traveler, explorer of new things. Daughter of a librarian and wielder of words, she is primarily an editor who's trying her hand at writing. A crazy dreamer, she creates stories in her head all the time, and finally decided to start writing them down and sharing the love. A perpetual learner, she also works at her local university attending classes with deaf students and gleaning knowledge on any random subject she can get her hands on. The best description of her has always been eclectic, because she wanted to try most everything at least once. 
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    About Mountaindale Press 
 
    Dakota and Danielle Krout, a husband and wife team, strive to create as well as publish excellent fantasy and science fiction novels. Self-publishing The Divine Dungeon: Dungeon Born in 2016 transformed their careers from Dakota’s military and programming background and Danielle’s Ph.D. in pharmacology to President and CEO, respectively, of a small press. Their goal is to share their success with other authors and provide captivating fiction to readers with the purpose of solidifying Mountaindale Press as the place ‘Where Fantasy Transforms Reality.’  
 
      
 
    Connect with Mountaindale Press: 
 
    Website 
 
    Facebook 
 
    Email 
 
    Newsletter 
 
    Street Team 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mountaindale Press Titles 
 
    GameLit and LitRPG 
 
    The Divine Dungeon: Dungeon Born 
 
    For eons, conquering dungeons has been the most efficient way to become a strong adventurer. Although, not everything is as straightforward as it seems. Several questions have always plagued the mind of those that enter these mythical places of power: Why are there so many monsters? Where does the amazing weaponry and heavy gold coins come from? Why does the very air fill with life-giving energies?

Cal has all of the answers to these age old questions, for a very simple reason. He is a Dungeon Heart, a soul forced against his will into a magical stone. After several lonely years, Cal was able to regain sentience, allowing him to form new memories while slowly growing a dungeon around himself. With help from a friend, Cal learned how to create monsters and traps, increasing his power and size quickly.

When a threat to his existence rears its head, Cal decides that he will do anything to stay alive and become stronger. Unfortunately for treasure-seekers, the fastest way for Cal to achieve his goal... is to eat anyone that enters his depths. 
 
      
 
    The Completionist Chronicles: Ritualist 
 
    The decision to start a new life is never an easy one, but for Joe the transition was far more literal. After making the decision to become a permanent addition to a game world, it doesn't take him long to learn that people with his abilities are actively hunted. In fact, if the wrong people gained knowledge of what he was capable of, assassins would appear in droves.

In his pursuit of power, Joe fights alongside his team, completes quests, and delves into the mysteries of his class, which he quickly discovers can only be practiced in secret. Ultimately, his goal is to complete every mission, master every ability, and learn all of the world's secrets. All he has to do is survive long enough to grasp greatness. 
 
      
 
    Red Mage: Advent 
 
    Drew Michalik was working in a top-secret facility in Washington, D.C.  when the Advent began. As all electronics in the world simply ceased to work, blue screens filled with information appeared before him.  
 
      
 
    Drew was given access to a mana interface and a limited number of reality-altering crystals called Xatherite. Following the instructions on his vision-impairing screens, he ‘slotted’ his Xatherite and changed his fate: he gained the ability to cast spells. Now alone in the dark, he must battle through the government bunker-turned-dungeon in a desperate bid for survival.  
 
      
 
    Escape is only the beginning, the first of his many problems in the changed world. Drew will be tasked to not only survive… but to guide the rest of humanity safely through the anarchy. 
 
      
 
    Pixel Dust: Party Hard 
 
    Before the online game Carpe Noctem hit the market, the average person wasted a third of their life sleeping. Now, instead of lying in bed dreaming about showing up late to class in their underwear, players step into a breathtaking world of fantasy and adventure. For most users, this is a dream come true. For players like MaxDamage24 and his sidekick Kirabell, it is about to become something else.

After being fired, one of Noctem’s creators sets into motion a plan to bring the system crashing down. To stop the collapse, Max and Kira will have to gather their most trusted friends and embark on a quest that will push them to their absolute limits. Together they’ll face creepy dungeons, impossible bosses, and their own nightmares, all while doing their best to stay alive. With a mission this big, none of them will be the same after. The real question is… how much will they be forced to change?

Only one thing is certain - if they want to survive, they’re gonna have to Party Hard. 
 
      
 
    Peaks of Power: Beginnings 
 
    There’s always somewhere to go, someone to defeat! At least that’s what Ryan believed until he ran out of challenges, adventures, and stories. Bored with his life as a casual player, he slipped easily into the lifestyle of a professional gamer.  
 
