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    Prologue 
 
    F.E.A.R. has two meanings: Forget Everything And Run or Face Everything And Rise. The choice is yours to make, or so they say. In my old world, I had no such choice. My life was decided by the people around me, and the only thing I had true control over was my mind. I couldn’t rise; I couldn’t run. All I could do was imagine and envy the freedom of others to make the choices I could not.  
 
    I’ve given it some thought. What was the reason that I would be picked above all others to come to a new world? It was then I realized. What was the one thing I had that no one else did?  
 
    The first guy to come over? He was called Caldwell the Diligent, and it sounded like that was the deciding factor of his life. Diligence was one of the seven virtues. Maybe when the gods they speak of were planning things, they wanted to call over people who were amazingly virtuous, and it worked the first time. But what happened after diligence came? Wrath and pride. Maybe somewhere the system got twisted, and it called over those who were filled with an emotion so intense, it ruled their personality? In any case, it sounds like it worked out in the end for the people here. 
 
    But what about me? I wasn’t particularly virtuous, and I’ve finally come to the conclusion that it was my sin that drew me here. My ability was the embodiment of envy. Jade, the green-eyed monster of envy; it even had a certain ring to it. 
 
    Still, I find that I can’t just forget everything and everyone else around me. I can’t just run from the problems they’re facing. They’ve quickly become my friends, even if they’re still keeping secrets. Then again, so am I. So I guess it’s time to face the music and rise. Maybe it’ll work out this time, too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One – Virtue and Sin 
 
    Day Six 
 
      
 
    The light shining on her face signaled the start of the new day, and she opened her eyes, the silence of her room comforting her. No beeping monitors, no doctors or nurses to disturb her. It had just been a very realistic nightmare. She held her hand up, happy to be able to do so without resistance. She laughed softly to herself. She was fine, which could probably be considered something of a miracle, given her stupidity last night. Granted, it wasn’t complete stupidity. She’d stayed up for an hour on the roof, staring at the stars in introspection, all while nomming down a massive amount of food until she almost felt ill. All of this was in preparation for the real stupidity: mass siphoning the guards she’d touched.  
 
    Jade had been hoping her new ability would negate some of the massive drawbacks from siphoning so many people, since it had helped so much with the counts earlier. She’d literally felt almost nothing from skimming the top off of two very high leveled people. Perhaps that and her realization that she was here because of envy had led her to try and bite off another huge batch. Sneezing a few times, she glanced around, trying to see if she’d breathed in dust or something. Not seeing anything, she shrugged it off and went back to her happy perusal. 
 
    Still, as she stood up and stared in the mirror, she grinned, because she was okay. She was more than okay! She was practically glowing, and she sang softly to herself, “Oh, what a delightful moooorning. Oh, what a marvelous day!” Laughing, she pranced around the room, gathering her clothes and heading to the washroom. The inn was oddly quiet, but she ignored that in favor of taking a nice relaxing bath while she checked her profile. 
 
    Admiring the fact that her skin felt softer and smoother, that her hair seemed stronger and shinier, that her bust had gone up in size again, and that overall, she now had visibly defined muscles when she flexed, she giggled giddily and finally pulled up her floating blue screens. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 12.21 
  Dexterity: 13.11 
  Constitution: 12.19 
  Intelligence: 18.31 
  Magic: 13.76 
  Charisma: 12.44 
  Luck: 15.19 
    
  Special Abilities: Adaptable, Siphon 
  Skills: Accessorycraft, Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Compulsion Magic, Danger Sense, 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, Pain Tolerance, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Speed Reading, Stealth, Tailoring, Tracking, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic, Writing 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Accessorycraft 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  14% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
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      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  3% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  52% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Danger Sense 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  93% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  2% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  73% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  96% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  6% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  27% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Engineering 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  21% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  81% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  52% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  20% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  47% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  83% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  83% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  15% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  87% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  4% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  14% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  88% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  83% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  39% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pain Tolerance 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  28% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  16% 
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      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
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      	  Stealth 
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      	  Beginner 8 
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      	  Tracking 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  58% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  57% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  61% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Writing 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  15% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was a good thing no one else could see her sheet, because even she could tell it was absolutely ridiculous for someone who’d only been in the world for five full days. She had to laugh that her three highest skills were information gathering, speed reading, walking, and only then did light magic come in. The simple things in life really were the best! 
 
    She happily noted the values of her new skills. She’d siphoned accessorycraft and tracking, so she expected those on her list, but danger sense was something that had appeared on its own after her encounter with the doppelganger. It wasn’t something she’d seen on anyone else’s list before. She was curious as to how it worked, but just chalked it up to spidey senses tingling. Or maybe it was something that only came when you had insight, mana sense, and perception? Did skills spawn new skills? 
 
    Deciding that was a useless path to tread since there were no obvious answers, she quickly got out of the bath and ready for the day. Given that she was going to be active and healing today, she opted to tie her hair back in a nice french braid while picking out clothes that were loose and comfortable to move in with short sleeves. Skipping down the hall towards the common room, she sang softly, “I’m walking on sunshine, wooooah, and don’t it feel good!” She jumped down the last step with a grin before it faded as she looked blankly around the common room. 
 
    She could vaguely hear the sounds of someone washing the dishes in the kitchen, but otherwise it was completely empty. Oh, there were a few empty plates that looked like they hadn’t been cleared off in the far end of the room, but that was it. Making her way to the kitchen, she poked her head in and saw Kaylee and Jessica washing the dishes. Clearing her throat, she called out softly, “Morning!” 
 
    “Oh, Jade, you’re awake! Let me get you something to eat.” They’d both turned to look at her, but Jessica was the one who rinsed off her hands and started to bustle around the kitchen, gathering things for her. 
 
    “Thanks… Just one question. Where is everyone?” 
 
    Kaylee laughed at her quizzical confusement. “Oh sweetheart, they’re already at Dracona! Eric told us you were exempted from the morning workout. I was actually just going to go make sure you were awake in a minute. You’ve got just under an hour to eat and get up there.” Jade had taken a seat at a nearby counter, remembering that she had very vehemently opted against going to the earliest classes.  
 
    She hadn’t thought it might isolate her so much. Ah well, she’d be healing them, so she’d still see people in her armload of classes. She’d asked Eric what the normal course load was, and he’d told her that most people had less than half the amount of afternoon classes she did. So really, she didn’t feel too bad about missing one hour of general fitness. 
 
    Jessica plopped a plate full of food in front of her, smiling. “Seems like you’ve got a few admirers. Kaylee was asked by no less than five people where you were.” Jade paused shoveling food in her mouth to laugh a bit at that. Admirers? 
 
    “That’s unlikely. They were probably just curious.” She smiled and went back to eating. She wasn’t a bag of bones anymore, but she didn’t think she was anything particularly special either. It was probably Will, Jackson, Evan, or Adam who was asking, since she’d been eating breakfast with them the last few days. Or was it day? So much had happened in such a short period of time that she sort of felt like everything was blurred together. 
 
    “Speaking of curious, how did you do your hair like that? It’s so pretty.” Kaylee was now mooning over her french braid. “You always have the prettiest hairstyles, but this one would work so well to keep everything out of the way.” 
 
    Jade laughed. “That was kinda the point. It’s simple.” She pulled out her pocket watch, glancing at the time. She still had forty-five minutes, and it was around a twenty-five minute walk, she figured. Grinning, she declared, “Here, I’ll do your hair really quick, and you guys can watch me do the other’s so you learn how to do it. It’s not hard.” She pushed away her already empty plate because she’d unconsciously wolfed it down as they were talking. 
 
    “Really?” Kaylee’s eyes were bugged out as if she’d just won the lottery, and both Jade and Jessica burst into laughter as Jade nodded, trying not to cry because she was laughing so hard. Kaylee lightly whapped them on the arm and reprimanded, “Stop laughing!” This, of course, only made them laugh more. 
 
    It only took her about five minutes to do both hairdos, even with much giggling and her pointing out the necessary parts of the braid. It was a super simple thing, after all, but they were both amazed and enraptured by their new dos. They were still examining each other cheerfully when Raphael walked in, shaking his head. “I should have guessed you’d be in here.” 
 
    Jade grinned. “What, you expected to find me somewhere other than the source of all goodness?” He glanced around, noticing her already empty plate, and just smiled sardonically. He looked a lot better when he smiled, flashing his pearly whites. Distracted, she realized that her teeth were getting whiter by the day too. If she kept raising her scores, would she look like she was born to star in a dental commercial? Raphael waved his hand in front of her face, bringing her back to reality. All three of them were laughing at her. 
 
    “Welcome back.” Raphael was having a hard time suppressing his smirk. “Did you hear anything I just said?” Guiltily, she shook her head and Jessica burst into a fresh peal of laughter. “I was saying, you’d probably better head for Dracona if you’re done eating. You don’t want to be late on your first day, do you?” 
 
    Startled, she looked back at her watch, noting that she now only had thirty minutes. Jumping to her feet, she glanced around, now a bit flustered. “Okay!” She started patting things down, checking that she had her library card, her school ID, pins in case anything fell down, money to pay for anything she needed… 
 
    “Have fun! Don’t bully the other kids too much!” Jessica called out as she was leaving the kitchen, and Jade quickly turned around, rushing over to hug a surprised Jessica and Kaylee. 
 
    She grinned as she let them go. “I’ll try not to. Have a wonderful day!” She poked them both, dancing away as they squealed in protest. She returned to Raphael’s side, who was holding open the outer door for her. She was about to step into the sunshine when she realized… “My sunglasses!” Turning around, she sprinted for the stairs while she heard Raphael let out a laughing sigh. 
 
    She half tripped going up the stairs and heard him call out behind her, “Don’t hurt yourself!”  
 
    Laughing as she quickly unlocked her room, ran inside, and grabbed her brand new sunglasses, she locked it again behind her and traipsed cheerfully down the stairs. “Does it matter if I do? I can just heal it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I suppose that’s true. You remember how to get there?” 
 
    Grinning, she stuck her tongue out at him. “Yes, Da.” 
 
    He whacked her head lightly. “If I was your dad, you’d have more sense! And be way, way younger.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out again. “Maybe you were cradle robbed!” He laughed, gently pushing her out as she stuck her sunglasses firmly on her face, smiling because for the first time, she was outside and didn’t have to squint at the sun! 
 
    “Don’t get lost. Don’t cause trouble. Don’t get hurt. Please?” 
 
    She saluted him ironically. “I’ll do my very best.” Turning, she began to make her way to Dracona. When she was almost there, the streets were practically empty. Seemingly most of the traffic in that area came from Dracona, and with everyone in the physical training, there was no one around. 
 
    Absently, she sang under her breath, “I cross these empty roads, on the boulevard of stolen dreams…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two – Petty 
 
    She walked up the large hill to the gate where two guards were relaxing. They seemed startled to see her and one of them asked curiously, “Can we help you?” 
 
    Jade smiled cheerfully at them, nodding and pulling out her school pass. “I’m just heading to classes.” The guards frowned, but one of them took her pass. She brushed his weathered hand as he did so, happy to see a new blinking dot. 
 
    The guard stared down at her card as if trying to figure out if it was a forgery while he absently tugged on his well trimmed dark brown beard. He looked like he was probably in his forties, if she had to guess, and she met his much lighter brown eyes as he said gruffly, “You realize classes started at eight o’clock? It’s almost nine.” He was obviously disapproving of the fact that she was so late, now that he’d verified her pass was real. 
 
    She just smiled innocently at him. “Oh, I’ve been excused from the fitness classes.” 
 
    Guard number two, who had light brown hair and looked much younger than his counterpart, was now also frowning. “No one gets excused from the fitness classes. It’s an important part of the academy training.” His voice carried a small undercurrent of hostility for some reason. 
 
    She smiled at him, then took her card back from guard number one. “Well, I’m sorry to prove you wrong, but I’m the exception. You’ll just have to get used to seeing me come later.” 
 
    Guard two grabbed her arm, now glaring angrily. “You will show up at the same time as everyone else. Fitness training is mandatory.” She was getting angry now because he was gripping her hard enough to bruise. Concentrating on a magic she’d never used before, she imagined herself using a shocking grasp on his hand and he yelped, pulling his arm away as she felt the magic flash out of her. “Did you just use magic on me!?” 
 
    She was glaring now as she spoke calmly. “Yes, and if you could do more than ten kinds of magic, maybe you’d have been exempt from fitness training as well.” Looking disdainfully at the bruise on her arm, she touched it, healing it and watching in satisfaction as the already swelling skin went back to normal. Looking back up at the guards, with guard one now watching her warily and guard two just looked pissed, she continued, “If you ever lay a hand on me again, I’ll do more than shock you.” 
 
    She was mad. It was the first time a person—she was discounting monsters—had ever laid a hand on her with the intention to hurt her in her life. Not even Raphael had done it. She should probably be scared, but she found he wasn’t nearly as scary as when she felt helpless in front of the mesmer. Fuming, she turned to guard one as she asked, “Which way is the infirmary?” 
 
    Guard one looked both wary and confused now. “Didn’t you just heal yourself?” 
 
    Getting more annoyed by the minute, she snapped waspishly, “I’m here to heal the students after their fitness session ends. Now, if you two would stop delaying me and give me directions, I could go help the people who need it.” 
 
    After a quick glance at her notifications, she figured out that guard one’s name was Terry and guard two’s was Aaron. She assigned names to faces as Terry gave her directions almost numbly. She nodded to him, then turned to Aaron as she said in a quiet but menacing voice, “I’ll give you some time to think over the choices you’ve just made. Perhaps you’ll never have to deal with the consequences, but I want you to think about it. One day, your life may be in danger. You’ll need a healer, and they’ll call someone. Maybe it will be me. If that happens, your life will rest in the hands of someone you tried to bully and physically harmed.” 
 
    She smiled slowly, then turned to walk away, her voice carrying to them. “Think about it.” Before she’d turned, she could see Aaron go white as a sheet. Was she the bully now? Maybe. Would she still heal him if he really was injured? Probably. It had only been a bruise, after all. Nevertheless, it left a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    Deciding that she was just going to move on from the encounter, she smirked and sang softly to herself, “I won’t heal no scrubs. A scrub is a jerk who can’t get no heals from me…” She kept humming the rest of the song as she walked, and soon enough there were students pouring out from various directions. She glanced around, realizing the fitness classes had ended. 
 
    Picking out one person who looked like they’d had a pretty hard fall, she followed him, figuring he’d be going in the right direction. She smiled sunnily at people as she passed, and they seemed to look at her fresh-faced smile with curiosity, since unlike them, she wasn’t covered in sweat. 
 
    And then she was there. She was glad she’d chosen to follow the boy because she might have otherwise missed the unassuming building in front of her. At only two stories, it wasn’t all that large, but there was a small stream of injured students entering. Walking in, she noticed that they’d formed an orderly line and were waiting to see a middle aged woman at the front desk as if it was the most natural thing. 
 
    To her surprise, she didn’t recognize any of the students, which meant that the injured were not first years. It made sense, since she figured out the first years might not have known exactly where to go yet, while these veterans had booked it over in order to get treated first.  
 
    Smiling cheerfully, she walked past the line, and one of the guys in it called out, “Hey, get to the back of the line!” 
 
    She glanced back at him and smirked, responding confidently, “No.” He looked dumbfounded at her audacity and she used that opportunity to finish making her way to the front, where she caught the attention of who she assumed was the resident healer. 
 
    The woman had wispy gray hair that curled around her head wildly. She’d obviously tried to pull it back earlier, but fully half of it had already escaped. Her kind blue eyes were still shrewd as she asked pointedly, “Is there a reason you’re cutting in line?” 
 
    Jade nodded, answering with an innocent smile, “Yes, actually. I’m your new assistant.”  
 
    It seemed to take a moment before she stopped healing the guy in front of her and processed what Jade had said. “Wait, you’re Jade?” When Jade nodded, she frowned and stated, “You’re late.” 
 
    “Yes, I was supposed to be here earlier, but the guards at the gate didn’t like the fact that I didn’t go to the fitness training, so I had a little trouble getting past them.” The healer looked a little disgruntled at her explanation, then nodded and waved her around the desk. 
 
    “Very well. I’m Baroness Scylla Tremont, by the way. Have a seat and let’s see what you can do.” Jade smiled and rounded the table, and she could hear the whispers relaying what had just happened rushing down the line. A few of the disgruntled faces lightened when they realized she was a healer and not someone cutting in line. 
 
    “Next,” her clear voice called the next student forward, and a scrawnier boy stepped up, moving aside his mop of brown hair to reveal a nice goose egg on his forehead that accompanied a swollen, bloody lip. Scylla motioned for Jade to touch him as she reached forward as well. She explained to the boy, “I’m going to let Jade heal you, but I’ll be monitoring to make sure nothing goes wrong.” He looked more relieved that he wasn’t being completely left to the newbie, and Jade softly touched his goose egg.  
 
    In her mind’s eye, she noted his injuries, seeing that several of his teeth had been loosened as well. She smiled comfortingly at him as she hastily reassured, “Don’t worry, your smile will be good as new in a moment.” He seemed confused, and then she infused him with her magic. That moment of confusion made him stay still long enough that she erased all traces of his injury, and a few seconds later she let go, ignoring her new blinking dots from both him and Scylla. 
 
    He looked surprised, then asked, “Is that it?” 
 
    Scylla nodded, looking mildly impressed. “Yes, that was one of the fastest healings I’ve seen, and it was very clean. She did a very good job.” Jade grinned and Scylla shooed the boy away. Looking at Jade, she asked solemnly, “How long did you say you’ve been using healing magic?” 
 
    Shrugging, she replied so softly that Scylla had to lean in to hear her, “About five days now. But I grew up around doctors most of my life, and we had much more advanced science. So I’m very familiar with how the body works and the different things that can ail someone.” 
 
    Nodding, Scylla looked thoughtful, then gestured to the next two students in line. “Both of you, come forward. Jade will help one of you, so we’ll get through this line twice as fast.” Grinning, Jade nodded, and Scylla added in an aside to her. “If you happen to need help, just let me know.” 
 
    “Will do.” She smiled at the student in front of her, then asked happily, “So, what happened to you?” 
 
    Most of the students were skeptical about being healed by her at first, but after the next few went away quickly and fully healed, even that stopped. After around half an hour, all the students had been healed and they were left alone in the infirmary. Scylla smiled at Jade as she commented, “Thank you for the help. That was much faster than usual.” 
 
    Jade nodded before she asked, “You’re welcome, but where are the first years?”  
 
    Scylla looked surprised, then laughed. “Ah right, your friends?” Jade nodded and Scylla smiled. “They’re probably fine. They usually take it easier on the first years the first few days. They were probably mostly running rather than doing the more strenuous combat exercises or the obstacle course.” Well, that made sense. 
 
    Jade glanced around, looking at the various rooms that they hadn’t even touched. They’d literally helped everyone at the front desk. “What do you use the rooms for?” 
 
    Scylla followed the direction of her gaze, then answered plainly, “Oh, that’s in case they come while I’m not here. I usually only stay until lunch, when I do a second round of healing for anyone who injured themselves in weapon training. After that, I leave the school and head around the wall, so anyone who comes in after that has to wait until either I can be called or Mike can come in.” She looked thoughtful. “Although now they can probably be sent to you as well. If I remember right, you’re going to be on campus?” 
 
    Jade nodded. “Yes, I’ve got room 2A in the Magnus Crafting Center as my workroom. I’ll be in classes, but if they wait for me outside there, I’ll be able to help them between hours, or they can find me in whichever classroom I’m in there if it’s serious.” Jade smiled happily, then seemed to remember something. “Oh! I should probably go there now. I need to pick up my weapons before I go to class.”  
 
    “Get going with you then! I’ll pass the word on.” Jade smiled and nodded, about to run out when she thought of something, then turned back. 
 
    “By the way, maybe this is petty of me, but if a guard called Aaron comes in and complains about his hand, it’s because I shocked him for bruising me. Please tell him that if he wants it healed, he owes me an apology first.” She hadn’t shocked him too hard, but she had made sure it would be numb and somewhat unresponsive for at least two days or until he got it healed. Sure, she wanted him to reflect, but she wasn’t about to let him off easily either. 
 
    Scylla’s eyes narrowed. “You said he bruised you?” 
 
    Jade shrugged and nodded. “He grabbed my arm really hard to stop me from walking away. He was trying to bully me into going to the fitness classes for some reason. He seemed angry that I’d been excused from them.” 
 
    Scylla looked thoughtful, then shooed her out. “Very well. Off with you! I’ll see you Wednesday, if not sooner.” Jade grinned and nodded, then paused, considering hugging the kind older lady, then deciding against it for the moment. There was time to get to know her better before that became a thing.  
 
    She smiled, and considering who the woman reminded her of, she said softly, “Until we meet again, fair fortune be yours.” Grinning, she opened the door and stepped out into the sunshine, pulling her sunglasses off of her hair and back onto her nose. Humming Hedwig’s theme, she took light steps towards the crafting center to grab her shiny pointy things. It was time to see if she could avoid stabbing herself… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three – Collection 
 
    The Magnus Crafting Center felt pretty empty compared to the rest of campus. Perhaps it was because none of the crafting classes started until after lunch, but not even the student stores were open. The professors were in their offices, and once she reached the second story, not a soul was in sight. Feeling the eerie emptiness, she quickly unlocked her workshop and slipped inside, feeling almost like a thief in the night. 
 
    Walking over to the shelves where she’d had Camille put her new shinies, she was surprised to find way more weapons than she’d picked out. First, there was the original beginner bow she’d chosen, but next to it was the beautiful jade inlay she’d been coveting. Apparently, it hadn’t gone unnoticed or unbought. Next to that were the six daggers she’d picked out, plus what looked like the rest of the jade collection from the store. Instead of one sword, there were three: the original sword she’d picked out and two more in different styles, but again, with the jade inlay. Grinning, she ran her finger over the hilts of each weapon, just admiring them. 
 
    Obviously, Camille had decided to give her as many options as she could handle, because next to those was a box that when opened, proved to be more jade inlaid weapons: an axe, crossbow, flail, pretty spiked gauntlets, a hammer, mace, and a whip. Jade also finally noticed that in the nearby corner, there was now a spear and staff. Had she bought out the entire collection of that particular style? 
 
    Singing at the top of her lungs, she grabbed the beginner bow and pushed a few knives into her bag. “Look at this stuff; isn’t it sleek? Wouldn’t you say my collection’s complete? Wouldn’t you think I’m the girl…the girl who has everything! I’ve got axes and bows aplenty. Swords and spears galore. You want daggers? I’ve got twenty! Camille cares, no big deal, she’ll buy more…” 
 
    Laughing at herself, she settled into her little comfort corner for a bit. She still had twenty minutes, and she needed a bit of a recharge after all that healing, so she started in on the massive collection of food, which had also grown in her absence, that Camille had left for her. 
 
    At ten to the hour, she gathered her stuff up and happily skipped her way to one of the courtyards that Stephen had pointed out to her as the beginning archery range. She was early, but still surprised to note that besides her, there was just the instructor and one other student. What was going on? 
 
    “Hi! Am I in the right place for beginning archery?” Her cheerful voice held notes of obvious confusion and doubt. The two turned to look at her. 
 
    “Ah, Jade! You’re here.” She recognized him as Viscount Carter Abas, one of the professors Stephen had introduced her to that night. She smiled and walked forward more confidently now that she knew she was in the right place, even if it still felt strange. “Come, now that you’re both here, we can start.” 
 
    She paused, staring at him in confusion once again. “Wait, you mean…we’re the only ones coming?” 
 
    Carter laughed at her shock. “Yes. Most of the other students have been using weapons all their lives, and most only take the beginner classes if they want to pick up something new. Archery is something that almost everyone knows, since it’s the safest way to kill monsters.” Well, okay. At least that made sense—teach everyone ranged fighting so that you have a force who can come away with no casualties. 
 
    Seeming to ignore her inner musings, he went on, “Jade, meet Jeremy Fifield. Jeremy, this is Lady Jade Winward.” 
 
    Jade stepped forward, offering her hand to the skinnier redhead. His hair was combed over neatly, his hazel eyes shimmering with curiosity. He was lightly tanned, which mostly hid his freckles. His physique wasn’t anywhere near what she’d seen from most of the men around here, but it seemed firm and fit as he took her hand, bending over to brush his lips lightly against it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade.” 
 
    She smiled, then said softly, “The pleasure is mine.” He obviously wasn’t a noble since Carter had omitted any sort of title for him, but he had a conscientious bearing that spoke of confidence in what he knew. He let go and she let her hand fall to her side, ignoring her new little dot. 
 
    Carter was smirking. “Well, now that that’s done, let’s see where you’re at.” Jade watched as Jeremy immediately started putting on his arm guards and checking his bow. It looked like it had been well used before, and she started to feel a little nervous. Noticing this, Carter asked, “Is something the matter?” 
 
    Jade smiled ruefully and confessed, “I’ve never used a weapon before… I have absolutely no idea what to do.” She held out the beginner’s bow Camille had bought her. “I have a bow? But uhh… I don’t know how to put the protective stuff on. It’s just straps and leather to me.” She had pulled out the stuff Camille had put with her bow, but she had no idea how to use it, despite trying to surreptitiously watch Jeremy. 
 
    Carter came over, shaking his head. “I forgot you’re so new to everything. Here, let me help.” She could smell a weird mix of leather, wood, and something else she couldn’t quite place as he helped her into her gear. He explained the process patiently, double checking it to make sure it was on properly. She took the chance to study him properly. Bright blue eyes and sandy blonde hair tugged back into a short ponytail, he reminded her a bit of the Dread Pirate Roberts, the flowing white shirt and black pants only adding to her imagination. They finally got her buckled in, and Carter smiled. “Let’s have Jeremy go first. Watch his posture so you can mimic it.”  
 
    Jeremy smiled at her, having been waiting for them to finish. With confidence, he lifted his bow and nocked an arrow, sighting the target that looked to be maybe thirty feet away. Carter corrected him a little bit on his grip, and then he released, an arrow thunking into the outer ring. “Nine more,” Carter instructed patiently, and they both watched as Jeremy sunk arrow after arrow into the target, only missing entirely once. None of them were particularly close to the center bullseye, but he had at least moved closer from the outer ring. 
 
    She was nervous when Carter turned to her. “Your turn.” She walked up the range, having settled her quiver over her shoulder. Carter helped her get a feel for the right way to hold the bow and nock the arrow and then stepped back to let her try on her own. Her first arrow flew way wide of her target, and she flushed. “Calm down. It’s not a competition. Just focus on the arrows.”  
 
    His voice was soothing, and she forced herself to take a few deep breaths, centering herself. When she nocked another arrow, it was done much more smoothly. Sighting the target, she let out a breath as she released, and gave a little jump and woot of excitement when it hit the outer ring. Triumphantly she turned to Carter and Jeremy, who were both grinning as well. “You’ve got it! Keep going.” 
 
    Elated that she’d managed to hit the target, she began to pull and shoot again. It almost felt like there was an auto-correct on her posture and movements because she found herself sliding into them without thought. It just felt right, and she realized that was probably part of the correction of her siphoning experience. It was subtle, but also very helpful. If she hadn’t been starting from nothing, she might not have even noticed that it was like a good habit ingrained into her body. 
 
    Her arrows began to creep closer and closer to the center of the target, until on her ninth and tenth arrows, she hit dead center. Laughing in elation, she turned to celebrate with Jeremy and Carter. To her surprise, they were just staring at her in amazement, and Jeremy managed to choke out, “You’ve got to be kidding me… That can’t have been your first time holding a bow.” 
 
    Carter was staring at her in some sort of weird fascination, but there was a weirdly fanatical glint to his eyes. A little unnerved, her smile faded from her face as she questioned them, “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Carter shook his head, grinning. “Nothing, just that you’re evidently a genius. It usually takes months of practice to be able to shoot like that.” Oh, oops. 
 
    Smiling, she shrugged and tried to pass it off. “Oh, my special ability makes it so things come easily to me, so it’s a bit of a cheat.” She blushed a little, staring at the ground. She now felt a little bad that Jeremy, who’d been practicing for who knows how long, had been shown up by her on her first time on the range. 
 
    Carter asked curiously, “Check your archery skill. You should have it now and I’m curious as to what it’s at.” 
 
    Startled, Jade nevertheless decided to check. 
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    She laughed a little nervously, then said haltingly, “Beginner 9, 86%.” She heard Carter whistle as Jeremy shook his head. 
 
    “That’s just crazy. Does all your stuff grow this fast?” Jade considered Jeremy’s question, then shrugged. 
 
    “I haven’t been checking the progress of stuff more than once a day. I knew my speed was fast, but that’s it.” Jeremy and Carter were both shaking their heads in awe. 
 
    Jeremy said ruefully, “Guess that means you won’t stay in this class very long.” She pondered this, then shook her head. 
 
    “Actually, I think I’ll stay here even when my skill advances. If I’m not wrong, the intermediate archery class has a lot more people?” Carter nodded, so she went on. “Besides, it would screw up my schedule. I’d rather have a smaller class so I can get more instruction.” She shrugged and grinned. Perhaps it was selfish of her, but she’d rather have a tutor than class instruction. She’d learn more. “It might change because I think I’m going to have to move my schedule around next week, but a least for now, I’ll just stay here.” 
 
    Carter nodded, since her logic made sense. “Alright! Well, the best way to get better is to practice. Once you can hit bullseye ten times in a row, we’ll move you back to the next target.” The rest of the next thirty minutes was spent with her and Jeremy shooting until their quivers were empty and then collecting the arrows while Carter gave them tips and instructions on how to do better.  
 
    Both of them had managed to move on to the fifty-foot targets by the end of their class time. Grinning, Jade held her hand up. “High five!” 
 
    Carter and Jeremy both just stared at her, and finally Carter asked, “What are you doing?”  
 
    Jade groused, grumbling as she walked straight up to Carter as she took his hand, forcing him through the motions of a high five. She mumbled poutily, “Just because you’re old doesn’t mean you can’t have fun.” So Carter wasn’t really OLD, he was probably mid thirties like Stephen and Eric, but still. Both he and Jeremy burst into laughter. 
 
    “Is it something from your old world?” Jeremy asked curiously, and she nodded.  
 
    “It’s basically what people did to celebrate stuff. Like hey, you did a great job, high five! Or hey, we won, high five! Score, high five!” She didn’t mention the butt slapping. Probably too much for this world. She might give someone a heart attack if she tried, which almost made her want to try.  
 
    “I see. Then high five!” Jeremy put his hand up and Jade bounced like a little bunny to hit it, since him holding it at the top of his reach was way too high for her, but she was laughing as she managed to glance against his hand. 
 
    Carter was shaking his head, just laughing at her antics, and soon all three of them were giggling helplessly. Carter tried to calm down, but then one look at her and Jeremy would set him off again; it was the same for them. It was only when other people started to show up and look at them laughing madly that they finally calmed down. It looked like the intermediate class was here. Grinning, she nodded to Carter as she said gratefully, “Thanks for the help. See you Wednesday!” Glancing at her pocket watch, she realized she needed to hurry if she was going to make her small blades class on time. Quickly shoving her quiver and bow into her bag, she nodded in greeting to the students she passed.  
 
    “Hey Jade!” Jackson cheerfully greeted her as she passed. Adam was by his side and waved a greeting at her as well. 
 
    “Hey guys! Have fun with Carter. Catch you later!” They nodded, shooing her out because they also knew she’d be late. She began a slow jog to her next training field destination, a bright grin on her face. 
 
    She had sunshine, friends, and new things to learn. What more could a girl ask for? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four – Impaling 
 
    Having realized that low numbers would be a theme in the beginner classes of essential weaponry, she was less surprised when she got to the small blades training ground and found herself alone with the instructor. It made a certain amount of sense. She’d pretty much seen that everyone carried around at least one dagger with them at all times. It was convenient both for food and as an emergency measure in case one was confronted by a monster. Maybe the commoners didn’t have proficiency with the bow, but all the nobles would at the very least. As for why there were none of the talent students here…well, if they were admitted because they were talented, then them having proficiency with knives wasn’t all that surprising either. 
 
    Plus, she figured even stuff like cooking could probably net you some proficiency. The beginner levels went by pretty fast, and most people probably got stuck in intermediate for a very long time, if they ever got out of it. They weren’t like her, who got insane bonuses to everything, it seemed. She couldn’t be sure, but she figured either siphon or adaptable were playing a part in her natural learning too. Maybe both. 
 
    Smiling, she dug through her memory for his name as she went forward to greet her private tutor–er, professor. “Hello, Viscount Xay.” He held out a slightly scarred hand to take hers, bending grizzled lips over her fingers. His wiry body spoke of extreme flexibility even as he bent. His hair was short with a few threads of white in the brown mass to signify his age of around forty, if she had to guess. Unlike many of the other professors who wore loose clothing, his was tightly fitted to his lean body. She wondered if he had an ounce of fat on him or if he was just pure muscle and bone. 
 
    “Jade, it’s lovely to see you again, but please, call me Brady.” His tenor voice was melodical, and she vaguely recalled seeing singing on his list of siphonable abilities. 
 
    Glancing around to make sure there were no other arrivals in sight, she asked cheerfully, “So, do I have you all to myself for training, or are we waiting for more to arrive?” She was barely on time, so she doubted anyone else was coming, but it never hurt to check. 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Just you. The rest of the herd was here last hour.” 
 
    She smiled apologetically. “Sorry to take so much of your time for just me.” Even though she was glad to have the personal instruction, because she was pretty sure she’d grow much faster this way, she was also sure a viscount had better things to do than teach her to wield the shinies. 
 
    He shook his head, grinning. “Don’t worry about it. It’s an honor to be able to teach a traveler.” Well okay, that kinda fit in with the whole hero worship that went on here, but she was glad not to see a fanatical gleam in his eye when he talked about it. Just humor and respect, which was swell as far as she was concerned. 
 
    Grinning back at him, she pulled out her bag and showed him her collection of daggers. “Thank you then! I’m looking forward to learning how to use these without impaling myself.” 
 
    He laughed upon seeing her collection. “You have enough there?” 
 
    She shrugged innocently. “I didn’t buy them. They were a gift! Was I supposed to say no?”  
 
    Shaking his head, he reached in and started pulling them out. “Alright, let’s start by figuring out which ones you want to use regularly. We’ll figure out which ones you’re comfortable wearing and then start with how to pull them out without, as you so eloquently put it, impaling yourself.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me!” They spent the next five minutes attaching straps to various locations on her body as she figured out where she wanted to keep her knives. She ended up deciding on two knives that followed the outer lining of her boots, one on her right thigh, and a small pack of throwing blades that could double as her archery brace on her right forearm. She had considered one on her left outer bicep but decided that she probably didn’t need to arm herself to the teeth. She had magic, after all. Her arsenal would grow, and she didn’t need to fill every slot with a knife. 
 
    She had thought he might start her with some of the wooden blades she saw in boxes nearby, but his decision had surprised her. “No, we’ll start you with real blades. You’re a healer, and you’ll learn more from your mistakes if they actually hurt.” She had grumped a little bit, then conceded that he was probably right. Pain was a powerful motivator. Not a fun one, but powerful nonetheless. 
 
    Still, she did pretty decently and attributed at least part of it to the fact that she had her autocorrect skills in place. She still managed to cut her arm twice, but like he said, she was a healer, so it didn’t matter much other than the sting of pain before she healed herself. It was less pain than she got from siphoning people and barely lasted twenty seconds, so she decided it wasn’t worth complaining about. 
 
    After she could properly draw her weapons without hurting herself, he taught her the correct way to grip each one. What followed was a series of demonstrations on how to stab and slash, what to avoid, how to make your movements unpredictable and predict the moves of your opponents… It was like he was trying to shove all his close combat knowledge into her brain. She kept up, barely, but it was something she was going to need to review a lot until it was second nature to her. 
 
    In the last twenty minutes, he’d sparred with her, which was the most painful part. He’d scored a series of small nicks across her body, always holding his strength back and not cutting too deeply, but making sure it hurt. Her only consolation was that she had managed to score one hit on him as well, shallow as it was. After healing them both up, she laughed as she looked at her clothing. It was clean, but she still had a bunch of cuts showing the white skin on her legs, shoulders, back, and stomach. He hadn’t shown a whole lot of mercy, but she was grateful. No monster would show mercy, and it had helped her figure out her weaknesses in an extremely clear manner. 
 
    Panting with exhaustion, she sat next to him as they both gulped down water. He may have been scoring the most hits, but she’d made him work for it. Her movements were still jerky at times, but that also made them more unpredictable. He laughed, staring at the bright blue sky. “I’m honestly amazed. You made huge progress in just one lesson.” 
 
    She grinned, poking his arm. “If I didn’t, you’d have bled me to death! You have no mercy!” In an hour of personal tutoring and cutting each other up, the lines had bled, and he no longer felt like a teacher but an older friend, albeit one who was intent on pounding as much as he could into her brain and body.  
 
    He grinned. “You’re not like most of the students I see come through here. Everyone else would have complained if I put them through what I just did with you.” 
 
    She feigned outrage. “Wait, I was allowed to say no!?” She met his eyes with a straight face, and then both of them burst into laughter. She plucked at her clothes, saying cheerfully, “You owe me new clothes. Camille is going to have a fit if she sees that I’ve already torn up one of the outfits she got me.” She’d only nicked his arm, so his clothes were fine. 
 
    He laughed, saying innocently, “What, I thought all the young girls were trying to show more skin these days?” She punched him softly in the arm. 
 
    “What do you take me for, some tramp?” They laughed and stood up, where he offered her his arm. 
 
    “Well, little tramp, shall we go get food?” She grumbled and nodded. It was kinda nice that he wasn’t as freaked out about her skin as some of the other people had been, like Raphael. Granted, it didn’t hurt that he was more than twice her age and more interested in raising her up to be a knife prodigy.  
 
    “You’re paying for it.” 
 
    He laughed. “You don’t pay for food here.” She grumbled again as they began walking towards a large building she’d been told was the cafeteria. With five floors, it had a pretty strict hierarchy. As a first year, she was supposed to go the fifth floor for her food. The only exception was that once a week, each student could invite someone from a lower grade to eat on their floor, and the food got better the closer you were to the ground. The first floor obviously belonged to the professors. 
 
    Grinning as he led her to the counter to place their order on the first floor, she said happily, “At least I’ll get the good food with you! It’s worth being cut up for that.” He laughed. The rule was almost the same for the professors, but they could bring one student a day to their level. The small blades training grounds were fairly close to the cafeteria, so they were some of the earlier ones there. 
 
    “So, what’re the best options?” She was studying the menu—they had a real menu! Well, sort of. It was more like those fast food restaurants that had boards behind the counter that listed what was available, but close enough. Since everyone here could read, it made more sense that this was where something like that would show up. 
 
    Brady looked thoughtful before shrugging. “Everything on this floor is good. It won’t be the case with the other floors, but here you can’t really go wrong unless there’s something you dislike.” Jade nodded and he looked at the counter lady. “Estelle, I’ll have the steak, medium rare, baked potato, and cooked veggies.” 
 
    “Very well, Viscount. We’ll have that right out for you. And what will you have, miss?” 
 
    Jade grinned, still looking at the menu before she finally decided. “Alright. I’ll have the steak medium rare as well, and then the battered chicken, the ribs, the chicken salad, and the sausage chili. For sides, I’ll take a baked potato, the cooked veggies, the fresh fruit, mushroom soup, three rolls, and the meat pie.” She looked at the menu, then thought for a moment. “Oh right, and two glasses of juice, one of milk, and two of water.” 
 
    Estelle raised her blond eyebrows at her. “Are you trying to feed an army?” 
 
    Jade laughed and shook her head. “Army of one, at your service! No, honestly it’s all for me. I did a bunch of healing this morning and I’m going into four hours of magic classes, so I promise I’ll eat it all.” Both Estelle and Brady looked dubious, but finally Estelle nodded when Brady gave her a shrug with the ‘just do it’ look. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll get that out to you, miss…?” 
 
    “Jade. It’s lovely to meet you, Estelle. You’ll probably be seeing a lot of me.” 
 
    Estelle laughed. “You’ve got guts, that’s for sure. What makes you think the professors will use their passes on you?” 
 
    Jade shrugged and spoke honestly, “I’m in fourteen magic classes and I’m a traveler. Brady and Carter are both basically giving me private lessons. I’m good friends with Camille and Will, and I’m pretty sure they get to eat on this floor too. Between all of them, I’m pretty sure I can coerce someone to get me meals on this floor. I’m too much of a foodie to want to eat on the fifth floor.”  
 
    Estelle was staring at her with astounded light green eyes. Finally, she laughed and shook her head. “I stand corrected. We’ll have your food right out, Lady Jade.”  
 
    “Just Jade is fine. Thank you, Estelle. It was lovely to meet you.” Jade grinned and Brady dragged her away to an empty table as he raised his brow at her.  
 
    “Really, fourteen magic classes? Which professor did you snub by not taking their class?”  
 
    Jade just stared at him. “I’m taking all of them, what do you mean?” 
 
    He laughed. “There are fifteen magic classes offered right now.”  
 
    She blanched, then reached into her bag to yank out her schedule and show Brady. He looked over it, then winced. “You’re missing Nature with Viscountess Delaney. Good luck with that one. She’s going to be…unhappy, to say the least, that you’re taking every magic class but hers.”  
 
    She laid her head on the table, groaning softly. “I forgot that it didn’t fit! I was thinking I had them all covered! I even met her! What am I supposed to dooooooo?” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” A new voice came from behind her, and suddenly it was no longer just her and Brady at the table as Eric and Stephen both sat down. Stephen looked concerned at the fact that she was gently banging her head on the table.  
 
    Pointing at Eric, she wrinkled her nose as she accused him teasingly, “This is partly your fault! Why didn’t we remember I’d missed a magic class!?”  
 
    Understanding dawned on them, and Stephen pulled her class schedule over from Brady, looking over it. He shook his head once he realized who’d been left out. “Delaney is going to be mad.”  
 
    Eric winced. “We didn’t put in Delaney’s class?” Jade nodded and he sighed. “We can… I have no idea what to do. Count Edmund is expecting you in his geography class, too.”  
 
    Jade winced. “We have to fix this somehow!” She pulled her schedule back, looking at it. “Oh, what if… She’s here on Tuesdays, and I have Tuesday mornings free. What if we asked her to tutor me before lunch?” She was a little loathe to give up the little bit of free time she’d managed to grab for herself, but she wanted to learn nature magic. It would also depend on if Delaney was willing to come early for her.  
 
    Eric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I’ll ask. If she realizes that’s the only way to have you as a student, she might agree. At least the fact that you want to take lessons should mollify her…” He looked a little stressed out at the prospect. Jade tried to smile reassuringly at him. She had the feeling he was going to get an earful about signing her up for every other magic class and missing Delaney’s.  
 
    After all, Hell hath no wrath like a woman scorned… 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Five – Spymaster 
 
    Their food arrived shortly after, with Estelle coming out with another younger woman to drop off the very full trays. Even Eric and Stephen looked surprised at the sheer amount of food in front of Jade, and Eric asked tentatively, “Did the amount you need to eat go up?”  
 
    Jade already had a mouthful of food at that point, so she had to quickly chew and swallow the delicious goodness before she responded, “I pretty much convert food into magic. Did a lot of healing this morning and lost a bit of blood too.” It was only now that the two of them seemed to take into account the fact that her clothes had a bunch of gashes on them. 
 
    Looking sternly at Brady, Stephen asked pointedly, “Why didn’t you start with wooden blades? Was cutting her up really necessary?” His voice held just a tinge of menace and warning, and she smiled brightly at him. It was nice that he was so concerned, although it wasn’t necessary in this case.  
 
    Brady grinned and shrugged. “She’s a healer and she’ll learn faster with real consequences. She already made vast improvements, and now she won’t freeze up if someone comes at her with a blade. She already knows what it’s like to be cut, albeit shallowly. That’s not something you get with wooden blades.” 
 
    Jade was just happily munching because it was true. Had someone come at her with a knife, she’d probably have frozen up. She hadn’t even tried to dodge the mesmer when it came at her, though that might have been because of the hypnosis, which she’d had to fight extremely hard to just do a few things. The more non-lethal combat experience she got, the better off she would be. She’d probably need to find a skimpier training outfit so she didn’t tear up all of her clothes. If she kept using the same ones, they’d end up as rags.  
 
    Stephen seemed to look at her to check if she was okay with that, and when she didn’t raise any objections, he let it drop, only to pursue a new line of questioning. “Alright. So Jade, I hear something interesting happened at the gate yesterday.” He looked at her with a raised brow, as if he wanted her to confess.  
 
    She raised her brow right back at him, then replied sweetly, “Sure. I guess finding a doppelganger can be counted as interesting.” Since he hadn’t specified, she’d go with that rather than her trapping Christopher behind a wind wall. She was quickly scarfing her food at this point since she had a feeling of what he was trying to get at and it wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have in public.  
 
    Thankfully, Eric and Brady looked surprised. It was obvious they weren’t as well informed as Stephen, which made sense to her, given that they weren’t spymasters. Brady, obviously flabbergasted, asked, “You went up against a doppelganger yesterday?”  
 
    Jade laughed, shaking her head as she eyed the professors and students coming in. Most of the students were streaming past the doors to the upper floors, but a few of them entered with professors. She saw the royal trio of Will, Camille, and Victor coming in as well. Dismissively, she said, “No, of course not. I just identified it and then had the guards put a bunch of arrows in it.”  
 
    Brady and Eric were looking thoughtful, though Eric looked more relieved that she hadn’t personally fought it. “How did you figure out what it was?” Now that he knew she hadn’t been in immediate danger, he was curious.  
 
    She smiled. “I’ve got mana sense now. The mana around it was very different, almost shimmering with changing colors. It made me suspicious, and then when I touched it, I could feel it wasn’t quite human. After that, we just played Sherlock until we figured it out.”  
 
    “Sherlock?” Oh right, she needed to not use names from her other world. 
 
    “Ah, he’s the greatest literary detective of my old world.” She smiled and cleaned off her second plate.  
 
    “What’s a detective?” She almost choked when Stephen asked this question. Sure, she understood them not getting a Sherlock reference, but…to not even know what a detective was? That was just sad. 
 
    With a sigh, she explained, “A detective is someone who uses clues at a crime scene to solve the crime. So if there was a murder or someone went missing, they’d ask questions and stuff about when people last saw them, like if anyone heard anything unusual, if they were acting suspiciously, if anyone shady was nearby recently, stuff like that. They look at things like, is there some activity left half done that wouldn’t normally be there? Like food that is in the oven or left on a counter uneaten. Things like how blood splattered across the room to tell what kind of violence or weapon were used, examining the body and position to tell if it was an accident or murder, or where they were stabbed is used to determine how tall the person might have been in relation because of where they were stabbed and the angle it went in. Also stuff like if there was any hairs that shouldn’t be there at the crime scene because that can narrow things down too. Things like that.”  
 
    Ah, she missed her crime shows. Nurse Taylor had been obsessed with them; Jade hadn’t been that interested, but she’d ended up picking up a lot more than she thought, clearly out of boredom. All three of them looked fascinated by her explanation.  
 
    Brady was the first to talk. “I suppose, depending on how deep the wounds were, that would be a good indicator of strength as well, and you’re right, with the angle of wounds, you could tell more or less what weapons were used.” Jade nodded, eating happily after her explanation. She didn’t want her food to get cold!  
 
    Stephen was still pondering as he muttered, “We question people, but I don’t think we’ve ever looked for something like hair…” She grinned, glad he’d been successfully distracted. At least the concept wasn’t new, even if the word was.  
 
    In the meantime, Victor, Camille, and Will had placed their orders and plopped down at the table beside them. Brady looked a little surprised at the royal company until Camille asked brightly, “How’d your weapons practice go?”  
 
    Jade turned and half hugged the girl beside her. “It went great, but did you have to buy the whole armory?” The two of them laughed while everyone but Brady looked confused.  
 
    “Well duh. You needed to be fully outfitted! Aside from that, what’s with your outfit? Did you decide you didn’t like it after all?” Camille was plucking at her clothes, and Victor coughed cutely and looked away at the fact that her bare skin was being exposed. It looked like she might need to change… 
 
    Jade shrugged and smiled. “I thought I’d create a new fashion statement, that’s all.” She wasn’t going to throw Brady under the bus again just yet. He still had lots to teach her! Still, Camille gave Brady the stink eye all the same. Why ask if she knew the answer? Jade reached up, pushing Camille’s head gently so she couldn’t see Brady anymore and redirecting her attention to the food in front of her that Estelle had just put down with a bow. Apparently, being royal got you fast service. “Stop glaring and eat the good food.” Will choked on his food, obviously not able to eat and laugh at the same time, and Victor took the chance to pound him soundly on the back, as all brothers were wont to do.  
 
    Camille shook her head ruefully at their antics, then said to Jade, “Still, you should probably change. Do you have any spare clothes here?”  
 
    Jade shook her head. “Nope, I didn’t realize I would need any. They’re all back at The Green Dragon.” Camille looked thoughtful, then nodded.  
 
    “Alright. It’s probably fine for today, but bring spares in the future.” 
 
    “Will do.” She winked at Will as she said that, causing him to choke and turn red again, and everyone else at the table burst into laughter. With the blond angels clumped at their table, no one else dared to join them, despite their rank and influence as professors. Their meal was thus nice and peaceful, and small talk was made about everyone’s classes that morning until the food was gone. 
 
    Jade sat back, rubbing her belly happily, but glad that her body wasn’t overwhelming her with the need to burp. The whole table was still staring at her in awe as Brady said, “I didn’t think you’d actually be able to finish it all…”  
 
    She laughed. “Oh ye of little faith. I haven’t wasted any food since I came to this world.”  
 
    Eric laughed too, saying admiringly, “I’m going to agree with what Raphael told me on this one; I think she’s got a black hole in there. How else does it all fit at once?”  
 
    Jade leaned forward conspiratorially, then said quietly, “Very, very carefully.” Everyone laughed, and she shrugged. “I have no idea either. I just eat until my body says enough. I probably have something magical where it leeches the energy from the food faster. That’s my only explanation. My stomach is certainly not big enough to have fit the five plates I just ate.” Seriously, she felt full, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. The only explanation was magic. Science was stumped at this point.  
 
    Looking at the royals, she asked curiously, “So, are you guys sticking around for afternoon classes?” 
 
    Victor answered easily, “Will’s got history after this, and then Camille and I come back for stonecrafting at three. We’re also all doing the business class at eight. But we’ll all be here the whole time because Dad’s arranged for tutors when we aren’t in the actual classes.” Jade nodded, pondering the information. It made sense that the royal family would be pretty strict on their education. They were expected to be the best, after all.  
 
    “Well, at least I’ll see you all tonight in business then! And probably for dinner too, now that I think about it.” She glanced at Eric and Stephen, grinning like a cheshire cat as she wheedled, “So, which of you is going to get me in here at dinner? I don’t want the bad food on fifth.”  
 
    Everyone laughed, and Victor was the one who interjected instead of Eric or Stephen like she’d expected. “It hasn’t been used in a while, so everyone probably forgot. As a traveler, you can eat here as you like. I’ll remind the staff so you don’t need an escort.”  
 
    “Oh, well that makes things easier! Is it open between meals?” Her eyes were shining as she thought of sneaking in here if she ever had a break.  
 
    Will laughed and shook his head. “Not really. They might have a few things, but they’re mostly prepping before the set times.”  
 
    Jade sighed. Too good to be true, though there was still some hope that they’d sneak her something. “Alright, I suppose I understand.” Glancing down, she took out her pocket watch to look at the time. There were still about twenty minutes before she needed to be in her fire class, but…  
 
    “Anyone else going to Magnus? I think I’m going to head off and grab my cloak from my workroom so I’m a bit more covered for the rest of my classes.” Camille nodded approvingly, but it turned out that only Stephen was going that way. 
 
    “I’ll escort you. I’ve got to grab something from my office.” He was smiling charmingly, and Jade grinned back, fully aware it was a bunch of bull. He just wanted to talk to her privately. Bidding the others farewell and laughing when Will and Victor both tried to avoid looking at her bared skin through the slits, she left arm in arm with Stephen. 
 
    They had made it outside the building and were walking through the sunshine, her sunglasses firmly fixed on her face again as he asked in a softly compelling voice, “So, do you want to tell me why you trapped Christopher at the gate? And how you did it?”  
 
    She turned her head to look at him, studying his profile for a moment before she answered finally, “I get that you want to keep me safe, but I can take care of myself, even more so after today. I don’t like being followed and my every movement tracked. I realize that as a royal spymaster, that’s your job. I get it, and I don’t blame you, but it doesn’t mean I like it. My every breath was monitored in my old world, and I’m a little tired of it.” 
 
    She paused, then went on in a solemn voice, “I want to be able to trust you. You’re my friend, and I know you care. But I don’t want to be your job. I get that as a traveler, there’re a lot of expectations that come with the privileges I’ve received. I explored the church and heard the story. It scared me a bit.” She paused, trying to find the right words. “I just…want to be friends. I don’t want you reporting on my every move to the king, but if I can’t have that, then I’m going to continue carving time out for myself. I’ll evade your trackers and go exploring on my own, just for the freedom of not being watched.” 
 
    She sighed and realized his arm had tensed beneath her fingertips. He asked in a slightly clipped tone, “Who told you I was a spymaster?”  
 
    She laughed ruefully, shaking her head. “No one had to tell me. You may have been watching me, but I’ve been watching you too. Do you really think I’m so unobservant that I wouldn’t notice the many people reporting to you or how well informed you always are? Sure, I’ve shared some of my secrets with you, but you’ve shared some as well, intentionally or not.”  
 
    Looking up at the bright blue sky above them, she smiled as she said softly, “This is my home now. I’m doing my best to figure out my place, but that involves figuring out where everyone else fits too. So please, trust me and call off the guard dogs. I need the freedom or I might go crazy with paranoia, always looking over my shoulder for someone following me.”  
 
    Stephen looked thoughtful, then sighed. “I’ll try, but I’m going to have to run it by others.”  
 
    She nodded in understanding. “I figured. There’s always someone higher on the ladder until you reach the king, and even then sometimes there’s more.” She smiled and leaned on his shoulder as she finished, “But thank you for trying. That’s all I ask for. Try to give me a chance.” 
 
    When all was said and done, chance, fate, or whatever else you called it, only helped those who helped themselves.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six – Fire 
 
    The rest of the walk to Magnus was spent in small talk and companionable silence. He dropped her off at her workshop, where Jade could see several curious students queuing down the hall look over curiously. She quickly slipped into her safe space, breathing a sigh of relief. Putting her sunglasses on a shelf, she stowed the rest of her battlegear, leaving her chosen knives in place. She’d have to get used to wearing them from now on. It was funny, but she never thought that weaponry would be her main accessories of choice.  
 
    Walking over to her sitting corner, she grabbed the cool cloak Camille had left there after the shopping spree. Sadly, it was the only item of clothing that had stayed at the academy. Slipping it over her shoulders, she figured that it at least covered the obvious cuts on her shirt, and she could just drape it across her lap when she was sitting. Standing up, it encompassed her figure completely, so no one could tell what the condition of her clothing was or how many weapons she was carrying. Not that being armed was a surprising thing or something she had to hide, but still.  
 
    Now feeling prepared to go to her beginner fire class, she sang softly, “Now I see fire, inside the classroom. I see fire, burning for free. And I hope that you’ll educate me…” In her head, she didn’t sing the original version, but had a bunch of acapella voices going on in the background. She’d loved Peter’s version even as she changed it for her circumstances. It made her sad that she couldn’t watch his videos on YouTube anymore; there was so much amazing music that she wished she could bring to life again, but she already felt like she was starting to forget some of it… 
 
    Shaking her head, she left her workshop, carefully locking it behind her as she turned left and headed for the small group of milling students. It was just around the corner of the building, labelled clearly as 2F. She almost laughed at how appropriate having Fire in the F classroom was. Still, she was surprised by how large of a group it was, comparatively. She counted fourteen students including herself. Sadly, she didn’t recognize a single one of them.  
 
    They were already divided into little groups, so instead of trying to join in, she just hovered at the side a little awkwardly with a small smile, trying to look friendly. Some of them were sneaking glances at her, but they held barely contained sneers as they took in her cloak. She heard one whisper that wasn’t really a whisper, “Does she think she’s trying to make a fashion statement? Who wears a cloak to a fire class?” 
 
    Now that she looked, they were all wearing clothes that were as light as they could make them. She pinpointed the non-whispering voice as a boy who looked like he could be Will’s cousin. He had the same shiny platinum hair and bright cornflower blue eyes, along with the customary fit build and sword at his waist. His clothes, while light, were also fancier than the other students’. His shiny white teeth flashed with his mocking smirk, as if he were a dog baring them at an intruder. Considering that fully eight of the clumped students were orbiting around him and fawning, she felt pretty secure in assuming he was probably royal.  
 
    He looked like he was about to say something else disparaging when the door opened and there stood Baronet Tristan. Jade smiled at him, remembering that he’d said he was the assistant for this class. He didn’t immediately spot her however, as his gaze was drawn to the royal jerk. “You’re all welcome to come in now.” Jerkface nodded imperiously to him, stalking past everyone else to be the first into the room and claim whatever he considered to be the best seats. She didn’t care. Let him have his petty pride. 
 
    His posse followed closely behind him, then the other groups made their way in with Jade bringing up the rear. When she reached him, Tristan smiled at her. “All settled in?”  
 
    She nodded cheerfully. “Yes, thanks to your help. How’ve you been?” 
 
    He grinned, and she couldn’t help but admire his dreds. He was one of the few people she’d seen who had a truly different hairstyle. “I’ve been good. Nothing too exciting usually happens on campus.” She nodded and walked into the room, glancing around to find an empty seat. There was only one, but she was a bit wary of it, given that royal jerk had the seat right behind her. She thought she’d just avoid him, or that all the seats around him would be filled with his minions. Apparently he’d decided to try and torment her from behind. Well, he could try. 
 
    Walking over to the seat, she smiled innocently at him, which seemed to confound him for a moment before she took her seat. Silently, she created a wind wall on three sides, leaving only the front to the professor open. It wouldn’t be obvious unless someone tried something. Satisfied that she was protected, she carefully arranged her cloak to make sure she was covered, then looked at the front of the room where Count Rachtin sat observing the class. 
 
    Stephen had introduced her to the quiet professor, and she had wondered that he looked so little like a match for his element. With weathered olive skin, dark brown almond shaped eyes, and black hair combed neatly to one side, he reminded her of one of the Hindu doctors she’d met. Once they were all settled, he began while Tristan started walking around the room with piles of wood in his hand. It was then that she noticed these desks were made out of pure metal…probably a smart idea to not have flammable desks in the fire classroom. She honestly wasn’t sure metal was the best idea, either. She’d have chosen stone. Maybe it was to teach them control over heat? 
 
    “Good afternoon, class. As you can see, Tristan is passing out wood. Before we begin, I’d like to assess your proficiency with fire magic so I know where to start. Please light your pile of wood on fire and keep it burning for as long as possible.” Thankfully, the easiest way to get to her desk was from the front, so she didn’t have to move her wind walls for Tristan. She smiled and thanked him as he passed her the wood, glancing around.  
 
    Several of the students were staring at the wood, utterly stumped as to how to light it on fire. One student had smoke coming from his wood, but no actual flame. Unsurprisingly, royal jerk and several of his cronies had lit their wood on fire and were watching everyone else struggle with smug looks.  
 
    Leaning forward, the jerk whispered not so quietly, “What, too scared to even try?”  
 
    Jade laughed softly, smiling at him. “I’ve never lit anything on fire before, but how hard can it be if you can do it?” Her tone was completely innocent, in stark contrast to her biting words. He was glaring in outrage at her as she turned her back on him. Looking at the pile of wood on her desk, she concentrated. 
 
    Fire was just another form of energy. She could feel the warmth of her magic spreading into her fingers as she contemplated what she wanted to do. Something about what the professor had said had caught her attention. Try to keep it going for as long as possible. The point then wasn’t to light the wood on fire; it was to create a fire without burning it. Holding her palm out, she imagined a small fireball there, willing it to coalesce.  
 
    After a moment, a little flame flickered into existence, slowly growing stronger as she got the feel for it. Concentrating on the wood, she imagined it coating the wood without burning it. Like the light, she wanted to attach it. Still, she left about half the wood uncoated, since she wanted to be able to pick it up as necessary. Satisfied when the top of the wood was coated in flame but the wood wasn’t turning to charcoal, she grinned and started to play with it.  
 
    She’d always heard the saying, ‘I saw images in the flames,’ so she decided that’s what she wanted. Picturing an apple tree, she had the flames grow up in a 3D image of it, though the branches were more uniform than she wanted, so she started mangling them. While she left the trunk as red flame, she decided the leaves would be blue and green, with the apples being white hot. Totally absorbed in playing with the fire, she was oblivious to the rest of the room.  
 
    It was the jerk’s mutter that brought her back to reality, “Show off, tramp.” She looked back just in time to meet his eyes as they got an evil glow and he leaned forward, seemingly curious as he said, “Wow, what did you…oh!” He ‘accidentally’ shoved his wood right at her in his attempt to see her creation. For a second, self satisfied glee took over his expression when the wood went flying straight for her, but his expression quickly turned to panic.  
 
    His wood struck her wind barrier which rebounded the force directly back at him…and the wind had also enhanced the flames. Evidently, fanning the fire was easy to do. Still, the fact that a fireball basically got sent back at him had the entire class panicking as he screamed. His fancy clothes were on fire and his right arm was pretty crisped from where he’d blocked his face. His hair was also on fire. “Put it out! Put it OUT!” His yells dominated the otherwise silent with shock room.  
 
    Rachtin reacted quickly, calling the fire from his body and holding it in his hand for a moment before he extinguished it. He obviously hadn’t been watching what went down because he asked inquisitively, “How exactly did you lose control of your flame?”  
 
    “I need a healer now! Someone call the healer!” He was screeching in futility, completely ignoring the count’s question.  
 
    With a sigh, Rachtin looked at Jade and asked, “Would you heal him so we can figure out what happened?”  
 
    Jade smiled at him, then shrugged, “I’m sorry, but no. What happened was he tried to light me on fire, but I had a wind barrier around me in case of something like this. His fire rebounded off of my barrier and the wind fueled it a bit, so that’s why he got lit up so much. So no, I won’t heal him because he got injured trying to do me harm. He can wait for a healer to come, as he no doubt thought that I would have to.”  
 
    The rest of the class was listening intently to their conversation, and jerkface blanched at having her sum up the situation so cleanly. Still, his rage took over. “You’re a healer? Then by the heavens, heal me! Do you know who I am?”  
 
    She tilted her head, looking at him with consideration. “No, I don’t, but it’s not like I care who you are.”  
 
    He raged even more at her while everyone around her was looking nervous. “I’m the nephew of the king! I’ll have your head for this!”  
 
    Jade smiled serenely at him. “Oh, is that so?” Glancing around at the horrified looks on everyone’s faces, she felt like his threat might have been carried out in the past. “Well, then I suppose I should tell you that I’m a traveler, and I won’t put up with your crap. You can ask the king to kill me if you want, but I think he’ll have his own thoughts on the matter.”  
 
    “You wench, I’ll kill you myself!” Roaring in anger, he pulled his sword out and tried to stab her while she just watched him with a wry look on her face. It was rather amusing to watch him hack and slash at her wind barriers, which she’d now encircled herself with, just to be sure. Everyone else had retreated to the sides of the room during his mad rampage, save Rachtin, who stood behind her, frowning.  
 
    Jade took a seat on top of her desk and began picking at the nonexistent dirt beneath her nails as she spoke boldly, “You can throw yourself at me all you want, you’re not going to get past my barrier. It’s an effort of futility. Besides, the longer you wait to see a healer, the more likely it is that you’re going to lose your nerve endings and be permanently scarred. You’re only making it worse with your rash movements.”  
 
    He just continued to roar, though what he was trying to say was incoherent now. He looked like an ugly raging bull with his burned appearance. It went on for a full two minutes before she finally decided she was bored and wasting valuable time. Checking her pocket watch, she snapped it closed and turned to look at Rachtin. “Enough is enough. Are you going to stop the psychopath or should I?”  
 
    Rachtin sighed, looking at him. “I’d rather not go near him right now.” Jade nodded, thoughtful. He was swinging pretty wildly, so behind her or far away were the only truly safe spots at the moment.  
 
    Looking back at jerkface, she mentally grabbed the air around him, freezing it so that he could no longer move. He struggled ineffectually against the barrier, and she decided she quite liked wind. Pondering on whether or not she should just hit him upside the head, he started cursing more coherently at her again, since he could no longer swing his sword.  
 
    Annoyed, she growled, “That’s it! SHUT UP!” She pulled the wind from his lungs. She’d just take away his air until he passed out. He was going red and purple with rage and lack of oxygen, until finally, his eyes rolled up and his body went limp. She let the air flow back into his lungs. She wasn’t keen to kill him, after all, even if he was a git.  
 
    With a sigh, she moved two desks together with her wind, then placed his inert form on top. Reaching out, she healed his burns and left him unconscious. She was tempted to leave hideous scars, then sighed again and did it properly. She glared at his cronies as she said menacingly, “This is my warning. I’ll let it pass this once because he’s an idiot who doesn’t know when to stop. I would suggest the rest of you learn to discourage him from such behaviors in the future because this? This had better not happen ever again.” The last words were said slowly, punctuating each for emphasis.  
 
    Looking at Rachtin, she inquired, “Do you know where I can find Victor or Camille? They should be in private tutoring at the moment, and it seems like I need to have a word with them.”  
 
    Rachtin shook his head. “I’m sorry, but that’s not something anyone but the tutors would know.” She nodded, as that made sense. Looking at jerkface, who a quick check of her notifications told her was named Brodie, she shook her head. Of course he was named Brodie. It was a typical villain name. Still, Rachtin was staring at him with something akin to remorse. “Sorry about Brodie. He’s been…difficult since Tevin was taken by the mesmer.”  
 
    And then it clicked. His dad was the Uncle Tevin that Jackson had been telling her about when he explained why the royal family got sequestered when a mesmer came over the wall. She nodded, then conceded, “Still. I think it’s best I find another class to go to next week. I’ll be in touch.”  
 
    Rachtin nodded regretfully. “When will he wake up?” 
 
    Jade smiled. “Probably in about five minutes. I just wanted him out long enough for me to leave.”  
 
    Rachtin nodded in understanding, then glared at the rest of the students. “This isn’t to spread beyond this classroom unless you’re being interviewed by someone from the royal family or someone they’ve sent. Do you understand?” 
 
    A chorus of “Yes, sir,” rang out from their lips, and Jade wiggled her fingers at them and grabbed her fire tree as she nodded respectfully to Rachtin and Tristan, who still looked concerned.  
 
    Tristan held the door open for her as she left, whispering a soft, “Sorry about all that.” She smiled and shook her head.  
 
    “Not your fault. Have a good day, Tristan.” She then walked out, quickly disappearing around the corner and heading towards her workshop.  
 
    She had a lot to think about. Still, she couldn’t help but sing softly with a wry grin, “Light him up, up, up. He’ll taste fiyaaaaaaaaaaaah.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven – Neighbors 
 
    To Jade’s surprise, when she rounded the corner, the hallway wasn’t as empty as she had anticipated. At the far end of the hall in front of her workshop door were a few people hovering anxiously, as if they could will her to appear. Tucking her burning branch behind her back, she approached them quietly, scaring a few of them enough to make them jump when she asked innocently, “Whatcha doooin?”  
 
    It was pretty much a rhetorical question because she could see why they were there. The boy on the makeshift stretcher in front of her was covered in what looked like a torn up blanket that was slowly becoming a dark reddish-brown and the smell of iron assaulted her nose. One of them asked quickly, “Are you Jade?”  
 
    She nodded, walking past them to unlock her door and hold it open. “Bring him in, gently. He obviously doesn’t need to lose any more blood.” They scrambled to oblige, gingerly but quickly pulling the makeshift stretcher up and carrying him into the room, moving him to the table she pointed at as she brushed against them with the barest fingertip as they passed in order to grab her new dots. As soon as they’d entered, she followed them to a table, setting her fire tree on the next nearest table and putting a gentle hand on his arm as his injuries flooded into her mind’s view.  
 
    She frowned at the sheer magnitude of his injuries. Gesturing to the ‘bandages’ they’d shoved on him, she ordered, “Gently get rid of anything covering the wounds. I’ve stopped the blood flow, but I don’t want to heal any threads into his injury or use more blood to clean it out if I don’t have to.” She frowned again as she muttered, “And then you get to tell me how he got mauled by a giant animal so badly while at Dracona.”  
 
    Seriously, where did this happen? She wanted to stay waaaaaay clear of wherever it was. Still, she didn’t have much brainpower to devote to the problem, given that she was trying to keep this dude alive. He’d lost way too much blood. The other two had finally finished pulling away all the bandages and clothes covering his wounds by the time she’d identified all of the wounds and what she needed to do. 
 
    Concentrating, she pulled out as little blood as she could in order to get rid of the contaminants that were obviously on the claws of the creature. After that, she quickly knit together muscle and bone. The kid was a mess. It was a full ten minutes later before she finally sat back, perspiration beading on her forehead. She glanced around, only to notice that the table looked like a massacre had happened, what with all the blood and bloody rags sitting there.  
 
    Unable to stomach the view, she silently called to the blood, and one of the boys cursed as it started to move, wriggling through the air until it formed a globe above her hand. She grimaced, seeing how much blood he’d actually spilled. It was likely that this wasn’t everything either. The poor sap was at least completely out the whole time, so he didn’t have to deal with the pain of her healing him. She put it on the table a little ways away from her fire tree. As a globe, it looked less grotesque than when it was splattered everywhere, though the others seemed a little unnerved by her actions. 
 
    “Is Walter okay?” Guy number one was looking warily between her, the blood, and the body…er, boy, on the table. With her little blue dot confirming that the body’s name was indeed Walter, she nodded.  
 
    “Yes, he’ll be fine, just a little weak for a few days until the regeneration I set in place completes. He didn’t have enough nutrients for me to work with to do more than set it in motion, so he’s going to feel sick and need to eat a lot.” She could have talked about his red blood cells or the hemoglobin in them, but they wouldn’t understand, so why bother?  
 
    Guy number two nodded, and she finally got a good chance to study the three of them. Guy one looked older; he was probably one of the assistant professors like Tristan. His hair was a nice sandy brown and was pulled back into a low ponytail to try and control the light waves she saw. It was Fabio hair pulled back, even if his body didn’t quite match. He was fit, but didn’t have the romance novel vibe. His hazel eyes were still worried. Guy two looked to be an older student, and it was almost as if he was mimicking his idol, the way his dark brown hair was also grown out and pulled back. His slimmer features almost gave him an evil villain vibe if it wasn’t for his panicked baby blue gaze.  
 
    Good ol’ body Walter was the only one who didn’t have long hair, and he looked much less fit than the others. He was probably a second year, but maybe it was just that he looked innocent and younger in his passed out state. Looking between the three of them, she asked firmly, “Now, can you please tell me who you are and how on earth this boy got mauled?”  
 
    Guy one winced, then said a little guiltily, “Ah, right. Sorry. I’m Baronet Randall Rosen, this is Lord Sean Macmannon, and the guy on the table is Walter Licnus.” He looked hesitant to tell her how he’d gotten injured, but Jade just stared him down with an eyebrow raised. He let out a breath and explained, “He was trying to bond an iompro in the contractual magic class. We thought he had it, but the next thing we knew, it went berserk and started attacking him. He was suffering backlash from the failed bond, so he didn’t block anything. It took a bit before we could uh…dispose of the beast.”  
 
    She stared at him as if trying to ascertain that what he was telling her was the truth. Why on earth would anyone try to form a contract with something like a bear!? At least, that’s what the claw marks had reminded her of, and wait…wasn’t contractual magic her next class? Looking at the kid in front of her, she was no longer quite so keen to go to it anymore. First, fire turned out to be a mess, and now she wasn’t sure she wanted to go to contractual… This wasn’t a great omen for her future magic classes.  
 
    Realizing she’d overlooked an important piece of information, she zeroed back in on Randall as she asked, “Wait, you said he was suffering backlash from a failed contract? Explain, please.”  
 
    Looking confused, Randall answered, “Yes, the backlash from any failed spell is usually pretty mentally debilitating. Some magics are more volatile, of course. Fire and lightning generally explode in your face, contractual magic causes the targets to become hostile to you, and I’m not sure on what happens with the rest.” She nodded thoughtfully, trying to process that new information. It was best she avoid this backlash, but that would require her to know her limits. She was working on it, but it was tricky when you couldn’t measure anything but how it felt, which was totally biased. No respectable scientific journal would ever publish such a study.  
 
    Looking down at Walter, she spoke absently, “He’s going to be out for another few hours, but he can’t stay in my workroom.” She was a little protective of it. 
 
    Randall looked conflicted, and Sean was bouncing on his feet in anxiety. “You’re not going to stay with him until he wakes up?” Sean’s voice was plaintive.  
 
    She sighed, relenting. “Fine, he’s not staying here, but we can bring him with us back to the contractual magic classroom so I can keep an eye on him.” They both looked confused, and she explained slowly, “My next class is beginner contractual magic.” Speaking of, she quickly clicked on her choices, wanting at least a little head start on the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Contractual Magic from Walter Licnus underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Contractual Magic from Randall Rosen underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Contractual Magic from Sean Macmannon underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She felt a slight tingle, but it was almost nothing compared to the pain of the past, which was a pleasant surprise. Smiling at the three of them, she explained, “I just need to grab a few things. Then we can head back and reassure everyone that he’s fine.” They nodded, seeming to just be grateful that she had agreed to stay with them. She walked over to her coldboxes, opening them and picking out enough food that would fit in her bag, stuffing it full. She chose to take a few bites, chewing quickly as she closed the boxes and walked back, nodding to them. “Sorry, just need to keep my energy up. Healing him wasn’t exactly easy.” 
 
    “Of course. We understand,” Randall quickly replied, and she smiled at him, then motioned for him to grab Walter as she went and opened the door. Thinking about it, she realized that they were literally in the classroom next door. She wasn’t sure how she felt about having wild animals that could tear a person to shreds for neighbors. She waited until they brought Walter out, then closed and locked her workroom behind her. Walking to the room next door with her shadows, she opened the door only to catch the tail end of the professor speaking.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine. There’s a new healer. We’ll know soon enough, so stop fidgeting! You’re making the creatures nervous.” At this point, he seemed to notice the students were staring at the door and, more particularly, at her. She smiled at him and he asked quizzically, “Can I help you?”  
 
    She saluted him a little ironically, opening the door wider so that Randall and Sean could bring Walter in. “Just bringing my patient back.” As soon as Randall and Sean made it into the room, all of the students were rushing forward, and Jade automatically created a wind wall in front of them, causing several of them to crash into it unawares. They were pushed against it by those in back for a moment before people seemed to realize something was stopping them. Jade smiled innocently as she said authoritatively, “He’s fine, but I would prefer you didn’t all rush over. He’s not going to wake up for a few hours anyway, and I don’t want you bumping him around.”  
 
    She dropped her wind wall, causing a few people to stumble forward a step. One of them asked her curiously, “How did you do that?” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m getting very good with wind walls.”  
 
    Walking over, the professor took her hand in his wrinkled ones, bending over and brushing his lips across them. “Thank you for your help, Lady Jade. I’m Count Eamonn Finn. Please, have a seat.” She glanced around only to notice two of the students she’d healed this morning scooting apart to make room for her. Unlike the fire classroom, this one had benches around two sides of the room, and the other two walls held…cages.  
 
    Most of the animals looked like they were either subdued or sleeping, but a few watched her with creepy eyes. Most of them were smaller, though she noticed neither cats nor dogs. The wolf-looking beast was the closest thing to a dog, but it didn’t look quite right either. That was when she noticed the blood creating a nice large stain off to one side. Wincing, she gestured to it and asked, “Mind if I take care of that first?”  
 
    Eamonn looked confused but intrigued as he nodded. “Go ahead.” She still gestured with her hand for all that she probably didn’t need to. For some reason, it made focusing easier for her. Calling the blood, it separated from the stone floor, leaving no trace behind as it became another globe above her hands.  
 
    Looking around, she asked, “Is there somewhere I can put it?”  
 
    Eamonn beamed at her, going to one of the few cupboards and pulling out a metal box. He opened it and held it out to her as she dropped the blood in. “Fascinating! A blood mage, too!” His crinkled face became even more wrinkled when he grinned, and she wondered absently how sane of mind he was. His white hair was poofed around his head like all the mad scientists in movies.  
 
    Once she deposited the blood with him, she chose to quickly take a seat between the boy and girl who she’d healed, smiling at them. The girl leaned closer, whispering, “Hey, welcome, and thanks for this morning. You did a great job.”  
 
    Jade smiled back at her and whispered, “You’re welcome. Does this whole mauling thing happen a lot?”  
 
    The boy on the other side of her answered quietly, “No, not really. Most of us don’t try for something that can eat us. Walter was trying to show off.” Jade nodded, deep in contemplation. This put a new light on the unconscious body.  
 
    Meanwhile, apparently satisfied that the blood was maintaining its globular shape, Eamonn put it away and turned back to the class with a giant wrinkly grin. “Well then! Now that that’s all taken care of, let’s go back to the beasts. As I was saying, one of the best ways to start a bond with the animals is to feed them. Take the ioguan,” here he gestured to a cage of creatures that bore a striking resemblance to iguanas, though as with everything else, something didn’t seem quite right, “they’ll eat almost anything,” he paused to pull out another cage from below, “but they prefer to eat fellacai when given the chance.” 
 
    Jade stared in awe at the new cage. In it swirled hundreds of gorgeous butterflies, or something like them, seeming to be made up of all the colors of the rainbow. They practically glittered in the light like tiny gems. The professor kept talking, and she could only half bring herself to listen, entranced as she was. “The fellacai are crafty creatures. Their pollen has a multitude of effects, and they can be quite difficult to catch unless you know the tricks. It’s common…” 
 
    She had tuned him out, a single thought going through her mind as she whispered, “Mine.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight – Fellacai 
 
    The helpful girl next to her seemed a bit curious at her tiny mutter. She whispered softly, "Have you ever seen a fellacai before?" Jade shook her head almost imperceptibly, not wanting to take her attention off the cage of tiny beings. Seeming to take pity on her, the girl waited until Eamonn had briefly stopped lecturing to interject, "Professor Eamonn, Jade has never seen a fellacai before. Is there any way you can put the cage over here?" 
 
    At this point, Eamonn seemed to realize how entranced Jade was by the silly smile on her face as she stared at them. Nodding, he brought the cage over to them as he said, "Of course, thank you for bringing it to my attention, Delia." Jade absently noted her name, happy to finally put it together with one of her notifications from this morning without having to ask.  
 
    Tearing her gaze away from the shinies to look up at Eamonn, Jade asked with an innocent smile, "Can I hold the cage?"  
 
    Almost indulgently, he nodded, carefully maneuvering the cage so that it was stable on her lap. He then walked back across the room to continue lecturing, while her whole attention was on the cage she now held. She stared into it, entranced by the many sparklies. With a thought, she activated her mana sense, and each little not-a-butterfly began to glow softly, emitting a shining aura. A few of them, however, were different. Their glow was brighter and multicolored. Fascinated, she unlocked the latch of the cage and belatedly dismissed the hiss of breath from her nice neighbors. She stuck her hand in and murmured softly, “Come.” She mentally overlaid her words with a command to the not-butterflies she’d chosen and sent a silent command to the rest of them to stay put.  
 
    Without a struggle, five fellacai winged their way gracefully to land on her outstretched fingers, and she pulled them out of the cage. With her free hand, she absently closed it and began to set it on the ground in favor of bringing her chosen five up to eye level so she could study them more closely. She ignored the new dots in her vision as she smiled. She barely noticed that Delia and the boy next to her had both grabbed the cage and finished lowering it gently to the ground before warily watching her bring the fellacai up to her face. 
 
    The first one was a beautiful golden color and seemed to embody sunshine itself. The underlying tones of black only heightened the bright gilding. Its tiny face seemed to be looking at her proudly, as if proclaiming it was strong and to be admired. The second fellacai was dark as night, a beautiful velvety black with dark blue streaks. It held a quiet grace and sneakiness that she figured would help it blend into the abyss of night easily. The third was a mix of red, orange, and yellow, like the heart of a fire. It too preened and fluttered, as if discontent to ever be completely still. The fourth had various shades of green and brown, like a forest camouflage. It was slower than the others, more patient and enduring. The last one was hues of light purple mixed with silver, and it seemed to be the friendliest of them, patting her finger with its little paws. All of them sat on her hand, staring, or perhaps studying her as she did them.  
 
    She smiled at them and said quietly, “You’re mine now.” Reaching into her bag with her free hand, she brought out a metal flask that she knew was filled with a sweet apple juice. She unstoppered it and tipped it until a bit poured into her palm, then grabbed it with her knees and held that hand up to the fellacai as she whispered, “Let’s see if you like this. Go on, try it.” The fellacai seemed to exchange looks, then alighted on her other hand, drinking the juice quickly. Happy that they seemed to like it, she used her newly freed hand to carefully keep pouring more until they seemed satisfied and stopped drinking. They sat back on her palm and looked up at her again like adorable jeweled figurines. 
 
    “I’m Jade,” she whispered, smiling at them.  
 
    “Jade,” she heard the tiny voices echo in her mind, and she looked at them in awe, feeling the beginnings of a connection with them. Was it supposed to be this easy? She didn’t care either way because she was just happy they’d acknowledged her. Her bright grin was easy evidence of her joy. 
 
    However, her hand was getting a little tired from holding it out so they could drink, so she pictured her braid and them settling there, mentally telling them, “Perch there. You’ll be safe.” She smiled as they alighted from her hand, fluttered around her head for a moment, and then safely latched onto her braid like beautiful hair ornaments. Only when they were safely secured did she come back to reality, looking around and noticing the room was dead silent and that everyone was staring at her. “What?” 
 
    Delia asked in an awed voice, “Did you just…bond with five queen fellacai? At the same time?” 
 
    Oh, no wonder they were brighter. They were the queens. She smiled, thinking about the beautiful little creatures perched on her hair as she said simply, "I suppose I probably did. I like them."  
 
    Even Count Eamonn was staring at her in surprise. He coughed before trying to cover it up. "Well, as you see, sometimes it is…easier for certain people to bond with an animal they connect with. A large part of the bond is trust, since you're able to mentally communicate. That communication goes both ways, so a creature can sense if you intend it ill. When a true partnership is formed and you've become at least intermediate in your skills, you will be able to not only mentally communicate, but see and hear through the eyes of your bonded. With that said, they gain from you as well. The longer you're connected, the more intelligent a creature will become, among other things."  
 
    He glanced at Jade before he continued, "This is why we usually encourage students to try and bond with larger animals because they have increased brain capacity." Jade snorted silently. Her fellacai were perfect, and he wasn't going to convince her otherwise.  
 
    "Perfect." She smiled as she heard the tiny echo in her head because it seemed like the fellacai were picking up on her emotions. They might not have a very high starting point, but if their intelligence would grow from hers, she wasn't worried at all. They would be perfect as jewelry, messengers, scouts, spies… The possibilities were endless! They were going to be a hit.  
 
    Thoughtfully, she mentally asked them, "Do you have names?" It was a little strange talking to tiny butterflies in her hair that she couldn't currently see to assess their expressions.  
 
    "Names?" Their questioning tone was basically the answer she needed. She'd have to think about it carefully because she didn't want to give them bad names. So far they had mostly repeated the important words in what she said. Well, it didn't matter right now. They were sweet and beautiful, and they were hers. Curious, she clicked on the little dots that had appeared after they landed on her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched a fellacai, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience… 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Magic, Charisma, or Luck. 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Flight, Light Magic, Magic Resistance, Pollen Spores, or Wind Magic. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was surprised to find that all five of them had basically the same kit, the difference being that light magic was replaced by whatever other magic they seemed to most specialize in: Light, Dark, Fire, Nature, and Illusion magic. Somehow, she knew that these weren’t the only magic each of them possessed. If she had to guess, the pollen spores were turned magical, and then they used wind magic to spread it to their enemies. She would have to experiment with them later to see what they could do. Maybe she would find a willing victim who was okay getting pollen on them, as long as she healed them after.  
 
    Deciding that the little ones probably wouldn't mind too much or cause her too much backlash, she clicked on her choices mentally. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Flight from a fellacai underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Flight from a fellacai underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Magic Resistance from a fellacai underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Magic Resistance from a fellacai underway.  
  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Magic and Magic Resistance from a fellacai underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She figured she'd see if she could learn flight, and magic resistance, in general, seemed like a super helpful thing. Lost in thought, she was surprised when everyone else started to get up around her. Delia smiled and commented, "Dominic and I are headed to the tailoring class. Are you staying here?" Dominic, that was his name! She felt a little bad she'd been sitting next to him this whole time and been too preoccupied to ask.  
 
    Jade smiled at Delia and shrugged, "Yes, this is the class I'm actually supposed to be in, and I mainly came early with the intention of watching over Walter."  
 
    The two of them nodded, and it was Dominic who added cheerfully, "Good luck then. We'll probably see you later." Jade nodded and smiled, bidding them farewell. When most people had left the room save Eamonn and Randall, who'd been sitting by and watching over Walter this whole time, she joined them to look over her patient. The fellacai had taken flight when she stood and were now exploring the room after she'd silently warned them, "Stay away from the other cages. I don't want you getting eaten accidentally." She'd gotten a mental shudder in reply, and she grinned and turned her attention fully to Walter. Touching his hand, she spread her magic through his system, double checking her work. Everything was in working order, but he was still sleeping. She decided to let him be.  
 
    "You might want to get him some food to eat when he wakes up, though it's still going to be at least an hour. He'll need lots of red meat, but leafy greens will help too."  
 
    Randall nodded. "I'll take him down to the kitchens when he wakes up. Thank you again."  
 
    Jade smiled and patted him on the shoulder. "It's no problem, really." She honestly didn't mind healing people. It was wonderful to be super useful and to be able to give something back to the community that had given her so much already. Plus, it wasn't like she wasn't siphoning them in return as well… Returning to her seat, she absently pulled some food out of her bag and began to munch on it. She still needed to replenish all of her energy as well! Plus, she was siphoning five fellacai along with Randall, Walter, and Sean. Hopefully those three hadn't noticed anything. Walter was obviously too out of it to notice, and Randall seemed pretty distracted too. Sean was the most likely to notice something amiss, but with his friend's life in the balance, she figured he was probably too worried to check his status until after the damage was done.  
 
    A few students began to trickle in, but this time she smiled because she'd at least seen most of them. It appeared that this beginner class was populated mostly by first years, who all stayed at The Green Dragon. All in all though, there were only four of them, with her bringing the total to five. Only one of them seemed like he might be a second year, mostly because she didn't recognize him. She quickly finished eating, wiping the crumbs off of her hands.  
 
    She smiled when the girl walked over to her. She was one of the first people she'd seen in the common room when she first arrived in this world. She was quite pretty with dark brown hair cut in a fashionable bob and dark brown eyes. She had chubby cheeks, but they didn't detract from her cheerful appearance in the slightest. She took a seat by Jade, smiling as introduced herself, "Hi. I haven't had the chance to say anything before, but I've seen you around a bunch. I'm Chloe. It's nice to finally meet you."  
 
    Jade smiled back at the quiet, but still seemingly outgoing girl. "It's nice to meet you too, Chloe. I'm Jade."  
 
    Chloe grinned. "Oh, I know. It's kinda hard not to know who you are at The Green Dragon. You're becoming a bit of a legend there." Jade laughed softly, and the two other boys from The Green Dragon seemed drawn to the fact that they were girls, coming over and taking seats near them.  
 
    One of the guys seemed to have heard Chloe's remark because he turned his big baby blues on them and smiled. "It's true, you know, but you've got so many people hovering around you that the rest of us haven't had a chance to talk to you. I'm Ian, by the way." He was tugging absently on his ear and playing with his short brown hair as he spoke, and she figured it was a nervous habit, despite the fact that he was trying to appear confident. 
 
    "And I'm Mathis." Guy number two, or rather Mathis, seemed to be anxious not to be left out of their little group. He was a little on the chubbier side, one of the few people at Dracona she'd seen that didn't fit the ‘I work out. A lot.’ type. Granted, the majority of the people on the streets weren't as pretty as the students and teachers of Dracona. Something about the classes they took must affect their charisma or something. Either that or the nobles had figured out a way to cultivate pretty. She wouldn't be surprised. A lot of the commoners still looked fit, though. It was just the side effects of early weapon training and hard daily work, she supposed. Still, she absently wondered how long it would take him to become more defined.  
 
    She smiled and admitted, "Well, it's lovely to meet all of you. I'm a little surprised so many people have aptitude for contractual magic."  
 
    It was the second year student, who had obviously been listening in on their conversation, who responded. "Because contractual magic is so useful, almost anyone who has any tiny possibility of learning it will try. Most businesses like to have a contractual mage working with them, and it's also very useful in controlling some of the farms. A lot of us who have contractual magic will end up in one of those two jobs." Well, that was rather interesting.  
 
    Jade smiled at the boy, acknowledging his words, "Thank you for telling me that, …?" She paused at the end, leaving an obvious space for him to insert his name, which he kindly obliged.  
 
    "Frank." He ran a hand through his black hair, his hazel eyes looking at the ceiling as he continued on a dramatic sigh, "The only second year to stay in the beginner class, but there's no need to thank me, Eamonn would have told you soon enough." He laughed a little reproachfully. "Sadly, while they said I had an aptitude for contractual magic, it wasn't very strong."  
 
    Eamonn had walked over to their corner by this point, and he patted Frank on the shoulder. "But you didn't drop it, so that says something about your character. Don't worry, you'll catch up with the others soon enough." 
 
    Frank just smiled a little ruefully at Eamonn, then gestured to the ceiling, where Jade's fellacai queens were still flying around happily. It appeared they hadn't enjoyed being caged all that much. Go figure. "Did you tame the queens? I've never seen them so docile." 
 