      
 
    After reaching the pinnacle of success, an email arrived from the mysterious Beta Academy. With his best friend and self-proclaimed bodyguard, Dimitri, he decides to take a chance and accept the strange offer contained within. Overconfident in his skills, Ryan thinks he’ll defeat this game as easily as every other, but that confidence is shaken and shattered within the first fifteen minutes. This wasn’t a standard game with haptic chairs or gloves; this was the real thing.  
 
      
 
    Ryan and Dimitri must learn the heights of the Peaks of Power… and what it will take to achieve their summit. 
 
      
 
    Fantasy 
 
    Coming soon! 
 
    The Black Knight Trilogy 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Appendix 
 
    People 
 
    Adam Rawlings – Lord Rawlings is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. Commonly seen with Evan, Jackson, and Will. 
 
      
 
    Alfred – The first king of Caoi, a great earth mage who formed the walls and castle. 
 
      
 
    Ammon Whitaker – Count Whitaker is the commander of the East Gate. An older gentleman who's seen many battles. 
 
      
 
    Andrews – Sir Andrews is a guard at the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Anthony Hewett – Baronet Hewett is the commander of unit five of the East Gate.  
 
      
 
    Ashanna Ri’Cloch – Queen Ashanna is an angelic visage of charm and diplomacy. She uses life magic. 
 
      
 
    Bick – Sir Bick is a city guardsman who escorted Jade home after the mesmer attack. 
 
      
 
    Blake – Sir Blake is the first mesmer-touched that Jade cured. Serves at the East Gate.  
 
      
 
    Britney Larkin – Lady Larkin is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. Was first seen flirting with Will.  
 
      
 
    Caldwell the Diligent – The first traveler of Caoi, he is responsible for the creation of the guard and helped found Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Camille Ri’Cloch – Princess Camille is a second year student at Dracona and uses Earth, Life, and Water magic. 
 
      
 
    Chloe Chambers – Lady Chloe is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. She was one of the first siphonees. 
 
      
 
    Christopher Jacobs – Sir Christopher was the guard who carried Jade home after the mesmer attack and accompanied her to the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Corrai the Wrathful – The second traveler to Caoi, he introduced many weapons to their society and led wars to beat back the monster threat. 
 
      
 
    Cozzens – Sir Cozzens is a guard at the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Dalton – Sir Dalton is the guard who jumped in front of a mesmer for Jade, and was subsequently healed by her. 
 
      
 
    Damian Bardak – Damian is the owner of The Glass Phoenix, a master craftsman who's working with Jade. 
 
      
 
    Darian – Sir Darian is one of the knights who helped unpack Jade's Workshop at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Dashiel – Sir Dashiel is one of the knights who helped unpack Jade's Workshop at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    David – Sir David resembles Gaston and runs the coolbox store. Uses water magic. 
 
      
 
    Declan Silverstone – Duke Declan is Eric's brother, the next head of the family. 
 
      
 
    Derrick Ri’Cloch – King Derrick is the pillar of the kingdom, a wise man who keeps his family in check. Uses earth magic. 
 
      
 
    Donna – Donna is a waitress at the restaurant Evergreen. 
 
      
 
    Edward – Sir Edward is the Proprietor of Castle Armaments. 
 
      
 
    Elisa Scribner – Lady Elisa is the wife of Doctor Mike, a kind, older woman. 
 
      
 
    Eric Silverstone – Viscount Eric is one of Dracona's examiners, teaches metal magic at the academy, and is second in command of the library. 
 
      
 
    Evan Rikely – Lord Rikely is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. Commonly seen with Adam, Jackson, and Will. 
 
      
 
    Felice – Felice is a waitress at the restaurant Evergreen. 
 
      
 
    Hayden Ri’Cloch – Prince Hayden is a twin to Hunter and is 14 years old. Uses life magic. 
 
      
 
    Hunter Ri’Cloch – Prince Hunter is a twin to Hayden and is 14 years old. Uses earth magic. 
 
      
 
    Jackson Vancott – Lord Vancott is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. Commonly seen with Adam, Evan, and Will. 
 
      
 
    Jade Winward – Our lovely protagonist. Hopefully, you remember her name. 
 
      
 
    Jarom Sanford – Baron Jarom is one of the three examiners for Dracona. He's a weapons specialist. 
 
      
 
    Jessica Dorney – The primary cook, as well as maid of The Green Dragon. She appears to be not more than 15. 
 
      
 
    Joseph – Joseph is a third year student of Dracona, and one of the students who mans the desk at the library. 
 