    Eamonn smiled smugly as he looked up at the fellacai. "No, miss Jade here stuck her hand into the cage and came out bonded to the five of them somehow. It was quite fascinating to watch, since she obviously had no idea what she was doing and did it on instinct." Jade turned a bit red at this point. She hadn't realized everyone had started watching her as soon as she stuck her hand into the cage.  
 
    Oh well, there was no use crying over spilled milk. Blushing under the curious gazes of everyone, she shrugged. "They were pretty."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine – Bond 
 
    Everyone was staring at her blankly, and it was finally Frank who asked, "You…bonded with five queen fellacai…because they were pretty?"  
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. "Is there a better reason?" Mentally, she called up to the five, "Come down for a moment?" She smiled when her request was met with the five beauties winging down to land on her outstretched hand. Now everyone was looking at them as she said proudly, "They're beautiful and perfect. If I was going to bond to anything, well, they seem like a good choice. Pretty, magical, creatures of grace. They just want to fly freely. Now tell me, what reasons do you think would be better to use?"  
 
    Everyone looked a bit speechless at this. It was Chloe who recovered first as she asked, "Can I hold one?"  
 
    Jade smiled at her and responded, "Sure, just hold out your hand." To the fellacai, who she really needed to name, she spoke through their bond, "One of you go to each of the others please. Show them how wonderful you are." She had full faith in her pretty pets. The fellacai gracefully winged away from her hands. Chloe was already holding her hand out, and the golden one was the first to reach her. Each of the others was just hovering in front of one of the students and Eamonn. She spoke patiently, "If you put your hand out, they'll land."  
 
    Belatedly, the rest of them put their hands out, with Eamonn grinning like a crazy old coot and laughing softly. "To think I'd see the day when a fellacai acted so meekly! Humph! I need to research this!" She was a little worried for her fire butterfly with him, but chose to ignore it. He wasn't going to hurt her. After about a minute, the fellacai decided they'd had enough being stared at and one by one left their fingers to wing around the ceiling again.  
 
    Jade went on, "So that's why I did it. I'm still not sure how, though." She glanced curiously at Eamonn, and it seemed to bring him back to reality.  
 
    Still grinning like a mad scientist, Eamonn nodded and said, "Right! I suppose that's my cue to officially begin class. As Frank said earlier, there are two types of contractual magic. There is the bond between human and beast, which you've now seen. However, there are two kinds of beast bond. There is what Jade appears to have created, which is a mutual bond. This is where human and beast can share thoughts and eventually see and hear through each other's senses when desired. When such a bond is created, there is an exchange in the balance. What we've seen is that the intelligence of such creatures goes up significantly, and they are able to develop beyond the bounds of their normal racial limitations. In return, it is generally seen that the senses of the attached human become more keen, depending on the main sensory input of the creature." 
 
    He paused, looking away from the fellacai to some of the other creatures caged around the room. "The second bond is one of domination. The communication is a one way path from human to creature, and no exchange takes place. However, it’s helpful in keeping animals in check and is the main form of bond used in the farms on the outskirts of the city. This allows them to have control over a large amount of creatures that we use for meat, milk, and egg production, as well as other animal byproducts. The advantage of this is that there is no backlash if one of your contracted is killed." He looked back at Jade's fellacai. "This is why many people are very careful about what they choose to bond with, since it’s a monster at heart, and should someone mistake them for a wild creature, they're often killed on sight." 
 
    Jade frowned, not having thought of that. She'd have to keep them with her and contained unless she was around people who already knew they were her bonded.  
 
    Seeming to feel her apprehension, she heard a small voice in her mind, "Danger?" 
 
    She smiled and thought back to them, "Not as long as you're with me. I'll keep you safe." Well, she would do her very best. The fellacai, seeming to have picked up on her feelings still, came flying down to land on her lap. She smiled, absently stroking their velvety wings with finger light touches. They were so soft and silky!  
 
    Eamonn however, had merely continued with his lecture, "The only people able to tame and keep beasts are contractual mages like ourselves. If a person without our magic tried to keep a beast, it has been shown that nearly all of them turn savage on their caretakers." Well, that explained why she hadn't seen any cats or dogs in the city, at least. Ostensibly, pretty much anything non-human was kill on sight. She'd have to be careful with her little bonded. Eamonn continued, "That’s the basics of beast bonding. In order to create a mutual contract, the beast must sense that your intentions are to treat it well as a companion. Often, the first bond is tentatively formed when you feed a creature, thus establishing some form of trust. With domination bonds, it's important to have high mental fortitude, for your will must be strong enough to overcome the beast. If you fail to dominate whatever beast you’re attempting to bond with, then you will suffer an intense mental backlash based on the strength of the creature you tried to dominate. It also causes the creatures to become severely hostile and attack. Therefore, it’s suggested that you never attempt to bond to a creature without help in case something goes wrong."  
 
    He gestured to the corner, where Walter was still being watched over by Randall. "Walter is a prime example of this. He attempted to tame something beyond his means, and it savaged him quite badly before we were able to pull it off of him. He was helpless, having suffered from an intense mental backlash. Had Lady Jade not been able to heal him, it's quite possible he'd have died. Therefore, I want you to think very carefully before you try to bond anything. In a mutual bond, these creatures will be with you until the end of their, or your, life." Pausing, he seemed to think of something. "Also of note, is that when a contractual mage dies, all bonds are released. It has caused a few problems in the past when those in charge of the farms have died. Thus, whenever one of the overseers is sick, the creatures in their charge are penned separately and watched very closely. If the bond is released and someone tries to create a new domination bond, it’s often twice as difficult as it was the first time because they do develop some resistance to the domination."  
 
    Well, that sounded ominous. Eamonn didn't pause to give them a chance to truly process before he moved on to the next topic.  
 
    "With that said, the other side of the coin of contractual magic can be far harder and easier at the same time. As with beast bonding, contracts between humans depends a great deal on the will of the caster and participants. Human to human contracts also come in two varieties, domination and mutual. As you might expect, dominating contractual magic is mostly used on criminals to turn them into productive members of society. This is performed only by the most skilled contractual mages because any slip and you have a criminal on the loose again. Mutual contracts are much easier, and as long as both parties are willing, it's fairly easy to use the magic to bind them to their word. When this happens, the thing you have to be most careful about are the consequences."  
 
    He was staring at the fellacai on Jade's lap when he continued. "With a mutual contract, the person's natural inner guide will push them not to break it. It’s a form of control, in that any attempt to breach the contract generally incurs mental or physical pain. If the contract is breached, you have to be very careful what stipulations are put in place. The magic takes a hold of this one, and if you don't put in your own stipulations, the magic seems to take on a mind of its own to enact punishment. In the past, it was common to find oath-breakers dead by random occurrences. It has since become less of an issue once we learned to put in our own stipulations, but the magic does not like being broken. In the case of human to human agreement, thankfully, the backlash falls on the participant who broke faith instead of the mage, though the mage will feel that a bond they created was broken."  
 
    Did it make her a villain that she was thinking about using contractual magic on the king's nephew? She wanted to make sure to nip that trouble in the bud. If this was an otome game, then that right there was one of the death flags people talked about, and she wasn't all that keen on it. So would it be considered inhumane to make him promise not to try and kill or scheme against her? And if a mutual contract was something he wouldn't agree to, could she perform a domination contract with a clear conscience? Well, probably. He had tried to kill her once already. That kind of mania wasn't good for anyone. Now that she knew this was an option, she would feel much better about leaving him alive and alone if he was under contract to leave her be. She'd have to be specific and make sure the contract covered her, the royal family, and the kingdom at large. She didn't want to leave loopholes for betrayal. 
 
    Eamonn had finished his mini lecture at this point, and he looked at them with wizened eyes as he asked, "Any questions?" The others all still seemed to be taking in what he had said and considering the possibilities. Only Frank looked slightly bored, no doubt having heard all of this before. Jade was staring down at her little fellacai when she thought of something, then looked back up to Eamonn. 
 
    "Eamonn, do the bonded beasts generally mate?"  
 
    He looked thoughtful at her question, before answering slowly, "The captive beasts on the farm are often mated, while bonded beasts do not. I can't tell you the exact reason for it, but my guess would be that with their increased intelligence and capacity, they don't care to mate with an inferior specimen. I could be wrong though, that's just a theory."  
 
    Jade nodded, looking thoughtfully at her little fellacai. "Can you tell us more about the fellacai? I know people have said these are the queens, but are there kings?" Her concern for her new little friends was obvious, and Eamonn smiled.  
 
    "No, there's no such thing as king fellacai. It's a matriarchal society as far as we've studied. The queens can mate with any male of their species, and they pick the strongest to breed with each year. It's a matter of choosing the best mate for their offspring." 
 
    She frowned, looking down at her little queens. She didn't want to deprive them of future awesome baby butterflies. Thinking of something else, she asked, "How are fellacai babies born? Do they already have wings?"  
 
    Eamonn looked surprised at her question. "Of course they do. Their eggs are made out of a silky substance they secrete, and the babies come out as fully developed fellacai in miniature form." Jade nodded again. So it seemed the whole caterpillar stage was skipped here, and it went right to chrysalis. That was kinda cool. She was happy to not have to deal with the super amount of legs and creepy crawly aspect of the fellacai. Tiny baby shinies? That she would happily deal with. 
 
    Still, she looked down at her little queens, and thought to them. "Do you have mates?" 
 
    Her little queens looked up at her, eyes shining with something she thought was akin to hope. "Save mates?" Jade grinned and nodded. 
 
    "Yes, I'll take them too. Bring them with us." Looking back at Eamonn, she gestured to the cage. "I apparently have a few more bonds to make." He looked confused, and she elaborated. "My queens need their mates. I'm not going to leave them all alone with stupid husbands!" Chloe started laughing first, but then everyone else quickly joined in. Even Eamonn and Randall in the corner were laughing.  
 
    Eamonn gestured to the cage. "By all means, get your queens’ mates." She could tell he was more interested in the experiment than out of actual care for her queens, but it didn't matter. She wasn't going to leave her babies alone!  
 
    She knelt down next to the cage, her fellacai fluttering around her. She called out to them, "Go bring your mates." They alighted on her hand as she opened the cage and stuck it in. None of the other fellacai were trying to escape, probably due to the queens' influence, since she hadn't even had to command them to stay put. Her little queens went off through the cage, and each came back with a pretty male fellacai. She pulled the ten adorable creatures out of the cage and closed it behind her hand, looking down at them with a giant smile. She pulled out her bottle of juice, pouring more in her hand as she silently commanded, "Drink. You'll be safe with me." 
 
    The five new fellacai quickly went over to the juice, and she realized they probably weren't being fed a whole lot in the cage, given that they were supposed to be food for the other animals. She winced at that thought. The poor things. Besides, she needed to siphon them if possible. Still, the five new babies were drinking voraciously, and she poured them more until they seemed full. Sitting back on her hand, she smiled down at the little beasties and heard their voice in return. "We stay."  
 
    And thus began Jade's butterfly army…  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten – Splutter 
 
    The rest of the class passed by in companionable conversation as Eamonn introduced them to all of the main animals that people normally bonded with. He'd also had them look over a couple of basic contracts that were commonly used by most stores. He ended the class with homework. "Now, in the next week, I'd like all of you to do more research. There's a book called The Monster Compendium. It's available at the library, but I've also got two copies in my office that you can stop by and read there if that's easier. I'd like each of you to read and select one of the creatures to report on next week…you can read, can't you?" He was looking at the panicked look on Ian's face when he mentioned reading, and Ian blushed violently red. Jade had noticed him listening as the others absently read aloud but hadn’t connected the dots until Eamonn said something. 
 
    Looking ashamed, he tugged on his ear as he looked at the ground and spoke softly, "Sorry, sir, I haven't learned yet. I've got a class to learn on Thursday and Saturday, but I don't think I'll be good enough to read it by next class…" His voice trailed off, and he looked like he wanted to hide under a rock.  
 
    To Jade's surprise, Eamonn patted Ian on the shoulder and said encouragingly, "Buck up, lad, you'll learn soon enough. Just let me know when you have time and we'll go through the compendium together. It's no shame that you haven't learned yet. That's why you're here—to learn." She was surprised he was being so understanding, and then it seemed to dawn on her. Perhaps Eamonn had come from a more humble background as well, instead of being a born noble. He might seem a bit crazy at times, but that didn't mean there wasn't a lot of history to explain how he got that way.  
 
    Eamonn dismissed them, and Jade paused, looking around at the cages of animals, and more specifically the cage of fellacai. Smiling at Eamonn, she queried, "Eamonn, do these animals stay in the cages all the time?"  
 
    Eamonn looked at her curiously, then nodded. "Of course, until they're bonded. They're monsters, so they're too dangerous to have on the loose without being bonded." She frowned thoughtfully, sighing. It was as she'd expected. Seeing her discouragement, he added, "It helps them accept the bond. Their desire to be out of the cage makes them more pliable to being bonded to make that happen."  
 
    She winced because she hadn't actually expected there to be a practical reason for it as well. In her old world, it would have been seen as animal cruelty. Here, she had to remind herself that they were considered monsters who would kill them at the first opportunity, as evidenced by the mauled Walter who was still in the corner with Randal. Still, she couldn't help but look down at the fellacai cage. "Can I take care of the fellacai at least? You don't normally have people bond to them, right? I know my queens can control them so they don't get away, but I'd like to let them fly around for a bit." She'd also have to absent herself when they were used to feed the other animals. Hopefully that was a rare occurrence.  
 
    Eamonn was pondering her request, but he eventually nodded. "I suppose that should be fine, since you have the queens and their mates." He then looked to the corner with Randal and Walter, and she nodded, walking over with him. He asked Randal with worry, "Any change?"  
 
    Randal glanced up, startled. It seemed he hadn't realized they'd come over. "Oh, no. He seems fine, still just sleeping." At that moment, they were interrupted by the rumble from Walter's stomach, and Jade grinned. 
 
    "Sounds like he's about to wake up to me."  
 
    They all laughed softly, and Eamonn instructed Randal, "I'd like you to get Miss Jade a key to the room. She'll be coming in to play with the fellacai, so she'll need access when we're not here." Jade glanced at Eamonn and realized his crinkly eyes were twinkling with mirth. Okay, so maybe she did want to play with them…but still! He didn't have to call her out on it! Besides, she wanted to see how her siphoning went and then siphon the rest of them. Magic resistance and flight were something she wasn't about to give up on easily! She glanced around at the other cages thoughtfully. Were there other useful skills she could get from the other animals? She'd be paying each of them a personal visit as soon as she got that key, it seemed.  
 
    Randal looked curiously at Jade, noticed her trail of fellacai flitting about her, then nodded and grinned. "I'll grab a spare from my office and give it to her before dinner is over, so long as Walter wakes up soon."  
 
    Jade stepped forward, putting a gentle hand on Walter's arm as she sent a healing surge through him to check for any remaining damage. He was still fine, showing that she was just being paranoid because he hadn't woken up. Thinking of what Mike did for her, she infused him with a tiny bit of energy, which clearly was enough for him to start waking up.  
 
    His body moved slowly at first, seeming to test that things were okay. They were watching curiously when his eyes shot open and he screamed, clutching his chest. "Stop the iompro! Stop hiiiiim!" When he didn't see the bear creature but rather Randal, Eamonn, and Jade standing around him, he seemed to calm down, looking at his body with amazement. He asked incredulously, "I'm…okay?"  
 
    Eamonn patted him on the head. "Yes, thanks to Miss Jade here. She healed you up quite nicely, so you should thank her for saving your life."  
 
    Walter looked a little sheepish at that, turning his light green eyes on Jade. "Thank you very much. I'm sorry I was a little startled when I awoke." 
 
    Jade smiled and nodded. "Don't worry about it. I'm just glad it all worked out. You were bleeding out pretty badly when I found you guys. Please try to be more careful in the future." 
 
    Walter nodded, promising, "Of course. If there's anything I can do for you in the future, just please let me kn–she's being attacked by fellacai!" He was panicking and pointing to the fellacai that were flitting behind her head.  
 
    The three of them laughed, which seemed to confuse him and reduce his panic. Jade held out her arm, mentally asking her pretties, "Please land." Walter watched in amazement as the fellacai gracefully landed on her outstretched arm, and she said kindly, "I bonded with them. They aren't going to harm anyone." Comprehension dawned on his face, and he gulped, nodding. Jade started to let her arm drop, and the fellacai flew nimbly back into the air as she mentally spoke again. "We're leaving soon, so you'll need to land on my braid again before we leave the room."  
 
    She accompanied her words with a mental picture and heard the fellacai respond, "Leave! Hair. Okay." She grinned. It was only one to two more words, but it seemed like it was getting easier to speak to them. She couldn't wait to have the smartest, most beautiful butterfly army in the world! She pondered for a moment, wondering if their children would automatically be bonded to her as well, like if they were dungeon born. She guessed she'd find out eventually and absently wondered if there were any moving mushrooms or horned rabbits in this world. She didn't see any in here, but that didn't mean they didn't exist. She'd have to look through The Monster Compendium quite thoroughly. She'd had it this whole time but hadn't yet had a chance to read it. It was time to remedy that. 
 
    Looking up, she realized she had spaced out and missed a bunch of conversation again. Eamonn glanced back at her and grinned. "Ah, you're back with us again. We're heading to dinner. Would you like to join us?"  
 
    Jade smiled, nodding. "Sure, I'm happy to walk down with you, but I think I'm probably going to end up sitting with the royals. I have a few things to discuss with them." 
 
    Randal and Walter both looked extremely curious, while Eamonn simply seemed to accept her words. "That is fine. Shall we go?" He offered her his wrinkled arm and she adroitly took it with a smile. She was getting better at this stuff! They left the room, the fellacai coming down to rest on her braid much to Eamonn's amusement. They waited for Randal to lock the door behind them, then left the Magnus Crafting Center. They'd lingered long enough that most of the students had already long since left for dinner or home.  
 
    Walking to the cafeteria, they directly entered the first floor area, as it seemed they were bringing Walter with them so they could oversee that he ate properly. She noticed people giving them strange looks and wide berths, then realized most of the looks were directed at the fellacai in her hair. This might be a problem if people started avoiding her because of them. She'd have to limit how many she had with her at any one time, apparently. Maybe she'd decide based on which one matched her outfit of the day or what classes she had. That was probably a good idea. If she had a class with any of their elements, she'd bring that one for the day. Perhaps she'd try to keep the mated pairs together as well, though if they weren't staying with her, they'd have plenty of alone time.  
 
    She chuckled softly to herself, and the others sent her quizzical glances. She explained cheerfully, "Oh, I was just thinking about the dating life of my fellacai. It struck me as humorous that I was thinking that I needed to make sure they had enough time together when I've no idea what a real relationship entails."  
 
    Randal grinned. "Best be careful there, else you'll be overrun." Jade nodded, still grinning.  
 
    They were greeted by Estelle when it was finally their turn at the counter, and she looked between Eamonn, Randal, her, and Walter. Cheerily, she greeted them. "Count Finn, Baronet Rosen, Lady Jade. What can I get for you this evening?" The boy Walter was not included in her greetings, and it was obvious what the pecking order was. Eamonn and Randal both ordered cheerily, and Jade nudged Walter to go next. With a slight stammer, he ordered the same thing Randal had gotten.  
 
    Jade cut in at this point. "Walter, you need more to eat than that, and you need red meat. Estelle, please give him two steak plates as well." 
 
    Estelle raised her brows at Jade. "Someone else with your voracious appetite?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Only temporarily. I did a massive healing on him earlier, so he needs to replenish blood and energy."  
 
    Estelle nodded, as it was quite normal that people were extremely hungry after a healing. "It looks like you did a good job on him, I didn't even realize."  
 
    Jade beamed at her, happy with the compliment. "Thank you! Now, what would you suggest for me? I'd like five plates of whatever you think is best and gives me a variety. Oh, and I'll need a lot of juice and an extra empty plate, if you can manage that."  
 
    Laughing, Estelle tapped the side of her nose. "You're a smart one. Alright, I'll have everything brought out to you."  
 
    "Thank you, Estelle!" Jade spoke cheerily, and the others belatedly echoed. Estelle was grinning now too, obviously in a good mood as she shooed them away so she could help those behind them. They glanced around, and the three of them started making their way to an empty table as Jade spotted her royal friends. "I'll see you guys later!" 
 
    They nodded and Randal promised, "I'll grab you that key after we've eaten."  
 
    Jade nodded and they split ways. Walking over to the table with Victor, Camille, and Will, she took note of their dining companions. One looked to be a very sturdy gentleman, but from the slight rock dust she could sense on his clothes, she figured he was probably the stonecrafting teacher, since they'd said they were going to that class. The other looked to be a tall, willowy man, and she figured he was probably Will's tutor. She glanced around, catching Stephen's eye, who was sitting at the next table. With her head, she jerked her head in the 'come here' motion, then smiled and sat next to Victor, earning a glare from the tutor guy. 
 
    "Hey guys!" she greeted them cheerfully.  
 
    They were about to respond when the tutor interrupted haughtily, "The correct address is your royal highnesses, and what on earth do you think you're doing at this table? You should be sitting with your sponsor." He was looking at her like she was dirt, and Jade sighed. Obviously, not all nobility were nice, as she was finally learning. She'd been spoiled by the ones she'd met to this point being so chill with her until today. It seemed like her luck had turned because this was the third time she'd been challenged since this morning.  
 
    It was Camille who looked at the tutor and said bitingly, "Jade is our friend, and you can excuse yourself from the table. In the future, please remember to understand the situation before you shoot your mouth off."  
 
    He looked aghast at her harsh reprimand and sputtered, "B-but I was just…"  
 
    Victor cut in, his normally calm and unruffled demeanor cracking for a moment, "Acting high and mighty towards Lady Jade, the new traveler. As Camille said, please excuse yourself." The tutor got to his feet, pale and obviously shaken that two of his pupils, who were normally very gentle and polite to him, had turned on him so quickly. He bowed quickly to them before grabbing his food and scurrying off. Soon after he left, Stephen and Eric slipped into his spot and the seat next to it, looking curiously at Jade. This action caused the royals to realize something else was going on, and they turned their eyes to Jade as well. It was Victor's turn to splutter as he realized he was right next to ten fellacai, and he spluttered, "Why do you have fellacai in your hair?"  
 
    Jade grinned, reaching up and holding a finger to the closest butterfly, which was her golden queen. She jumped onto the proffered finger obediently as Jade put her elbow on the table, admiring her beauty as she said contentedly, "I bonded with them this afternoon. Aren't they beautiful?"  
 
    Camille spoke tentatively, "Yes, they're very pretty. You say you bonded with them? They're safe?" There was the tiniest edge of fear to her voice, and Jade wondered just how dangerous her little queens were in the wild.  
 
    She nodded, smiling. "Completely safe." 
 
    Stephen cut in at this point. "I assume you didn't ask us to join you because of them, however. What's going on?" 
 
    Jade's smile dimmed a bit, and she gently put the fellacai back on her hair. "Oh, right." She looked at Victor, Camille, and Will in turn, then said with a sigh, "I met your cousin this afternoon, as well. He tried to kill me."  
 
    The clatter of silverware hit the table as both Victor and Will dropped what they'd been holding. Camille, Eric, and Stephen hadn't been holding anything and thus had nothing to drop. All of them were staring at her.  
 
    Nothing like a good statement to shock and awe those around her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven – Names 
 
    The silence at their table was palpable and tense. Absently, she reached over, grabbing a carrot from Victor's plate to munch on while she waited for her food to arrive. She was just waiting for them to snap out of the stupor they all seemed to be in, and she absently noted the the stonecrafter was still with them. She'd sort of forgotten that he was there, but he seemed just as flabbergasted as everyone else. Stephen was the first to recover as he said quietly, "Perhaps you'd better start from the beginning."  
 
    Jade smiled, shrugging. "There's not much to it. He made fun of me wearing a cloak to a fire class while we were waiting in the hallway. I was the last one in, and the only open seat was right in front of him, which didn't seem super awesome or safe to me. I figured he might try something, so I created wind walls around myself. When he tried to light me on fire, it rebounded on him and burned him pretty good, since the wind fed it. He was calling for a healer, the teacher asked me to do it, I explained the situation and said no, at which point he starting calling me some unflattering names and threatening to have me killed. I told him I was a traveler. He went insane and started attacking me with his sword, making his injuries worse. I just blocked him with my wind walls until I was tired of waiting, then suffocated him until he passed out and healed him, then left."  
 
    Her words were so matter of fact, like it was nothing and she'd just shrugged it off. When Estelle and her little helper brought her food over to the now silent table, setting it down in front of Jade, she glanced around curiously. "Everything alright here?" 
 
    Jade smiled at her. "We're fine. I just told them a story that they're processing. Thank you for the food. It looks delicious!" 
 
    Estelle nodded, grinning at her before casting an odd glance at the rest of the table before she retreated. Jade quickly took the empty plate and some of the juice, pouring it onto the plate. Several of the people at the table jumped as her little fellacai came to life, winging down to land on the plate and sip at the juice. She smiled, then started eating as well, waiting for them to figure out what to say. Victor was staring at his plate with a haunted look, while Camille was absently pushing her food around on her plate. Will was holding onto the table with a white knuckled grip. The stonecrafter looked like he wanted to be anywhere but at their table and he was wolfing down his food, she assumed in an attempt to say he was done and leave. Eric and Stephen were the anomalies. Stephen almost looked a little proud of her, while Eric looked to be doing mental calculations.  
 
    No one seemed to know how to break the silence after that, but Victor finally gave a stab at it. "I'm sorry, Jade. That should never have happened."  
 
    She shrugged, smiling at him. "I took care of it, and myself. It's a lesson he hopefully won't soon forget, but at the same time, I'd like to put him under a contract. I learned about them today, and I think it’s a good idea to fix future problems before they happen. I don't want him to be able to think about hurting me or plotting against me without consequences." Her voice had grown a bit harder by the end, but since she'd learned about contractual magic, it seemed like a good time to utilize it. Granted, it was usually used on criminals, but given that he'd tried to kill her, she supposed that was close enough. Attempted murder was certainly a crime in her world, at least. So was arson.  
 
    Still, all three royals looked nervous at her statement, and Victor explained slowly, "It's…generally not allowed to contract anyone in the royal family for anything other than business." 
 
    She stopped eating long enough to stare at him, then said bluntly, "That is the stupidest thing I've ever heard. Sorry, but it is. Maybe this is dictatorial of me, but if I had a bunch of people who stood to inherit the throne if I died, I would make sure they were under contract to not plot against me. Granted, an evil monarch could do a lot worse than that, but still. " 
 
    All three of them looked shocked, and Camille interjected, "What? Why on earth would they plot against us? We're family!" It was Jade's turn to just stare at Camille. Were these people really that oblivious? It was like they were waiting for an evil overlord to just come and pluck them from the throne with that kind of attitude! Or maybe she'd just been watching too many TV shows where the royal family was completely and utterly corrupt and everyone was just looking out for number one. Was it her mentality that was the issue here? Had she been so completely corrupted by her old world that she saw shadows and plots everywhere? 
 
    Then she thought about it, realized that her paranoia was the only reason she hadn't been lit on fire or killed today, and decided she was justified. Finally, Jade said softly, "Sure, you might be family, but he tried to kill me rather vehemently this afternoon in front of a lot of people. If he dares to be so open about wanting me dead, should I just live looking over my shoulder every day? It's not particularly amenable to me." 
 
    Camille lost the self-righteous look she'd started sporting, deflating a bit at Jade's words. She said softly, "He's…I'm sorry. He's been going through a hard time ever since his dad was taken by the mesmer."  
 
    Jade nodded, sighing. "I figured, which is why I gave him a break today and didn't even give him scars for trying to kill me, but grief doesn't justify murder. Remember what I said? He made fun of me and tried to set me on fire, all without me saying a word to him." Her voice had grown a bit harsher at the end, and all three royals winced. Stephen and Eric were watching her curiously, while the stonecrafter had now finished his food and hastily excused himself, quickly retreating away from the volatile situation. 
 
    She went back to eating, letting them mull it over. Finally, Victor spoke in a serious voice, "I'll talk to dad about this and see what we can do. You shouldn't have to live in fear, not from our family." It sounded like he was coming around to her side at last, even if he still sounded a bit unwilling, and she smiled soothingly at him in return.  
 
    Finally, Eric spoke up, "So, I have two questions." 
 
    "Go for it," Jade spoke between mouthfuls.  
 
    "First off, you said you suffocated him until he passed out. How did you do that exactly? Second, where do the fellacai come in? How exactly did that happen?" 
 
    Looking down at her little fellacai, she smiled gently, then shook herself out of her reverie and looked over at Eric. "That was three questions.” She teased him briefly to try and lighten the mood, then started to explain, “Well, the how is pretty easy. I used wind magic and just called the air from his lungs. I made sure not to collapse them, but took as much as I could without doing that and then created a miniature wall in his esophagus so that air couldn't pass through. It was surprisingly effective."  
 
    Eric blanched a little, cringing as he asked, "So you hadn't tried it before…?" 
 
    Jade laughed, shaking her head. "No, no one has ever tried to kill me like that before, so it was my first time practicing. But people will pass out long before they die from asphyxiation. It was something that happened more than I like to think in my old world; a lot of failed murder attempts where the victim woke up because the person left them after they passed out, thinking they were dead. Anyway, I released it as soon as he passed out so there wouldn't be any permanent harm. Any wind user who knew what they were doing could easily do the same." Here she glanced at Will, who was also a wind user. He looked to be contemplating her revelation, wondering if he'd be able to replicate it.  
 
    "Fascinating…" Eric murmured, looking a little more contemplative than usual. He was somehow looking at her differently, as if she was no longer the innocent girl he'd first met. She wasn't. That girl was still right there, of course, but she'd been altered by a need to survive. The fact that she'd been challenged so many times today, and perhaps even the numbness of fighting she'd gotten in her blades class... She was changing, slowly but surely. A couple days ago, she'd asked Will how much this world would change her. The answer was a lot and in almost every way. Near death encounters and the need to defend herself had allowed ruthlessness to seep into her behavior. It was born out of a need to be safe and secure her place in this world.  
 
    She wasn't super fond of the fact that she was supposed to be the kingdom's hero, but she had to admit it was helpful in keeping her safe, making allies, and getting her way. Without that protection…her life here would have been very, very different. She was rather used to people catering to her somewhat. Granted, she hadn't been allowed to ask for anything extravagant in her old world, but most people had relented if she'd asked them something small. She knew it had mostly been due to pity, and here in this world it was due to hope that she'd save them. It was rather amazing how much the two situations overlapped.  
 
    Coming back to the situation at hand, she smiled down at her little fellacai, pouring them some more juice. They were sitting in their little mated pairs and were absolutely adorable, so she was happy to tell the next part of what happened. "Anyway, as for the fellacai, when I left the fire magic classroom, I found a couple people waiting outside my workshop. They were from the contractual class, and the boy had been seriously savaged in a bonding gone wrong. So I healed him up and agreed to accompany them back to the contractual classroom, since that was supposed to be my next class anyway. Eamonn was lecturing about iguanas or something and he held up my pretties in a cage. I asked to hold the cage, and the next thing I knew, I'd bonded to my five queens and then later to their mates. I still need to give them names though. Any bright ideas? I want them to be good!"  
 
    Jade smiled, and her innocent plea for naming help seemed to finally bring them all out of curious or shocked stupor. They began studying her precious little army, and Will pointed at her first queen. "How about Goldy?" She glared at him, and he shrugged. "What? It fits."  
 
    Camille glanced at him in disgust, then pointed at the golden and fire colored queens in turn. "Lame. How about Aurora and Dawn for these two?" 
 
    “Or Firefly,” Victor interjected, smirking at his little joke and waiting for the others to laugh. All he got were a couple of snickers.  
 
    Will pointed at several in turn. "Well, you could name the purple one Violet, and if that one is Dawn, you could name the dark one Midnight and the golden one Sunrise or Sunny." 
 
    Eric finally pointed at the fire one. “How about Ember?” 
 
    Stephen pointed out, “Or Phoenix, you seem to like those. The green one could be Willow or Maple.” 
 
    Camille sighed wistfully as she looked at them. “The gold one is so shiny.”  
 
    It was a bit funny; they were all trying to name the queens first. It seemed the poor mates would have to wait their turn. She was just as bad. It wasn’t her fault they were just so much brighter! Shiny… She was staring at her golden queen when she absently thought of a book she’d read ages upon ages ago, a golden queen to repopulate her species. Smiling, she held her hand over to the golden one, who obediently hopped on her finger.  
 
    “I’ll name you Ramoth.” The tiny queen seemed to consider her, then nodded, flying around in a circle before settling back on the plate. Grinning, she went to her midnight fellacai, who obediently followed the pattern. “You shall be Lilith, my queen of the night.” Lilith fluttered around happily before settling, and before she even dropped her finger, her little fiery butterfly had flown onto her outstretched finger. With a smile, she proclaimed, “You’re Amber, the heart of fire.” Her little nature green fellacai was next. “You’ll be Willow, the queen of the forest who watches over all.” Finally, her violet one came forward, and she smiled. “And you’re Lavender.” Lavender took to the air, doing a little loop before she settled once again on the plate. 
 
    Jade looked at the others a little sheepishly. “Sorry, thanks for the ideas though.” They laughed at her, and Will looked a little affronted. 
 
    “Hey, aren’t you going to give the men names too? You can’t just name the queens and not their mates!” He had a wicked smile that promised trouble and she laughed. No, she couldn’t ignore her little men.  
 
    Keeping her hand out, Ramoth’s mate was the first to come up. He was a beautiful dark blue with little gold flecks, almost as if he was trying to match her. It reminded her a bit of old stories where gold miners would sift for gold in a river. Smiling, she said confidently, “You’ll be Rio.” He flitted gracefully around her hand, then landed next to Ramoth again.  
 
    She grinned as Lilith’s mate flew up next. His main color was also black, but it held interesting flecks of blue, white, purple, and red that reminded her of the night sky. Smiling, she named him, “Cosmo, a traveler of the stars.” He did a little loop in thanks and then settled while Amber’s mate came next. He was pale yellow with white and light blue patterns that were reminiscent of lightning. She declared, “You’ll be Bolt.” He zipped around in concise but sudden movements, and her smile got wider as she felt like she’d done good.  
 
    Willow’s mate was a deep chocolatey brown with flecks of mint green. She pondered for a moment, trying to think of something strong, for he seemed very solid for such a little thing. Finally, she said softly, “You’ll be Andy.” That one would probably make no sense to anyone but her. If they asked, she’d say he was named after a big mountain range. In truth, he reminded her of the little mint chocolates. 
 
    Finally it was Lavender’s mate. He was off white with dark red speckles that were reminiscent of sprinkled blood. She was tempted by Vlad for a moment, then quickly discarded it. Way too dark for her little man. She wasn’t going to name him after any vamps. Although…there was one vamp who was a healer too. What was his name again? Oh yeah…well, that would work. “You’re Carl.” She didn’t need the whole name. No one else was going to understand her logic anyway. Little Carl flew a circle before heading back to Lavender.  
 
    She smiled, then glanced up to find everyone watching her raptly. Camille sighed, seeming to have done a one eighty as it concerned her fellacai. She spoke wistfully, “They’re so pretty. I almost wish I could bond one.”  
 
    Jade smiled at her. “If you ever want to try, let me know. I think I can arrange that.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve – Scrying 
 
    Camille shook her head sadly. “I don’t have an aptitude for contractual magic.”  
 
    Jade pondered, then shrugged. “Never hurts to try. You’ve got enough other magics that it might’ve been so minor that it didn’t show up. I dunno how the test works, but I think as long as they’re willing, they’ve got enough magic to help bridge the gap too. Anyway, it never hurts to try. I could maybe even just create a bond between you myself. After all, if we can create bonds between humans, what’s to stop us from creating bonds between human and creature? It wouldn’t work with a domination bond, but I think a mutual bond would be possible.”  
 
    She was wondering why no one had brought this up before. Maybe the contractual magicians didn’t actually create willing bonds all that often? She could see how sharing your intelligence with a creature might be considered dangerous, especially in a world with a high mortality rate. A sudden influx of creatures with much higher intelligence and intimate knowledge of the city and how humans worked? She could see where problems might arise.  
 
    She finished eating, stacking her plates neatly so they’d be easy to clear, and everyone else seemed to realize they’d long since finished their food and were sitting there with empty plates. It seemed that most of them were still mulling over her statement as if considering the possibilities.  
 
    She was a little surprised by how stagnant the ideas seemed to be here. It was as if they’d just gotten comfortable with the way things were and never knew how to do something differently. She wondered if the fact that the travelers brought change had made people complacent, and they figured if there was something to change, the next traveler would introduce it. It seemed like they were stuck in a rut of tradition. Either that or the people who wanted to innovate probably tried and died. After all, she figured any untried methods probably got people killed while they were working out the kinks if they were experimenting with the creatures. Even the farms seemed like semi-dangerous places if someone died. All it took was one accident for a major incident to start.  
 
    There was also the fact that magic seemed to be linked at least somewhat to intelligence, and if those people had been getting kidnapped by creatures like the mesmer for so long, they were losing some of their best and brightest every month. If that was the case, perhaps the stagnation was understandable. People were doing their best just to stay alive, using what was tried and true.  
 
    Anyway, she smiled at them as almost everyone was lost in silent contemplation as she said cheerfully, “Anyone want to come see my fire tree, since we’ve still got time?” She had glanced at her pocket watch to see they still had half an hour before their business class.  
 
    Victor looked supremely curious, then sighed as he said, “I’d love to, but I’ve got to talk to my father first. Although…I suppose your workroom is as private as anywhere else, so I’d probably be fine to do it there.”  
 
    Jade looked at him curiously. “How can you talk to him from my workroom? Isn’t he at the palace?”  
 
    Will laughed first, and she glared at him as he chortled, trying to look contrite. “Sorry, it’s just that I forget how much you don’t know about here yet. He’s got a scrying mirror connected to dad.”  
 
    Jade’s eyes lit up. Okay, this sounded like a cell phone almost! She turned eager eyes on Victor. “Can I see it?” 
 
    He laughed softly. “I’ll show you in your workshop. It’s pretty rare to be able to make one, as it takes a lot of power from the illusionist to set the enchantment.”  
 
    Jade nodded, grinning eagerly. “That’s fine! Let’s go!” She bounced to her feet giddily, and her fellacai quickly left their plate to swoop up and land on her braid as if echoing her excitement. Everyone was smiling at the sight, and they quickly followed suit. Jade waved to Estelle as they left, earning a nod and grin from the other woman as she led her entourage to her workshop with skipping steps.  
 
    Their group drew many sidelong glances, but she figured that was mostly due to the fact that she was traveling around with royalty. They seemed to get those looks wherever they went. Still, they made it to Magnus without too much of a fuss, then up the stairwell to her workshop. She was half expecting there to be someone else injured waiting outside, but thankfully there wasn’t, this time. She wasn’t going to be in the building for the rest of the evening, so she pondered putting up a sign that said, ‘Go find someone else to heal you.’ She quickly discarded the idea; people would figure it out, right?  
 
    Quickly unlocking the door, she held it open for everyone to pass through, but Victor just raised a brow and pushed her inside gently, choosing to hold it himself. She laughed, sticking her tongue out at him. “I was just trying to be helpful!” 
 
    He smirked. “And I was trying to be a gentleman. Would you deny me that?” 
 
    Jade stuck her tongue out again and waited until everyone was inside, bouncing over to the table where she’d deposited her fire tree. Meanwhile, she told her little fellacai, “You can explore in here. This is my room, and thus yours too. You’ll be in here a lot.” Thinking about it, she realized she wanted to grow a tree or something for them so they’d have a comfortable resting spot. Turning to Eric, she asked, “Did you ever get a hold of Viscountess Delaney about my lessons?” 
 
    He nodded, smiling in a way that looked half like a grimace. “Yes, I did. She agreed to meet with you at eleven for an hour of personal tutoring. She’ll come here to your workshop to meet you.”  
 
    Jade grinned. “Did she give you a hard time?”  
 
    Eric coughed, glancing at the ceiling. “Not so much…” She smiled, choosing to ignore his obviously blatant lie. She walked over, hugging him to his and everyone else’s surprise. 
 
    “Thank you for correcting that for me and convincing her to tutor me. I appreciate it.”  
 
    He seemed to relax, hugging her back gruffly. “I was happy to do it.” He murmured softly before letting her go. She turned back to everyone, grinning, then remembered her tree. Bouncing over to the table that held her ever-burning sculpture, she thought about something and focused her mana sense. She could see the aura of red around the tree, but she was looking for something…else. She squinted, thinking she saw a glimpse of what she was searching for. A tiny thread, which was almost invisible, of magic that seemed to be collecting from the area and flowing into her fire tree.  
 
    “I was right!” She turned to the group triumphantly, holding her tree up for their curious inspection.  
 
    “Right about what?” Camille asked curiously.  
 
    “I had a theory that any permanent magic spells started drawing energy in from their surroundings. It’s a tiny amount, and I think that’s probably because it takes a lot more magic to create than maintain. Otherwise, it didn’t totally make sense for me that light, fire, and cold could be continuously emitted without the energy coming from somewhere.”  
 
    She stopped talking as an idea struck her. If her creations could draw in energy from their surroundings, could she do it to? Like one of the cultivators in the wuxia novels, would that alleviate her need to eat so much in order to support her magic and her changes? If it was possible, it would make life waaaaaaaaaaay easier. Still, she’d just barely been able to see the thread, and mostly had only been able to see auras around people that denoted their magic. Perhaps when it was a higher level, she’d be able to see more and that would help.  
 
    Lost in thought, she only realized they were trying to talk to her when Will tugged the fire tree out of her hand for a closer look, evidently fascinated by it. Camille, Eric, Victor, and Stephen were all talking about what it might mean to have energy being drawn in by anything permanent. Realizing that she’d come back to them, Camille teased, “You space out a lot.”  
 
    Jade shrugged. “Bad habit from my last world. I was left alone a lot, so staring into space and introspecting was quite common for me.” This seemed to kill the conversation, so she smiled grimly. “Don’t worry, I’ll get over it eventually. Probably. Anyway, Victor, you said you needed to call your dad! Can I see the mirror now?” Her excitement had started bubbling over again with her change in conversation, and Victor laughed, nodding.  
 
    Pulling a mirror out, it was round and about the size of his palm. Because Jade had forgotten to turn her mana sense off, she could see the pure white energy flowing from him into the mirror, giving it the magic to make it work. Curious, she walked over, staring down at it from the side. It seemed to be filled with fog, until finally, the fog cleared and she could see an image of King Derrick and Queen Ashanna sitting side by side, seemingly at a dinner table as well.  
 
    Derrick looked a little confused as he asked quickly, “Victor! Is everything okay? Did something happen to Will?” Apparently, this was something that was normally only used in emergencies, which made sense. She giggled softly that his first concern was that Will had gotten into trouble though, and she glanced up, sticking her tongue out at him.  
 
    He groaned, walking over and grabbing Victor’s hand to point the mirror at himself. “No, Dad, I’m fine. What gives? Why would I be causing trouble?” 
 
    Ashanna laughed softly, teasing him, “It’s your first day, Will. Also, when have you ever not caused trouble?” Will groaned, let go of Victor’s hand, and walked away. Looking at Victor again, Queen Ashanna smiled and asked calmly, “So if it wasn’t Will, why did you scry us?”  
 
    Victor grimaced a bit, then said hesitantly, “Jade had a small altercation with Brodie…in which he tried to kill her.”  
 
    “What!?” The double shouts of both Derrick and Ashanna came through loud and clear, and they were obviously startled by the news.  
 
    At this point, Jade moved closer to Victor so that her head would be in view of the mirror as she smiled at them and said quickly, “Don’t worry, I’m fine, and he was fine when I left.”  
 
    Derrick and Ashanna both seemed to sit back, at least temporarily mollified by seeing her and her quick reassurance. Derrick spoke with a somewhat strained voice, “Jade, it’s nice to see you, though I confess this is a surprise. Would you please tell us what happened?” 
 
    Jade nodded, taking the offered mirror from Victor as she began her story, telling them the abridged version like she had the others. When she finished, she said confidently, “Therefore, I’d like to put him under a contract so that I don’t see backlash from this. I understand he’s going through a hard time with the loss of his father, and I get that. I just lost my whole family too, but I’m not going around trying to kill people. It’s just a precautionary measure on my part. I understand that it’s not normally done, but I won’t be able to rest easy until I have some assurances in place.”  
 
    Derrick and Ashanna looked thoughtful, and it was Ashanna who asked in a tiny voice, “What would this contract entail?”  
 
    Jade glanced at Eric, then said quickly, “One second, I’d like Eric to write it down so I don’t forget anything.” They nodded their agreement in the mirror, and Eric quickly followed her over to her little sitting area where Camille was already pulling out her paper, ink, and quill. Camille had it set up and everyone had drifted over, immensely curious what conditions she wanted to impose on a royal family member.  
 