      
 
    Kaylee Ivers – The primary waitress, as well as maid of The Green Dragon. She appears to be not more than 15. 
 
      
 
    Leroy – Count Leroy is a strict man who teaches etiquette at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Lucas Solanell – Lord Lucas is a third year student of Dracona, and one of the students who mans the desk at the library. Uses light magic. 
 
      
 
    Magnus – King Magnus was the third king of Caoi, and primarily responsible for founding Dracona with Caldwell. 
 
      
 
    Marcelle D'Ard – Countess D'Ard is second in command of the East Gate. She lost her son to the mesmer. 
 
      
 
    Mike Scribner – Sir Mike is the owner of Doctor Mike’s Clinic, a respectable healer. He's married to Elisa. Uses healing magic. 
 
      
 
    Phillip Dureau – Phillip is the deceased guard who was replaced by the doppelganger. 
 
      
 
    Prescott – Sir Prescott is one of the knights who helped unpack Jade's Workshop at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Raphael Millis – Baronet Millis is the owner of the Green Dragon, an academy graduate. Uses wind magic. 
 
      
 
    Scott Weber – Scott is a third year student of Dracona and one of the students who mans the desk at the library. 
 
      
 
    Sharon Dennis – Sharon is the owner of Sew in Style, a master tailor, and mother of Tina. 
 
      
 
    Silas Dastrup – A random passerby Jade siphoned water magic from when testing mana sense. 
 
      
 
    Stephen Kane – One of the three examiners of Dracona, he teaches Dark Magic and has rogue-like qualities. 
 
      
 
    Steven Cooper – Lord Cooper is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. He was one of the first siphonees. 
 
      
 
    Tanner – Sir Tanner is a city guardsman who escorted Jade home after the mesmer attack. 
 
      
 
    Tevon Ri'Cloch – Duke Tevon is King Derrick's brother, though he was taken by the mesmer. 
 
      
 
    Tina Dennis – Daughter of Sharon, Tina is curious and accident prone. She labeled Jade a 'zombie' first. 
 
      
 
    Tisha Ri’Cloch – Princess Tisha is a ball of energy at aged 16. Uses earth magic. 
 
      
 
    Tom – Tom guards the door of the first bakery Jade visited. 
 
      
 
    Travis Wainbright – Lord Wainbright is a first year student of Dracona, staying at The Green Dragon. He was one of the first siphonees. 
 
      
 
    Tristan – Baronet Tristan is one of the knights who helped unpack Jade's Workshop at Dracona. He's the assistant fire magic teacher. 
 
      
 
    Varden the Proud – The third traveler of Caoi, he introduced astronomy and glass to the economy. Possibly still living. 
 
      
 
    Victor Ri’Cloch – Crown Prince Victor is like a younger version of his father, and a fourth year student of Dracona. Uses earth magic. 
 
      
 
    Whitby – Duke Whitby teaches life magic at Dracona. An older gentleman who radiates vitality. 
 
      
 
    William (Will) Ri’Cloch – Prince William is a first year student of Dracona, staying at the Green Dragon. Uses wind magic. 
 
      
 
    Places 
 
    Abala – The capital city of Caoi. 
 
      
 
    Andara – The official name of the new world. 
 
      
 
    Caoi – A kingdom in Andara. 
 
      
 
    Castle Armaments – Owned by the royal family, the proprietor is Sir Edward. Sells weapons and armor. 
 
      
 
    Danny’s – Where Jade ate solo when leaving the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Mike’s Clinic – Owned by Mike, it is a house of healing. 
 
      
 
    Dracona Academy – A school funded and founded by the royal family for educating the next generation of nobles and those with talent.  
 
      
 
    Evergreen – The first restaurant Jade went to. Not far from Priom Square.  
 
      
 
    Magnus Crafting Center – The main trades building at Dracona, it houses all magic classrooms. 
 
      
 
    Priom Square – The main square that houses the library, church, and government offices. 
 
      
 
    Sew In Style – Owned by Sharon, a tailor’s shop.  
 
      
 
    The Black Heron – Where Jade dined in a private room with the princesses.  
 
      
 
    The Glass Phoenix – Owned by Damian, it is a glass shop. 
 
      
 
    The Green Dragon – Owned by Raphael, it is the first year dormitory for Dracona. 
 
      
 
    The Red Wyvern – A known dormitory of Dracona. Near Priom Square.  
 
      
 
    Magic 
 
    Blood – Jade has used this to manipulate blood both outside and inside the body and keep it in the form of her choosing. 
 
      
 
    Compulsion – Jade has issued mental commands to force others to her will.  
 
      
 
    Contractual – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Dark – Stephen has this magic. No other information given. 
 
      
 
    Death – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Earth – Has been used to construct the buildings and streets in smooth blocks of stone, as well as pull dirt from water. Used by half the royal family.  
 
      
 
    Fire – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Healing – Jade and Mike have used this to receive mental images of the body, manipulate and close wounds, as well as regenerating damaged cells.  
 
      
 
    Illusion – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Life – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Light – Used to create light, it sticks more easily to opaque objects like glass. Jade can attach it to other surfaces like metal or rock with effort. 
 
      
 
    Lightning – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Metal – Jade has used this to reshape metal into the form of her choice. Eric has used it to etch names and symbols into cards, as well as to create metal sculptures. 
 
      
 
    Nature – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Spatial – Used to produce holding bags. 
 
      
 
    Special – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Summoning – No information given. 
 
      
 
    Water – Jade has used this to pull water from the air, as well as manipulate the water around her to her will. She primarily uses it as a cleaning magic. 
 
      
 
    Wind – Jade has created a wind wall to stop others in their tracks, while she has seen Raphael use it to create a longer edge on a blade. 
 
      
 
    Known Beasts 
 
    Djinn – Have colored skin and illusion magic. 
 
      
 
    Doppelganger – Eats and takes on the form and personality of their last victim. Turns to formless goo when killed. 
 
      
 
    Fairies – Can take the form of a human, but cannot change their appearance outside of size and wing removal. 
 
      
 
    Mermaids – Have a human appearance out of water. Cannot change their appearance. 
 
      
 
    Mesmer – Creatures with long claws, incredible jumping ability, and speed, they can hypnotize their targets. They can sense the mana in someone’s blood, and live in the forest. They invade the town around once a month to secure a new food source, which they slowly drain of blood while alive. 
 
      
 
    Nix – Water spirits who can take the form of a human, but cannot change their appearance otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Seelie – Higher Fae who have pointed ears, they have a powerful glamor.  
 
      
 
    Vampires – Nocturnal creatures who can appear human. 
 
      
 
    Abbreviated Timeline of Events 
 
    Day One – Wednesday. Includes chapters 1-8, New-Rumors. 
 
    Jade arrives at The Green Dragon, siphons healing magic from Mike, is called a Zombie by Tina, encounters Lucas at the library, and faces down Raphael. 
 
      
 
    Day Two – Thursday. Includes chapters 9-15. Protein-Drained. 
 
    Jade has a midnight snack, meets the Dracona interviewers, gets access to the library, and lights up her first glass sculpture, as well as her study room. 
 
      
 
    Day Three – Friday. Includes chapters 16-25. Analysis-Overload. 
 
    Jade meets the royal family, decides on her school schedule, goes shopping with Camille and Tisha, sets up her workshop at Dracona, and meets a bunch of professors. 
 
      
 
    Day Four – Saturday. Includes chapters 26-31. Consequences-Bogeyman. 
 
    Jade nearly dies from lack of energy, explains away her powers to a close group, signs a contract with Damian, reads in the library, is attacked by a mesmer and has a breakdown. 
 
      
 
    Day Five – Sunday. Includes chapters 32-36. Happy-Path.  
 
    Jade goes to the East Gate, points out a doppelganger, creates plans for a trap, explores the church and learns of the creation myth, and ponders her new path as she researches travelers.  
 
      
 
    Jade’s Music Selections 
 
    Chapter 10 – Do You Believe in Magic from Pitch Perfect 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 – Let It Go from Frozen  
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 – Jade’s version of the Pokemon Theme Song  
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 – We’re Off To See The Wizard from The Wizard of Oz 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 – On Top Of The World by Imagine Dragons, cover by Peter Hollens  
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 – What Goes Around Comes Around by Justin Timberlake 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 – A Whole New World from Aladdin 
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 – Don’t Worry, Be Happy by Bobby McFerrin 
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 – Radioactive by Imagine Dragons, cover by Pentatonix and Lindsey Stirling 
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 – Human by Rag’n’Bone Man 
 
      
 
    Jade’s Ability Descriptions 
 
    Adaptable – Your body now accepts change more easily. 
 
      
 
    Siphon – Using skin to skin contact, you may permanently absorb 1% of one chosen attribute and skill experience of your target. The target will recuperate their attribute and skill experience after a set amount of time, receiving a .5% increase to those siphoned areas.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
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