    “Alright.” Jade looked at the people around her, smiled a little sadly, then looked back at Derrick and Ashanna. “First off, he can never try to kill or harm me, physically or mentally, intentionally in any way, unless it’s self-defense. This includes ordering anyone else to do anything to me. If he becomes aware of any plots against me in any way, shape, or form, he must do what he can to stop them. If he doesn’t believe he is able to stop them alone or without harm, he must report it to someone who can, and I must be informed of all such plots.” 
 
    She took a breath, then continued, “He cannot take his frustration or anger with me out on anyone else and will be under the same obligation to not cause harm to the royal family or anyone he perceives he could emotionally hurt me with. I would also like to add in that he is not allowed to use his power and position to bully others and must stop bullying whenever he is able, but he doesn’t need to endanger himself.” She stopped, then shrugged and concluded, “That’s it, or as best as I can come up with.”  
 
    She had been trying to think of any loopholes she might have left in. She was protected, she had included the royal family and her friends, and hopefully put an end to his bullying ways. Nope, that was it.  
 
    Derrick and Ashanna looked surprised, and as Jade glanced around she realized it was a common look among them. Finally, Ashanna collected herself. “I see. That actually sounds…quite decent of you. You hold no grudge against Brodie?”  
 
    Jade smiled at her. “Not really. He’s at an age when losing a parent makes most people an emotional wreck. I’m guessing he’s acting out in frustration at the loss of his father. Everyone here has seemed surprised that he was trying to bully me. It doesn’t mean I condone his actions, but in my world, he’d be seeing a psychiatrist to help him with mental counseling so that it didn’t become a problem. He doesn’t have that here, so he’s just trying to find a way to cope. There are better ways, but it’s not like he knows them.” 
 
    She thought of the many counselors she’d seen. Some were religious men, who wanted to let her know that God still loved her and she should not despair, for she’d have a perfect body after she died. Some told her of reincarnation, which she was slightly more inclined to believe now. All of them had said she struggled with depression, which let’s face it, she probably had. Being stuck in a cage and being told you’re supposed to be dead will do that to a person. Still, most of them had treated her like the doctors had—an interesting case to study.  
 
    Quietly, she asked the question she knew they weren’t going to enjoy answering, “Is there…any chance that Tevon might still be alive?” 
 
    Sadly, Derrick shook his head. “No, it’s been several months. I’m afraid he’s gone.” 
 
    Jade nodded, mad at herself for asking the question when she saw the look of grief pass over most of the royal family’s faces. She said remorsefully, “I’m sorry for bringing up your loss.”  
 
    Ashanna shook her head. “No, it’s alright. As you said, all of us have experienced loss. We’re all dealing with it differently, but I’ll try to talk to Brodie. Eric, if you can polish that up and send us a copy, I’d appreciate it. We’ll have Brodie sign it tomorrow.” 
 
    Jade pointed the mirror at Eric, who nodded. “Of course, my queen.”  
 
    Jade made the mirror face her again and requested, “I know this is rather unprecedented, but I’d like to be the one to do the contract, since this is between him and me. I’d like to know if it’s ever broken. Speaking of which, Eric, we’d probably better put some stipulations in there about what happens if he breaks it, since Eamonn said if we don’t, people have a habit of ending up dead.” 
 
    Ashanna nodded again, glancing at Derrick briefly before she said, “Very well. We’ll take care of it at lunch then.”  
 
    Jade nodded and smiled. “Thank you for understanding. I appreciate this.” She could tell they weren’t especially happy about the idea, but that her demands hadn’t been enough to stop them from obliging her. She had to wonder where that invisible line was and what would happen if she crossed it. 
 
    They nodded, and she handed the mirror back to Victor, who asked quickly, “Anything else?” 
 
    “Just take care, and try not to cause any trouble,” Derrick’s droll voice rang out, and everyone laughed softly.  
 
    Victor nodded, grinning. “Will do. Right, Will?” He smirked at Will, who made a rude gesture since his parents couldn’t see him, and everyone laughed again. “Alright. Bye Dad. Bye Mom.” He bid them farewell and cut off his magic supply to the mirror after they echoed him.  
 
    That was helpful. She was going to make lots of them. She’d have a whole desk of scrying mirrors! Or maybe she’d just put them in her storage ring, once she managed to make one… 
 
    There was still so much to do! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen – Trust 
 
    Will had put her fire tree down on a nearby table during their conversation, and she turned to find it, only to see Amber swooping towards it. "No!" She started running towards the tree as Amber went straight into the fire. Her heart ached as she reached the tree, afraid she'd find nothing more than ash. To her surprise, Amber was just flitting around in the fire, as if playing with it, and she sighed in relief. She had forgotten Amber had fire magic. With a mental tweak, she reset part of the spell, so that the fire would only burn itself and nothing that entered it would be burned. She wasn't keen on burning down her workroom. She called over to the group, "Hey, Will, come here a moment." She was smiling innocently, so Will came over and she presented the tree. "Stick your hand in." 
 
    He looked at her like she was crazy. "Uhm, no thank you."  
 
    She laughed. "Please? It shouldn't burn you, but I need to make sure. Besides, I'll just heal you right away if it does. No permanent harm will be done."  
 
    "Still a no." He laughed, shaking his head and backing away as she pouted. She felt movement behind her, then a hand reached over her shoulder to touch the flaming tree. She watched as it really just passed through the fire, or the fire reformed around it, resuming its shape when the obstruction left. Sighing in relief that it had worked, she grinned up over her shoulder at Stephen.  
 
    He shrugged, smiling nonchalantly. "What? Like you said, no permanent harm would be done, and I wanted to see if what you said was true."  
 
    Eric walked over, fascinated. He started poking at the tree gingerly at first, then shoving his hand in and out, enthralled by the phenomenon. "How'd you do that?"  
 
    She shrugged, grinning. "I basically just put an extra code in the magic programming that said to not burn anything else it touched. I don't want to accidentally burn my workshop or kill any of my fellacai if they got curious."  
 
    "Safe?" She heard the tiny voice of Ramoth in her head, or at least she assumed it was Ramoth, since she was fluttering nearby looking at the fire tree.  
 
    Jade nodded, mentally calling back, "It's safe now." She heard Ramoth give a tiny mental 'wheeeee' as she dive bombed the fire tree, startling Amber who was still playing in it. The two of them started chasing each other around the flaming branches, and soon the rest of the fellacai had joined in the fun. Everyone in the room was just staring in awe at the beautiful sight, the different colors of the fire creating a beautiful sight with their glowing wings.  
 
    "What do code and programming mean?" Victor asked curiously, finally getting back to her explanation. 
 
    She winced, then shrugged. "I don't actually know how well I can explain computers to you, sorry. They were…very complex machines that could store massive amounts of information. Like the entire content of the library a hundred thousand times over was available because of an information network, and all of it was displayed on these machines at the click of a button. A program was what ran the network, and a program was made up of tons of lines of code. It was very, very advanced, and held information collected from around the entire world. I wish I had studied it more and could duplicate it, but I didn't. It was amazing technology that had been improved for generations in my old world. It had practically taken over most things and enabled communication between anyone, like your scrying mirrors. Imagine that, but all you had to do was put in the right number, and you could literally talk to anyone in the world who had that machine, and almost everyone did." Not her, of course, but who did she have to talk to that wasn’t at the hospital? 
 
    She sighed. Computer technology would have been a wonderful thing to bring to this world, but honestly, she'd have no idea where to even start. Sure, she knew electric zeroes and ones were the base, but how did that even work? She'd not only need to know the physical components of how to create it, but the programming side too. Plus there was more than just the computer; there were routers and antennas and… It was so much information that had taken thousands, if not millions of brilliant people to create the giant conglomeration of information it was today. 
 
     Everyone seemed to be trying to wrap their minds around what she'd described, but she shrugged and explained, "There's just no way to replicate it without decades of work from brilliant people. I have no idea where to start. Again, it's one of those things in my world that had been around so long that the origins of how it started are fuzzy for me. It was ever changing." Sighing, she glanced down at her clock, one of the few real pieces of technology she'd seen. They had about ten minutes before the class started, so she alerted the others. "We'd probably better go to class or we're going to be late."  
 
    Everyone started to gather their things from where they'd set them during the course of conversations, with Eric making sure to grab the contract so he could clean it up and make copies. She motioned to her babies, and they stopped playing in the fire, flying gracefully over to land on her hair as beautiful ornaments once again. Everyone else preceded her out the door, which she quickly locked behind her. Walking down the stairs, Eric and Stephen paused at the first floor to go to their offices and Jade stopped Stephen with a brief touch, smiling softly at him. "Thanks for trusting me." She was mainly referencing with the fire, but it was also an echo of their earlier conversation. 
 
    He smiled back and conceded, "You've given me no reason not to." Bidding them goodbye, Victor, Camille, Will, and Jade now made their way towards one of the nearby buildings, and Jade realized she had no idea where she was going.  
 
    "So, uh…where are we going, anyway?" She didn't care about exposing her ignorance to these three, since they'd already seen her at her worst. Well, at least Will and Camille had. Victor, not so much, thankfully. However, he'd probably heard about it, given that Tisha couldn't keep her mouth closed.  
 
    Camille grinned, latching onto her arm as she said, "We're going to the Caldwell Education Center. It's not quite as big as Magnus, but Caldwell was apparently very insistent that people learn the basics, so this was the building he chose to have named after him. It's still the second largest building on campus. They keep it that way on purpose, out of respect for the two main founders. The rest of the buildings are mostly named after our kings, though every traveler has gotten one as well. There are a few smaller buildings that people with outstanding contributions to the kingdom got named after them." 
 
    Jade nodded, since this all made sense. It was how most universities were set up, even if technically speaking, their contributions were just mostly money related instead of services to the kingdom. She supposed in a more advanced technological state, money was equivalent, since the whole fight for your life thing wasn't the social norm. When they arrived at the building, she found it was set up pretty much the same as the Magnus Center, with classrooms around the side bordering large courtyards, which she was informed contained only fifteen classrooms per level instead of the twenty Magnus boasted. "Why do they need that many classrooms, though? Aren't there only like ten general education classes offered?" Jade asked curiously. 
 
    Victor piped in. "You're right. Technically, only the second floor is for those classes. The third and fourth floors are a large performance hall, while the first floor is mostly the professor's offices. The fifth floor is an art gallery to display the works of students and teachers of the past." Her curiosity was suitably piqued by this. What passed for art in this world? Noticing her curiosity, he explained a little further. "Only two new art pieces are added each year, and it's considered a great honor to have your work included. A grand exhibition of art happens at the end of every year, and every student and teacher is given two votes to decide what gets included."  
 
    "Hmmm. A popularity vote… I suppose some truly tragic things have managed to make their way in by people trying to curry favor," she mused to herself, and Victor winced before nodding slowly.  
 
    "You're not wrong about that, but it doesn't happen often. It's also why the royal family rarely personally participate." Jade had to laugh at his frustrated expression. The poor guy was so proud of his art gallery and seemed to be taking it personally that people had taken the honor away from others because of their personal popularity instead of having good art.  
 
    She patted him on the shoulder. "Don't worry, it happens in every society. Besides, in my old world, there was some truly horrendous art that sold for ridiculous amounts of money, and most people could never understand why. They looked like they were painted by a five year old with no talent, but sold for enough to let people live like royalty for years because they had the right marketing." She thought about it. Did that mean she was going to be encouraged to not participate? But she had this awesome idea in her head now—a tree made of all the elements… Oh well, she'd consider that later. She was probably going to make it anyway, just for the sheer fact that she thought her babies would like it.  
 
    Anyway, Victor seemed mollified by her words, giving a dark chuckle at the thought of people spending so much on scribbles. They soon arrived at the second floor, and she realized that while they may have fewer classrooms, they were much larger than those in Magnus, so it was probably close to the same size overall. Since they weren't placed next to each other, most people probably wouldn't notice. There was a steady stream of students going into the classroom they were headed for, and Camille explained in response to Jade's confused look. "The general classes, especially the evening ones, are some of the most popular, partially because there aren't as many conflicting classes, but also because things like business, monster study, and command are extremely important here. How good you are at certain things determines how far you'll go after graduation, especially since many students will join the guard first." This explained the fact that every guard she'd met had the lowest noble title at the very least.  
 
    As they entered the classroom rather quickly, rather than having to wait, most of the students had parted to let the royal party through, they looked around to choose a seat as Jade announced, "I'd like an end seat so my fellacai have a little more room to move." Or at least, that was the excuse she was going to use. Nodding, they went to a row in the middle—the seats were auditorium style—and the three of them had a silent staring contest, as if fighting for something. Jade tilted her head, pondering their strange behavior. It wasn't until Camille firmly latched onto her arm and stared her brothers down that Jade realized they were having a silent argument about who got to sit next to her, which Camille had obviously just won since Victor and Will filed in first with Camille triumphantly smiling as she took the second seat from the end.  
 
    Jade chuckled softly at their antics as she sat down, purposefully leaving an arm over the side so that she could brush people lightly as they passed. Most of the time, they looked down and said sorry as they bumped her, thinking it was their fault, and she just smiled innocently and replied. "Oh, it's no problem." In fact, it was quite the opposite. She was grinning like a Cheshire cat that got the cream.  
 
    Camille glanced over after the umpteenth time and asked, "Jade, why don't you just pull your arm in until everyone is settled?"  
 
    Jade laughed because this was the first time someone had called her out on her need to touch people, and she shrugged innocently. "I like to study reactions. This is an easy way to do that." It wasn't a lie, not really. It wasn't her real reason, but she did like studying people. She'd always studied her nurses. If they could treat her as their little experiment, she would study them in return. Turnabout’s fair play, after all. She was always curious as to what made them tick, when they were having a good or a bad day. They always tried to act cheerful, but she'd learned to tell. Still, it came in handy sometimes because she'd learned to read their expressions quite well.  
 
    Her introspection and Camille's response were cut short when an older gentleman walked to the front of the room, trailed by three younger looking men who looked to be his assistants. He cleared his throat, beady brown eyes staring down the room within his wrinkled face. "Let's talk business, shall we?"  
 
    She smiled. This would hopefully be very helpful. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen – Living 
 
    The professor continued smoothly, "My name is Duke Richard Mallick. My assistants are Baronets Jonathan, Eugene, and Kent. If you need any help, they are the ones to talk to." He paused, making sure he had their attention before he continued. "Business is the lifeblood of the kingdom. Without it, we are nothing more than barbarians without order. Therefore, it's in your best interests to–" 
 
    "Ahhh!" A shrill shriek came from right behind Jade, startling her. The fellacai had been flapping their wings a little, preparing to go down to her lap. When everyone turned to stare at her, she pointed at Jade and wailed tearfully, "She has fellacai in her hair!" 
 
    Duke Richard sighed, snapping his finger, bringing attention back to him as murmurs spread through the room as people craned their necks, trying to get a better look. "Yes, they are Lady Jade's bonded creatures and are completely harmless." Seeing most of the students still craning their necks to look at Jade, he snapped waspishly, "What, do I need something shiny to retain your attention?" 
 
    One of the brave students on the second row called out jokingly, "It wouldn't hurt."  
 
    Jade was quickly becoming red under the situation, but she was glad Richard at least seemed to know they were hers. She glanced at Camille, who muttered under her breath, "Most of the teachers were watching when you named them." Oh, well that explained why he knew they were hers and harmless, at least. Helpful. 
 
    She didn't want everyone to keep staring at her though, so she mentally spoke to Ramoth and Amber, her two flashiest and the ones happiest to be the center of attention, "Go sit on Duke Richard's shoulders, please." She included a mental image of Richard so they would know who she was talking about, and they were happy to comply, flinging themselves into the air above the heads of the students. There were gasps and sighs of appreciation as they flew over to Richard, settling one on each shoulder like little sentinels, staring out at the audience while seeming to preen a little.  
 
    He now had everyone's full attention, and he chuckled softly, nodding to Jade as he said, "Many thanks. Now, please try and pay attention." 
 
    Jade quickly sent a command to the rest of them to come down, and they flapped adroitly to her lap before lightly hopping around between her and the three royals, out of sight of pretty much everyone else. The four of them had small smiles on their faces as they watched the antics of the fellacai out of the corner of their eyes or glanced down at their frolicking, while Richard continued talking.  
 
    "Business is a relationship between the seller and buyer. As nobles, many of you will either take over family businesses or start or buy your own in order to support your lifestyle. Now, a few things that are vitally important…" The next two hours seemed to fly by as Richard talked about various aspects of business, such as having a contractual mage available for long term supply contracts, how various resources were acquired in the city, what was traded with the villages outside the city, and so forth. It was very enlightening, though almost entirely a lecture. Jade was a little curious that the idea of marketing hadn't come up at all, but maybe he'd cover that in another lesson.  
 
    As he dismissed the class, he reminded them, "I want all of you to bring a one page paper next week that tells me what business you are considering or wanting to go into and why. What do you think you can bring to the table? If you need help writing it, please contact the assistants who will arrange a tutor to help you." This was probably said for those who didn't know how to read and write. Jade absently wondered if her chicken scratch with a quill counted as writing. She'd gotten the skill, so it obviously did, but still, it was such a poor excuse for writing that she was a little disgusted by it. She obviously missed when he dismissed them because people were getting to their feet all around her. She quickly called out to her fellacai, who stopped playing and returned to her braid. Ramoth and Amber came flying well above the heads of people until they were right above her, then dove down quickly to rejoin their family.  
 
    She smiled, gently brushing fingers along Ramoth’s and Amber's wings as she said mentally, "Good job." They preened a little more, and she finally managed to join the flow of students going outwards, followed closely by the royals. She tried to gently brush up against a few more people as they crowded their way out, not even the royal status giving them breathing room at this point. Everyone wanted to go home! Jade paused at the stairs, looking wistfully upwards. She really wanted to go look at the art gallery.  
 
    Camille touched her elbow, encouraging her, "Go ahead and go up. We've got to go back to the palace for a family gathering, but we'll see you tomorrow." She smiled and Jade nodded, bidding the royal family farewell. Looking at the students streaming downwards, she instead went up, curiosity getting the better of her. When she finally reached the fifth floor, she was panting a little with the effort, and the fellacai were flitting around her as if to offer encouragement, since she'd said they could fly around now that they were alone, as long as they stayed close. She didn't know if there was anyone else already up there, but she didn't want them getting attacked.  
 
    She pushed open the doors to the art gallery, entering into the darkened area. The only light was coming from the stars through the glass roof of the courtyard. She didn't see anyone else around, as the area was basically one open room, just with square pillars everywhere displaying art on each side. Some had glass shelves for smaller sculptures, and every painting had a glass covering for protection. They were mostly around the edge, probably to protect them from direct sunlight. More sculptures were in the middle. In order to get a better look, she was about to light up her hands when she thought of something. Calling her fellacai over, she held her arm out as they landed. She had them turn around, then concentrated on their tail end. Much like her wind wall at the east gate, she wanted a timed enchantment.  
 
    When she thought she had it right, she touched each fellacai in turn, and they began emitting different colored sparkles of light as they flew around. They started swirling through the air, obviously excited by their trails of light. It didn't help her see all that much better, but they were quite beautiful. She did the same thing to herself, only she created a literal halo at the back of her head so it wouldn't blind her but would light up the area around her. Grinning at her own silliness, she walked around with her glowing butterflies to look at the art.  
 
    As Victor had said, some of it…wasn't all that great. Most of the outermost paintings were actually labelled and she realized they were the kings and queens of the past, as well as those who had their names on buildings. She studied their stern or smiling faces; those were the only two emotions she saw. They all seemed to have been painted in their prime for the most part. Her fellacai were racing on ahead of her, and she heard a startled shout. Running over, she found a man sitting on the ground, staring in awe at the fellacai. When he saw her, he gave a start, bowing hastily as he said, "Heavenly Mother! Have you come to take me to my son?" 
 
    Jade was freaking out a little. The smell of alcohol was super strong and she figured that the jug next to him on the ground had probably been full of it at one point, though now it was literally reeking out of his pores. Finally, she managed to squeak, "I'm sorry, I'm just a student with light magic. I'm not Heavenly Mother..."  
 
    Her words seemed to sink into the man, and he looked up again, his eyes finally seeming to take in more details than the fact that she was sporting a halo of light and ten fellacai who were trailing sparkles. The almost hopeful look on his face seemed to sink, and he nodded, looking at his jug before he took another swig, muttering despondently, "Oh. Okay."  
 
    Jade was torn. He was obviously not in his right mind and piss drunk. She crouched next to him, confessing, "I'm also a healer. Can I help you?"  
 
    That seemed to get his attention, and he focused on her before slowly shaking his head. "No, not much you can do. Can't bring my son back."  
 
    She paused, then gave up and flopped to the ground next to him, surprising him by staying. She was no psychologist, but she wasn't about to leave an obviously grieving man alone. Sometimes, people just needed someone to listen, and she could at least try. It had seemed to help the few people who she’d run into at the hospital on the occasions they took her out in a wheelchair. "Can you tell me about him?"  
 
    He looked at her, at her halo, the fellacai flitting around her, then slowly nodded. "I s'pose so." His speech was a little slurred, not surprising considering the smell. She absently raised a light breeze, trying to blow it away from her. The wind seemed to wake him up a little bit and he looked at her even more curiously, then said dreamily, "My son's name was Charles. He was among the best and brightest of the academy, my pride and joy. He was following in my footsteps to become a great water mage, but he was gifted with earth and metal magic as well. He was unique. He'd just won the art competition for the year when he was taken by those damn mesmer." He groaned, putting his face in his hands. "He was so gifted, so WHY!? Why him!? He had so much life ahead of him!"  
 
    Jade put a hand on his shoulder comfortingly, her magic going into him as she explored his ailments. His liver was failing and he seemed to have an advanced state of blood poisoning. His nerves were firing randomly and in awkward ways, and there was a blood clot building in his brain. Panicked, she started fixing him as quickly as she could, but she needed to get the toxins out of his body.  
 
    "What're you dooooin?" He slurred at her, seeming to feel the fact that his body was changing without his permission. 
 
    She met his eyes as she spoke firmly, "I'm going to fix you." Hesitating for a moment, she looked him straight in the eyes, layering her voice with threads of compulsion as she said soothingly, "Be at peace. Your son would want you to live on and learn to be happy again. Sleep now, and when you wake, you'll feel rested. Your son is at peace, and now it's your turn. This will be a hazy memory. Dream happy dreams and allow yourself to let go of the past."  
 
    His eyes were drifting closed as he mumbled, "Learn to be happy again…" When he finally passed out, she heaved a sigh of relief. She could make him sweat out the poison, but it'd be easier if she could create an easy exit. Holding his arm, she took one of her throwing knives and made a small cut. From that, she began to draw all the alcohol and poisoning out of his system, fixing his faltering nerves and getting rid of the blood clot. A thick, foul smelling, viscous fluid was released, and she directed it into the jar; she was going to toss that. She was sweating by the time she finally finished and nearly twenty minutes had passed. It was the longest healing she'd ever done.  
 
    Making sure he was comfortable, she used water magic to quickly clean herself off, then put her sweat and dirt into the jar too, grabbing it. She paused, looking down at the poor man as she whispered, "I really hope you do find peace. Slowly killing yourself won't solve anything. There are so many people who don't have the chance to live, so you shouldn't waste the chance you've been given. There's so much good you can do. No sick person ever wants to be a burden, and...I doubt your son would want to be the cause of you having a miserable life. Those who've moved on just want their families and friends to be happy." He was asleep, so she knew he hadn't heard her consciously, but she hoped he might subconsciously.  
 
    Moving to the stairs, she quickly took away her halo of light and the sparkle streams of the fellacai. They flitted around her as she lit up her hand, descending the stairs and making her way out of the building and off campus, tossing the jar into the trash on her way out. She bid the guards there goodnight and quickly made her way through the darkened streets back to The Green Dragon, snacking on food from her bag along the way to recoup her energy.  
 
    Dealing with the past was the burden of the living. It wasn't easy, but it was necessary.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen – Death 
 
    She made her way back safely, but she still felt the weight of that man's feelings pressing upon her. She only hoped she'd made the right decision to help him. His first words when he saw her—Have you come to take me to see my son?—were still haunting her. She was going to be very, very careful to not use that halo effect again, especially if it made people think she was a saint or a goddess. There already seemed to be enough cult worship with the travelers; she really didn't need to make it worse.  
 
    As she opened the door to the common room, she was greeted with the sound of voices chattering cheerfully, brightly recounting their experiences from the day to their friends. As she stepped inside, letting the door close behind her, she noticed Chloe, Ian, and Mathis first. They were huddled around a table, and if she wasn't wrong, it looked like they were going over letters. It made her smile. They were tutoring Ian before his reading class. Jackson, Evan, and Adam were at another table with a few more students, and it looked like they were playing cards. Jackson caught her eye, beckoning her over. She just smiled a little wanly and shook her head, mouthing the words 'not tonight.' He nodded, looking a little concerned. He glanced at the table, then excused himself, making his way over.  
 
    He ran a hand through his curly red hair as he finally met her halfway across the room and asked, "Hey, Jade. Everything okay?" 
 
    Jade smiled at him, trying to make it a little brighter. "Yeah, I just had a bit of a strange encounter that I'm trying to make sense of. I'll try and play with you guys another night. You'll have to teach me though. I've never played many games." Well, unless it was stuff like Spider solitaire that she could play on her computer, but she didn't think that counted.  
 
    He nodded, still studying her. "Alright. Just let me know if you need anything." He still seemed concerned, and she smiled at him again. 
 
    "I'm fine, but thank you." She patted him lightly on the shoulder and his whole upper body seemed to flush as she observed him with interest. He nodded and quickly excused himself from her prying glance, but his mission had been accomplished; he'd cheered her up, even if only a little and at his expense. Probably rather unintentionally, too.  
 
    At this point Kaylee had noticed her, and she too came over. "Jade, you're back! How was your first day of classes?" There were starry lights in Kaylee's eyes and Jade remembered how much she revered those who went to Dracona, dreaming wistfully about what happened there.  
 
    She laughed softly, admitting, "It was a little crazy. I think I'm on a bit of information overload." 
 
    It was then that Kaylee's eyes widened as she pointed to Jade's braid where her fellacai were resting. Jade quickly held up a hand, "Oh, don't worry, they're mine! I bonded with them this afternoon, so I'll probably need a semi steady supply of juice to feed them." She smiled comfortingly as Kaylee seemed to calm down, then finally move a little closer, fascinated by the beautiful creatures.  
 
    She smiled, shaking her head. "You're always full of surprises. Why don't you take them to the roof? I think they'd like the herb garden up there and you won't startle anyone until we can spread the word. I'll bring you up something to eat. You must be famished."  
 
    Jade laughed, her mood cheered even more by Kaylee's open attitude. "You know me, I'm always hungry, especially before I sleep. Thank you." She hugged the other girl gently, then Kaylee quickly shooed her upstairs. She paused to use the bathroom, then made her way up to the roof. The smell of growing things up here was amazing, and her fellacai happily took off to explore as she admonished them to stay in the roof courtyard. Their cheerful okay as they zipped among the plants made her smile. A short while later, Jessica was the one who brought her food up. 
 
    "I heard you've collected a small swarm of fellacai!" Jade grinned, nodding, and several of them zipped out, circling Jessica to her delight before rushing off into the herbs once again. "Oh, they're precious!"  
 
    Jade nodded again. "I kinda fell in love with them at first sight. They called to me." Jessica was contemplating her, so she shrugged. "Anyway, thanks for bringing food. I'm starving!"  
 
    Jessica laughed. "When are you not starving? I swear, all you do is eat!"  
 
    Jade stuck her tongue out at her. "Magic and eat, thank you!" 
 
    "Very well, all you do is magic and eat and grow at a ridiculous pace." She smiled back at Jade, then shook her head. "Well, I've got to get back down there before pandemonium breaks lose, but I wanted to check up on you. Take care of yourself, you hear?"  
 
    Jade nodded, hugging the other girl before she went downstairs. Jessica even hugged her back briefly, and she was glad they were getting used to her ways, even if they were considered abnormal. She stared chowing down on her food, grateful for it. She hadn't realized it, but the healing and light and everything else had drained her a bit, though not nearly as bad as it had in the past; it was proof she was getting much stronger. Once she finished, she carefully packed the remains back in the box Jessica had brought up, then leaned back on the bench, staring up at the stars. It calmed her down, even if just a little, as she thought about the events of the day. The soothing scent of Jessica’s herb garden was all around her, the scent of living things. She held her hand up, imagining that she could almost touch the stars. Was one of those tiny dots her old sun? 
 
    She tensed as she felt an inexplicable sense of danger wash over her. She reached for her knife only to have a clawed hand grab onto her, stopping the motion. Unwillingly, her eyes were drawn up to the grinning face of the mesmer and she opened her mouth to scream, only to be preempted. “Ssssssilence, sweet one…” it hissed.  
 
    Her mouth snapped shut, her mind working overdrive to try and throw off its influence. She instantly mentally clicked on the siphon dot, watching the blue screen block off its face momentarily. She quickly clicked her options, feeling a tiny buzz as she began to receive from them. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphoning complete. Assimilation of Intelligence and Hypnotize from Mesmer underway.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The mesmer was still holding on to her, so she used her healing magic to take a mental look at its biology. Ultimately, it was still a humanoid form. It had wrapped an arm around her waist and was looking over the edge, preparing to jump when she struck. She called its blood from heart and brain, making them rip through their bounds and tear the muscles from within. One moment the mesmer was preparing to jump and the next it went rigid, then limp, collapsing with her still in its arms.  
 
    Thankfully, they went backwards, and she managed to scramble free without cutting herself as she ignored her new red dot. Her fellacai were fluttering along the edges of the bushes in panic, and she mentally sent the message, "I'm okay. Stay there, hidden. More people will be coming, and I don't want them to hurt you." They retreated back into the herbs as, on her feet, she went to the edge of the roof, looking down. There was a guard patrol approaching, and she screamed at them. “Guards!” Looking alarmed, they were looking for the sound of her voice as she kept going. “I’m on the roof. There are mesmer in the city tonight! Send word or whatever you do, make sure people know and that you’re looking for them! I’m betting there was more than the one I just killed.” 
 
    They paused at that last part, and she screamed, “GO! Or do you want to be responsible for more…” She trailed off, glancing behind her as she heard two soft whumps.  
 
    “Miss, are you okay? What’s happening?” One of the guards called out from below, given that she’d just stopped mid sentence. 
 
    She came face to face with two mesmer, who were studying her curiously, while at the same time glancing angrily at the dead mesmer at her feet. “Sssso, you killed our brotherrrrr?” The creepy voice was a soft hiss. “Tell usssss, how…” She was glad that she'd sent her fellacai to hide because she was afraid the mesmer would rip them apart given half a chance.  
 
    She found herself bound by their dual power, and she spoke unwillingly, “Blood magic…”  
 
    “No ussssing blood magic, then,” the other hissed, ordering her. They walked forward, each scratching a cheek to taste her blood as she activated mana sense. They seemed to glow with a sickly black aura that made her want to vomit, so she quickly turned it off. “Ssssso a blood mage tastessss ssso ssssweet.” Almost out of reflex, she clicked on choices to siphon, ignoring the fact that she was in a very dangerous situation. She could hear shouting down below and people were now running through the streets. 
 
    “We mussst go…” One of them looked at the other, then wrapped an arm around Jade’s waist while the other picked up the fallen body of their ‘brother.’ The door to the rooftop flew open and Raphael rushed through, sword drawn, only to look in sheer panic as he realized there were three mesmer with Jade. She felt them bend their knees to jump and quickly created a wind box to block them in. They jumped, only to come crashing into the wall before rebounding, quite painfully for her. 
 
    “What isssss thissss!?” one of them cried with outrage, both now bleeding slightly from their heads impacting the shield. That was when she stole their oxygen, much as she’d done with Brodie. Yanking the air from their lungs so they couldn’t give her any orders, she created a second wind wall that was more like a second skin so they couldn’t hurt her. Her head was aching with the impact and concentration needed to keep up the four different wind magics, but she stubbornly stuck with it as she was dropped to the ground. 
 
    They were trying to clutch their throats, their long nails making it hard to do so. One turned vicious eyes on her, realizing she was the source of their pain, and the nails came raking towards her. She flinched, but was relieved when the nails bounced off of her wind wall. The sound of more shouts were muffled, trapped as she was in a box of wind from the rest of the world. 
 
    She stared into the eyes of the dying mesmer as she sneered, “Rot in hell.” They finally passed out, having taken far longer than she liked or had thought would be possible. She’d basically collapsed their lungs. She let the wind wall drop, and a cacophony of noise assaulted her. 
 
    “Jade!” Raphael was the first there, his sword still out as he attempted to check her for injuries. 
 
    She pointed at the mesmer and croaked with a dry mouth, “Not dead yet.” His face hardened, and he instantly moved, chopping off the head of the closest mesmer while someone else did the same to the second and third, even though that last one had been dead already. 
 
    Sighing with relief, she glanced around, not feeling particularly safe at the moment. Raphael came back to her while the other guards were still moving around, checking the perimeter. Oddly, none of the students had come outside during the commotion. Raphael sheathed his sword, then ordered the guards, “Send someone with a message if you find anything. I’m going to get her inside before she attracts any more of the cursed things.” 
 
    She tried to squeak in protest of his accusation, but found her throat bone dry and was unable. It wasn’t like she was a magnet for them… Well fine, maybe she was, but still. She managed to kill all three by herself! It was that thought that drove it home to her, and she glanced back at the bodies and immediately started retching. All the food that she had eaten in preparation of her siphoning that night started coming up, making her throat raw with bile. Hopefully the plants she sprayed would be okay, but Raphael was just holding her over the garden box, keeping her hair back from her face so she didn’t get puke in it. Her little fellacai had come over, fluttering around her, and she absently heard Raphael tell the guards not to attack, that they were her bonded. He must've heard from the girls. 
 
    For the first time, she’d killed not one, not two, but three sentient beings, albeit with a little help at the end. Once she finally felt like she had nothing left in her, she let Raphael wipe her face with a handkerchief he pulled from who knows where before he gently supported her as she walked slowly inside. He didn’t ask her any questions, he was just…there. He even ignored the fact that in lieu of easy access to her hair, the fellacai landed on his head.  
 
    Fearful faces peeked out of doorways as they passed, looking at them with curiosity and at the fellacai on Raphael's head with confusion. She realized they’d probably been ordered to stay in here where it was safer. The guards had probably come in yelling about mesmer and the girl on the roof. He carried her down to the common room, which was now empty save Jessica and Kaylee, who were peeking out from the kitchen. Once they saw him supporting her, they rushed forward, clucking over her and the fact that her cheeks were still bleeding.  
 
    "She threw up everything in her, so she'll need to eat more before she sleeps. Get her something to drink first," Raphael said in a gruff voice, and Jade could tell he was trying to stay calm and hold in his emotion. The girls nodded, getting to work as he helped her into the kitchen, sitting her down at a table gingerly. He commanded sternly, "Jade, you need to heal yourself." 
 
    This startled her out of the numb trance she'd been settling into. She nodded, reaching up to her cheeks and pushing the mesmer taint out of her skin before she healed it over perfectly, leaving no trace that she'd been wounded except for the small ball of blood. Holding it in the air above her hand, she absently thought, burn. To the surprise of the other three, a magical flame sprung up in the same spot, consuming the blood until there was nothing left. Satisfied, she dusted her hand off above the trash to their startled looks. 
 
    She was looking right back at them, still a bit numb as Jessica pushed a mug of apple juice into her hand. The fellacai had left Raphael and were flitting around her again, seeming to be in distress. She poured a little apple juice into her palm, holding it on the table for them as she drank the rest herself, letting the cool liquid soothe her throat. Absently, she healed that too, realizing she'd ignored it when she healed her cheeks. They gave her more juice and a plate, which she switched to using for her fellacai, sharing her drink with them. They shifted over, seeming to settle down now that she wasn't hurt anymore.  
 
    Kaylee came over, feeling her forehead and looking her in the eyes as she asked with slight fear, "Jade, are you okay? What happened?"  
 
    Jade sighed, looking down at her hands. "I…killed them, the mesmer. I saw their taint, and it was so dark, so ugly. But they aren't mindless monsters. They obviously cared for their own because they wanted to take back the body of the first one I killed. They spoke to me. They used logic, reason… They were alive and trying to survive, and I killed them." 
 
    Raphael cut in here, "It's a good thing you did. What they had planned for you was far worse than the easy death you gave them. Think of the darkness. Creatures like that don't deserve to live." He paused. "Jade, you have to remember, they were trying to kill you, and it would have been a slow and torturous death. You can't beat yourself up over this. They came to kill, so it's only right they died for it."  
 
    Jade nodded slowly. "Logically, I understand what you're saying, but I still feel sick to my stomach. Raphael…I'm worried. They sent one, and it died. They sent three, and they died. Are they going to start sending more? Will they all come after me? What if there are still more in the city tonight?" She blanched, then thought of something. "If they're inside the wall, it means guards were hurt! It means the traps didn't work! I need to go there!"  
 
    Raphael put a hand on her shoulder, calming her down. "Mike is at the wall already, and the guards are searching the city for any more. Word came that they were in the city right about the same time you called for the guards. The next patrol had been coming to warn the ones you spoke to. They hadn't been able to set up the traps, so the blood you gave them is being kept deep underground and in light so that it wouldn't attract them." 
 
    Jade calmed down a little at his words. She nodded slowly, then sighed. "Alright." Looking at Kaylee and Jessica, she asked tentatively, "Will you check up on me at dawn? I need to get an early start if I'm going to visit the barracks before classes.” Granted, she didn't technically have classes until eleven, but she wanted to make sure she had enough time as well as gather any information she could.  
 
    "Of course. We'll make sure you're up. Now please, eat. You need the energy." If they could tell, that meant it was getting bad again. She nodded absently, starting to wolf down the food against her stomach's mild protests. She needed to eat so she could still siphon tonight. She was ignoring the red boxes in her vision, knowing what they meant. She'd deal with them in the morning. Once she finished eating, they mother henned her back to her room, which thankfully, was still lit up like noonday, making her feel a bit safer. Still, she closed and shuttered the windows tightly. She didn't want anything coming in while she was unconscious.  
 
    Choosing the rest of the options for siphoning, she made sure she had more food in easy reach, changed into her pajamas, and made sure the fellacai had a nice little nest of clothing to rest in.  
 
    She clicked her choices and oblivion claimed her once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen – Flight 
 
    Day Seven 
 
      
 
    She woke to silence. She lay there for a moment, just taking in a deep breath, acknowledging that she’d survived another night. The blinking dots at the side of her vision told her that as horrible as last night had been, it wasn’t a nightmare. She immediately discarded the three blinking red dots, knowing what they would say. To her surprise, there were no other abnormally colored dots for her to check, just the normal notifications that she had siphoned a whole bunch of people and creatures.  
 
    She absently dismissed them, reaching over for her pocket watch to check the time. It was only five thirty, so she had plenty of time. She quietly got up, making sure not to disturb her sleeping fellacai. She grabbed some new clothes and made her way to the bathroom, choosing to take a long soak in the tub while she checked her status updates. It was one of the few times where she could just…be.  
 
    Absently, she sang softly as the song came to mind, “I’m a survivor. I’ll never give up. I’ll never drop. I’ll just work harder.” She sighed, reveling in the hot water as she finally addressed her new profile screen.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 14.17 
  Dexterity: 14.35 
  Constitution: 13.64 
  Intelligence: 18.56 
  Magic: 15.09 
  Charisma: 14.27 
  Luck: 15.76 
    
  Special Abilities: Adaptable, Siphon 
  Skills: Accessorycraft, Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Cold Resistance, Compulsion Magic, Contractual Magic, Danger Sense, Dark Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Earth Magic, Eating, Engineering, Fire Magic, Flight, Glasscraft, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Herbology, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Hypnotize, Insight, Intimidate, Life Magic, Light Armor, Light Magic, Lightning Magic, Magic Resistance, Mana Sense, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Metal Magic, Modeling, Nature Magic, Navigation, Pain Tolerance, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Resilient, Riding, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Spatial Magic, Speed Reading, Stealth, Summoning Magic, Tailoring, Tracking, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic, Writing 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She grinned happily. Her stats had skyrocketed with her siphoning last night. Strength went up more than two points, dex, con, and magic by a little more than one, and charisma by almost two! Absently, she looked down, realizing she hadn’t addressed the fact that she was so noticeably not flat anymore! If she had to guess, she was around a D cup now! She stared in awe at herself, then started checking her body for other changes.  
 
    Her skin was soft, but it seemed strangely stronger than normal, like it was tougher. Beneath that, her body had filled out all around, and though she was still lean, her muscles rippled beneath the surface; she even had abs that were starting to be slightly defined! She absently flexed, watching her reflection in the water, fascinated by the ripple of muscle. Her nails seemed stronger, perfectly shined. She smiled at the surface of the water, noticing that she was now much closer to dental-commercial white. Even her hair was a little longer and, again, more lush and shiny than yesterday. She laughed aloud, splashing in the water with glee before she finally went back to her profile.  
 
    She’d gotten eight new skills yesterday: cold resistance, contractual magic, flight, hypnotize, magic resistance, resilient, riding, and summoning magic. She was a little surprised that flight had gotten on there that easily and the system hadn’t done a correction for it. Still, that made her even more excited! She couldn’t wait to try it! Wanting to check what level it was, she quickly pulled up the detailed skill sheet.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Accessorycraft 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  84% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  86% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  93% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  73% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cold Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  57% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  54% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Contractual Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  8% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Danger Sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  22% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  46% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  1% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Engineering 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  61% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  91% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flight 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  97% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  12% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hypnotize 
  
      	  Beginner 1 
  
      	  71% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  15% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  12% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  15% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  39% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  12% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  68% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  89% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  29% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  27% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  74% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  88% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  36% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pain Tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  74% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  81% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resilient 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Riding 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  44% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  55% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spatial Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  82% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  84% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  52% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tailoring 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  1% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  2% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  72% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  51% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Writing 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She took careful inventory of her skills. Archery, contractual magic, danger sense, dodge, fire magic, intimidate, pain tolerance, small blades, and wind magic had all ranked up to intermediate. Contractual magic was the most surprising one, since she hadn’t even had it before yesterday, but given that she’d been using it herself and siphoned eight different people with it, she supposed it wasn’t too far of a stretch.  
 
    Nothing had gone up to advanced level yet, but information gathering was close. Well, closish. Level 10 was supposed to be harder, so she wasn’t sure how long it would take her to fill the remaining 85%, but she figured…she’d probably have it by tomorrow at this rate. Surprisingly, mental fortitude had pulled into second place at the top of her skills, with light and healing magic tied not far behind and perception right behind that. If someone had tried to siphon her, she supposed those were the five skills they’d see for her.  
 
    Either way, the fact that she’d woken up ravenous a few hours earlier made complete sense, and she’d demolished the food at her bedside. A few fellacai had woken and looked at her curiously, then gone back to sleep. Despite siphoning around sixty people that night, it hadn’t been all that bad, actually. Either adaptable was even more of a jackpot than she thought, or her rising con stat had something to do with it too. It was probably both and maybe more besides.  
 
    Getting out of the tub at last, she used her water magic to clean up the mess she’d made splashing earlier and to dry herself off. Wind magic blew through her hair carefully, leaving it in beautiful wavy layers. She thought about what classes she had today—no combat classes, but she had her nature tutoring, geography, water, and light classes. However, she was also going to the guard post. She kinda just wanted to leave her hair down; it was so shiny!  
 
    Still, that wasn’t completely practical, so she did a crown braid across the front like she had when she went to meet the royals; it was out of her face, but the rest of it was able to hang freely down. Grinning, she went back to her room, opening her door to find her little fellacai fluttering all over, exploring the room.  
 
    As she entered, they stopped exploring to come over and greet her, their little forms whirling around her with glee. She laughed and chirped at them, “Good morning, my lovelies.”  
 
    “Morning! Good!” They mentally squeaked back at her. She grabbed a few things she’d need for the day, putting on her awesome boots and packing a few spare changes of clothes into her bag so she could leave them in her workshop. Thinking about something, she quickly closed the door to her room so no one could see her being ridiculous. She began to flap her arms, thinking that if she was going to fly, that was probably what would do it, since she didn’t have wings. To her disappointment, all that happened was she looked ridiculous, to the point that Lilith hovered in front of her face and asked in her tiny voice, “What doing?” 
 
    Jade smiled at her little queen, then replied with a small smile, “I was trying to fly like you!” 
 
    Lilith fluttered around for a moment, then finally responded, “No wings. No fly.” 
 
    Jade sighed, nodding as she said, “Makes sense.” But if she couldn’t fly without wings, why wouldn’t the system give her a correction when she siphoned it? She supposed it was probably just a movement skill, like running or walking. If she could fly, it would be easier to move through the air without crashing into something. Too bad she didn’t have wings. In DnD, all they needed was a stupid flight spell to be able to soar through the air… 
 
    She hit her head with her hand. “I’m an idiot!” she muttered, while the fellacai seemed to be confused at her behavior, fluttering around her again. She slowly started pushing the feeling of magic through her body, thinking, I am light as a feather! I can fly! The warmth of her magic tingled through her veins, and then slowly, she began to float off the ground. Elated, she gave off a whoop of laughter, pumping her arm in the air in jubilation…which turned out to not be her best idea ever. She shot up, hitting the ceiling and flattening against it with a loud thump.  
 
    She heard shouts and yells from the corridor. Then her door burst open and Raphael was the first one through. He looked around frantically, not seeing her as he called out, “Jade!?”  
 
    His confusion only lasted a moment as she lost concentration on her spell, and she was suddenly falling. Slamming into the door in her best approximation of a belly flop, she ricocheted off and barely managed to put her arms out to arrest her fall so she didn’t slam head first into the floor. Still, her elbows, stomach, and knees were killing her!  
 
    “What on earth…?” Raphael and the people behind him—Jessica, Kaylee, and a few curious students—looked absolutely confounded. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    Jade grimaced, healing herself quickly as she sat up and rubbed her elbows, which had taken most of the impact on her arms. “The ceiling.”  
 
    Raphael asked slowly, as if talking to a child, “And how did you get on the ceiling?” 
 
    Jade grinned up at him. “Magic! I think I just learned how to fly!”  
 
    She could hear Jessica and Kaylee groan as they turned, shooing away the other students. Raphael offered her a hand up, which she took and allowed him to pull her to her feet. She was elated, and her fellacai were frantically circling her as Ramoth hovered in front of her face, ordering imperiously as she scolded, “Need. Learn. Fly. Better!” Jade just giggled and nodded at her. 
 
    “Okay, Ramoth, I’ll learn to fly better. You guys can teach me.” Looking appeased, Ramoth and the rest of her fellacai swooshed towards her head, seeming to like her new hairstyle, as she now had a crown of beautiful butterflies peering at the world.  
 
    Raphael shook his head, looking at her, then at the crown of fellacai. “I…” He paused, as if unsure what to even say. He ran a hand through his hair, then shook his head again. “Eventually, I’ll stop being surprised by the stuff you do…and how you look.” The last part was a mutter that she realized she wasn’t supposed to hear, but it made sense. She did look rather different from yesterday, though she was still recognizable.  
 
    “Maybe. But until then, let’s eat breakfast!” She grabbed his arm, taking her bag, making sure she had her sunglasses and her wallet with her keys and cards, she dragged him out of the room, locking it behind her as they descended to the common room. He excused himself to go do other things, while most of the students were now sitting in the common room and looking at her with curiosity. Kaylee and Jessica had returned to the kitchen to save the food from burning and serve it up.  
 
    She grinned at the students, showing them her brilliant white shine as she saw Jackson, Evan, and Adam. Chloe, Ian, and Mathis were also at the table next to them. She walked over to Jackson, plopping next to him and smiling at Chloe, with a small nod of her head beckoning the three of them over. Jackson looked a little surprised as Chloe, Ian, and Mathis immediately grabbed their plates and relocated.  
 
    Jade greeted them all. “Morning, everyone! Jackson, Evan, Adam, meet Chloe, Ian, and Mathis. They’re in my contractual magic class.”  
 
    She relaxed as the tension left and they started chatting amiably, until finally Jackson addressed the elephant in the room. “So Jade…” He paused as Kaylee brought her a giant plate of food, winking as she set it down in front of her and then left just as silently. Jade immediately started digging in, looking at Jackson with a ‘what?’ look. “There are some rumors that there was a mesmer attack last night…and we had a bunch of guards in here until all hours of the morning. Care to explain what happened?” 
 
    Jade swallowed, smiling innocently. “Why do you think I know?” He just gave her a look and she relented, seeing that everyone at the table pretty much had the same look on their faces. Apparently, there was no getting out of this one. “Fine, fine. I was on the roof and had a few mesmer come for me. They’re dead now.”  
 
    Chloe sighed across from her. “Really, Jade? I think you skipped a few parts, like how many is a few and how did they die?”  
 
    Jade had shoved in another mouthful of food by the end of her question, so she quickly chewed and swallowed, sighing with a smile. “There were three, but at first there was just one. I killed it with blood magic, called the guards, and then two more showed up and tried to grab me and the body. I trapped them in with wind walls and then suffocated them, and by that point Raphael and the guards were there, so they finished them off.” 
 
    She looked at her food, remembering that she’d killed them, or at least that she’d killed one and basically killed the other two, though she hadn’t landed the killing blow, technically. She remembered losing her cookies afterwards…and then shoved more food in her mouth. She wasn’t going to regret killing them, even if her brutality last night had shocked her. She paused, thinking. 
 
    What about last night was it that got to me? Was it the possibility of death? Nothing new there, even if I suppose having knives in your face is somewhat different than a wasting disease. Was it the fact that I killed them without any hesitation? Or maybe the fact that I witnessed death, even if it was my own fault. It could even just be the realization of how much this world is changing me… 
 
    She shrugged to herself, shaking her head and shoving more food in. Whatever the cause of her breakdown last night, there were probably going to be repercussions she’d have to deal with in the future, but that was future Jade’s problem. She had enough on her plate right now…well, not completely true. Her plate was empty, and she looked at it a little forlornly.  
 
    Looking back up, she caught the others laughing at her sad look as Evan said, “Kaylee’s bringing you more.”  
 
    She brightened, and then Ian asked her with wide eyes, “So what Jackson said is true? You’ve had four mesmer come after you in under a week, and they all died?” 
 
    Jade pondered this. It was more like under a few days, but she was trying to remember when the first mesmer attack had happened. Saturday night? It seemed like eons ago. Either way, she nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s right. I was hoping that they wouldn’t make it into the city. There’s a trap we’re setting up that will hopefully stop them before they can hurt anyone in the future. I’m going to go check on it after I finish eating.” 
 
    Jackson looked curious. “But what about morning fitness classes? You already missed yesterday.”  
 
    Jade smirked at him as Kaylee brought more food. She smiled her thanks at the girl, who nodded, then turned to Jackson as she cut her food, preparing to eat once again. “I’ve been excused from them. My first class is private tutoring at eleven today. If the wall doesn’t take too long, I’ll try to make it back to heal people up after fitness ends.”  
 
    They groaned in unison, and Adam barked out with a sigh, “So not fair.”  
 
    She grinned. “Don’t be too jealous. My small blades class is private tutoring, so for an hour, I get cut to shreds repeatedly and have to heal myself while trying to counterattack and not get cut up even more.” 
 
    They looked a little horrified at this. “Wait, Viscount Xay is privately tutoring you? With actual blades, not wooden ones?” Adam asked with a gulp.  
 
    Jade nodded, and there was a collective shudder at the thought. “Enjoy your morning!” Mathis chimed in unremorsefully. It seemed what she was going through was far worse that what they had to endure, which is why she’d brought it up. She’d gotten a serious workout yesterday, and it was probably the class she’d grown the most from. Healing, dodging, blades, unarmed combat when he knocked her knives away, running, perception, perseverance, mental fortitude to keep going…he’d pushed her to her limits. She probably needed to thank him, since that’s most likely what kept her alive last night. 
 
    When she finished her meal, she announced, “Well, I have things to do, people to see, but I’ll talk to you lot later!” She grinned at them as they echoed her goodbye, and she walked towards the door, singing under her breath as she remembered her breakthrough, “I can fly, touch the sky, I can fly!”  
 
    She may not have had pixie dust, but she figured her fellacai were close enough. Absently, she pulled up her sheet once more, looking for something new. There was nothing under F, so she kept scanning until she finally found it.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gravity Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  75% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Boo. Freaking. Yah. Although gravity wasn’t on her list of known magics… Oh well, something to look into later. 
 
    As she walked away, she heard Evan’s whisper, “Is it just me, or is her hair shinier than yesterday?” Oh right, she’d almost forgotten! There was a slight spring to her step as she opened the door and walked out into the sunshine.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen – Frank 
 
    Sticking her sunglasses on, she looked around only to see three guards straightening as soon as they saw her. She paused, stepping away from the doorway so she wouldn't get hit by someone else coming out as the guards approached. She smiled at Christopher, who was now accompanied by two other guards. As she stared at his face, she realized one of them was Dalton, the guard she'd healed after he jumped in front of a mesmer for her. The other one looked vaguely familiar as well, and she finally placed him as Sir Bick or Sir Tanner, one of the two who'd accompanied Christopher to escort her home that night. She greeted them cheerfully, "Hey guys, you my escort to the gate today?" 
 
    Christopher nodded, looking a little wary at her bright cheeriness. He was studying her as if unsure she was the right person. "Yes, Lady Jade?" 
 
    Jade frowned. "Did you hit your head?"  
 
    Christopher looked confused at the question. "No, of course not." 
 
    She sighed. "Then why are you questioning my identity? You spent enough time with me that it shouldn't be a problem." Eyes narrowing, she turned on her mana sense to double check that nothing was off. She realized she'd completely forgotten to do this at Dracona yesterday. She was going to have to remedy that today as soon as possible and make it a habit. She didn't like monster surprises that much. Still, they had normal auras and she breathed a silent sigh of relief, letting it go.  
 
    Christopher had a bit of a helpless look as he confessed, "You look a bit different than when I last saw you." Ah right, the changes. To her, she still looked like her, but normal people didn't change that fast. Satisfied, she nodded. 
 
    "Alright, I suppose that's fair." She turned to his companions, looking at them. She smiled at Dalton, saying cheerfully once more, "You look like you're doing much better. It's Dalton, right?" 
 
    He nodded, looking surprised. "Y-yes, I am. Thank you for your help!" 
 
    She laughed. "It was only fair. You got injured saving me." She met his hazel eyes from behind her sunglasses, her grin sparkling. Now that he wasn't all covered in blood, he looked to be a healthy twenty-something-year-old who was fit from the active life of the guard. His light brown hair was lightly tousled, and a stray lock curled over his forehead like a comma. She then turned her attention to their other companion and asked hesitantly, "Sorry, I'm not sure if you were Tanner or Bick. We never got introduced." 
 
    He took her hand, bending over and brushing his lips against it with elegant movements. He was thinner, and she now noticed the bow held in his free hand. It looked much stronger than what she'd been using yesterday. I wonder if I'd be able to use it now? Maybe I can switch over to my jade bow now that my strength went up? Bit of a waste to have that beginner bow for only a day though. Her thoughts wandered for a moment before snapping back to the brown eyed, black haired man. "I'm Sir Logan Bick, but you can just call me Logan. It's a pleasure to officially meet you, Lady Jade." 
 
    She smiled back at him. "Just Jade is fine for me as well. It's nice to meet you, Logan." She glanced at them, then asked, "I assume you got word that I was heading to the gate and are my escort this time. Why the numbers increase?" 
 
    Christopher looked at her with a little consternation, then finally replied, "Since you trapped me at the gate last time, it was mentioned that one person might not be enough. Also, since you're a walking target for the mesmer, it was also indicated that you might need more guarding." Jade winced.  
 
    Finally, she said softly, "Look, I'm sorry about that, but I'm not huge into being babysat. I like to explore and do things that require me to not have an escort." Looking up at the sky, she conceded, "I appreciate that you want to keep me safe, and I'm fine with you escorting me to and around the gate, but I'll need to talk to your superiors so you don't get in trouble again when I say no to more than that. I killed or incapacitated three mesmer last night. I'm not without weakness, but I can at least take care of myself until guards can come to the scene. I'm not going to live my life afraid and followed. It will stunt my growth." 
 
    Dalton snorted a little at that, and she raised an eyebrow at him as he sheepishly responded, "You don't uhmm…seem to have a problem in the growth department." His eyes flickered down her body almost too quickly for her to catch, and she might've missed it if she hadn't been staring at him.  
 
    Suddenly in a much better mood again, she just shrugged. "I'm having good results, and I don't want to stop it now. But please, let's walk and talk. There's only so much time in a day and I have a lot to do." They nodded, quickly forming around her as she groaned inwardly. How was she supposed to touch new people if she couldn't even get close to them? Looking at her escorts, she said frankly, "Can you guys…not surround me? I feel like I'm being escorted to prison."  
 
    They exchanged startled glances, and Christopher noted the glances they were getting. He might also be considering her penchant for 'bumping' into random people on the street. Finally, he conceded, "Alright. Dalton, you walk ahead with her, we'll follow." Dalton nodded, offering her his arm now that they weren't surrounding her, and she smiled at him as she took it. Now that the guards weren't actively carving a path out for them, it was a little easier for her to casually brush against people. She activated her mana sense briefly every time a new group of people came into view, making sure to scan for any threats. Still, her spidey senses remained untingled, which she thought was a good thing.  
 
    From behind, she heard Logan ask, “Are those hair ornaments moving?” As if in response, her fellacai started fluttering their wings, preening.  
 
    Jade looked back at their surprised faces as she chuckled, “Why yes, they are. These are my bonded fellacai. Cute, aren’t they?” They spluttered, looking flabbergasted at what to say.  
 
    Finally Chris choked out, “Very…nice.” They left her alone for the rest of the walk. 
 
    As they got to the gate, Dalton saluted the sentries, but they didn't stop for questioning, proceeding straight into the military compound. Since Dalton wasn't leading her to the wide area where the giant group had been before, she asked, "How are we doing this? How many people were hurt last night? Do they have a unit ready for me to do checks on?"  
 
    Christopher moved up to her side to answer her questions. Apparently, he had seniority of their group. "We're going to the infirmary. There are ten people who were injured by the mesmer last night. As for the unit, are you sure you want to do that? Countess D'Ard was hoping to meet with you."  
 
    Jade frowned, thinking. "Ten people? Don't you normally patrol in pairs? Does that mean the wall was breached five times?" 
 
    Dalton sighed, answering before Christopher could. "Yes. There were four who came into the city, and the one you didn't kill managed to leave."  
 
    She ground to a halt, staring at Dalton. "You mean they got someone last night? Who was it?" Her voice held a deep note of urgency. Had her calling the guards to her side stopped them from being elsewhere, allowing the last mesmer to go free? There seemed to be a lot of them that were drawn to The Green Dragon…  
 
    Dalton was looking at the ground. "I'm not sure of the name, I'm sorry." Jade immediately turned her gaze on Christopher. 
 
    He met her look, then finally said, "It was a second year student, Frank Laurens." Jade blanched, the blood draining from her face as she swayed, causing Dalton to quickly grab a hold of her to stabilize her. Christopher looked mad at himself for saying something, and he finally exhaled on a sigh, "You knew him, didn't you."  
 
    She nodded absently, then closed her eyes, turning her head so she could rest on Dalton's shoulder. She didn't care that she didn't know him all that well. Right now she just needed to catch her bearings and he was holding onto her. Her fellacai were fluttering anxiously at her influx of emotions, but quickly settled and left her to think. Frank. His curious gaze as he stared at her fellacai came to mind, and she thought of how he hadn't given up. Contractual magic hadn't even shown up on his siphonable abilities, but she'd noticed he had illusion magic as well. He'd been curious, kind, and explained things to them as much as he could. She could hear Christopher asking behind her, "Jade, are you okay?"  
 
    She forced herself to calm down, using water magic to briefly pull the tears that had started coming out at some point away, letting them go into the air. Her eyes probably still had a reddish tint to them, proof that she'd been crying, but she didn't care. Frank was gone. She hadn't known him well, but she’d liked him. She liked his honesty and determination. Bringing her head up, she smiled weakly at Dalton, then moved to look at Christopher. "I'll be fine. Let's go to the infirmary, then to Countess D'Ard. There's work to do." There was a steely glint in her eyes, and she stared at the wall, thinking. Don't lose hope, Frank. I'll come for you. Stay alive until then, please. She could only hope her silent prayer would reach him. 
 
    They arrived at the infirmary not much later. She found that the ten men were all each in their individual rooms, and Countess Marcelle D'Ard was waiting in the main room. She nodded grimly to Jade as she explained, "We weren't able to get the traps set up. We thought we had time before they'd come again. It's usually a month between raids." Her voice sounded almost apologetic.  
 
    Jade laid a gentle hand on her shoulder, saying softly, "You didn't know, and this is not your fault. They broke the pattern. We just have to learn from our mistakes and stop it from happening again."  
 
    "You blame yourself, don't you," Countess D'Ard commented softly.  
 
    Jade sighed. "Yes. I saw the number of guards on that rooftop with me. It must have cleared the surrounding area out completely, leaving Frank without a chance. Mine were dead, or as good as. If I hadn't called for help, would Frank still be here?" She paused, then shook her head. "Either way, there's no use in what ifs. There's only the present and preparation for the future, and believe me, I will be prepared." Her voice got a little harsher at the end, then she turned and walked towards the first door, trailing guards behind her like little ducklings. She needed to DO something, and ripping the taint out of these guards sounded like a good plan at the moment. 
 
    So that's what she did. It only took her around fifteen minutes to rid all ten men of their taint, albeit, she didn't quite rip it out of them. She’d made small cuts to allow for easier exit, since she'd found that was less taxing than making them sweat blood. She returned to the main room to find that Countess D'Ard had people placing piles of metal bars out on the main room tables. She vaguely recalled asking her to gather them all in one place so she could spell them if their mages couldn't do it. She looked at the rather large amount of bars, then nodded to the countess. "No mages with both metal and light, then?"  
 
    Countess D'Ard shook her head, indicating the rather large amount of people moving the bars. "These are all of our metal and light mages, but none of them has that particular dual affinity." Jade quickly activated her mana sense, seeing bright white and gray auras mingled with a few other colors around the people. She did a quick count, finding there were thirty-eight of them. That was more than she'd thought, but she was a little disappointed that none of them had been able to replicate lighting the metal. She would still try again.  
 
    She clapped her hands twice, and the various conversations people had been having came to a halt as the men and women turned to look at her. She smiled at them and began her impromptu lecture, "I understand none of you have been able to light the metal, so I'm going to show you how I do it, and then I want you to try again." She walked over to the table, lifting one of the large bars for a moment before quickly setting it back down on the edge away from the other bars. Concentrating, she pictured what she wanted. Only the outer layer would be lit, leaving the center mass untouched. She felt the normal resistance, though it wasn't quite like it had been with stone. She stabbed at the bar with her metal magic, telling it to let itself be changed. Slowly, the bar began to glow everywhere but on the ends. It started emitting a bright light, and when she looked at it with mana sense active, she could faintly see the tiny thread of magic being pulled in from its surroundings.  
 
    She turned to the watching mages, who were staring in wonder at the glowing bar. "There are a couple of things that seem to make it easier. First," she held up the pole again, swinging it gently so they could all see the end where it wasn't glowing, "I'm not trying to light up the entire bar, but merely the outer layer of metal. Second, I’m using metal magic to convince that layer of metal to change. Just as you would mold it, you have to make it malleable to the forces acting upon it. Third, I keep a firm mental image of what I want to happen so that the magic takes shape according to my will. Then I just keep shoving magic at it until it works because I'm stubborn like that. It's not easy. You saw it just took me around a minute to light this bar up, but I think that if a light and metal mage work together, one to make it malleable and the other to light up the edge, you can still do it. Please try."  
 
    They exchanged glances, and then several of them paired off and immediately started trying to light up the bars. They'd obviously tried this before, but it was different when given such clear direction. They'd probably been trying to light the whole thing up too, which would take a LOT more energy and probably drain themselves before they could accomplish it. She decided to start lighting up more bars while they figured out their teams and got to work. She'd lit up two more bars, finding it slightly easier each time she did it as she got the hang of things, when she heard someone else yelp in joy. She looked over to find someone else had managed to light up their bar. The teams weren't all equal because there wasn't an even amount of each mage type, so she saw one light mage working with two metal mages in several cases.  
 
    Walking over to the team that had succeeded, she smiled as she saw the sweat on their triumphant faces. She complimented happily, "I'm glad to see it works. Thank you for proving my theory."  
 
    They grinned at her, and the light mage said happily, "It's our pleasure, Lady Jade. Thank you for your guidance."  
 
    She laughed softly, "Really, you're helping me. It would take me a long time to light all of these up, and time is something I seem to forever be short on! Now, since you're already here, I want to do a quick healing check, and then I'll go." They all laughed and insisted on kissing her hand for her to check them before she moved to the next group. There were a few more successful groups, their morale seemingly bolstered by the first success. She went around to each group, congratulating and giving advice or personal help and healing where she could before she moved back to her own pile. Only two people had even needed her to heal anything, and it wasn't anything serious. A few people had low iron content, and she'd advised them to eat more red meat and leafy greens to try and bolster it.  
 
    She'd finish up her stack, then left the rest for them to accomplish. The practice and cooperation would be good for them.  
 
    Smiling, she looked at Countess D'Ard, who was watching her people with satisfaction. Jade stood next to her for a moment, looking at them with pride as well. They were working together beautifully. Finally, she turned again to the countess and said with determination, "Five days. Give me the next five days to become as strong as I can and level up my mana sense. I know what their taint looks like, what it smells like. On Sunday morning, I want to lead a hunting group to take down the mesmer and get Frank back. Can you help me arrange that?"  
 
    Countess D'Ard looked surprised at the vehemence in her soft voice, but her gaze grew determined as she nodded. "I'll not only arrange it, I'll join you. I'd like to kill the dirty mongrels myself." 
 
    Jade nodded, a savage grin echoed on her face. She was going to hunt the hunters. Her fellacai fluttered their wings in response to her thoughts, and she heard a tiny voice in her mind. “We help.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen – Reinforced 
 
    Jade was a little startled by the interjection of her fellacai. She hadn't thought of her beautiful little babies as something that could help in combat, but it made sense. Eamonn had been saying they were tricky to catch, and there was probably a reason for it, like defenses such as their pollen. Did it cause status effects? Her fellacai were fluttering their wings as they firmly clung to her crown braid. Marcelle looked over, a bit startled. "I thought they were ornaments…" Her voice trailed off and Jade smiled at her. 
 
    "Nope, they're my bonded, and they just offered to help as well. I believe if I can learn to see through their eyes, I might be able to speed things up in finding the lair." Marcelle nodded as if that made sense. She was still staring in wonder at the fluttering fellacai. Jade had wondered why they hadn't moved much since she got here, but realized it was probably self preservation. They only really let loose when there weren't many humans around. It seemed they had an innate fear of most humans and perhaps some experience with the guards, since they'd been quieter than ever before here. She held her arm out, and they seemed to take that as an invitation for a rest from her hair.  
 
    They fluttered about her head for a moment before setting on her arm. She gently stroked each one briefly, a loving smile on her face as she spoke to them. "Thank you. I'd like that, as long as you're careful. I don't want to lose any of you to accidents." She took a moment to just send soothing feelings to them, and they settled down, their agitation disappearing with her bloodlust. There was a reason she was waiting five days, and it wasn't because she was being callous. She needed to get through all of her classes at least once so she could try and learn the basics. More tools in the kit meant more situations she was able to deal with.  
 
    Right now, she could only see the aura around people, but the fact that her skill was called mana sense and not mana sight led her to believe she needed to learn more. She was close to leveling it up and hoped it would have increased capabilities after today. Sure, she could chase after Frank today, but she doubted it would do any good other than her fumbling in the forest blindly. As much as she didn't want to leave Frank with those monsters for five days, everyone had said it took at least a month for them to drain people. He should still be alive, though the fact that he was the only source they'd brought back concerned her. She sent another silent prayer up for him to whatever gods may be listening. She wanted to be sure that when she led the hunt, she was actually able to find them.  
 
    Looking at Countess D’Ard, she smiled quietly as her fellacai now flew around her a bit after she let them know they could. Everyone seemed fascinated, and she told them they could explore the room for a few minutes, so they did. A couple people just watched them playing with awe, leaving their bars unattended while they took a break. Jade smiled and spoke softly, "I just want to point out that these mages will probably need to eat before they can finish the project. It's fairly taxing to force semi-incompatible materials and magics to follow your will." She paused, glancing back at Christopher, Dalton, and Logan. "Also, can you tell me who's in charge of their orders?"  
 
    Marcelle looked a little surprised at her question, then said thoughtfully, "I didn't give them. Ammon might have, but there is one other possibility…" She trailed off, looking thoughtful and glancing around to make sure others weren't listening.  
 
    Jade nodded, her suspicions confirmed. "Alright. I know a little of who else might do it." She'd thought their little talk yesterday had meant something, but plainly she needed to reiterate it. Then again, he could just be jumpy that she'd nearly died last night. She sighed, realizing she should probably cut him a little slack. Stephen was just trying to look out for her, whether it was what she needed or wanted. It was his duty, and at least part of that was to keep track of her. She'd figured that part out all by herself.  
 
    Marcelle still looked a little surprised at her statement. "You do?"  
 
    Jade grinned at her, saying softly, "In my world, there were many stories about people in jobs like that. If you know what you're looking for or at, it can be easy to put the dots together." Marcelle nodded thoughtfully in contemplation of this new information. Jade spoke again, "Well, I'd better get going. I have a few more things to get done this morning, unless you have something else you need me for?" Marcelle shook her head, so Jade nodded and finished, "Then I’ll go. Stay safe." She kissed Marcelle on the cheek in farewell, the older lady returning the gesture before she turned and walked over to her three guards.  
 
    She smiled innocently at them and Christopher immediately looked like he’d raised his hackles, which made Dalton and Logan confused. She asked blankly, "Did your orders to escort me come from Count Ammon?"  
 
    Dalton was the one who replied, a little confused, "No, why would you ask that?"  
 
    Jade smiled at him, while Christopher looked with a little consternation at his companion. "I was just checking. Marcelle told me that if she or Ammon didn't order you, then there was only one other organization that would have the ability to do so. Since I'm rather fond of Stephen, I understand him setting you as guards for me after last night. But I'm going to leave you at the gate again, and I would appreciate if you'd let me do it without having to restrain you. He already knows I don't like being followed." 
 
    Christopher gave a low laugh, shaking his head. "No, our orders were to follow you if you allowed, but not to push it. Apparently, he is aware of your temperament and wishes." 
 
    She smiled. "Oh good. My talk with him yesterday wasn't for nothing then. I'm glad I'm not going to get you in trouble!" She was beaming now, happy she didn't have to pull a trick on Christopher again. She hadn't liked doing it the first time because she liked him as a person and didn't want to cause trouble, but she also didn't like having to have an escort. It made her feel like she was in the hospital again, incapable of making her own decisions. Absently, she called her little fellacai back and they came winging over from all corners of the room to settle on her braid like living ornaments once more. 
 
    Logan shook his head at this, muttering softly, "They're so…tame. I never thought I'd see the day they were used as hair accessories." Jade chuckled and they followed her out into the sunshine where she put on her sunglasses.  
 
    Dalton asked curiously, "What are those?"  
 
    Jade laughed, taking them off and handing them to him. "Try them." Curious, he put them on, then started looking around, obviously startled. She grinned. "It's not much. It just makes it easier to see in the sunlight for me. My eyes are still a bit sensitive to natural light." Though now that she was outside without them, she realized she was less sensitive than before. Obviously, she was adapting. Eighteen years without direct sunlight, and she was getting used to it in under a week! Well, her improved stats probably helped too. She heard a bell ringing, and the three of them stiffened. Curious, she asked, "What exactly does that bell mean?"  
 
    Christopher ran a hand through his hair. "Orcs trying another raid on the wall."  
 
    She looked at him thoughtfully, then at her pocket watch. It was still only eight. She'd been making good time. Nodding, she asked, "Can you take me to the top of the wall? I'd like to take a look." She wanted to see it for herself, from more than just a tower window.  
 
    Christopher grimaced, then nodded. "I suppose since we're here, it should be fine. Come on. This way." He led them through the streams of people moving in an orderly manner towards the wall, where they entered a tower with a spiral staircase inside and joined the ranks of people going up. At the top, people began dispersing in an orderly manner, as if this was quite common or had been drilled into them. Probably both. Christopher took her to where the edge of people was trailing off, but she still had a decent view.  
 
    For the first time, she got a close look at the outside of the wall. To her left, the plain stretched for as far as the eye could see, rolling waves of grain covering it until in the far distance she saw tiny mountains rising up. She was surprised at this, thinking the grain would have been inside the walls. Pointing at it, she decided to simply ask, "Why isn't the grain inside the wall?"  
 
    Dalton was the one who answered, his youth showing as he seemingly tried to impress her with his knowledge. "It's wild grain. Everyone eats it, including the monsters. It was magically altered generations ago so that it grew quickly. All we have to do is check for poison or disease and make sure the perimeter is guarded when we harvest. Otherwise, we don't actually have to do anything to maintain it. It's basically self sufficient."  
 
    She nodded, then pointed at the green creatures that were running through the grain. "And what can you tell me about them?" 
 
    Logan spit over the wall, grimacing. "They're orcs. Nasty creatures, and dumb. They use crude weapons and charge at the wall without apparent reason every few days, despite us killing them. They repopulate like nothing you've ever seen. I think it's a way of thinning out the herd, honestly. They reach maturity in a few months, growing like weeds, and are born in huge litters. Of course, it's only the ones charging at the wall which are stupid, which is why I think their leaders are sending these ones. The ones who live further out in the plains and forest are wily and brutal. They're ruled by the law of strength."  
 
    Jade nodded. Now that she could see them better, the ones charging at the wall seemed to have… She paused, then activated her mana sense. Their eyes were wild, as if they couldn't help themselves from charging. Their bodies were covered in a rich violet haze, something she'd never seen before. Illusion magic was a pretty lilac color, so she didn't know what this deep violet meant for sure, though if she had to make a guess… She sighed, letting go of her mana sense. "I think you're right, and they're being compelled. To my sight, they're all covered in a violet haze." She almost felt bad for the creatures, but they’d lost all reason. Their eyes were bulging and many of their torsos or legs were oddly uneven, making them run at a strange pace. They were dressed only in bare loincloths and their weapons were crude clubs. The tiny tusks growing out of their mouths suggested they were not that old. She agreed with Logan's assessment, honestly. They were being culled. These were the failures.  
 
    Looking at Logan, she asked politely, "May I borrow your bow?" He looked confused by her request. "I don't have archery practice today, and I would like to see if I can hit a moving target." She had steeled herself to do this. She didn't think killing was something she'd ever enjoy, but for the sake of living the life she wanted and for protecting people like Frank, she would learn. Last night was the starting point. Seeing her gaze, Logan mutely handed over his bow and quiver. She smiled wanly at him as she said, "Thank you for this."  
 
    She nocked an arrow easily enough, taking position. Logan moved forward, automatically correcting her grip a little bit, and she sent him a thankful glance. She looked at the approaching horde. No one else was shooting at them, given that they were still too far away to shoot accurately. She could tell Logan wanted to say something to her about it, but had decided to let her learn the lesson herself. Instead, she silently imbued the shaft of the arrow with wind magic, attaching her ideation to it just to see if it would work. Fly faster, fly further. You are a leaf on the wind! She released the arrow, and much to everyone's surprise, it didn't fall short. Granted, she didn't hit the heart of the Orc she'd been aiming for, but it did hit him in the stomach. What was even more surprising was that it didn't stop, but rather drilled right through him. She winced as his blood and viscera started leaking, the violet haze disappearing from him as he clutched his organs, trying to keep them in as he faltered. She winced. It was not the clean death she'd been hoping for. Oh, he'd still die. Gut wounds were bad about that, but it would be much slower and more painful than she wanted. 
 
    "What on earth?" Many of the men down the line were staring at her, since it was fairly obvious she was the only one holding her bow in position. Logan asked with awe, "How did you do that?"  
 
    Jade shrugged. "I just reinforced the arrow with wind magic."  
 
    Logan turned to the archer next to him. "Hey, lend me your bow." The guy silently handed over his bow to Logan, who asked, "Can you reinforce one of those arrows for me?"  
 
    Nodding, Jade took two arrows, reinforcing both of them with her magic quickly before she handed one to Logan, then took aim herself again. They loosed at the same time. Logan's arrow, to his delighted whoop, drilled straight through the brain of one of the charging orcs, dropping him immediately. Hers hit the orc's arm that she was aiming for, practically tearing it off but not killing him. She winced. She was hitting her targets, but in a manner that was a slow death. She took a deep breath, calming herself. This was why she was practicing. She wanted to be able to give a clean death to the creatures like Logan had. 
 
    Absently, she took all of the arrows in the quiver, reinforcing them at once, then put it between her and Logan. They started shooting down the orcs while most of the rest of the wall watched, the quiet muttering of conversations the only noise on the once booming wall. Her aim slowly and steadily got better until she finally hit one orc in the head like Logan had. She winced at the gore of the scene but sighed in satisfaction. Her arms were strained, and she let go of the bow, handing it back to Logan. She could use it, but not for that long without strain. By this time, the last of the orcs were now in range of normal arrows, and the rest of the wall quickly took care of them. Logan took his bow back, looking at her with new admiration.  
 
    "We've attached fire to the bows before, and many of our bows are actually reinforced with magic. But not many of us use it on the arrows, since they're more disposable. It does have a remarkable effect, though."  
 
    Jade nodded. "I guess it doesn't make as much sense to attach magic to such consumables for common use when it's just as effective to wait and use normal arrows." She gestured at the full scale slaughter that had happened as soon as they got in range. The amount of blood on the ground was soaking the grain. She winced and activated her mana sense, watching as the violet haze slowly dissipated as each orc succumbed to death, the madness leaving their eyes staring glassily ahead. Shaking her head, she said quietly, "They were imperfect. The failures of their society, thus banished and commanded to charge to their deaths. It's…sad."  
 
    Logan nodded. "It's not something we enjoy, just something we must deal with. Squads will be sent to clear out the bodies so they don't taint the grain." 
 
    Jade sighed, nodding. "I see." Glancing once more at the bodies, she realized that she just felt…sad. It was such a waste of life.  
 
    Her guards began escorting her off the wall, and many of the soldiers looked at her with respect and curiosity. 
 
    Her reputation was spreading ever further. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen – Crystals 
 
    They made it to the edge of the compound without any further incidents. She smiled at her three guardians as she said gratefully, "Thank you for escorting me today and taking me up the wall during the attack. Despite my reluctance to have you follow me, I am grateful that you keep volunteering to do it." She smiled at them as they looked surprised.  
 
    "How did you know we volunteered?" Dalton was curious as always, seeming to want to know about all of the random things and knowledge she had. 
 
    Laughing softly, she said, "Because you're here, really. If it was a straight assignment, I believe Sir Tanner would have been sent, since Christopher and Logan seem to be a normal unit with him." She didn't add that Christopher had returned, which she figured was something that normally probably wouldn't have happened after he got ditched the first time since it would have been deemed a failure. She was hoping he hadn't gotten into too much trouble for it, but she'd needed to go out on her own that day for her own peace of mind.  
 
    Dalton looked a little crestfallen, looking at Christopher. "Did I take his spot by volunteering?" 
 
    Logan clapped him on the shoulder, grinning. "It's fine. He said he didn't mind, that you'd earned this spot when you saved her." Jade watched thoughtfully. It was true, in a way. She felt a deeper connection to Dalton than even to Christopher for the mere fact that he'd already saved her life once. Sure, she'd been able to do so in return, but it was an important bond she wasn't about to forget. 
 
    Still, she nodded and reassured him, "I'm happy you're here, Dalton, but I've got to go do a bunch of other stuff today, so I'll see you all later." She smiled, and to their surprise, she gave each of them a quick hug before turning and skipping away. It felt a little strange and she wobbled for a moment, getting used to her new proportions and muscles in the movement. She quickly disappeared from their sight, slowing down to a normal walk as she integrated with the bustling crowd.  
 
    She kept activating mana sense as she walked, trying to nab any pretty colors that she saw, figuring that she needed as much of a boost as possible if she was going to rescue Frank. She'd pretty much figured out what most of the colors meant at this point.  
 
    The deep violet she'd seen on the orcs was most likely compulsion. Before that, the bright white aura and medium gray auras were light and metal. She'd confirmed that the bright blue aura was water, and a very light blue was wind. Lightning was bright yellow, and fire was bright red. Illusion was a light lavender, and dark magic was pitch black. She'd seen a couple light pink, orange, aqua, and bright green auras as well but hadn't yet determined what they were. She figured the dark green was probably nature, and the very common brown was obviously earth. Still, that didn't add up to all of the magics, so she knew there were more colors out there that she needed to find.  
 
    She pondered this as she stopped at a shop that sold various types of rock material. Stepping inside, the smell of fresh earth washed over her and a small bell tinkled above her head. She glanced around as a very well muscled man came out of the back to greet her. "Hello, miss. How may I help you?"  
 
    The shop was divided mainly into two sections: raw materials and polished stone. She spoke absently as she was looking at the raw materials, "I need…" She paused to ponder, looking at the large bin full of coal that she saw to the side. She wasn't superman; she couldn't crush it into a diamond. Aside from that, it had proven to be scientifically impossible. She'd started checking on if you could make coal into diamonds after seeing him do it and had been fascinated by the process that people could literally make diamonds in their microwave. Still, she'd watched countless videos on how labs had created raw diamonds from a little diamond seed. She needed a diamond seed, methane, and hydrogen—plus a bunch more tools, but whatever. She could make those.  
 
    She looked at the coal, then went a different route, "I need a small diamond. Do you have one?" Best to start there, as the rest didn’t work without it. 
 
    He looked confused. "What's a diamond?" 
 
    She winced. Diamonds weren't a man's best friend here? Maybe marketing really didn’t exist. Flummoxed, she finally tried, "It's, uhm...a crystal. It's usually clear, though it can have other colors as well. It's very hard to cut..." She was grasping at straws here, but at least something had made sense to him. 
 
    "Ah, you want a crystal! Not much demand for those, but I've got a box of them that have been pulled out of the stone over the years." The big burly man went back to his workshop, coming out with a two by three foot chest. He was lifting it like it was nothing, and she stared in awe when he opened it; it was filled with glittering crystals. In a daze, she walked over, looking at the box. Screw making diamonds, he had an entire chest of crystals! She recognized amethyst, quartz, sapphires, emeralds, diamonds, aquamarine, agate, obsidian… They were all shiny, beautiful, and in their raw forms.  
 
    She glanced up at him as she asked, "You said there's no demand for these?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Not really. They're just shiny, nothing practical about them. They're just a bauble to put on your shelf." She nodded, as that actually made sense. Jewelry didn't seem to be a big thing here, and at most, pretty stone was used to inlay weapons. She guessed the war-centric society wasn't all that into fashion. Metal seemed to be more their style.  
 
    Looking up at him, she pronounced, "I want them all, if you'll sell them to me." 
 
    He looked interested in this. "You want all of them? Just like that?" She nodded, and he looked thoughtful. She figured she was probably giving away her hand way too easily by expressing her interest in all of them, but he shrugged. "They're just oddities. What do you want them for?" His gaze was shrewd and she laughed. 
 
    "Mostly for weapon experiments, honestly. In my old world, there was a concept of using a crystal as a means to create lasers, and I'd like to try and recreate it." Her answer was honest. The more things she had to experiment with, the better.  
 
    He was looking at her much more thoughtfully, and finally, he asked, "Old world? Lasers?" 
 
    She nodded as she shrugged and smiled guilelessly. "Yeah, I guess I didn't introduce myself. I'm Jade, a traveler. Lasers were…basically a sort of light beam that could cut most things." He looked thoughtful at her admission, then took her hand as he bend over, kissing it. 
 
    "It's a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade. I'm Keenan Grant." He seemed to be convinced that she was the traveler rather easily, which she was surprised at. Some of that must have shown on her face because he grinned wryly. "I've heard of you, as have most people in the city by this point. They're calling you the Mesmer Bane." Her smile had frozen stiff at his words. Mesmer bane? She supposed it was better than zombie healer, if only marginally. He gestured to her hair. "Aside from that, I've never heard of anyone having a crown of fellacai on their head, so it's obvious you're not a normal person." She sighed, smiling ruefully. Her fellacai had been so quiet and peaceful, she'd almost forgotten they were there for the moment.  
 
    "I suppose that makes sense," she admitted. Looking at the chest, she figured she'd be able to carry it without too much issue. It might be a little awkward, but she could probably handle it. Looking at the crystals, she nodded to herself and then asked, "So, how much do you want for the crystals? I wasn't anticipating this, so I may have to collect some money before I'm able to afford them." 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head. "No lass, you can have them. They aren't worth much, and I'm happy to support the Mesmer Bane."  
 
    She looked at him, considering, then slowly shook her head. "No, I want you to tell me a fair price. I'm sure this box represents years of collecting for you, and I'm not willing to take it for nothing."  
 
    He looked thoughtfully at her, studying her face before he finally shook his head. "Stubborn, aren't you." Nodding, she smiled. He sighed and looked into the chest. "I've been charging five nuts a crystal. Like I said, they're nothing more than baubles around here."  
 
    She was trying to do the math in her head. At five nuts a crystal, two crystals were a leaf, so twenty crystals was a laurel, and two hundred crystals was a crown. There looked to be around five to six hundred crystals in the box of varying sizes. Reaching into her shirt, she pulled out her wallet, looking inside. Frowning, she realized that her entire monetary supply consisted of a crown, five laurels, seven leafs, and six nuts. She realized she'd also not visited Damian in three days, which was her only source of income at the moment. She hadn't given it much thought since she basically hadn't had to pay for anything recently. She shook her head, realizing she was becoming utterly spoiled.  
 
    "Alright, I'll be back in less than an hour to get this. I just need to go get paid." He looked confused at her statement, and she grinned. "I have a business partner who's collaborating on work with me. I haven't gotten paid for the last batch we did together, and I think most of those should be sold by now. So I'll be back sometime in the next hour or less to collect these, if that's okay."  
 
    He shook his head. "You don't have to do that, you know. You could just take them." Jade just gave him a look and he relented. "Alright, alright. I'll see you back here soon." He had thrown his hands up in surrender, grinning.  
 
    She nodded, giggling. "See you soon, Keenan." She happily left the store, making a beeline for The Glass Phoenix. As she passed by the front of the windows, she noticed new sculptures, though not a single one was lit. Quickly entering the empty store, she called out, "Damian?"  
 
    He came out of the back with a rumble of happiness. "Jade, you're back! I was beginning to think you'd forgotten about me!"  
 
    She went forward, pecking the older man with a kiss on the cheek as she said merrily, "Not forgotten, just had too much craziness in my life. Sorry, I didn't mean to neglect you." He looked surprised at her kiss but smiled and studied her. 
 
    "Well, you've certainly changed a bit! You look nothing like the scared little skeleton that entered my shop less than a week ago!" His bass voice boomed through the store, and she shook her head at him with a laugh.  
 
    "A lot has happened." She glanced around, not seeing a single lighted sculpture even inside the store as she asked, "Did you sell out of everything?" She'd lit up a decent amount of figures when she was last here, so it was a bit surprising for her until she remembered that three days had passed.  
 
    "Yes, people have been asking for more, but I figured you were a wee bit busy starting school." She smiled at Damian. He really was too nice to her. Most people would be frustrated that they weren't making all the money they could, but he was just showing…patience.  
 
    "Well then, I suppose I'd better fix that." She smiled and he nodded, walking back into the back to leave her to her work as she started walking around, lighting up every sculpture she took a fancy to, which was most of them, honestly. She felt like her magic was getting much easier, as she wasn't even fully drained when she finished, just a little more tired. She absently nibbled on some jerky from her bag as she called out, "Damian, I'm done!"  
 
    He came back out of his workshop a few moments later, wiping sweat off his forehead with a rag. He'd obviously been putting something in the furnace. He glanced around the room, surprised at the sheer number of sculptures she'd lit up this time. "You seem to have outdone yourself." 
 
    She grinned. "It's a lot easier than it was before. It's probably the consequences of using magic at a semi-constant rate these last few days. I don't get tired near as easily." Plus, light came easier to her than most things. She loved how it lit things within and had stared in wonder with her mana sense after she finished, barely able to see the tiny trickle of magic energy that went into keeping them going.  
 
    He smiled right back at her, nodding. "That's wonderful news! Should take a bit before we sell out of all of these, and it'll make quite a hefty profit." That seemed to remind him of something, and he reached for his belt, taking out a small clinking pouch. "As per our agreement, this is forty percent of the profit from the last figures. They sold well."  
 
    Jade smiled and took the bag, looking inside. She gasped at the fact that there were so many coins inside. She quickly shifted them until they were aligned, counting them up: twenty-one crowns and four laurels. She couldn't remember how many figures she'd lit last time, but it was somewhere between thirty and forty. Looking at Damian, she asked incredulously, "This is seriously only forty percent of the profits?" 
 
    Damian grinned widely. "Indeed! You've made me more money in a week than I normally make in a year. Granted, the price will probably drop down, but I was able to spike it up quite a bit for these first few runs. I'll keep it high until the demand lessens."  
 
    Jade laughed, shaking her head. "Good luck with that, then! For both our sakes!" She smiled at the gruff man who made such beautiful things, glad she'd found him. Coming back to reality, she said softly, "Well, I'd probably better go. I've still got a lot to accomplish today, but you take care of yourself, you hear?" 
 
    He nodded, giving her a serious look. "You do the same. Don't think I haven't heard about the attack last night. I'm glad you're okay." 
 
    She looked down at the floor, her guilt at the previous night coming back. She paused, then looked up at him again. "I'll try to be careful. See you later, Damian." It wasn't the happy note she wanted to end on, but he put a meaty hand on her shoulder and squeezed lightly in comfort. She smiled, patting his hand with hers before he let go and she turned, leaving the shop after tucking the money into her own pouch and giving Damian back his. It was almost uncomfortably full, especially now that her bust was so much larger.  
 
    She stopped just before the door as a figure she hadn’t noticed caught her eye. It was a rather beautiful sculpture of several mountains, and she grabbed it, taking it back to Damian. “Actually, can you wrap this for me?” He took it from her as she asked, “How much do I owe you for it?”  
 
    Shaking his head, he chuckled. “Nothing. Consider it a gift.” 
 
    Mock glaring at him, she adamantly dismissed his idea, “Absolutely not. Take it out of the profits of the next batch.” He raised his hands in mock surrender as she gave him a quick hug, taking the box and skipping merrily out. Heading back to Keenan's shop, she entered to find him putting the crystals back into the chest he'd brought out. He turned as she entered and smiled. "Jade, you're back! That was fast." 
 
    Jade smiled, masking her sadness as she said, "Yup! I've gotten a lot more proficient at my magic the last few days, so it was pretty quick work. What're you doing with the crystals?" She was curious why he'd taken them out. 
 
    He grinned, explaining, "I was counting them, since you said you wanted a fair price." She walked over, examining the crystals. She noted that he'd put in a few layers of cloth so they wouldn't scratch each other, now that she was taking them, and she raised a brow. He laughed. "I also wanted to make sure they were in the best condition for travel." 
 
    She shook her head, smiling. "Alright, so how many are there?" 
 
    He announced proudly, "Five hundred and forty two."  
 
    She nodded and pulled out her coin purse, taking out three crowns before putting it away again and handing them to Keenan. "Here you go." 
 
    He nodded as he said, "Let me just get your change." He stopped when she put a hand on his arm to hold him there. 
 
    "No, Keenan. That's for you. In thanks for making it travel ready and for being willing to give them to me. I'm not hurting for money, so please, take it. If you hadn't collected these, I'd be searching high and low for a way to make what I needed. You've saved me a lot of time, which is something I don't have much of. So please, no change."  
 
    He met her eyes, then finally nodded as he gave in. "Alright. Thank you, Lady Jade. I'll remember this."  
 
    She smiled. "As will I remember your kindness. Oh, I almost forgot! This is for you too.” She’d reached a finger into the box, taking a moment to light up the mountain as she put it on the counter. “I've got to go, but you have a wonderful day. Thank you again." 
 
    He looked confused at the box she’d put on the counter, but was more concerned about how she was going to leave. "Are you sure you can lift it?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Only one way to find out." Closing the lid, she hefted the box from the counter. She staggered for a moment with Keenan jumping to stabilize her, but she managed to straighten by herself first. It was heavy, and she guessed it weighed a little less than three hundred pounds. Apparently crystal was heavy, but then again…it was rock.  
 
    Smiling, she said, "I'll make it. Thanks, Keenan." 
 
    And thus she hefted her load out the door he held open for her, beginning the rather long trek to Dracona.  
 
    It was going to be a rocky road.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty – Gravity 
 
    Almost as soon as the door closed behind her, she tottered a few steps until she was sure she was out of sight before she set the box down as gently as she could in the little alley, thankful for him putting cloth in there so it didn't clink inordinately. This thing weighed at least twice as much as she did, and she was surprised she'd been able to counterbalance long enough to get it outside the store. She glared down at the box. You will submit! She mentally scowled at it. Her fellacai were swirling around her head since she'd stopped in the shade and no one else was paying her much attention. How on earth was she supposed to get this to Dracona?  
 
    She pondered her options. There was no way she could carry it up there as it was. If she could find some of her friends, she might be able to convince them to help her. If she hadn't sent away her guards, they'd also probably have helped her. Too late for remorse now. Pondering, she realized there was one option she hadn't considered and hit herself in the forehead, muttering, "I'm an idiot! An absolute idiot!" Touching the chest, she focused as magic spread through her fingers as she concentrated on the wood. What was the use of having magic if you didn't utilize it appropriately?  
 
    It was harder than she thought it would be, but eventually she shoved hard enough and felt the magic take hold. She used one hand to lift the box, laughing with glee when it worked. She put her fingers lightly on either side, humming as she she easily carried it out of the alley. It seriously only felt like it weighed about five pounds now, given that she'd basically almost completely zeroed out gravity on it. Absently, she sang under her breath, "I’m glad I triiiiiied defyyyyyying graaavity. I think I'm sly, defyyyyying gravity. No chest will pull me down…" 
 
    To other people, it probably looked like she was carrying an empty chest, and she was okay with that. Still, it didn't leave her any real opportunities to brush against people, as unwieldy as it still was, except for the few sections of town that were packed with people she had to wade through. She was seriously considering trying to fly over everyone, but decided that before she tried to fly again, it would not be in an open space. It would be a nice enclosed space where she wouldn't be able to fly super high and kill herself by splatter if she faltered.  
 
    Still, when she got to the guard post, she was relieved. She was almost there! "Hello, Miss. May I see your school pass? Also, what's in the box?" 
 
    Jade reached into her bra, pulling out her wallet and fishing her school pass out from in there while the young guy looked a little uncomfortable. She smiled at him as she said cheerily, "Here you go. I've got crystals in the box."  
 
    Guard two chuckled. "Yeah, sure. It's probably empty. A little thing like you carrying a box that size full of rock? It's a good joke." He laughed again, and Jade smiled innocently at him as she reached over, flipping the lid up and revealing the layers of crystal rocks. His laughter stopped abruptly as he stared at her box, then back at her. He went back and forth a few times before he finally spluttered, "But HOW!?"               
 
    "Try lifting it yourself and tell me." He cautiously came over at her provocative words, brushing against her as he went to lift the box. He almost ended up throwing it into the sky, he lifted it with so much force. Only her quick grab at the lid, slamming it shut and pulling it back down stopped it from being sent all over. Quickly taking it from him and putting it on the ground, she laughed and said, "That scared me a bit. I wasn't expecting you to try to throw it!" He looked guilty and confused, so she patted him on the shoulder. "Don't worry about it." 
 
    He shook his head, asking in bewilderment, "But how? I can clearly see the rocks, but that weighed almost nothing…" 
 
    Grinning as guard one passed back her card, she tucked it away before picking up her box with ease again. "I used magic to change the weight." 
 
    Guard two finally noticed the fellacai clinging to her hair as he said in awe, "You're Jade…" They were flapping their wings in protest of her sharp movement earlier, but they hadn't left her hair.  
 
    She grinned even more widely. "I am. It's a pleasure to meet you." 
 
    He bowed, brushing his lips over her hand as he said, "Sorry for doubting you. You're welcome to enter."  
 
    Laughing, she nodded and started to walk forward once she got her hand back after she said over her shoulder, "Have a wonderful day!" As soon as she was past the guard station, with a mental thought, the fellacai took wing, flying all around her and into the surrounding empty area. A glance at her pocket watch told her that it was only 9:30, so most of the students were…elsewhere. She realized she didn't actually know where they went if they weren't going to get healed. Eric has just said this was self study time. Shrugging, she kept walking, smiling at the occasional student she saw outside. She figured most of them were seeking shelter from the sun or cleaning up after morning practice.  
 
    Deciding she'd stop by the infirmary and see if Scylla needed any help, she propped her chest up against the wall as she tugged the door open, quickly grabbing it again and pushing inside. Several students looked over at her curiously as she held the door open until her fellacai came swooping in after her. She saw recognition pass over their faces as she smiled at them, moving past them to put her box down on the floor before taking a seat next to Scylla, who raised an eyebrow at her. "I thought you weren't coming in today." 
 
    Jade replied with a shrug, "I made it up here earlier than I thought I would, so I figured I'd swing by and give you a hand if you needed it."  
 
    Scylla smiled her mysterious smile, then beckoned the next two students forward. "By all means. It's faster with you here." They both grinned and got back to the work of healing. Ten minutes later, they'd healed all the students, though one particular boy had hung back to wait for her to finish. Scylla raised her brow again as she indicated the boy. "Looks like you have an admirer."  
 
    Jade looked at him. He was toying with his clothes and looking at her with nervous baby blue eyes. She glanced at Scylla and murmured, "Not what you think. I think I'm going to be the bearer of bad news."  
 
    Scylla looked curious, and Jade beckoned for her to follow her as she walked over to the boy, greeting him. "Hello, Ian." 
 
    He looked at Scylla nervously, then asked, "Hi Jade. Uhm…I was just wondering if you could tell me if you'd seen Frank? He was supposed to be tutoring me this morning because he said he had a free hour next. But I haven't been able to find him, and no one seems to have seen him. Do you know what's going on?" 
 
    Jade glanced at Scylla, then at Ian as she placed a hand on the poor boy's shoulder. "Ian… Frank was…" Her voice was choking up and she looked at the ceiling to try and clear her emotions. Finally, she looked back down at Ian, who looked a little panicked. She quietly finished her sentence, "Frank was taken by the mesmer last night." Ian looked pale while Scylla gasped dramatically. She looked between the two of them, a sad smile on her face as she forced herself to continue. "So I'm afraid he's not going to be able to tutor you today. Perhaps next week."  
 
    Both of them were looking at her in confusion, and Ian asked with confusion and a bit of reproach, "Why would you say that?" 
 
    She smiled a little angrily. "Because I'm going to get him back." She spoke with utter conviction as she met his gaze, her eyes sparking with righteous indignation. "Preparations are being made, and on Sunday, I'm going hunting." 
 
    Scylla asked with interest, "You've called for a mesmer hunt?" Jade looked at her, her confusion obvious. "Every so often, when someone is taken, a great hunt is prepared to go into the forest to search for the mesmer lair." 
 
    Jade slowly nodded. "Yes, I suppose I have, but this time, it'll be different." Scylla raised a brow, and Jade smiled angrily again. "This time, I'm in charge, and I'll hunt them using their own abilities. I will follow their taint back to the source." 
 
    Scylla nodded, then said eerily, "Then may the blessing of Heavenly Mother be upon you, that you may seek that which was lost. But be warned, no journey is without cost." Her voice had taken on an oddly sing-songy quality that Jade associated with people making prophecies in movies. She felt a chill go down her spine as Scylla seemed to realize where she was again. She smiled and shooed them away, saying simply, "Go on, then. No use staying here." 
 
    Ian looked a little lost as Jade hefted her chest. He opened the door for her, waiting until her fellacai had all flown out after her before he allowed it to close. She asked softly, "Do you want to come to my workshop for a bit? I've got a few things I'm going to test." Ian looked a little hesitant, and Jade cajoled him instantly, "Come on. It's better than sitting and brooding. We can't change what's happened, but we can prepare for a better future. That's what I choose to do." Ian nodded, silently following her.  
 
    After a moment, he asked, "Do you want me to carry that for you? What's in there anyway?" 
 
    She smiled at him, glad he'd seemed to drop out of his gloom at least a little. Gloom did nothing. Anger at least fueled her need for revenge and action. Smiling, she shrugged and said, "Sure, it's not heavy." She passed over the box, which he easily took. For some reason, he didn't question that she was carrying around a large empty box. They made it to Magnus without any further incidents, just her waving at a few students who recognized her. He followed her up to her classroom, waiting patiently as she unlocked her door and let the fellacai fly in before she held it open for him.  
 
    He walked in, looking around in amazement. He'd never been in her workshop before—not many people had, really. Still, his eyes were drawn to the fire tree sitting there as the fellacai went and started playing in its branches. "How are they…okay?" She smiled, indicating for him to put the box down on her 'earth' table. He did so, still staring absently at the fire until she opened the chest and started pulling out shiny stones. His attention immediately snapped back to her as he asked incredulously, "Wait, that box wasn't empty?!" 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head. "Nope. I just used magic to lessen the weight so I could carry it. Also, the firetree isn't burning them because when I made it, I put in a specification that it wouldn't burn anything else. You could go stick your hand in and be just fine.” Taking her at her word, he walked over and did just that, creating another obstacle for the flying butterflies. He stared in awe at her creation for a minute before walking back over to her, curious as to what she was doing. 
 
    By this point, she'd taken one of the stronger metals and fused it into a tube with grips. Leaving a place for a 'battery,' she left that as hollow metal, then created grips inside for a crystal of her choice. She knew there was a bunch of circuitry she was missing but decided she didn't care. She was using magic, rather than some random energy source. Next, she took the rough diamond she'd found, concentrating her magic into it. She was compressing it into a more pure form, pulling any imperfections to the outside, which she made fall off. This actually took her about five minutes just to shape this one little diamond—well…it was the size of her thumbnail, so she supposed it wasn't really 'little.' Still, it was a perfect hexagonal crystal, and she absently wiped the sweat off of her forehead before grabbing her bag and starting to snack. That had taken way more energy than she'd anticipated.  
 
    Ian was just examining the crystal she'd created. "This is incredible," he finally announced, and she smiled.  
 
    "Thank you. Although the cuts in my old world were much prettier, this one will fit the function I want.” She silently worked on it again, forming a cylinder that would be the focus. A minute later, the diamond was finally in the form she wanted and she dropped it down the tube, shifting it with her energy until it was held in place securely. She created a latch at the top that would close over the entry to the tube at the click of a button, as well as a button that put a cover over the crystal to separate it from the energy. She closed that one first, then opened a small hole into the hollow bottom. She paused, gathering her thoughts.  
 
    Lasers were the effect of energy pouring through a crystal and emitting photons of light, more or less. Concentrating, she focused a combination of light and lightning magic into the tube, compressing it with the idea that it would travel through the crystal and form a four foot laser beam shooting out of the top. After she had compressed as much energy as she could, she sealed it off, making sure it was funneled properly to the crystal when she opened the safety latch.  
 
    Triumphantly, she looked at Ian with a grin. "I think I did it!" 
 
    "Congratulations? What is it?" Ian asked with curiosity. 
 
    Jade walked over by the door, which had the most empty space. Pointing it away from her at the wall, she said, "I made a laser sword!" She first released the top latch, then with anticipation, released the latch separating the energy from the crystal. She was unprepared for the massive backlash as a four foot beam of energy shot OUT of her 'lightsaber' like a gun and impacted the wall with a loud bang as it exploded against the stone. She was thrown back as rock shards flew in all directions from either side of the hole.  
 
    Ears ringing from the blast, she sat up and gazed dazedly at the hole, which she could see had continued to the other side of the hallway and made a nice crater there too, though thankfully it had been stopped there. She felt Ian's hand on her shoulder, shaking her in panic as she blearily looked at him. She could see his mouth moving, but all she heard was the ringing. Absently, she reached up to her ears, healing them as blood seeped out. Sound and vision returned in a shock, as she realized she'd been seeing bright lights. She could now hear Ian yelling, "What in the heavens was that!? What happened!?" 
 
    She could hear footsteps pounding up the stairwell, drawn by the noise of the explosion. Voices called out, asking if there had been an attack as they came to the second floor, halting at the sight of the rubble filling the hallway, noting the otherwise stillness of the area now that Ian had stopped yelling. Someone started picking their way through the rubble and she stared at the hole as Stephen's face looked through it with concern, lightening only slightly when he saw her staring back at him dazedly. He asked curiously, in a strangely calm voice, "Jade, what exactly did you do?" 
 
    She looked down at the now closed not-lightsaber that was still clutched in her hands as she shrugged and said in a dejected voice, "It didn't work." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One – Potential 
 
    Jade stared down at her failed lightsaber. Where had she gone wrong? She was pondering her failure as she absently heard the door open and several people file in. More were in the hallway, and she glanced up, annoyed that there was now a hole in the wall and rock dust covering her workshop. Stephen was studying her intently, while three other professors had shooed the few other people away and were now curiously inspecting her workroom.  
 
    She clambered to her feet, ignoring their whispered conversations as she walked over to inspect the hole in the wall after setting down her non-saber on the closest table. She wasn’t quite sure why it had exploded the wall instead of making a clean cut. She’d have to look into that. In the meantime…she glanced around at the shards of rock all around her shop, frowning. 
 
    Holding her hand out, she felt the magic respond as she called to the rock and it began to move through the air towards her. Her other hand got stuck out the hole, doing the same thing. She realized when it had all collected that she had too much rock for her hole, then remembered the crater in the other wall. She reallocated a portion of that, then pulled her hand out of the wall, telling the rock to take its place. After it was packed in tiny pieces where it was supposed to be, she mentally melded it with the rock around it, telling it to become one, unblemished and strong.  
 
    To her joy, it did just that and she smiled triumphantly. At least this aspect of her magic was still obeying her! Finally, she turned to her four new guests and smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry for disturbing you. Unfortunately, something went wrong with my latest experiment…” Her voice trailed off as she stared down at the failed saber. Was it really unfortunate? She still had no idea how to use a sword, but a laser gun… It would still take learning how to do it properly, but it would be a nice ranged attack.  
 
    She was staring thoughtfully down at it as Stephen asked quietly, “What exactly were you trying to make?”  
 
    Startled, she looked back up at him and smiled ruefully. “In my old world, there were…” She paused. How should she explain movies? Special effects? Science fiction? She was trying to think of how to explain it, then gave up. “People had been trying for years to create a sword out of energy, called lasers. I thought I might be able to finally do what my people couldn’t because of my magic.” She laughed dryly, realizing her hubris had gotten the better of her. Still, she shrugged and went on. “This ended up more like a laser beam gun than anything. Which honestly, is probably better. It would be a very portable ranged magic attack that anyone could use.”  
 
    She was staring down at her not-a-lightsaber again, then sighed, reaching over to the earth table to grab another hunk of metal. From it, she added a handle, rearranging the configuration slightly so that the whole thing appeared more like a pistol. She contained the energy in a casing of metal, as if it were a little bullet cartridge, then put in a button that would open the bottom so it could be easily switched out.  
 
    Pondering the cartridge of energy, she wondering if she could put other elements in, rather than just light and lightning. She had hooked up the trigger so that it opened the chamber between cartridge and crystal, so as long as you held the trigger, the energy would keep going until it was depleted. Belatedly, she added a safety switch and quickly pushed it to off mode. She grabbed a few more chunks of metal, absently making empty cartridges for more energy until she remembered that she wasn’t alone and glanced up guiltily. 
 
    The four professors and Ian were all just staring at her in fascination. It was Count Aiden Davion who stepped forward, looking curiously at her new energy gun. She vaguely recalled meeting him with Stephen before, and if she remembered correctly, he was the light instructor. Probably in his late thirties, he reminded her of a cross between a shiny paladin and a stereotypical wizard. He wore white robes accented with silver armor pieces and had a large gnarled staff that had been worn smooth with years of handling and boasted a large glass ball glowing gently at the top. His face was clean shaven, his eyes light blue and threaded with fascinating flecks of white. His hair was the only thing that messed up the wizard image, given that it was medium brown, of medium length, and tied neatly into a ponytail at the back of his head, the ends coming only about an inch out of the tie.  
 
    “You’re saying that the explosion from earlier was caused by light magic?” He was now examining the gun in her hand curiously, and she pulled the light cartridge out and handed it to him so he could have a closer look at it, which he eagerly did.  
 
    “Yes. I used the crystal as a focus and amplifier to create a beam of concentrated light and lightning, rather than letting it spread out at will.” 
 
    He nodded absently, still studying the cartridge as he said softly, “I can feel the intent you put into this. It’s rather ingenious.”  
 
    Jade smiled at him. “Thank you, Count Aiden. I’d like to test other elements as well to see if the crystal will amplify them too.” 
 
    Stephen interjected here, “Perhaps you should wait to do that until you have a better place to test this. If anyone had been in the hallway…” 
 
    Jade winced, nodding. “Yeah, sorry about that. Like I said, I wasn’t expecting it to blow up. I’ll be much more careful next time.” Stephen seemed to sigh at her ‘next time,’ and she looked at the pretty woman next to him. “Sorry for not greeting you properly earlier, Countess Delaney, Randal.” 
 
    “You can just call me Ren. I was just about to head up here anyways.” Countess Delaney, or Ren, walked over and did the whole greeting with a kiss on the cheek. Her eyes were twinkling excitedly as she looked around the workshop and the various materials strewn all over. Her eyes had been especially drawn to the fellacai playing in the fire tree.  
 
    Jade glanced down at her watch, seeing it was quarter to eleven. Where had the time gone? She was about to respond when Randal came forward, greeting her politely. “No problem, Jade. It’s good to see you. I forgot to give you the key yesterday, so I was about to head up here as well.” He smiled and handed her the key to the contractual classroom, and she smiled cheerfully back at him. 
 
    “Thanks, Randal! I’m glad you weren’t already up here when I did my experiment. I would have felt awful if I’d injured anyone.” Aside from herself, that is. She was glad no one had been in the hallway and that Ian was okay. She tucked the key into her bra-purse, once again lamenting the fact that she hadn’t been able to figure out how to make a pocket dimension yet, despite the fact that she’d gotten beginner 4 in it from siphoning Cosmo. Maybe she should just try it? Perhaps after classes, she’d go into an empty courtyard where she couldn’t hurt anyone and try it there.  
 
    He coughed, then pointed at the side of her head. “You might want to take care of the blood coming out of your ears. I’d say you did hurt yourself.” She had been trying to gloss over that, but the fact that she had dried blood on her face was probably pretty gruesome, making Ren’s greeting all the more noticeable for her lack of reaction. Concentrating, she quickly pulled at it with her magic, creating a tiny little globe of blood, which she set aside on a shelf in a little jar.  
 
    Everyone was now looking between her and the jar, and she shrugged. “What? I’ve gotten used to cleaning blood off of everything.” 
 
    Stephen looked a little like he wasn’t super happy with her statement, but there wasn’t much he could do. It was a dangerous world, and she was ever so slowly losing her innocence. She had killed multiple creatures in the last twenty-four hours, and she felt…nothing. It was just something that had to be done in order to survive. Perhaps she was in a state of numbness, but she didn’t think so. It was more like acceptance that it was just a part of life. If you went to a video game world, you had to kill things. Simple.  
 
    Ren however, looked excited. “Do you keep the blood you clean up?”  
 
    Jade thought about it and shrugged. “I normally just stick it in a jar or bottle of whatever room I’m in and let whoever spilled it deal with it. I do have the blood that was in this room, though.”  
 
    Ren smiled triumphantly. “Perfect, that will be great for our lessons! We should start.” She paused, looking at the other teachers and Ian before smirking as she said, “The rest of you—shoo.”  
 
    Stephen groaned in resignation, Randal and Ian both looked ready to bolt, and Aiden looked miffed. “Ren, you’re giving her private lessons?” he asked indignantly. 
 
    She smirked at him. “Of course I am. You saw what she just did so nonchalantly. She’s the most gifted magic student I’ve ever seen. Having her in a normal class would just slow her growth.”  
 
    Aiden looked thoughtful as he nodded slowly, studying Jade. For her part, Jade chimed in, “I actually like being in normal classes sometimes. I didn’t exactly have a normal upbringing, so I like being around people my own age.” When Aiden looked both mollified and frustrated at her admission, she continued, “At least for this week. I like meeting new people, but if I advance past the class, I’d be happy to receive private tutoring instead.”  
 
    Grinning, Aiden nodded. “Very well, that will do then. I’ll see you this evening.” 
 
    Jade nodded, waving at all of them as Ian mentioned he had a class to get to, and the four of them filed out, leaving her alone with Ren, who’d gone back to studying her room. Finally, she turned back to Jade and asked, “What do you know about nature magic?” 
 
    Jade pondered for a moment, then said softly, “In its most basic form, nature magic is the ability to affect the growth of plants.” 
 
    Ren took a seat at her sitting area, motioning for her to sit down as well, which she quickly did. “You’re partially correct. Nature mages do indeed control plants, but there is much more to it than that. Nature magic is what I call a bridge magic because it bridges the gaps between various types of different magic. Plants need earth, water, and light to grow. Nature mages can also affect the weather, which are products of wind, water, and lightning magics most frequently. Thus, nature mages are very rare because they require at least some affinity in all of those magics in order to function properly. Granted, not everyone has all of those affinities. They are able to bridge the gap with raw power, but being able to control them makes nature magic much easier. For instance, I have affinity with earth, water, and light magic, but no affinity for wind or lightning. This is the more common combination and why most people think we only control plants. Since we do not have the corresponding affinities, it’s much harder to change the weather.” 
 
    Jade nodded, as this made sense to her. Plants and the weather were derivatives of other things being used in conjunction. It was perfectly logical. Ren was continuing on, however, “Now, I mentioned that having those affinities makes things easier, but having the elements present is also important. If you have the seeds, earth, water, and light, it’s much easier to grow a plant. If you’re missing any piece of the puzzle, you have to make up for it with raw magic power, which is extremely draining.”  
 
    She pulled a seed out of her pocket, showing it to Jade. “With this seed, I could instantly create a plant, but with only the seed, it would be extremely draining and might go awry. It’s often far better to provide the ingredients for the recipe, then use magic to speed up the process.” She gestured to Jade’s worktables. “Why don’t you make a quick pot for your first tree.”  
 
    Jade grinned, getting up and grabbing some rock and earth from her table. She formed the rock into a square box, then put the earth inside of it, running her fingers coated with magic through it. As she did so, she imagined her fingers infusing the dirt with the rich ingredients a plant needed, turning it into a nice loam. She could feel the magic seeping from her fingers into the dirt, changing it subtly. As she carried it back to the table, she gathered water from the air absently, weaving it into a ball that hovered at her side. Sitting down again, she presented her tree box with pride.  
 
    Ren was smiling in excitement. “That was marvelous! Your magical control is simply extraordinary. What you just did, infusing the soil with your magic, is exactly what I was talking about. The soil might not have enough nutrients, but by using magic, we’re able to change that.” She looked at the seed in her hands, then back at Jade as she asked, “This is a maple tree seed, but is there another tree you’d prefer instead?” 
 
    Jade pondered this for a moment before finally nodding. “I’d like a cherry tree, if possible.” 
 
    Smiling, Ren nodded before putting the seed back in one of her many pockets and pulling out a new seed before handing it to Jade. “Go ahead and plant it, then infuse it with your magic, willing it to grow.” 
 
    Taking the seed, she gently pushed it beneath the soil before covering it again. Hands on the dirt, she called to the life within the seed. She imagined it growing into a beautiful cherry tree that radiated life. She steadily fed water to it as she saw it begin to sprout and grow before her eyes. Ren had gotten up, walking over to grab the vial of blood Jade had put on the shelf earlier before she walked back and poured it into the dirt. At Jade’s curious look, she explained. “Blood contains many nutrients that are extremely beneficial to plants. Also, putting your own blood into a plant marks it as yours, and it will more easily follow your commands.” 
 
    She paused, then started explaining more. “While we can cause the rapid growth of plants, we can also decay them or grow them into any shape we wish. We can manipulate plants to become our weapons. We can grow them into the shape of furniture we want, then have the excess wood separate and come off. We watch over the food supplies and greenhouses of the city. Most of the time, we just use our magic to accelerate the growth or add to the soil, but otherwise let the plants grow naturally. It allows us to harvest fresh fruits and vegetables at any time of the year. We often use the bodies of the slain monsters for fertilizer so that nothing goes to waste.”  
 
    Jade grimaced, not sure she liked the thought of having monster bodies beneath the trees. To her, that sounded like a good way to get a haunted forest. However, it probably did solve the problem of over-farming the land and stripping it of nutrients.  
 
    Trying to focus, she concentrated on making her mini tree. She was going to have her own cherry bonsai for the fellacai to play in. When it was about two feet tall, she capped the growth and instead focused on having it become sturdy and blossom. The fellacai were drawn by the scent of the blossoms, alighting in the tiny branches.  
 
    Ramoth mentally called out, “Our home?” 
 
    Smiling, Jade mentally replied, “Yes, this is home.” 
 
    Despite everything that had happened, she was beginning to claim this world as hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two – Dirt 
 
    Ren was looking at her strangely, and she asked curiously, “Why did you make it so small?” 
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. “In my old world, we had something called bonsai trees. It was considered an art form to be able to grow trees in perfect miniature form. I might have made it larger, but I primarily wanted to create a home for my fellacai. They’re not large, so I thought something that matched them would be perfect.”  
 
    Ren smiled, nodding. “Creating something in miniature is actually much harder than growing it normally. The tree seeks to expand, and to be able to forcefully control it at the level that you want is much harder. Not to mention you have to make sure that you grow it in such a way that nothing is lost in the process.” Jade nodded thoughtfully. “Go ahead and put that down, we’ll stand for this next part.”  
 
    Standing up, she walked carefully over to where she kept the fire tree and put her cherry tree next to it so they could play, then went back over by the windows where Ren was waiting. She turned as she looked at Jade, nodding to herself as she lectured, “The plants we grow are a very important supply for the city. Food infused with a touch of magic tends to have a richer taste and better recovery ability for magic depletion. However, we’re capable of doing far more with our magic. It’s not just growing plants to look pretty or feed us.” 
 
    Jade was looking at her curiously as Ren took out a handful of seeds. “These are seeds of the Ivala Vine. They look harmless enough, but they can easily be used for a different purpose.” Jade turned on mana sense to see Ren infusing the seeds with a dark green magic sheen. She was so fascinated by the magic going into them that she was surprised by Ren’s next action, which was to throw the seeds at her.  
 
    They hit her clothes and sprouted more quickly than she thought was possible. Vines that were as smooth as butter quickly wound around her, binding her in place. She looked down at them curiously. Her spidey senses had stayed quiet, so she didn’t think there was any malicious intent. She tried to shift, only to find the vines held her extremely firmly.  
 
    “Lesson two. This is the first stage of the Ivala vine. They’re very good for binding a target in place and subduing them. In stage two, they grow thorns.” Ren gestured, and on any surface facing away from her body, wicked looking thorns started to grow like tiny knives. If they were growing into her body at all, she’d be dead in minutes at most. Jade studied them, feeding her magic into the vines to feel them.  
 
    Ren went on, “From here, there are two things I want you to try. First, take control of the vines. If you are ever against a creature that uses nature magic, you need to be able to free yourself by imposing your will over theirs. The closer proximity you have, the easier it should be to wrest control.” 
 
    “Understood.” Jade concentrated, feeling the magical power. Her eyes blazed with green light as she activated mana sense again. She could see the tiny tendrils of power that flowed from Ren to the plants. The thin strings were becoming more clear to her by the day. With a thought, she reached through the plants and snapped those strings, releasing the vines from her influence and quickly connecting her own. She mentally told the vines to release, and with a whump, they slumped to the ground in a circle around her from which she carefully stepped, given that they were still sporting wicked thorns. 
 
    “Well done.” Ren looked excited again. “You severed my connection instead of fighting me for it. I wasn’t expecting you to try that. Most people have to go through a power struggle to gain control. How were you able to see where to sever my magic?” 
 
    Ah, it wasn’t supposed to be that easy, and she’d probably cheated. Well, it wasn’t exactly cheating. It was using the resources you had available. “I have mana sense, so I could see the connections of magic and target them.” Jade smiled as she replied and Ren nodded. 
 
    “Well, that would certainly make things easier. So there’s another way you could have escaped, and I want to go over that. As we give life to the plants, we can also take life from them. This is also a way to recover energy if you’re ever extremely depleted and in a dangerous situation.” She walked over, picking up one of the vines gingerly. Jade quickly activated mana sense again, then watched as Ren literally called all of the magic and life out of the plant. It began to wither, crumpling until it fell from her hands as nothing more than lifeless dirt.  
 
    “You can also draw smaller amounts and thus avoid killing the plants, but this is also helpful for if you need to clear a path in the forest. You can return obstacles to dust while replenishing your own energy. Go ahead and try on the rest of the vines.”  
 
    Jade nodded, gingerly picking up one of the vines where there wasn’t a thorn. She concentrated, and in her mind, she could feel its life, almost like she did when she sent her healing magic through someone to get a mental picture. It was the same principle, just for plants and not people. Once she had the life energy of the vines firmly fixed in her mind, she focused on drawing it in, replenishing her energy while leaving the vine to crumble behind her.  
 
    She opened her eyes, looking down to find that there were no more signs of the vines anywhere but merely dirt in her hands and at her feet. She crumbled the dirt slightly, frowning. “It’s completely devoid of nutrients.”  
 
    Ren nodded. “Yes, that’s what happens when you draw the magic out of it. You take everything unless you stop yourself. It’s something I only teach to my very advanced students, simply because I can imagine them going around touching every tree they find and sucking it dry.” Her tone was wry, and Jade laughed softly. Yes, she could see how some people might try it like they would a new toy.  
 
    Seemingly ready to move on, Ren clapped her hands free of the dirt and decided, “Now then, since you have so much space, I think we’ll have you start a garden here so that you can grow any seeds you need. It’s always better to have your own source than to have to create what you want from magic. While it’s possible to create the seeds from nothing, we often don’t have a complete understanding of the plant, and thus they come out twisted. It’s much safer to use seeds taken from the plants themselves.”  
 
    Jade nodded, studying her room. Her table that she’d dedicated to wood and nature was further from the window than she liked. However, she did have a nice open space before the window. Shrugging, she called over some rock from her earth table, choosing to make a small garden bed that covered about half of the window wall and came out about six feet. She put the dirt she had in it, but there wasn’t even enough to cover half an inch of the floor. Frowning, she stepped into her plot so she could look out the window. 
 
    Ren pondered for a moment. “Ah right, I forgot you don’t have dirt. I’ll have to get my assistant to bring some over…” 
 
    Jade shook her head. “No need. Just give me a minute. You’ll just have to help me apologize to the gardener for stealing his dirt.” Ren looked at her quizzically, walking over the window. Her part of the building overlooked a nicely manicured lawn edged by flowers and trees. She finally noticed what Jade had: the gardener had obviously stepped away from a project, but there was a pile of dirt to one side next to a hole where they were obviously putting something in.  
 
    Ren frowned a little. “But how are you going to get that in here? You’d have to go downstairs and bring it…” Her voice trailed off as Jade put a hand on the wall a few inches beneath the window, and a five inch cylinder of rock was literally carved and pulled from it. Jade carefully put it aside, then reached her hand through the wall as she reached with her magic. To Ren’s surprise, the dirt pile began to drift upwards in a small stream, like a river of dirt flowing through the air towards the second floor.  
 
    As it reached the hole in the wall, Jade stepped back, pulling her hand through, concentrating on the flow, settling it at the bottom of her newly set apart area. When the pile was gone, her area now had a nice filling of dirt. She put the rock section back into the wall, willing it to fuse perfectly with the wall once more, leaving it unblemished. When she was done, she walked back over to her sitting area, collapsing into one of the chairs while breathing heavily.  
 
    “S-sorry,” her voice was quiet and out of breath, “I d-didn’t think it would be…that hard…” She was slightly panting and quickly dug through her food and drink supplies, pulling out juice and some bread as she started munching. Gesturing to it, she asked as soon as she swallowed a little bit, “Would you like anything?”  
 
    Ren shook her head, sitting down with her again. “No, I’m alright. Quite impressed, however. I will have my assistant go explain what happened to the gardener’s dirt.” Jade nodded gratefully, still shoving food into her face, albeit as elegantly as she could because she didn’t want Ren to get a bad impression of her for any reason. When she finally felt sated, it had taken her about two minutes to refill her stores, she smiled and nodded.  
 
    “Alright, I’m good now, thanks.” Ren nodded, leading the way back to her new plot as she began pulling seeds out of the many pockets that seemed to be stashed all around her person. They spent the next twenty minutes planting the seeds with Ren explaining the care and uses of each plant, how best to harvest their seeds, and any various uses she’d found for them. Jade grew everything in miniature version so they would all fit and was quite happy with her tiny garden when they were done. The fellacai were too, if their flitting about the plants was any indication.  
 
    “Thank you so much. I feel like I understand so much more about how all of this works now.” Jade gratefully thanked Ren for her help while Ren just grinned. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure to teach such a bright student. I’m so used to students staring at me blankly when I explain things that this has been truly refreshing!” Ren laughed gleefully.  
 
    Jade laughed with her, glancing at her pocket watch. She had about ten minutes left until lunch officially started and she’d gotten an idea from seeing her fellacai flitting about her garden. She’d seen Ren cast them a few admiring glances, and she requested, “Will you wait here for a moment? I’d like to show you something.” Ren nodded, looking curious. Jade mentally called for Ramoth, who came flying over to perch on her head as Jade went to the door and called over her shoulder, “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    She quickly exited, walking over to the room next door and unlocking it with her new key. Randal was in there and he glanced up as the door opened, relaxing when he saw it was her. He was feeding several of the animals and the fellacai cage was set up on Eamonn’s desk. She grinned at him. “I’m going to borrow the fellacai and feed them for a few minutes.” 
 
    He looked at her a little confused. “Borrow?”  
 
    She nodded. “I’m going to let them fly around my workshop. It’s probably a bit better than letting them loose in here. Between me and my queens, we can control them. I just want to let them fly a bit.” He looked like he understood, nodding to the cage.  
 
    “Go ahead, but please don’t get hurt.” 
 
    She smiled brightly at him. “Thanks! I won’t!” Obviously the fact that she was able to stick her hand in the cage willy nilly had made a lasting impression. She grabbed the cage, cooing at her pretties who had started fluttering around when they saw her and Ramoth. She smiled, taking the cage out of the room and back to her own. When she opened the door, she walked in and shut it behind her, grinning at Ren, who’d gasped in surprise upon seeing the pretties.  
 
    She walked over to the sitting area, putting the cage on the little table there. All of her own fellacai had joined her, taking positions on her head or shoulders as they looked at the cage of their kind. Jade stared down into the cage as she layered her voice with a mental command for the fellacai, “I’m going to open the cage and let you out so you can eat and fly around for a bit. You are not to spread pollen anywhere or try to get away. You are to stay in this room and not harm anything, though you can explore. In ten minutes, you will return to the cage. Am I understood?”  
 
    She talked to them as if they could understand her because she believed they would. It was Lilith who fluttered in front of her, bobbing up and down as her tiny voice came through. “They behave.”  
 
    Jade grinned, then opened the cage door. Ren gasped again as streams of beautiful fellacai started swirling out and around the room, wanting to explore everything. They brushed against her in thanks as she pulled out a giant jar of juice, walking over to her metal table and quickly making a long shallow dish that she poured the juice into. They took turns flying over to grab a drink before zipping off again.  
 
    Ren was laughing like a little girl. “They’re so beautiful!” She was staring at a couple that had landed on her arm with fascination, both of them studying the other. The room was a cloud of color, and Jade sat down to watch them play with a smile. They seemed to like her garden quite a bit, and she realized it was the first time they’d probably been in greenery for a while. Her little queens and their mates were now among them, checking on them like their little subjects. Her heart ached for these fellacai, and she wished she could rescue them all.  
 
    She noticed that several of the fellacai that were colored similarly to Willow and Andy were the ones surrounding Ren, and she figured they must be drawn to her nature magic. Perhaps she couldn’t save them all, but maybe, just maybe she could save at least a few more.  
 
    It was time to see if she could make them bond with someone else.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three – Contracts 
 
    She walked closer, studying Ren. When the other woman noticed this, she smiled and admitted, “I never realized how beautiful they were. The contractors have a few under domination bond so they can help spread the pollen to the trees, but they never seemed so…alive.” She was smiling fondly down at the little ones perched on her arms.  
 
    Jade asked curiously, “If you were a contractual mage, would you bond them?”  
 
    Staring at her new little friends, Ren finally responded, “I think I would. When they’re not driving you crazy or killing you with their pollen, they’re simply magical.”  
 
    Jade paused, staring at her. “I’m sorry, what? Driving you crazy or killing you with pollen?” She glanced around the room at the swarm of fellacai, suddenly feeling like she hadn’t asked enough questions yesterday. Not that she would take it back, but she was suddenly glad she’d put that stipulation in when she commanded them today. 
 
    Ren nodded. “Oh yes. Each of them can emit large volumes of pollen with different effects depending on the magic they use with it. You didn’t know?”  
 
    Jade grimaced, then shrugged. “Not at all.” Looking at her queens, she mentally asked, “What does your pollen do?” 
 
    “Blinds and paralyzes,” Ramoth responded almost immediately.  
 
    Lilith responded right after, “Hides us and poisons others.” 
 
    “Confuses and dazes,” Willow chimed in. 
 
    “Itches until it burns,” Amber quipped. 
 
    Lavender’s small voice finished the round, “Causes illusions to ensnare the mind.” Jade was a little surprised at their vocality. They were starting to talk in more words and real sentences now. Apparently, the change in their intelligence had already long begun.  
 
    Before she could turn back to Ren, her little men started chiming in. Andy popped in front of her long enough to declare, “Turn others to stone.”  
 
    Rio swooped in, as if trying not to be outdone. “Freeze them or fill airways with water.” Well, that seemed unpleasant, much like drowning on dry land or being asphyxiated.  
 
    Bolt zagged by long enough to declare, “Electrocute and paralyze.” So there were some overlaps, even if she figured how they accomplished it was most likely different.  
 
    Cosmo danced in front of her, and she watched in fascination as he seemed to blink step from one spot to another as he proudly proclaimed, “Teleport what’s touched to different location. Only parts.” She looked at her pretty little man, holding in a shudder as she thought of people’s body parts suddenly teleported to a few feet away without the rest of them. It was a good way to lose your head. Or arm, or…anything, really.  
 
    Carl was the last to come, and he fluttered before her, squeaking in his little voice, “Heal my kind and draw blood to surface in others.” She nodded, smiling at him. He was her tiny healer, after all.  
 
    She was pondering these new revelations when Ren piped up, “Were you just talking to them?”  
 
    Jade smiled back at her, nodding. “Yes, it’s only been a day for me, but I believe our bond is strong enough that there’s quite a flow between us, and they’ve started speaking in full sentences. They keep amazing me. They were just telling me what their pollen does.” 
 
    Ren smiled. “That’s…amazing.”  
 
    Jade looked at her as she glanced wistfully at the fellacai on her arms, then inquired, “Would you like to try bonding to them?” 
 
    She looked confused. “Bonding to them? I’m not a contractual mage.” 
 
    Jade laughed softly. “I know, but I figured, if I can create contracts between two unrelated people, why can’t I do it between creature and human? I don’t think I could do a domination bond, but I believe I could do a mutual bond. I’ve never tried it before, though, so I’m not sure it would work.” 
 
    Looking thoughtful, Ren studied her little friends before she finally nodded. “Yes, I think I would like that. What do you need me to do?”  
 
    “One moment.” Jade held up a finger as she mentally called Willow and Andy back over. Looking at her babies, she pointed to the fellacai on Ren. “Willow, Andy, please pick out a pair who are willing to contract to Ren.” She figured she should let her queens choose, as they’d know what to look for best, now that they were bonded to her. Meanwhile, she mentally asked her queens, “Do the others have the same pollen as you?” 
 
    Ramoth responded first, as was her usual, “Same, but not as powerful.” Jade nodded absently, since this made sense. Her queens were the best, after all! Willow and Andy seemed to be inspecting all the other fellacai surrounding Ren, and finally two of them lifted off to follow them back to Jade. She held out her hands as all four landed, and Ren was startled as the rest of them took flight, moving towards either the garden or food, leaving her bare of any for now. Jade smiled and moved closer, holding her two babies in one hand and the two she would bond with Ren in the other.  
 
    “Ren, by creating a bond with these fellacai, you agree to watch over them, care for them, and communicate with them. They will be a part of you and you of them. If they are mistreated, they are free to return to me and my queens. In return, they will be your loyal companions, your eyes and ears. They will never attack you or other humans, save in self defence. They will not try to escape. They will help you however they can. Will you bond with them?” She almost felt like she was giving them away in marriage. 
 
    Ren was staring in rapt excitement at her potential bonded, and she nodded, swallowing as she spoke with conviction, “I will cherish them as my own.” 
 
    Jade smiled, then held the two new babies up as she looked them in the eye. “Will you bond with Ren and share your life with her?” Yep, definitely marriage, or adoption, she supposed. 
 
    “Yes!” The two little squeaks echoed in her mind, and she felt her magic wrapping around both them and Ren. As she glanced over, she realized Ren had heard them because there were tears of happiness glittering in her eyes.  
 
    Willow and Andy took flight so that she could use her free hand to grab some more juice. She took Ren’s hand, pouring a little juice in as she said solemnly, “Then drink and be together.” She wasn’t sure why the drink was important, or even if it was, but it seemed like a nice gesture at the very least. She watched the two quickly alight on Ren’s hand, bending to drink as she cried silently with a huge smile. Jade could feel the bond settle with a final snap into place as it became binding.  
 
    She was glad they finished when they did, for the next moment there was a knock at the door, startling her. She was relieved it hadn’t happened moments before. She hated to think what might’ve happened if she’d been so startled while trying to create the bond. Smiling, she mentally reminded the fellacai to stay back from the door as she walked towards it, leaving Ren to have a moment with her new bonded. She cracked open the door, peeking out with a smile until she realized who was there. 
 
    “King Derrick! Queen Ashanna! I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you’d be coming here! I uhm… Hi! I need a moment to uhm…clear the room up.”  
 
    The rest of the royal family was behind them, seemingly having made this a family outing, as was Brodie and several servants carrying large baskets of food and several with chairs, since Camille and Tisha obviously knew how many chairs she had in there.  
 
    Ashanna smiled benignly at her. “Nonsense, there’s no need for that. We don’t mind a little clutter.” 
 
    Jade hesitated before saying hesitantly, “Well, it’s not really clutter…” At their confused looks, she sighed and opened the door. They gasped as they saw the swirling clouds of fellacai around the room, and Ashanna and Derrick took a step back. She smiled and reassured them, “They’re completely harmless right now. My queens have got them under control. If you don’t mind, I’d like to give them a little more time to fly, but let me clear a space first.” 
 
    Turning back to the room of fellacai, she smiled and ordered gently, “Little ones, I need you to stay between the garden or the table with your food for now, and you can stay out a bit longer.” A tiny squeak from Ramoth emphasized her order, and they quickly removed themselves from the rest of the room, limiting themselves to the garden and table like she’d asked. She turned around, grinning at the rest of them as she opened the door wider. “Please, come in.”  
 
    Ashanna and Derrick still looked amazed and a little bit startled, but Ashanna recovered fastest. She couldn’t tell Brodie’s reaction from the back, but Tisha just looked like she wanted to explore the butterflies, having been told about them from Camille and now seeing how docile they were being. “Of course, dear. That was quite…something.” One of the servants came forward, taking the door from her as they walked into the room behind her. She could see Brodie more clearly now, and he was looking sullen, surrounded by all four of the Ri’Cloch princes. The royal family stepped to the side as the servants expertly moved the wood from her nature table which she indicated for them, piling it neatly on a shelf and setting the chairs, tablecloth, and then food down. One of them also left a small sheaf of papers, ink, and a quill at the end of the table. 
 
    It was then that Ren stood, having realized who had entered. “I’m sorry for the late greeting, your majesties.” She had swept into a deep curtsy, her two little fellacai now clinging to her hair.  
 
    Camille was the first one to chime in. “Hi, Ren! Are you making friends with Willow and Andy?” She walked closer, then frowned. “Wait, those aren’t…” 
 
    Ren smiled at her. “No, these are my new bonded.” 
 
    Ashanna asked the pertinent question, “Bonded? Ren, I didn’t think you were a contractual mage.” 
 
    Ren smiled sheepishly. “I’m not, but I feel the bond all the same. Jade did it for me, and it’s the most marvelous thing. I can hear them and feel their emotions. I know we’re connected.” She was smiling in wonder now as they left her hair, flapping happily around her.  
 
    “That’s quite interesting. Thank you for telling me.” Ashanna smiled back at her, obviously deep in thought.  
 
    Ren nodded, curtsying again. “I’ll take my leave then, if there’s nothing else.” 
 
    Ashanna smiled. “No, you’re fine to go. Have a good day, Ren.” Ren quickly left and the rest of the servants filed out with her, shutting the door behind them and leaving Jade alone with the royal family once more, though she was sure there were guards outside. Ashanna looked at Jade and pointed out, “It seems you have done a great deal of good for her.” At Jade’s quizzical look, Ashanna continued, “Ren has been trying to have a child for years, unsuccessfully. Having something, or someone, else to take care of will probably do wonders for her. I haven’t seen her smile that brightly in a long time.” She was looking at the corner filled with butterflies thoughtfully.  
 
    Jade smiled, shrugging. “I wasn’t aware of her circumstances, but if it helps her, I’m glad.” She also mentally made a note to check Ren’s health the next time she saw her. Perhaps she had a thyroid issue, as that was one of the most common reasons women couldn’t get pregnant and threw off the whole system, but it would appear as if nothing was wrong if you didn’t know what to look for.  
 
    With a cough, Brodie stumbled a bit as he was nudged forward by Victor. He turned his cornflower blue eyes on her, studying her, before he finally asked, “Did you really kill three mesmer last night?”  
 
    Jade studied him in return. She noticed the dark bags beneath his eyes, as if he hadn’t been sleeping well. His eyes were also bloodshot and his complexion was pale. Finally, she nodded. “Mostly. I killed one and knocked out the other two, but I wasn’t the one to strike the final blow.”  
 
    He nodded, taking in a deep breath, before saying in a somewhat sorry voice, “I’m sorry for yesterday. I…” he looked at the ground as if trying to find his words, “I’ve just been so angry for so long. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Jade smiled gently at him as she nodded. “I know, and it’s okay. I’m still going to put you under contract to make sure that it doesn’t happen again, but I do understand, and I forgive you. It…isn’t easy to lose people you love, especially to something like the mesmer, but I promise you, I will do everything I can to hunt them down.”  
 
    He looked up at her, barely concealed hope warring with something else, which if she had to name, she would say was a burning desire for revenge. “You’re going to hunt them?” 
 
    She nodded. “Let’s get the contract signed, and then I’ll tell you about it as we eat.”  
 
    He nodded. They both walked over to where the contract had been laid out and Jade quickly read over it. It was basically exactly what she’d told the royals, only put in prettier terms. Brodie reached out, taking the quill and signing his name to both copies, handing it to her afterwards. She scratched out her name with a few blobs, mentally reminding herself that she needed to either finish her pens or practice with the quill. When they had both signed, she intoned officiously, “Brodie Ri’cloch, do you agree to abide by the terms of this contract?” 
 
    She could feel the magic moving through her, creating a string to Brodie as he met her gaze and spoke, “I, Brodie Ri’Cloch, do hereby agree to these terms. I will do my utmost to uphold them and atone for the mistakes I have made. In return, I ask that you do your best to avenge my father and rid us of the mesmer plague.” 
 
    Jade smiled at him as she said in return, “I, Jade Winward, accept your terms.” So mote it be, she added mentally as she felt the binding fall into place. Smiling, she proclaimed, “It’s done. Now, let’s eat and I’ll tell you about my hunt this Sunday.” She didn’t even mind that Brodie had slipped his revenge request in there too. It made it a bit more formal, but she’d already realized she couldn’t get out of going after them. 
 
    “Sunday!? But that’s the ball!” Tisha wailed from the side, breaking the solemnity that had pervaded the room. 
 
    Oops.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four – Promises 
 
    Jade’s face became one of ‘oh crap I totally spaced,’ and Tisha pounced on it. She pouted accusingly at Jade. “You forgot about the ball, didn’t you! You promised me you’d go. You’ll just have to reschedule your hunt!” Jade’s face had become a stony stare, and a vein was twitching in her face.  
 
    She’s still a child. She doesn’t realize what she’s suggesting. You will not explode at her. She is just a child. A child. Jade repeated this mantra in her head a few times, trying to calm herself as dead silence reigned over the room. Tisha finally seemed to realize something was not right, and she asked defensively, “What? She promised!” 
 
    Jade clenched her fist, closing her eyes and counting to five silently before she opened them and looked at the defensive and confused Tisha. With her voice as calm and patient as she could make it, she deadpanned, “Tisha. You are asking me to give up looking for my friend who has been taken by those monsters, who is being tortured and eaten by those monsters daily, all so that I can put on a pretty dress and dance around—something which I still don’t have a clue how to do. Please tell me why you think dancing is more important than my friend’s life.” She had tried to remain calm, but her voice had taken on a hard edge by the end. 
 
    Tisha seemed to deflate before she finally muttered, “I didn’t think of it that way.” 
 
    Jade nodded, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I know. It’s okay, but this isn’t something I can put off. Leaving it until Sunday is already too long for me, but I need to make sure I’m prepared to find them before I leave.”  
 
    At this point, Derrick cleared his throat. “Right, why don’t we sit down and eat, and we can talk some more. Why haven’t I heard that a mesmer hunt had been called?” 
 
    Everyone took their seats as Jade explained, “I didn’t realize it was a thing. I was just talking to Countess D’Ard this morning and asked her to help me. I would have set out this morning if I thought it would have worked, but I still need to raise my skills before I’m confident I can accomplish what I need to, so I gave myself five days to learn and upgrade as much as I can.” She absently considered the food on the table, then started piling it onto her plate and eating with gusto. She’d used quite a bit of magic with Ren and there was a whole afternoon of magic to come, so she couldn’t afford to skimp. 
 
    The whole family seemed to be considering this, Derrick nodding as if her explanation made sense, so there was that at least. To her surprise, it was Brodie who spoke up next. “I want to come with you.” When everyone turned to look at him with quizzical expressions, he continued, “You do things no one thinks are possible all the time. If anyone can find them, it’s you. There may not be much left, but if there’s anything, I want to be the one to bring my father back.”  
 
    Those who had been about to voice objections to his going swallowed them back down after he finished talking. Derrick and Ashanna both looked like they’d swallowed sour lemons, but finally Ashanna nodded. “Alright.” She looked at him, then back at Jade as she spoke decisively, “We’ll speak to Countess D’Ard. You’ll be accompanied by the best we have to offer.”  
 
    “Then I’ll go too.” Victor’s voice surprised her, and Jade glanced at him. He was looking between her and Brodie, seeming quite determined until Derrick spoke. 
 
    “No.” Just one word, but it held the weight of the world. Victor seemed to deflate a little, turning to look at his father. Derrick sighed and continued, “I honestly don’t want to let any of you go. Jade I cannot stop; she’s the best hope of success we’ve seen in decades.” He paused, looking at Brodie. “Today is the first day I’ve seen you act like yourself since your father was taken. I understand that you need this for closure, and you owe Jade a great debt. So I will allow it, albeit reluctantly.” Looking at Victor, his voice was low as he stated, “Son, this is not your battle.” 
 
    Victor looked furious. “Yes it is! I lost him too!”  
 
    Jade sighed, chiming in, “Your father is right.” He whirled on her, confused as she smiled sadly. “Victor, you’re the crown prince. It comes with certain responsibilities. This is going to be a very small strike force. No offense to Brodie, but I’m also not as attached to him. If you were to come, I would prioritize protecting you above everyone else. I can’t afford that kind of distraction. You’ve all become my friends, but I, ” she paused, staring down at her plate, “I’m going out there to kill. I’m not happy about it. I wish this place was peaceful and I could just use my magic to create beautiful things, but wishes are not a currency that life accepts. I’ll do what I have to in order to protect what I have found here.” 
 
    She paused, taking in a deep breath, then met Victor’s gaze. “I need to compartmentalize. If anything happened to you out there, I would probably lose it and go on a crazy magic rampage. So you can’t come. Sorry.”  
 
    He stared into her eyes for a moment, then finally nodded, looking down at his plate. Jade sighed in relief until Camille interjected her opinion, “If we can’t come, then by heaven, you had better come back in one piece, do you understand me?” Her voice was emotional, and Jade smiled at her, blinking back tears that suddenly threatened to fall. She reached over and Camille grabbed her hand, holding on.  
 
    She nodded. “I will do everything in my power. I intend on coming back with all of us.”  
 
    Tisha had jumped up out of her chair and was now half sitting on Jade as she hugged her. “I’ll never forgive you if you don’t come back. You promised me you’d go to the ball with me.” Jade was just hugging her back one handed and patting her hair as if trying to sooth a small child. 
 
    Ashanna smiled at her daughters a little sadly, then looked at Derrick and suggested, “Perhaps we should move the ball back a week.” 
 
    Derrick nodded his assent, then added as he looked at Tisha, “I believe that would be for the best. We’ll celebrate your safe return.” He smiled at Jade, and she smiled back through tears at him. It was just words, but they still meant the world to her. He was choosing to trust her to come back safely.  
 
    Jade smiled, patting Tisha as she said, “Hear that? I’ll go to that ball with you after all. You can help Will teach me how to dance when I get back.” Sniffling, Tisha nodded and finally let go, returning to her seat as the atmosphere seemed to relax a little bit and people started eating again. Talk about an emotional roller coaster.  
 
    “So Jade, how are you enjoying your classes?” Ashanna was obviously trying to get conversation back to more neutral territory.  
 
    Jade grinned, gesturing to the corner where her garden and swarm of fellacai were flying around. “As you can see, I fell in love with contractual magic, and nature magic is utterly fascinating. I’m basically getting private tutoring from Carter and Brady, which is nice. Brady is very…enthusiastic.”  
 
    She had to hide a chuckle as Camille laughed outright, then explained to her parents and younger siblings, “Vicious, more like! She was basically wearing rags yesterday because Brady slashed her up so much since she could just heal herself and keep going.”  
 
    Both Derrick and Ashanna looked concerned, while the twins and Tisha looked amazed. Jade smiled prettily at them as she said simply, “I don’t mind. I think it’s what kept me alive last night. He was right in that pain and experience are some of the best teachers. It stopped me from panicking, so I’m grateful for it.”  
 
    They looked thoughtful at her statement, nodding slowly. Meanwhile, Jade turned to Camille. “So! I actually wanted to talk to you about the fellacai. Do you still want one? It worked beautifully for Ren, so I know I can do it.”  
 
    Camille beamed and looked ready to accept her offer when Ashanna cut in, “Why don’t we wait on that until after the hunt.” Her tone was final and brooked no argument, and both Jade and Camille deflated a bit, the atmosphere becoming a bit more solemn once more as Jade nodded silently.  
 
    She couldn’t blame the queen. She was remembering what Eamonn had said about the pens turning into a mess when their contractor died. She was going into a very dangerous situation, and while she knew they wanted her to come back and were hoping for the best…Ashanna was also being realistic that she might not come back. Having terrifying, but beautiful, tiny monsters attached to the royal family did seem like a bad idea if they were going to go crazy if she died. It was a sad thought, and she was suddenly a little more worried about Ren.  
 
    Faintly, she spoke, “Of course. There’s plenty of time, no need to rush into it.” She smiled weakly at Ashanna, who nodded her thanks that Jade hadn’t made a fuss of it. Still, the silence that descended afterwards was palpable. Trying to think of something that would break the silence, Jade went through the motions of shoving down food to replenish her energy.  
 
    Finally striking on an idea, she smiled at Camille, Ashanna, and Hayden. “Hey, the life magic class isn’t until Friday. Would you guys be able to give me some pointers while you’re here?” 
 
    The family looked surprised, and Ashanna asked curiously, “How did you know the three of us had life magic?” Obviously, they’d caught her glances at them.  
 
    Jade tilted her head, curious. “Was it a secret?”  
 
    It was Hayden who answered. “You looked at me. I’ve never used life magic outside of practicing with mom and my tutors. So it’s not common knowledge that I inherited that side.”  
 
    Jade nodded. “Oh, I guess that makes sense. No one told me, but I can see magical auras around people when I want to.” She quickly activated mana sense, pointing at Camille, who was closest. “Camille has an aura of brown, blue, and orange, which are earth, water, and life magic.”  
 
    She moved down the table, “Tisha has brown and gray, so earth and metal. Victor has mostly earth, but there are undertones of bright red and lilac, so fire and illusion. Will is mostly light blue with undercurrents of black and brown, so he’s mainly wind with some dark and earth. Hunter is mostly brown with some red, so earth and fire. Hayden is mostly orange with some violet and light blue, so he’s life with some illusion and wind. Brodie is mostly the red of fire with some earth as well. King Derrick, you’re mostly brown, but you also have the red of fire and the light blue of wind. Queen Ashanna is mostly orange, but she’s got illusion, dark, water, and a tiny bit of this light green one that I’ve never actually seen before, so I’m not sure what it means.”  
 
    Her explanation was met with dead silence once more as they all looked at her with a mixture of curiosity and amazement. Finally, Ashanna said tactfully, “It’s spiritual magic.” Jade nodded, pondering this new information as Ashanna said quietly, “So you can see all the different shades of magic a person possesses?”  
 
    Jade nodded. “Yeah, it’s how I found the doppelganger. Its magic was this shimmering amalgamation of colors, never quite staying the same. The mesmer had this horrible black aura…it wasn’t the black of dark magic, but something that just felt sick and sinister. It felt horrible, so tainted…but it’s why I think I can find them. Anything that evil is something I’ll be able to spot from a distance, hopefully.”  
 
    They nodded, looking thoughtful at her words. Finally, Ashanna spoke again, “Well, it does seem useful at the very least. Can you see your own colors?”  
 
    Jade paused, thinking about it. “I don’t see them coming off my skin, but I haven’t ever tried looking in a mirror while I use my mana sense.”  
 
    Tisha was already digging in her purse, looking excited as she passed a hand mirror over to Jade. Taking it, she took a deep breath, then held it up as she reactivated mana sense.  
 
    The wash of colors that surrounded her in the mirror was brilliant. The brightest color was white, the color of light magic, but it was barely dominant. There were so many colors: the dark blue of water, the brown of earth, the bright red of fire, light blue for wind, bright yellow for lightning, tiny bits of black for dark magic, a rich dark green for nature, a light pink that was contract, a small bit of orange for life, a tiny bit of lavender for illusion, a large streak of gray for metal, the undercurrent of dark red for blood, a bright lime green of healing, the dark violet aura of compulsion, and then a bright purple and teal that she wasn’t quite sure which was which, but she guessed were spatial and gravity.  
 
    “Can you see them?” Tisha prodded, and Jade nodded, looking closer. Almost imperceptible, the barest traces at the edges contained other colors: light green, neon blue, a sickly yellow-brown, and the faintest traces of something pearly, as well as copper, silver, and gold. “What colors do you have?” 
 
    Jade smiled, shaking her head. “All of them, plus…I think I can see the potential for more. It’s so faint, I can’t be totally sure. I have no idea what they signify. It seems the more you use the magic, the more the color takes to your aura. So while there are a few colors I can maybe barely see, I have no idea how to use them. One of them is that light green that Ashanna said was spiritual magic.”  
 
    Derrick and Ashanna were exchanging glances, and then Ashanna queried her, “Jade, can you hand me your class schedule? I’d like to take a look at it.” 
 
    A little startled, Jade nevertheless reached into her pocket and brought out her schedule, handing it over to Ashanna who looked it over, then nodded as she thought for a moment and asserted, “Let’s go with ten on Thursday.” She handed the schedule back to Jade, who looked confused. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ten on Thursday for what?” 
 
    Ashanna smiled. “I’ll be meeting you here for private tutoring, of course.” 
 
    Oh. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five – Still 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be here,” Jade echoed, still a little shocked that Ashanna was going to personally tutor her. Considering she was the only one with that spiritual magic that she’d seen, despite how tiny the streak was, it was important. Plus, life magic would be helpful. Sure, she’d asked, but hadn’t thought she’d get more than a few pointers, so being personally tutored by the queen was an unexpected twist for her. 
 
    They made small talk after that, finishing their meal peacefully. Hayden and Hunter had the table laughing softly at their antics as they told her about their various tutors and pretending to be each other. When they were done, they started getting up and getting ready to leave when Tisha pounced on Jade again, just hugging her as she said softly, “Stay safe.”  
 
    Jade smiled, hugging her back as she replied just as quietly, “I’ll do my best, munchkin.”  
 
    Tisha grumbled. “I’m not that small.” She glanced around, making sure no one else was paying attention as she poked Jade in the boob. “It’s not fair! You were smaller than me three days ago!”  
 
    Jade had flinched away when she was poked, then had to muffle her laughter when some of the royal family started paying attention to her again. She smirked down at Tisha, holding her out at arm’s length so she couldn’t poke her again as she said with a laugh, “You’ll grow up soon enough, no need to rush it.”  
 
    Tisha grumbled softly but reluctantly nodded and backed up to let the rest of the family draw near for their own goodbyes. The men kissed her hand while the women pecked her on the cheek with a small hug. She smiled as they let the servants in to clean up, waving them off peacefully. Camille called over her shoulder as she left, “I’ll see you in a few hours.” 
 
    Jade nodded, a little confused until she remembered she had water magic that afternoon, the only class they shared. The servants were looking a little concerned at the fellacai still flitting around one corner of her room, so she walked over to them. It was time to return them, sadly.  
 
    “Alright lovelies, back into the cage.” She could almost hear the mental protests they emitted as she stood in the middle of them, their wings gently caressing her with tiny butterfly kisses and adding ever more blue dots to her mental screen. They were fluttering around reluctantly, and she sighed, layering a little more compulsion towards them as she ordered, “In.” She didn’t want to do it, but it was necessary. 
 
    With her final scolding, they started to enter the cage in an orderly manner, save her babies. She glanced around, making sure she hadn’t missed any, and then glanced back to see most of the servants staring at her in awe. She smiled at them, closing the cage. “Are you done here?” 
 
    “Oh, y-yes, miss. We are,” the nearest man stuttered quickly, ushering the others out in front of him as he bowed to her and said, “Good d-day, miss.” She smiled and nodded at him, trying not to unnerve him any more than she already had. When they were out and moving towards the stairs, she came out with her babies clinging to her hair and locked the door behind her, moving back over to the contractual room.  
 
    Unlocking it, she breathed a sigh of relief that Randal was no longer there. She quickly walked over to where the fellacai were normally kept, putting the cage down as she murmured softly, “Until tomorrow, my loves.” 
 
    Looking around the room, she double checked that the door was closed before walking over to the wall of cages. Her fellacai swooped away from her, not wanting to be near the other animals. Several of the creatures watched her curiously from their various positions as she layered command into her voice yet again, “Come to the front of your cages and be still so I may touch you. After my hand is out, you may go back to normal.” The commands were getting easier and easier to issue, and she absently wondered if she wasn’t using it just a tad too much. There seemed to be an extra layer when she used it now, and she absently wondered if it was hypnotism kicking in as well. 
 
    Still, each of the animals that were similar, but not quite the same as animals on earth, started to come to the front of their cages. They were mostly smaller animals, nothing weighing more than fifty pounds, if she had to guess. Carefully, she began to walk from cage to cage, lightly caressing each animal’s head briefly before withdrawing her hand and moving on. Many of them chose not to move back, instead watching her as she moved among them.  
 
    When she had finished, the long line of cages still held animals staring at her in a mixture of curiosity and longing. Several of them had eyes fixed on the fellacai, and she wondered at their potential intelligence. Living in captivity, the only thing they could do was listen and watch. Had that had an impact on their growth? Her heart went out to them, but she stopped herself. She didn’t want to overwhelm herself. Softly, she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’ll do what I can for you.”  
 
    They were still staring until finally one of them huffled and turned, walking back further into the cage to settle once more and the others started following suit. She breathed a silent sigh of relief, then went back to the door, opening it as her fellacai once again landed on her crown braid. She locked the place up behind her, then descended the stairs, heading back for the Caldwell Education Center once more. 
 
    She still had about ten minutes before class started, but there were very few students headed towards the Caldwell Center. There were a bunch of students outside, but they were headed in the opposite direction for the most part, which confused her. Curious, she stopped one of the nearby students by catching their arm lightly. “I’m sorry, can you tell me where everyone is going?” 
 
    The boy looked startled, but he smiled at her and answered, “The obstacle course. Everyone is going to check out how the newbies do and have a laugh when they screw up.”  
 
    “Oh, of course. Thank you!” She smiled brilliantly at him and he looked a little dazed.  
 
    “Do you want to come with me?” He was still staring at her as if he was starstruck. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got a class I have to get to, but thank you. I’m Jade, by the way. It’s nice to meet you…?” 
 
    “Tyler. It’s nice to meet you too. I haven’t seen you before. Are you new here?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I’m a first year. Is it that obvious?” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, you did ask where everyone was going.” She nodded as he continued, “Hey, are you staying on campus for dinner?” A little puzzled, Jade nodded. “The fifth floor food is terrible. Why don’t you join me on the third floor? I still have an invitation left…”  
 
    She laughed softly, shaking her head. “Oh, that’s very kind of you, but my professor has invited me to the first floor.”  
 
    He seemed to deflate instantly, then asked, “Oh, are you going to Monster Study tonight then?”  
 
    She smiled, shaking her head. “Sadly, no. I’ve got light magic to go to.” 
 
    “You’re an intermediate light mage?” he asked curiously, seemingly a little impressed as well.  
 
    “I am!” she announced cheerfully.  
 
    He nodded before taking her hand as he proceeded, “Well, I’d probably better let you go. It was lovely to meet you, Jade, and I look forward to seeing more of you. I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again.” There was a glint in his bright hazel eyes that seemed to indicate his determination to make such encounters happen, and he absently brushed his brown hair back after he bent over to kiss her hand.  
 
    “Oh, yes. I’d better get to class then. Thank you for answering my question, and I’ll see you around!” She smiled at him and he stared at her for a moment before belatedly releasing her hand, nodding. She grinned at him again, then turned, walking towards Caldwell again.  
 
    She’d only gotten about fifteen feet when she heard hurried footsteps behind her, and she glanced back to see a pretty brunette who looked to be trying to catch up to her. She slowed her steps for a moment as the girl squealed softly as she caught up, “Oh my gosh, that was brilliant! I’d have been scared to death to flirt with a third year like that!” Jade looked at her in confusion, and she grinned, leaning in and kissing Jade on the cheek as she effused cheerfully, “Oh, I’m Evanna! It’s lovely to meet you! Can you teach me how to do that?”  
 
    Jade was flummoxed. “Oh, it’s, uhm, nice to meet you, Evanna. I’m Jade, but what do you want me to teach you?”  
 
    Evanna latched onto her arm, propelling them both forward to the Caldwell Center. “How to flirt, silly! You had that third year eating out of the palm of your hand! It was amazing to watch!”  
 
    She was still confused. “But I wasn’t flirting with him? I just wanted to ask a question, and he was being friendly.”  
 
    Evanna pulled her to a standstill, staring at her as if she was trying to read the secrets of her soul. “Oh. My. Heavens. Seriously!? You really had no idea how hard he was trying to ask you out?” Jade stared blankly at her and she shook her head. “Girl, he was doing everything he could to secure more time with you. I mean, I don’t blame him, you’re gorgeous, but still. How can you be that oblivious? I wouldn’t be surprised if he shows up to walk you to class!”  
 
    Jade shook her head, still bewildered. “You must be mistaken. He was just making polite conversation.”  
 
    Evanna huffed, shaking her head as she began pulling Jade towards Caldwell again. “Girl, you’re crazy. Are you going to geography?” 
 
    Not sure how to follow the abrupt change in conversation, she nodded. “Yes…” 
 
    “Great! Me too! I can’t believe you have no idea what you just did to that poor boy. Also, your hair is so pretty! How did you do that? Where did you get those ornaments from? They look so lifelike!”  
 
    Being pulled along, she was still trying to adapt to Evanna’s pace. “Oh, it’s just…something I learned in my old world, and they’re not ornaments, they’re my bonded.” At her words, her babies fluttered and preened a bit, causing Evanna to bring them to a standstill again, staring at her.  
 
    “No. WAY! You’re the traveler!? It’s like so amazing to meet you! I can’t wait to tell everyone I met you! This is so awesome! But oh, we’ve gotta go or we’ll be late, and everyone says Count Edmund hates when people are late.” She started tugging Jade away again, and she mused absently to herself, is this how other people feel around me? 
 
    She put up no resistance to being pulled along, and soon enough they were back on the second floor of Caldwell and she was being pulled into a classroom that was much smaller than the business class had been yesterday. Instead of auditorium seating, there were only about ten desks and every surface of the wall was covered in maps of all shapes and sizes. 
 
    Count Edmund sat at the front of the room, and four of the seats were filled with students. She smiled, greeting them, “Hello, Count Edmund. Hi, Ian. Hi, Chloe.” She recognized the other two as first years who were staying at the Green Dragon as well, but they weren’t anyone she’d ever talked to. 
 
    “Hey, Jade.” Ian smiled nervously back at her, and she smiled as she took a seat next to him, while Evanna claimed the one next to her.  
 
    Edmund was smiling complacently at her as he nodded. “Welcome, Jade, Evanna. I see you already know Ian and Chloe. Have you met the others?” When Jade shook her head, he nodded to the three of them. “Well, let’s have everyone introduce yourselves then. It’s a small class, so you might as well know each other.” 
 
    “Hi. I’m Steven.” One of the more whipcord guys was the first to start, and she realized he was actually one of the guys she’d bumped into on her first day in the common room once he said his name. He was the guy with the sneaky traits, which seemed to match his light brown hair and brooding dark brown eyes.  
 
    “I’m Travis. Nice to meet you.” Guy two was also someone she’d taken from that first day, go figure. He was wearing short sleeves to emphasize very firm muscles and a great tan. His hair was streaked with blond, showcasing that he’d probably spent quite a bit of time outdoors. 
 
    “I’m Chloe. Nice to meet you all.” Her short bob covered her face as she smiled shyly, and that rounded out the three people she’d bumped her first day, though Chloe had been in her contractual class, too. She wondered how she was dealing with Frank’s disappearance but didn’t want to ask in front of the others. Seriously though, what were the odds? Thinking about it, she realized that none of them had included a title. Had the ‘scholarship’ students come to stay at The Green Dragon before everyone else? That would make sense as to why they were here too. The nobles probably grew up learning this stuff, and it was only those new to this lifestyle who needed to learn. 
 
    “Evanna at your service!” the girl practically chirped beside her, startling her slightly.  
 
    A little sheepishly, she smiled and nodded to them all. “If it wasn’t obvious, I’m Jade. It’s a pleasure.”  
 
    Edmund nodded, clapping his hands together. “Well, that’s that. Shall we get started? Geography is one of the noblest studies, for it explains the world around us…” 
 
    Jade forced herself to sit still, paying careful attention. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six – Trouble 
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    Edmund pulled out a specific map, and it seemed to be a corner of a continent. Curious, Jade began to study it as Edmund explained, “This is our part of Andara. We’re in the northeast of the land, something that has been discovered through years of trade and exploration. We are here in the middle of the map, at this mountain. Between these mountains is the land Caoi claims, and there are three other cities here: Mianach to the north, which specializes in mining and mountain farming; Abhain to the east, which is on the lake and specializes in fishing, as well as containing the top herds; and to the west is Malartu, a city of craft and trade, as well as our secondary guardsman training ground.”  
 
    Quizzically, Jade pointed to the city that didn’t seem very far on the map. “What about that one to the south?” 
 
    “Ah, right. Caoi has claim to Basaigh Woods, and Tranglam is on the other side at the start of the Forest of Draiocht. They belong to Saibreh.” 
 
    Jade nodded slowly before continuing her line of questioning. “What’s the difference between the woods and the forest?”  
 
    Edmund tapped the map and the giant river that separated what looked like little trees from tall trees. “The dearg trees only grow on this side of the river. While the forest is habitable, the dearg are home to all manner of ancient monsters, including the mesmer.” Jade nodded, figuring dearg was something similar to redwoods in her old world.  
 
    “Can you tell us more about the forest?”  
 
    Edmund sighed a little, as if getting impatient with her questioning slightly. “What’s so fascinating to you about the Basaigh Woods?”  
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. “I’m going on a mesmer hunt Sunday. I figured it’d be good to know where I’m going.”  
 
    Everyone in the class was now giving her their full attention, and she could hear Evanna whisper, “Why would you do that!? It’s the forest of death! No one comes back.” 
 
    Jade’s smile turned a little sardonic. “Oh, I’ll come back after I kill them all.”  
 
    Silence greeted her until finally Edmund coughed. “Very well. Because of the circumstances, today we’ll cover what we know of the Basaigh Woods.” Jade smiled brightly at him, and he shook his head, seeming to try to put his thoughts together before he finally began again. “The Basaigh Woods are, as I said, home to the dearg trees, some of the oldest known trees to be found in the world…”  
 
    Nearly two hours later, Jade felt she had a much better idea of what she would be facing and what the kingdom had explored thus far. Everyone had seemed to get very into the idea, doing their best to help prepare her for anything she might face. She had to laugh that it had turned more from geography into help-Jade-survive-the-death-woods.  
 
    She yawned, stretching as she smiled at Edmund. “Thanks for letting me derail your class today. The other cities sounded cool, but I doubt I’ll see them anytime soon, considering the travel distance.” And the distinct lack of wagons that she’d seen. She didn’t even need a carriage, but a wagon was at least the basics of any distance travel.  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about the distance. Dukes Liam and Donnelly open the gates to each city twice a month,” Edmund cheerfully informed her as she stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you just say…they opened gates?” Her voice almost broke; she was about to burst from excitement. 
 
    “Yes, gates to the cities. They open a new one every Monday and Thursday. It makes traveling much more convenient,” Ian helpfully piped up. “Otherwise, I’d never have made it here from Abhain to get tested.”  
 
    Jade pondered this, then asked, “The dukes, how do they open these gates?” 
 
    Evanna spoke up quickly, “They’re spatial mages, of course. The only ones in the kingdom! We’re so lucky to have them!” Her voice lowered to a horrified whisper, “Imagine if we had to walk like they used to! I’d have died coming from Mianach! I almost went mad out of boredom as it was! Nobody new ever came there!” 
 
    For a girly gossiper like Evanna, Jade figured that no new influx of people might as well be death for her. How else was she supposed to get her gossip? After a while, you got sick of the drama around you and you wanted fresh faces, she supposed. Was that why all those soaps had to introduce someone’s cousin’s brother’s ex-fiance who murdered his mother? Gotta get new drama somewhere.  
 
    Jade smiled at Evanna, poking her in the side gently. “So you’re a small town girl?”  
 
    Evanna laughed, shaking her head at Jade. “Why do you think I was so anxious to come here? All the boys there only ever think about mining! Who wants to be covered in dirt and dust all the time? No thank you! I’m much happier being here, where everyone is clean.” Jade couldn’t help but laugh at Evanna’s vehemence, but she could relate. She hated being sticky, let alone truly dirty.  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” Jade grinned at her. Looking at the others, she asked, “So where can I find the next portal? I don’t really want to go through, but I’d like to meet them.”  
 
    “Taistill Square. You should just be able to ask anyone for directions, but the portals are by the river. This Thursday should be the portal to Abhain,” Edmund explained concisely and Jade nodded her thanks. 
 
    “Alright, well, I’ve got to head to my next class, but I’ll see you all later!” She smiled, bidding her farewells to them. 
 
    Only, Evanna didn’t seem on board. “What do you mean, you’ve got to go? Diplomacy is just a few doors down.”  
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. “I’m not taking it, much to Count Leroy’s chagrin, I’m sure. I’m going to water magic.” 
 
    It was Travis who complained, “Seriously? I thought all talent students had to take it! Count Leroy is going to take you not being there out on us…” 
 
    Jade laughed, shaking her head. “For your sake, I hope not, but if he does, I’m sorry. If it makes you feel any better,” she did a quick check of her sheet, “my diplomacy is already at intermediate 8, so it’s not a new concept for me.”  
 
    Even Edmund seemed curious now. “Intermediate 8? In the week you’ve been here?”  
 
    She smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, it’s one of my top five skills. I think it’s managed to keep me out of trouble so far, but that’s also most likely because I’m a traveler, so people take it easy on me.” 
 
    “What are the other four?” Evanna asked curiously.  
 
    “Information gathering, healing magic, light magic, and perception.” She paused, looking at her list. “Actually, mental fortitude and wind magic are right up there too.” 
 
    Evanna shook her head in awe. “That’s amazing. I could only dream of having as many magics as you do.” 
 
    Jade smiled, patting her on the shoulder. “I’m just weird, no need to be jealous, but I really should go before I’m late. I’ll see you later!” 
 
    Ian sighed. “At dinner? I never see you on the fifth floor.” 
 
    She winced. “I, uhm, eat on the first floor.”  
 
    “Not fair! And you told me not to be jealous!” Evanna squeaked in mock anger as Jade grinned, waved at all of them from the door, and proceeded to make her way out of the building. There were a few people coming in, probably because it was determined they needed more diplomacy or tact, and she smiled at them as they nodded to her.  
 
    She also once again had a crown of butterflies, having let them fly free in the geography classroom after everyone relaxed. There was a steady stream of people going into Magnus. She trailed them, brushing up against whoever she could without suspicion, but most of them kept walking up past the second floor.  
 
    As she stopped at the second floor, she could hear voices coming from just ahead…where her workshop was. “Maybe she went home already.” 
 
    A somewhat familiar voice replied, “No one goes home early on Tuesdays. She was here this morning, and she usually checks her room between classes. If you guys don’t want to wait, fine, go, but I’m staying here. It’s not like we’ve got another class right now anyways. So sit down, shut up, and do your homework. We can wait.” 
 
    There was a chorus of groans that greeted this berating, and she could hear people and papers shuffling as she walked into view. The first people she spotted were Evan and Adam, and she identified the voice as Evan’s. They had their backs to her because they’d been talking to four other students in the hall, who looked to be slightly older.  
 
    “Hello boys.” Jade smiled as she walked over to them, causing Evan and Adam to jump a little because she’d been so quiet. “What are you…” She stopped, staring at them as Evan and Adam turned, and she took in the giant bruise on Adam’s face, let alone those on their arms and bodies. “Who did this?” Her voice was a low growl as she walked forward, putting a hand on each of them and letting her healing magic wash through them.  
 
    They paused, seeming to bask in the feeling of healing as she explored the many bruises on their bodies, healing them quickly and efficiently. Adam had even managed to bruise his bones. As soon as she finished, she leveled a calm stare at them and repeated, “Who did this to you?” 
 
    Adam replied in a husky voice, “Not who, but what. We almost made it through the obstacle course.” She relaxed a bit at his explanation. The thing had to be brutal if they said they almost made it through and they were still this beaten. They also seemed a bit damp.  
 
    She smiled softly at them. “I see. Is it really that hard? It was just the beginner’s course today, right?” 
 
    They nodded, and Evan confirmed, “It’s that hard.”  
 
    “Excuse me, Lady Jade. I was wondering if you could also heal us?” One of the older boys chose this moment to butt into their conversation, and she finally remembered they were there. She had been so focused on her friends she’d tuned their existence out. Oops. 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled kindly at them, trying to make up for the fact that she forgot about them. Reaching a hand out, she touched the other boys one by one, finding that they were mostly in the same condition as Evan and Adam had been. She winced. Whatever they’d done had to be painful. “Were you six the only ones to run the course?” 
 
    The guy she was healing, a cute redhead with bulging muscles, replied, “No, we just made it the furthest. Those who don’t make it as far generally don’t end up as bruised, but the further you get, the harder it gets and the more likely you are to take a beating.” She nodded. Increasing difficulty…she actually wanted to see this obstacle course now.  
 
    “I see. I guess I’d better get used to this being a regular thing, then.” She smiled at them and he nodded a little shyly.  
 
    “It’s fairly common. I’d say it’s worth it, though.” She raised a brow, and he grinned incorrigibly at her. “I got to spend time talking to you after and feel your magic rush through me. Like I said, worth it.” She laughed softly, shaking her head as he said, “I’m Michael, by the way. Can I just say it is a pleasure to meet you?” He took her hand, bending over to kiss it, all without ever breaking eye contact.  
 
    “Get your dirty hands off her!” Evan’s voice broke through the moment as she felt herself being grabbed and pulled back and away from Michael.  
 
    She suddenly found herself being sandwiched between the very large Evan and Adam as Adam spoke in a soft rumble, “Ignore him, he’s just a crazy flirt.” 
 
    Michael clutched his chest. “You wound me! How could anyone deny the light which Lady Jade brings into the lives of all around her?”  
 
    She couldn’t help it, he was so over the top she started giggling. She heard Evan and Adam heave sighs of exasperation, then Evan asked, “Where were you headed before we stopped you?” 
 
    She smiled up at him. “Water magic classroom.”  
 
    He nodded, and still firmly sandwiched between them, started leading her the other way around the corner. “We’ll escort you there. Ignore the bonehead.” She smiled and waved behind her at the four older students, and Michael mimed his heart cracking as she walked away. She laughed a little again, and Evan muttered almost too softly for her to hear, “Oiy, you’re trouble.” 
 
    She burst out laughing as a song came into her head punctuated by a screaming goat. She crooned, “You knew I was trouble when I snuck in…” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven – Introductions 
 
    The water magic classroom was just around the corner, down two doors. She guessed it made sense, given the whole alphabetical thing. She had to smile up at her two bodyblockers. They were taking getting her to her classroom and away from Michael very seriously. As they reached the door, Evan courteously held it open for her, earning him several curious looks from the students inside as he murmured to Jade, “Be safe.”  
 
    Jade laughed, leaning over to hug him as she said, “Sure thing, big bro.” He was well and truly acting like an overprotective brother, so she couldn’t help but tease him. She quickly hugged Adam too, then smiled and said, “Now shoo, shoo. I’ll see you guys later.” They nodded, waiting for her to walk into the room before letting the door to shut behind her.  
 
    She glanced around the room to find fourteen other students lounging around at their desks, looking at her curiously, save one. She absently took note of the fact that the desks were all shoved into one half of the room and there was a large trough full of water at both the back and front of the room. She made her way over to the empty desk and flopped into it, grinning as she said, “Hey Cami! Anything new and exciting happen in the two hours since I last saw you?” Her voice was quiet, but it carried in the silent classroom.  
 
    Camille almost let out an unladylike snort, but instead managed to turn it into a soft coughing laugh. “Well, I would have told you about the two first years who came close to beating the beginner course on their first try, but it looks like you know them.” She raised a brow as if waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re friends of mine. Plus they needed healing, so I patched them up. They got weirdly protective when one of the second years tried to talk to me after I healed him up.”  
 
    “Oh? What’s his name?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Michael,” Jade answered with a shrug. “He seemed nice enough.”  
 
    Camille laughed, as did a few other people. “Now I can’t blame them. He’s an incorrigible flirt.”  
 
    Jade grinned. “Well, if that’s his reputation, no wonder he flirted with me! The rest of you have already written him off.” She stuck her tongue out at Camille who shook her head, then turned her attention to the rest of the room, who were watching and shamelessly eavesdropping on their conversation. “So, is anyone going to introduce themself? I figure you all probably know who I am at this point.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Jade, we do.” Her gaze was immediately drawn to the boy who spoke, assessing him. Right off the bat, she could tell he had either grown up in or idolizing the military. He had the look of a recruit with the short buzz cut, impeccably clean and tidy clothes that resembled the guard’s uniform. His light green eyes stared at her unblinkingly, and he seemed to have a familiar look to him. “My name is Glen Whitaker, fourth year,” he paused, then nodded to her a little deferentially, “and I wanted to say thank you for healing my grandfather.”  
 
    It clicked and she smiled brightly at him. “You’re Count Ammon’s grandson?” He nodded and her smile grew brighter. “It’s lovely to meet you, Glen.”  
 
    “You have the smile of an angel, an ode to grace and beauty.” She turned to her left where a boy she would have associated with the theater was approaching. His golden hair was swooshed back dramatically, his clothes were lovely, ornate, and suited him immensely. He took her hand, bending over and keeping his light brown eyes on her as he said, “It is the greatest pleasure to meet you, my lady. I am Lord Melvin Reynolds, your most ardent fan.”  
 
    “Uh, yes, it’s lovely to meet you as well, Lord Melvin…” Her voice trailed off as she unsuccessfully tried to take her hand back without ripping it out of his hand. He was holding onto her with a surprisingly strong grip. That was, until another boy came up from behind and karate chopped his arm and pulled him back. 
 
    “You’re being creepy. Go sit,” the chopper ordered him with a glare.  
 
    “I was not being creepy, I was admiring her!” Melvin countered with the air of the abused and forlorn.  
 
    The boy laughed, and like Glen, he had a military look. His hair was a bit longer, though it was still only about an inch long and nicely styled. He turned his hazel eyes on Jade and rebuked, “She’s been trying to pull her hand back for a while now.” Jade blushed a little and he gave her a deep bow. “I’m Jayce Morris, third year.” He didn’t wait for her to respond before returning to his seat.  
 
    “Not that it matters, but I’m Seamus,” a bored voice came from just over her shoulder and she turned in her seat to look at the boy sitting directly behind her. He just nodded to her, then went back to picking at his nails, which were already impossibly clean. His dark hair was longer, half covering one dark brown eye in a more emo look than she was used to seeing here. She smiled half heartedly at him, but he paid her no attention. 
 
    The guy next to him, a big brawny guy who was extremely tanned and calloused saluted her with a smile as he drawled, “Ahm Angus Doyle.” His voice was a deep baritone, and he seemed so chill and relaxed. She smiled brightly at him and he ducked his head with a small smirk. 
 
    She heard someone approaching her from the front again, so she turned back around to take in the tall willowy girl approaching. She wore a heavily embroidered dress, her light brown hair was perfectly combed over one shoulder, and she walked with a quiet air of dignity as she stepped forward, kissing Jade on both cheeks as the customary greeting. Her voice was quiet and composed as she said, “Lady Jade, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lady Samantha Castillo, third year and daughter of the minister of trade.”  
 
    Jade smiled back at her, but it wasn’t her normal smile; it didn’t reach her eyes. It was merely polite as she responded, “It’s lovely to meet you, Lady Samantha.” Seemingly satisfied, Samantha nodded and turned to return to her seat, at which point Jade looked at Camille, raising a brow with a look that said ‘really?’ Camille shook her head, giving her a look that Jade interpreted as ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 
 
    Next, another boy approached stiffly. His voice was polite and proper as he took her hand, brushing it lightly before immediately letting go as he said primly, “Lady Jade, I am Lord Gilbert Snyder.” His dark brown hair was parted and lay neatly atop his head, his clothes were immaculate, and his very manner just screamed propriety.  
 
    Jade nodded gravely to him, matching his extremely serious demeanor as she remarked, “The pleasure is mine, Lord Gilbert.” He nodded, then stiffly turned and walked back to his desk, where he sat ramrod straight, head held high. She glanced at Camille again, who mouthed the word ‘later.’  
 
    A guy two seats to her right leaned forward so he could see her, smiling nonchalantly as he said disparagingly, “I’d get up to greet you, but I’m not so great at walking. The name’s Kevin.” At her confused look at his first statement, he moved his leg, holding up his left foot, which wasn’t a foot. It was a metal boot that was fastened to his shin. She nodded thoughtfully, which seemed to be all he needed because he put his foot back down and went back to reading. She pondered for a moment, in a world where healing magic was a thing, how did he lose his foot?  
 
    Could she fix it? Her musings were interrupted by a melodious voice as a girl with dark black curls walked forward, lightly kissing her on the cheek. A strong smell of roses almost overwhelmed her for a moment; she struggled not to cough and smiled instead at the girl whose melodious voice was almost like music. “I’m the one and only Bryoni, the best singer you’ll ever meet.” Her smirk was cheeky and a little haughty all at the same time.  
 
    Jade smiled a little shakily back at her, still trying to get over the overwhelming scent as replied politely, “I look forward to hearing you sing, Bryoni.” Satisfied, Bryoni nodded and moved back to her seat, while Jade took a second to quickly create the tiniest breeze around her face to get rid of the smell.  
 
    The girl seated in front of Kevin looked up, and Jade finally realized that she and Kevin each had a BOOK, and they weren’t in the library! She needed to be friends with them. The girl’s crazy light brown corkscrew curls were wild around her head, and her light blue eyes seemed to focus on Jade for a moment as she deadpanned, “Marie.” Then her head went right back to her book, ignoring the room once more. Jade was a little at a loss; she wanted to read too! She needed to make friends with the people who had books! Unfortunately, it seemed that Marie wasn’t interested in her. 
 
    Her eyes trailed around the room, landing on another boy who had yet to introduce himself. He was slumped in his seat, watching the room with hooded eyes. When he realized she was looking at him, he lifted two fingers to his forehead, saluting her lazily as he yawned and said, “Chase Walker, at your service.” He then closed his eyes, seeming to go to sleep.  
 
    Unused to this behavior, she cast her eyes about once more, landing on another boy who was using water magic. However, what he was doing was confusing to her until she realized the round, flat sheet of water was being used as a mirror to inspect himself. He was fussing with his golden hair, and when several other people turned to look at him because she had, he looked over, noticed her looking at him, and gave her a brilliant smile. “Ah, I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist staring at me. No one can, don’t worry. I, Lord Corey Morgan, feel it my duty to accept the adoration of my fans.”  
 
    Jade choked on her spit a little, coughing as she smiled and said, “Ah, of course…I…It’s nice to meet you.” She quickly turned away from him as he started to smirk. Her gaze landed on the last person who hadn’t introduced themselves, a smaller boy with dark brown hair and electric blue eyes. He smiled shyly at her, and she greeted him, “Hi.”  
 
    “Hi. I’m Jeffrey.” He responded mouseishly, ducking his head as his cheeks blushed. He kept sneaking glances at her, and she had to fight the urge to go and hug him because he looked like an adorable little puppy. She smiled brightly at him, which just made him duck his head further down. 
 
    Looking at Camille, she asked, “So I’m a little curious,” Camille raised a brow, as if urging her to go on, “where’s the teacher?”  
 
    Camille’s face darkened, and she ran a hand through her hair as she muttered in a frustrated voice, “He’ll probably show up. Eventually. If he’s not passed out somewhere.” The last part was so quiet, Jade figured Camille hadn’t meant for her to hear it.  
 
    Curious, Jade continued to prod, “How did we get in then, if the teacher didn’t open the room?” 
 
    Camille shrugged and spilled the beans, “The assistant opened it for the beginner class. He went to go track down Duke Vincent.” Jade nodded uneasily. She had a feeling she’d met Duke Vincent before.  
 
    Glancing down at her pocket watch, she realized it was almost 3:15. The class was now talking amongst themselves, reading, or sleeping on the desks. Jade frowned. This wasn’t what she was expecting from her first intermediate class. At this point, she might have been better off going to the nature class instead and getting practice in there. She was considering packing up her stuff and heading over there when the door finally opened. 
 
    In walked Baronet Wylder, whom she’d met in the professor’s lounge with Stephen what seemed like ages ago. Behind him trailed whom she assumed was Duke Vincent, the man from the art gallery.  
 
    He looked very different from how he’d appeared last night, to the obvious surprise of her classmates, who started muttering to each other about the change. Instead of unkempt gray hair, it had been neatly combed back into a ponytail. Instead of sallow, sunken skin, he still appeared wan but healthy. His sloppy clothes had been replaced by well fitting pants and shirt overlaid with a dark blue open wizard’s robe with rather intricate embroidery. She was impressed. He looked like almost a completely different person. 
 
    He walked into the room, standing behind the desk as he stared out at the students, Wylder taking a seat at the side. His eyes landed on Jade, clouding for a moment as he stared at her. He shook his head, seeming to dismiss something as he said simply, “Sorry I’m late. I seem to have lost track of time.” 
 
    He paused, looking around at his students as he said, “It’s good to see you again. Now then, let’s make sure you didn’t forget everything you were taught over the summer. Let’s start with shields and water arrows. Pick a partner and line up on opposite sides of the room.”  
 
    Jade looked over at Camille, whispering softly, “What am I supposed to do?”  
 
    Camille grinned, getting up and grabbing Jade’s arm. “You’ll be my partner. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll take to it like a fish in water.” Her eyes twinkled as she started dragging her towards the empty space.  
 
    “I wanted to be Lady Jade’s partner,” she heard one of the boys whine behind her, and she thought it sounded like Melvin.  
 
    Well, it seemed she was going to be learning here after all. She glanced at Duke Vincent again, only to find him watching her and, most especially, the fellacai sitting on her head. He seemed to be considering her and her stomach sank a little. 
 
    He knew it was her. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight – Barraged 
 
    Jade stumbled a bit, stopped from crashing only by Camille’s firm hold on her arm. She glanced gratefully at the princess, who was looking at her curiously and asked softly, “Are you okay?”  
 
    She nodded quickly. “Yeah, I just spaced out a little. You know me.” She smiled and shrugged, trying to brush it off. Camille gave her a penetrating look, then seemed to think it was best to drop it at the moment.  
 
    Camille was explaining in a whisper, “You should be able to do this pretty easily. One of us creates a water shield, and the other tries to break through it with a shot of water basically in the form of an icicle. Why don’t you do the shield first, since that’s generally easier and similar to what you’ve already done?” 
 
    Jade nodded, agreeing. She made wind walls all the time; this was just using a different element, so it shouldn’t be too hard. The same principles applied, anyway. They separated to opposites sides of the room, and she watched other people drawing water from the trough to fuel their magic. She took her spot on the end, next to the still sleepy looking Chase.  
 
    Quickly, she mentally grabbed a huge amount of water, thinking everyone else had done the same. Constructing her shield, she concentrated on having a swirling mass. Water to her was a moving thing. In her mind, she figured if the water was constantly moving, any damage would be instantly repaired as the water spread to points of impact.  
 
    She stood behind her wall, grinning at Camille, who was staring at her before she pointed to the side. Jade glanced over at the rest of the line of people, most of whom were paying more attention to her than to their ‘opponents.’ It was then she realized that while she’d basically created a floor to ceiling wall of water, everyone else only had a shield like area in front of them.  
 
    Coughing slightly, seventy-five percent of the water cascaded down before flowing into the trough again, leaving her with a shield-sized wall in front of her like everyone else. Why hadn’t she looked over sooner? She glanced back at Camille, ignoring the looks everyone was still shooting at her while trying to hold an innocent, clueless smile. Nope, nothing to see here, folks. Move along.  
 
    Duke Vincent walked to the middle, ordering, “Let’s begin. Attackers, your goal is to break through the opponent’s shield. Defenders, keep it up. Go.”  
 
    Jade and Camille looked straight at each other and grinned, and Camille mouthed the words, ‘I’m not going to go easy on you.’ 
 
    She mouthed right back, ‘bring it on!’ with a challenging smirk. Most of the other students had started with soft water arrows that seemed to splash against their defender’s shields without doing much damage, warming up. Camille did no such thing. Five sharp icicle shards formed from the water she held, shooting towards Jade’s shield at once.  
 
    Jade turned on mana sense, watching the icicles flying towards her, the flash of bright blue singing through the air as everyone around her used water magic. She saw the tiny strings of mana that connected the icicles to Camille, and as soon as they hit her shield, she severed the strings, grabbing hold of the ice for herself and incorporating five spikes into her shield to make it seem like some viking creation. 
 
    Jade stuck out her tongue at Camille, who seemed surprised at her appropriation of the icicles. A determined glint to her eye, Camille started tossing icicle after icicle, never letting up as she bombarded Jade as fast as she could. Jade tried to sever the strings and absorb the new projectiles with mixed success. She got more of them, but several had impacted her shield, trying to drill through. Thankfully, she’d layered it so that it would fill any gaps that appeared momentarily.  
 
    More and more ice came at her, and Jade started to breathe heavily with exertion as Camille kept bombarding her. She slipped briefly, and one icicle made it about halfway through her shield before it was stopped and absorbed. Jade was starting to realize it was harder to control the ice she’d stolen, given that it still held traces of Camille’s magic that were fighting against her. With a thought, all the ice dropped to the floor, leaving her original water unhindered.  
 
    Every time Camille threw the ice at her, it would be caught and unceremoniously dumped on the ground with the tinkle of breaking ice. She could see Camille still grinning madly and throwing ice at her, but when she saw her magic race out and towards the ice at her feet, Jade grimaced, then created a wind barrier around her, invisible. If Camille tried to go for something other than the shield in the heat of the moment, she wasn’t keen on getting hurt.  
 
    “Hah!” Camille’s triumphant shout came as the ice from the ground drove upwards, going beneath her shield and towards her legs. She deflated a bit as they hit her wind wall and were smashed backwards, most of them breaking.  
 
    “Enough!” Duke Vincent’s voice rang out harshly in the room, and Jade silently returned her water to the trough like everyone else. It was only then that Jade realized she and Camille had been the last ones still duking it out. He looked at Camille and rebuked, “Princess, the objective was to penetrate the shield, not go around it. While in a battle that would be the smart decision, it was not what you were supposed to be doing.”  
 
    She blushed, hanging her head as she mumbled, “I’m sorry, Duke Vincent.” 
 
    He snorted. “And you, whatever your name is. This is a water class, not a wind class, although creating an invisible wall is undoubtedly helpful in battle to frustrate your enemies. The point, girls, is that this was supposed to be a demonstration of your water magic, not your underhandedness.”  
 
    Jade met his eyes, nodding before she commented, “Jade.” He looked at her confusedly, so she expounded, “My name is Jade.”  
 
    He nodded, then gestured for everyone to return to their seats. Camille quickly caught up to her, flushed as she grabbed her arm and apologized, “I’m sorry, I kinda lost it there.”  
 
    Jade smiled at her, nudging her side and making her giggle a little bit. “Don’t worry, I knew you were doing it. I saw your magic going for the ice and put up a wall.”  
 
    Camille looked curious, then looked like she wanted to hit her head on the table. “Right, I forget you can see magic. No wonder it didn’t work!”  
 
    Jade laughed as they took their seats. “Did you really want to hurt me that much?” 
 
    Camille stuck her tongue out. “No, just wanted to scratch you a little to prove I could. I’ve never been unable to get through the shield before.” 
 
    Everyone had gone quiet at Vincent’s throat clearing, so her last sentence rang out in an empty classroom before she realized it and blushed, hanging her head in embarrassment as Vincent chided, “Since Camille has pointed out the difference, Jade,” he put extra emphasis on her name, “would you care to tell us how your shield managed to withstand her barrage unscathed?” 
 
    Jade looked up, smiling and shrugging. “I don’t allow weaknesses to form. If you hold the water still, weaknesses form without patching. My shield was constantly moving, so any holes were immediately patched. Not to mention the movement helps negate the forward momentum of the icicle, slowing it further. It probably requires more concentration than keeping it still would, but it’s also more effective.”  
 
    He nodded, then asked his next question, “And how would you get through your own shield?”  
 
    Jade paused, pondering for a moment before she said, “In a similar way, actually. Instead of a normal arrow or icicle, I would create a drill–” when she saw their confused looks at her use of the term, she expounded again, “a spinning arrow. Instead of a flat head,” she paused, then motioned at the troughs, and a spout of water shot out and over the heads of her fellow classmates, forming the shape of an arrow with a drill head, “this type of arrowhead allows for further penetration, especially if it’s constantly spinning.” She demonstrated, and he nodded.  
 
    “Very good.” She absently dissipated the water into the air, which made his eye twitch, but he said nothing, moving on. “While water can be still as a lake, that is not where the power lies. When water is moving, it’s one of the most destructive forces, carving its way through everything else.” 
 
    The rest of their class passed by in a question and answer session, with him discussing the various uses of water, how it was purified, and even the best way to use it to sneak attack your enemies. Jade completely lost track of time, engrossed in the lesson. Even sleepyhead perked up and participated, but the bookworm only listened, never participating. 
 
    Class ended and everyone started packing up their things. To her surprise, she and Camille were approached by Glen and Jayce, Jayce having good naturedly shoved Melvin towards Corey as they walked over. Gilbert and Samantha were talking seriously off by themselves, Seamus and Bryoni were helping Kevin up, while Angus, Marie, and Chase had all disappeared out the door almost immediately. That left poor Jeffrey with Corey and Melvin who started debating which of them was better and pressing him to give them an answer. Poor thing.  
 
    “So, why haven’t we seen you at any of the morning practices?” Glen brought her out of her reverie with his question, and she winced. 
 
    “I, uhm, I’m so not a morning person. I may have been a brat and pulled traveler privilege in order to not go.” They were staring at her blankly, so she tried to recover a little dignity. “Besides, I’d have had to change classes practically every day because of my stat changes, and I have almost no other breaks throughout the day. I basically go from class to class with only meals in between.” She pulled out her schedule, pushing it at them. She’d scribbled in Go see the portals and Tutoring with the Queen on her Thursday schedule, as well as having added Tutoring with Delaney on Tuesday, blocking out that time as a personal reminder. 
 
    Jayce whistled softly as the two of them looked over her schedule. “Unbelievable, I’ve never seen a schedule like this.” He paused, then asked, “Why aren’t you taking command?”  
 
    Jade grinned and shrugged. “Not something I need to worry about at this point. I’d rather use the time to get other things done, since I have so very little time as it is.”  
 
    Glen shook his head. “With this schedule, you’ll never get on the obstacle courses.”  
 
    Jade thought about this, nodding. “Yeah, well, the only time it’s offered is during my metal or geography class, so that was never going to work.” 
 
    Jayce laughed, shaking his head. “Or you could come to morning practice. We do it in the fourteen and above class.”  
 
    She laughed. “You just want to show off because Evan and Adam almost made it through on their first time.”  
 
    Glen grinned. “We’ll show you what it really means to do the course...on intermediate, not beginner.”  
 
    Jade shook her head. “I’ll think about it. Maybe if I wake up early and don’t already have a million things on my plate. It seems I always have something to do or somewhere to be.”  
 
    “Just try,” Glen wheedled, and she stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “I said I’ll see. I will try, but no promises. Like I said, I am NOT a morning person.” They laughed and grabbed their things, realizing they were the last ones in the room aside from Duke Vincent. Even his assistant had left.  
 
    “Jade, can I speak to you for a moment?” he asked as they were headed to the door. 
 
    “Sure thing.” She turned to Camille and said cheerfully, “I’ll meet you down at dinner.” Camille nodded, leaving her alone with Duke Vincent. Jade shut the door behind them, turning to face him.  
 
    He was studying her seriously, and finally he stated, “You were at the art gallery last night.” She nodded. “So you’re just…a student?” His voice was both curious and sad. 
 
    She nodded again. “Well, mostly. I’m also the traveler.” He looked a little surprised at this knowledge. She smiled softly and explained, “I’m a healer, too. It was actually my first magic. I just…couldn’t leave you like that. You were killing yourself.” She paused, looking at the ground. “I know living without the people you love is hard, but take it from someone who spent her whole life sick. No child wants to be a burden on their parents. I have no idea what happened on my old world. I don’t remember dying there before I woke up here in a healthy body. I don’t know what my family is going through. All I know is that I hope they can find happiness, even though, or especially though I’m gone.” Her voice had gone extremely quiet by the end of her little ramble. 
 
    She saw his feet approach her, his hand resting gently on her shoulder. “Thank you.” His voice was quiet too, emotional.  
 
    She nodded, looking up to meet his eyes as she blurted out, “I’m going to hunt the mesmer on Sunday. I don’t know…if there’s anything to bring back, but if there is, I will.”  
 
    He looked surprised, then shook his head. “You shouldn’t go. There’s no point in throwing your life away.”  
 
    She smiled sadly and said simply, “They took my friend, Frank. I’m going to get him back. I think I can track them, and I’m going to kill them all.” Her voice got harder.  
 
    He studied her, then nodded. “Heaven’s speed to you, then.”  
 
    She would bring him back. She’d promised.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine – Hope 
 
    She left Duke Vincent to his thoughts as she closed the door behind her. Her fellacai, not having wanted to leave her with all the water in the air, finally took flight with seeming relief, dancing through the air around her as she walked. The few people she passed no longer gave her looks of fear or startlement but more admiration for the beauty of her little flutterbies. It seemed the campus at least had gotten the memo. She wasn’t surprised; gossip seemed to be a force to be reckoned with here. She wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. If it made her babies safer, she was fine with it. 
 
    “Hey Jade, fancy meeting you here.” She turned at the familiar voice, having to stop herself from laughing aloud as Tyler walked up to her oh so innocently. Evidently, Evanna had been right that he would find an occasion to accidentally run into her since she’d spilled her schedule. She maybe should stop doing that.  
 
    “Hello, Tyler. How were your classes?” She smiled at him as she kept walking towards the cafeteria. He quickly joined her, walking closer than she was comfortable with. She silently widened the distance just a hair. Granted, she’d walked arm in arm with way too many people, but they were people she instinctively trusted. Tyler had not achieved that status, or maybe it was just the knowledge that he was semi-stalking her.  
 
    “They were great! A couple first years almost made it to the end of the obstacle course!” he enthused, eyes lighting up. 
 
    She nodded, smiling softly. “Yeah, Adam and Evan did a great job, though I can’t say I’m surprised, knowing them.”  
 
    He looked a little deflated at this. “You know them?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’re friends of mine and came to me for healing afterwards.”  
 
    He nodded back sadly. “I see. How were your classes?”  
 
    “They were good. Geography turned mostly into a lesson about Basaigh Woods for me, and water class was more combat oriented than any of my other magic classes have been so far.” She pondered this, thinking about it. She supposed it wasn’t a truly fair assessment. Fire might have been just as combat oriented after she left, but she did leave. Contractual had no fighting. Nature did teach her some restraining and thorn tactics, but it still wasn’t super concerned with direct combat.  
 
    It made her wonder what she’d missed with the beginner class. Was that where they learned stuff like how to make the coldboxes or purify water? Was skipping the basics actually a good thing? What if she was missing something important by trying to jump into advanced magic? Her mind wandered this road, trying to figure out the possibilities.  
 
    “Earth to Jade, you in there?” She was startled when Tyler waved his hands in front of her face, taking a step back.  
 
    “Oh, sorry. I space out a bit.” She looked up, realizing they were at the cafeteria and she’d missed whatever Tyler had potentially been trying to talk to her about.  
 
    “It’s fine. You’re eating on the first floor?” She nodded, and he smiled ruefully. “Alright, I’ll catch you later then. Be careful. It would be a shame if you spaced out and smashed your face.” He winked to reassure her he was joking. 
 
    She laughed softly. “I’ll do my best. See you later, Tyler.” She nodded to him and walked into the room, only glancing back to see him still staring at her before he finally turned and walked upstairs. She shook her head, glancing over to the line. Estelle saw her and Jade gave her a wide grin and wave. Estelle motioned for her to take a seat and Jade blew her a kiss. She’d quickly come to like the woman, despite their few interactions. Since Jade trusted her to make food decisions, she didn’t even order. Estelle would just bring out whatever she thought was best that day, which suited Jade just fine. She wasn’t picky!  
 
    Glancing around, she saw a couple options of places she could sit. Ren was talking to Aiden and Randal, so she could sit with today’s teachers. Stephen and Eric were sitting with a few other people she couldn’t quite place, even if one of them looked familiar. He looked like a gladiator with the amount of weaponry he was wearing, and with a start she realized it was Jarom, whom she hadn’t seen since her school interview. Lastly, Camille was sitting with her brothers and a brooding Brodie, and she realized her choice was made since she wanted answers. 
 
    Taking the open seat next to Camille, she smiled at the royal family as she greeted them cheerfully, “Hi guys. What’s new?”  
 
    Victor smiled and answered first. “Camille was just telling us about the changes in Duke Vincent.” Jade looked curiously at Camille. 
 
    She explained, “Duke Vincent has been drinking himself to oblivion since he lost his son. Mom was afraid we’d have to let him go as a teacher.”  
 
    Jade paused, trying to parse through the varied information and finally asked what she seemed was the most pertinent question, “Why would your mom be worried about that?”  
 
    Will piped up, “Mom is the headmaster here, officially. She has last say on the staff.” Jade tried to take that in. She would never have guessed that Ashanna was in charge of the school.  
 
    “How does she have time?” she asked curiously. She didn’t think being queen would give her a whole lot of extra time, despite the fact that she’d managed to carve time out to personally tutor Jade…  
 
    “There’s not a whole lot she has to deal with, honestly. Most of the stuff gets taken care of long before it gets to her. She mostly deals with replacing teachers and award ceremonies.” She nodded, as this made sense to her. There was no need to go to the upper level when it could be dealt with at the bottom of the totem pole. That was the whole point of an efficient chain of command. She shook away the thought of a man in a silly hat telling them what the chain of rutting command was, grinning slightly. 
 
    Anyway, she tried to steer the conversation back onto the original topic. “So she was going to let Duke Vincent go?” 
 
    Camille nodded. “He hasn’t been teaching a whole lot, and it was just getting worse. I have no idea what happened to him, but he seemed like a new person today…or really, like his old self from before. He looked a lot healthier too, almost like he was…” Camille’s voice trailed off as she turned to stare at Jade. She gave her a ‘what?’ look, and Camille snorted. “You healed him, didn’t you?”  
 
    Jade shrugged and smiled. “He was in the art gallery last night, and he was practically half dead. Of course I healed him. He should have gone to a healer long before that. He had a blood clot in his brain, his whole body was brimming with alcohol poisoning, and his liver was failing. It took me ages to clean out his system. Thankfully, he was passed out for most of it, or it would have been super painful for him.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, staring at her in awe. “Thank you for doing that. He’s a good man.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I like being able to heal people. It’s probably my favorite thing about this world. I don’t have to watch people suffer. I can actually help them and make it better.” She paused, then looked at Camille. “By the way, want to tell me what was up with that class?” 
 
    Camille groaned softly. “Samantha is a social climber. She thinks because her dad is the minister of trade that it automatically makes her special, that people should worship her and give her special privileges. Gilbert is the grandson of Count Leroy, so he’s had propriety grilled into him since he was a baby. Glen, Jayce, Kevin, and Chase are all from military families, though Chase is the black sheep of his family. Kevin lost his foot in a hunt where there was no healer around. Marie is the granddaughter of Duke Leabhar. He’s that guy sitting next to Eric over there.” 
 
    Jade looked over, noting that while he was an older gentleman, his hair was dark black and curled lightly, despite how short it was cut. She couldn’t see his eyes from here, but he had a wiry build. “He’s the head librarian as well as one of mom’s assistant headmasters.” She paused, then tried to get back on track. “As for the rest of the class, Corey, Melvin, Jeffrey, Bryoni, and Seamus are all multi-generation nobles, and Angus was a farmer before he came here. Corey, Melvin, and Bryoni revel in any attention they can get, while Jeffrey is one of the quietest people I’ve ever met. I think he said almost as much to you today as he has the entire time I’ve known him. I don’t know what his deal is. Seamus has lost five members of his family to the mesmer in the last few years. The magic in their family’s blood is pretty strong and he’s turned a bit antisocial ever since.”  
 
    Jade winced. “Well, I think that was more information than I needed, but it’s good to know.” 
 
    Camille shrugged. “I figured I’d give you the whole rundown since you didn’t say who you were interested in. By the way, when did you meet Tyler?” 
 
    Startled by the abrupt change in conversation, it took Jade a moment to realize what she was talking about. “Oh, he was just a student I randomly stopped to ask where everyone was going earlier today. Turned out to be the obstacle course.”  
 
    Will cut in at this point, “And why was he with you just now?” There was a strange note in his voice, that if she didn’t know better, she’d have said was jealousy. 
 
    “Oh, I ran into him on the way over.” She shrugged, smiling as Estelle made it over with plates of food for her again. She smiled and grinned. “Thanks, Estelle, you’re the best!” 
 
    “You’re a sweetheart.” Estelle patted her on the head with a smile, then said cheerfully as she walked away. “Enjoy the food!” 
 
    “I will!” Jade called back cheerfully as she looked at the spread in front of her. First things first, she took the empty plate and poured juice into it for her babies. They descended from where they’d been flying around the ceiling to land on the plate. She absently noted that Willow kept turning to look at her salad. With a grin, Jade grabbed a small handful of her salad and put it on the plate with them and was happy to note that her fellacai dove on the leaves voraciously in itty bitty bites. “Good to know,” she murmured before picking up her fork and happily digging into her food. 
 
    “You’re still eating that much?” Will’s voice held a bit of shock. “I thought it wouldn’t be as bad anymore.” 
 
    She shrugged and swallowed. “I’m using magic all the time. I don’t have to snack as much anymore, but I still need to replenish my energy fairly constantly.” Plus she was going to do a huge siphoning tonight, and she would rather be prepared for that. They talked about random things for the rest of their meal as she just enjoyed their company. Brodie was quiet, but he occasionally contributed.  
 
    When they finished, Jade had stacked her very empty plates for easy retrieval as her babies settled on her braid once more. They made it outside and paused when Jade started to walk away from them. “Jade, where are you going? Monster Study is this way.” Will said, pointing in the direction of Caldwell.  
 
    Jade laughed softly. “I’m not going.” At their confused looks, she raised a brow and said, “Does light magic class ring a bell for anyone?”  
 
    Will’s face fell, and it made her laugh louder as he grumbled, “I forgot you’re in every possible magic class.”  
 
    She chuckled, walking over to hug each of them, even Brodie, much to his surprise, and admonished, “I’ll see you guys later. Try not to get into any trouble.”  
 
    “I think you’re the troublemaker,” Camille muttered and Jade stuck her tongue out.  
 
    “Of course I am. Later!” She began to walk the other way, pausing only when she saw Kevin being helped out by Seamus. She reversed her direction, making a beeline for them and stopping in front of them. 
 
    Seamus gave her a bored look as he drawled, “Can we help you?”  
 
    Jade ignored him and looked at Kevin. “I want you to come to my workshop after class ends tonight. Will you?”  
 
    He was giving her a curious look. “Why?”  
 
    She gestured to his metal foot. “I want to see if I can do something about that.”  
 
    His face turned hard. “You can’t. Every healer that’s looked has said it can’t be fixed.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Fine. If you’ve given up so much that you can’t spare a few minutes for me, even though I’m literally a traveler from another world with much more advanced medical technology, suit yourself.” She stared at him and quipped a bit sarcastically, “Sorry if I thought you were interested in getting better.”  
 
    With that, she turned and walked away, heading towards Magnus. When she was sick, she had tried everything that was offered in the hope it would get better. That was what had kept her alive: hope. If he didn’t have even that, if he wasn’t willing to take a risk, there was no point. She didn’t know if her idea would work, and if it did, it would be extremely painful. She had wanted to try for him, but you couldn’t help people who wouldn’t help themselves. Maybe she was being too harsh, but the hopelessness she’d seen had pushed her buttons in all the wrong ways. 
 
    More than anyone else around him, she knew that not being able to walk on your own sucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty – Temper 
 
    As she was walking towards Magnus, she grinned as she realized she saw a familiar head in front of her. “Lucas!” she called out happily. He turned, looking around for whoever had called him before his eyes finally settled on her grinning face, a confused expression crossing his features as she picked up her pace to meet him. Still smiling brightly, she said, “It feels like it’s been ages since I’ve seen you!”  
 
    He just stared at her face until finally he spoke with a note of query, “Jade?” 
 
    It had only been a few days since she saw him, but she realized she’d undergone some fairly drastic changes in those few days. She was a little disappointed he hadn’t recognized her right away, but seriously, the changes were literally as if you hadn’t seen someone for years and they went from this anorexic skeleton to healthy and buxom. “Yup, it’s me! How’s school going for you?” 
 
    He shook his head, still trying to take in the changes as he studied her. “School is school. What on earth happened to you? You’re like a completely new person.”  
 
    She latched onto his arm, turning him so they were once again walked towards Magnus. “I told you I have a special ability that allows for fast growth. It’s been a crazy few days.”  
 
    He shook his head again, still trying to look at her even though she was now clinging to his side. “I’ve heard about a few of the things that happened, but I suppose hearing about it didn’t quite prepare me for seeing you…” He paused, then reached over and used his other arm to hug her. Surprised, she let go of his arm and hugged him back as he said gruffly, “I’m glad you’re okay. I feel stupid for telling you that monsters only invaded occasionally. Even if it isn’t that common, I didn’t realize they would all come after you.”  
 
    She smiled, just enjoying the hug. After their first misunderstanding was cleared up, Lucas had been solidly there for her. He owned up to his mistakes and made an active effort to be better, which she admired. Granted, she didn’t know if he’d changed his outlook on peasants as unworthy of notice, but that was more a product of society and his upbringing than his fault. He was one of the people who made her feel safe and looked after.  
 
    “You couldn’t have known. They broke the pattern,” she said softly, finally picking up the conversation after her introspection.  
 
    “Still. I wish I’d been able to help you.” 
 
    She pulled back, smiling up at him as she reassured him, “You did, Lucas. I don’t think you realize, but running into you was what allowed me to learn light magic. If I hadn’t learned that, and if you hadn’t helped me learn about it, I would have been taken in that first attack. Meeting you quite literally saved my life, so stop beating yourself up about that stuff.”  
 
    He looked down at her, smiling. “You’re amazing, you know.” He leaned down, kissing her on the top of the head as he said, “Now come on, let’s get to class before we’re late.” She nodded, a happy little smile on her face as he let go and held out his arm again, which she gleefully took. She felt like her little butterflies were rioting in her stomach. She was being silly, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.  
 
    As they entered the building, she paused at the door, holding it open longer. Lucas looked at her in confusion until her babies came swooping in out of the night. He startled, but she was holding onto him and laughed. “Lucas, I forgot to mention, these are my bonded. Pretty, aren’t they?” 
 
    He nodded, still staring at them a little warily until she poked him in the side. “They’re completely harmless, so relax. I’ll drop them off at my workshop before we go to class, though. They didn’t seem to like the water class much, so they’ll be more comfortable where they can play.” Still nodding a little stiffly as he stared at them, they walked up the stairs and she pulled him towards her workshop.  
 
    Opening the door, her babies flew into the room gleefully, save one. Ramoth sat on her shoulder, and Jade looked questioningly at her little queen. “Light class. I come.”  
 
    Jade grinned gleefully, nodding. “Of course you can come, Ramoth.” With a happy whirl, Ramoth flew off her shoulder before landing on Lucas’s head, who looked a little nervous. Jade giggled as the golden butterfly seemed to make herself at home. “Ramoth, what are you doing?” she questioned her little queen, still giggling. 
 
    “Light magic. Feels nice,” her golden queenlet responded, and Jade remembered how the nature-based fellacai had flocked to Ren.  
 
    Lucas was looking at her quizzically. “Her name is Ramoth?” Jade nodded. “What’s she doing on my head?” 
 
    Jade broke into more giggles, barely able to breathe because she was laughing so hard while Lucas patiently waited. Finally, Jade got herself under control and said, “She likes your magic. The fellacai are drawn to those who have the same magic as them. I think she’s basically basking in your aura, since your light magic is more concentrated than mine.” 
 
    Come to think of, she hadn’t actually checked. Activating mana sense, she stared at Lucas. His aura was a beautiful bright white, but at the edges, barely visible, were three other colors: black, yellow, and light blue. She dropped it, a triumphant smile on her face as she said, “I knew it, you do have an aptitude for other magics too!”  
 
    Lucas looked at her, confused. “What do you mean? I only have an aptitude for light magic.” 
 
    Jade shook her head, closing her workshop door on the rest of her babies with a promise she’d be back in a few hours and locking the door. She grabbed his arm, pulling him down the hall towards the light classroom. “Nonsense. You have traces of lightning, wind, and dark magic as well. I can see your magic. They’re not developed, but they’re there.” He looked utterly shocked and was still a bit dazed as she opened the door to the light classroom. They were almost late, so it was no surprise to her that she was, yet again, the last one to the room. She needed to fix this habit.  
 
    She scanned the students first. To her surprise, she knew all of them. There was Marie from her water class, two boys whose names she couldn’t quite remember but she knew they had both manned the desk at the library, as well as another boy and girl whom she’d healed, though she couldn’t remember their names either. Count Aiden was at the front, smiling at her and Lucas as he raised a brow at her clinging to his arm and the fact that he had a golden butterfly in his hair. “Starting a new trend, Lucas?” he asked with a smirk.  
 
    Lucas was about to respond when Ramoth took off from his hair, flying gleefully towards Aiden before she plopped onto his head, much to his astonishment. Smiling apologetically, Jade spoke, “Sorry, Count Aiden, Ramoth apparently likes to bask in the aura of strong light magic. I don’t think she’s going to leave you until I leave.”  
 
    He now looked bemused before pointing to the desks. “Please, have a seat.” Jade and Lucas took two adjacent seats, Jade shooting a grin over at him as they did. She looked around, smiling cheerfully at the other students. “Now, let’s get started.” He reached back to his desk, and to her surprise, pulled out one of Damian’s figures that she’d lit.  
 
    “These amazing figures have recently come onto the market, and they’re all everyone is talking about. What we’ll be doing today is still creating the light balls, but we want to try figuring out how to do it with color!” He seemed extremely excited at the prospect, and Jade sat there, staring at him like he was a crazy person. Their whole class was going to be spent making colored balls of light in glass? What the heck? She had to make sure. 
 
    “Count Aiden, you’re telling me we’re going to spend all class lighting up the glass?” She pointed to the rather large pile of glass balls she had now noticed at the side of the room. 
 
    He grinned. “Exactly! Colored light, mind you.”  
 
    She stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Sorry, you’ll have to excuse me.” She stood up, preparing to walk out of the room as Ramoth quickly fled Aiden’s head to go land on her once more.  
 
    “Jade, what’s wrong?” It was Lucas who caught her hand, trying to stop her. Everyone else was just staring at her in confusion. She took a deep breath, looking down at him and trying to calm her rage. She sighed, then turned to the glass balls and started walking towards them. Since he wouldn’t let go of her hand, he ended up scrambling to his feet and following behind her.  
 
    She stared at the giant heap of glass balls, picturing what she wanted to do in her mind. A flood of energy rushed out of her, filling the glass. From one end of the pile to the other, the glass balls started lighting up. She had made it so it went from one color to another, following the pattern of the rainbow. It was a beautiful, glowing testament to her power. There were surprised gasps behind her, and she turned to face to confounded class feeling slightly light headed from the exertion but determined not to show it in her anger.  
 
    “I’m disappointed. Light magic saved my life, and I was excited to learn more, but you have nothing to teach me. Even the book on light magic was so hideously underwhelming, I thought it was something of a joke, like you didn’t learn the real stuff until you got to class. Now I realize…you have no idea what light magic is capable of. All of you think of it as nothing but a light source. That is…weak. Aiden, you saw what I did earlier today with light magic. Why on earth aren’t you trying to do more?”  
 
    Aiden paused, shaking his head sadly. “You combined it with lightning for destructive power. It’s not something I can duplicate.” 
 
    “Bull crap!” Jade practically yelled at him, making most of the class jump. She continued her tirade, “You aren’t even trying! Light is capable of so much more than this! There’s no reason that progress should be stuck at this point! It’s ridiculous. I’ve experimented more with light magic in the last week than you have in the last few hundred years! It’s pathetic! You’re stuck in the rut of this is how it’s always been, so you don’t even try! What baffles me is the fact that people are learning to control and manipulate every single other element, but you? You’re using it to create light sources. You have one of the best weapons against the mesmer, and you’re wasting your talent. Even Ramoth uses light magic more creatively than you! So you tell me. Why on earth should I stay?”  
 
    Silence reigned supreme in the classroom. Aiden was looking at the ceiling as if asking the heavens for help. Most of the other students were staring at their desks, and Lucas was staring at her; he still hadn’t let go of her hand. The sound of a book snapping shut made half the class jump again, and Jade looked curiously at Marie. 
 
    She met Jade’s eyes and demanded, “So teach us.” She waved her hand to indicate the giant pile of glowing orbs behind Jade. “We can’t do that. First off, I’m betting the amount of magic power you have is exponentially higher than ours. You’re right, this is all we know. So help us instead of yelling.”  
 
    Jade felt her anger draining away. She glanced at Lucas, who smiled and nodded, squeezing her hand for support. She sighed, deflating. “Sorry for yelling. In all honesty, I was hoping to learn. I have ideas of what might be able to be done because of stories from my old world, but I have no idea how to put them into practice.” She waved at the balls of light. “Color is easier for me because I know the principles of light, and I can tweak it. It’s just a matter of changing the frequency.” They were looking at her confused, so she glanced at Aiden. “Do you have a piece of paper I can use?”  
 
    He nodded silently, grabbing paper, ink, and a quill from his desk. She frowned at the quill, realizing she still hadn’t learned how to properly write, but it was better than nothing. She started drawing the spectrum of light, sticking to just the visible spectrum. When she was done, she held it up. “Light is a frequency. It’s these tiny particles in the air that are bouncing around. The tighter the frequency, the different colors it produces.” She explained what she could about the spectrum and lasers, then paused. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what all can be done. I told you about lasers, but honestly, I feel like we should be able to do what the other elements do. Like in water class today,” she nodded to Marie, who warily acknowledged her, barely, “we made shields and arrows out of water. I think we should be able to do that with light. Not only should we be able to make light, we can probably snuff it out. We could probably bend light so that it appears that whatever is behind us is in front of us, making us practically invisible. I don’t know how to do this stuff, but I think it’s worth trying. Light is not the weak link of magic. That just makes no sense to me.” 
 
    “So let’s try.” One of the librarian boys whose name she still couldn’t remember smiled at her shyly.  
 
    She glanced at Aiden, who smiled ruefully. “Where do we start?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One – Friends 
 
    Nearly two hours later, Jade was exhausted. Still, progress had been made, which made her smile tiredly. Using the principle that light was just another element, they’d managed to make light shields before Jade forced them to move outside to one of the giant practice grounds. She’d grabbed her ‘gun,’ the extra cartridges, and her fellacai on the way out.  
 
    Lucas and Marie were the ones who caught on fastest. She guessed Marie was because she was a multi-mage and Lucas because he’d already started trying new things with her the week before. Aiden was also picking things up rather quickly, but he remained quieter. She felt bad for him, in all honesty. Here he was the teacher, and he had nothing to teach. However, as soon as he caught onto something, he would quietly go help the other students. He was taking her rebuke and teaching surprisingly well, considering he’d been wanting to personally tutor her earlier that day.  
 
    Joseph and Scott were the boys she knew from the library desk. Lucas had explained that in their third year, they were expected to take part in a work-study program. The library generally recruited light students, which made a certain amount of sense, given how dark it was and not wanting to harm the books. The other boy and girl were named David and Alexa, and they were pretty quiet as well. It seemed the light class was not one of the talkative ones and tended to draw in the shy students. Maybe it was because it hadn’t been combat oriented…she didn’t know, but she did feel guilty. 
 
    Either way, she’d identified that all of them had multiple gifts that they weren’t developing. One interesting thing was that all of them had dark magic, and she figured it was something that was just the other side of the coin. You have one, you have the other. It was ironic, because she’d been told to have one meant you didn’t have the other when she first got here; it was yet another example of people’s minds creating limits for themselves. Joseph also had some earth, Scott had metal, David had water, and Alexa had earth as well. Aiden had nothing other than light and dark, which she found a little strange.  
 
    Still, before they tested trying to attack each other with light, she decided inanimate objects would be better. She’d raised five successive walls of earth about twenty feet away from them to use as targets. She didn’t use her gun, given that they were just trying to create arrows or beams of light.  
 
    They had started destroying the walls, marveling in the destructive power of the light. Lucas and Aiden managed to crash through three walls before the light stopped its explosion of rock.  
 
    Near the end, Jade had gotten curious now that deathly lasers were becoming a thing. She’d tested the light shield by throwing different things at it, finding it was better at blocking energy attacks than solid objects, though it still helped with those solid objects. One of the most useful things was the difficulty in pinpointing someone behind the shield if they could get it large enough. It was like a screen of brilliant light that hurt to look at for long, making it nigh impossible to target properly.  
 
    One worrying thing was that the light shield acted like a mirror for light attacks. Instead of stopping it or letting it through, it just refracted it in a different direction, which thankfully no one had been in when she tried. She’d also tried wind and water walls, realizing they were useless against light as well. Wind walls just amplified the power of the beam. Water did so to a lesser extent but also with the refractive property in that the beam’s trajectory was altered.  
 
    Wanting to test her new toys, she asked everyone to stand back and reinforced the walls until they were double the thickness of before. “What’s that?” Lucas asked curiously as she messed with her blaster gun. She was recharging the bullet like container with energy before she stuck it into the gun. She added a few tiny wind walls on the inside of the barrel to amplify the blast, checking on the crystal, which somehow wasn’t hurt. Probably because she’d magically reinforced it so much.  
 
    “This is potentially one of the most dangerous things you’ve ever seen: a way for any non-mage to shoot magic at an enemy.” He looked curious, but she grabbed the gun with a gust of wind, encasing everything but the front in wind walls so that it would contain any blast that might occur. She floated it out in front of them, then muttered, “You might want to take cover.” 
 
    She raised a five foot wall in front of them so they could only look over the top and could duck down as necessary to take cover. They all started to get nervous at her extra precautions. Finally, she used a finger of wind to pull the trigger for two seconds. Light barreled out of the blaster, much thicker and more concentrated than she’d expected. It completely shattered one wall after another, going through three reinforced walls with ease and utterly obliterating them. It still thoroughly demolished the fourth wall, shattered the fifth wall, and ended up destroying half the back wall of the area which was another twenty feet behind it.  
 
    With a small shudder, Jade immediately called back the gun, removing the cartridge at once. It was Alexa who spoke up in her pretty alto voice, “What in heaven’s name was that!?” 
 
    Jade smiled at the girl, then responded, “Stored energy that was released and amplified.” With a slow wave, she fixed the back wall and rock walls that she’d just destroyed, recreating them as she broke out into a light sweat. She was pushing her boundaries right now, so she paused, reaching down into her bag to pull out food, sitting down nonchalantly as she munched on it.  
 
    “You’re…eating?” Scott’s voice was quiet as he stared at her. “You just caused mass destruction, and you’re eating?”  
 
    She smiled at him briefly, nodding as she swallowed. “I just used up a lot of magic energy, and my reserves are almost depleted. Food helps, and I want to try one more thing before I stop for the night. You’re all welcome to go if you want.” 
 
    They exchanged glances, but none of them moved. It seemed they were curious as to what her ‘one more thing’ was. She couldn’t blame them because she was curious if this would work too. As soon as she felt she had enough in her to do what she wanted, she took out a clean cartridge before starting to inject energy into it. Once it was full to the brim with energy, she put it into the gun, then floated it out once more. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, glancing around to nods. She concentrated, feeling the drain as she pulled the wind trigger again. Out of the front of her pistol came a stream of light blue flame, the backlash of blistering heat hitting them all as it started melting the rock in front of them. Thankfully, unlike light, it didn’t go on forever and petered out before it got to the back wall, leaving a mass of molten rock bubbling fiery red on the ground behind it. 
 
    There were gasps of astonishment and pain as the air blistered their lungs. Quickly, Jade pulled the heat from the rock and air with her magic instinctively. She’d used the principle that Ren taught her to pull from plants, but she felt the magical energy rush back into her in a tide. Still, everyone around her was coughing and starting to blister from the heat that was no longer there.  
 
    She quickly went to each person, healing them as quickly and concisely as possible. She looked down at the ground when she was done, murmuring a soft, “Sorry, I didn’t think there would be such a backlash of heat.” She was probably going to have to remove several of the amplifying wind walls so it didn’t kill anyone who tried to use it, but she had successfully created a pistol flame-thrower.  
 
    It was Aiden who coughed and questioned, “Are you done experimenting for the night?” He was looking at the molten slag still sitting in the courtyard.  
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I’m done experimenting with this for the night.” He didn’t seem to catch her clarification, just nodding absently.  
 
    “Class dismissed,” he said abruptly, turning and walking away. She stared after him before everyone else started walking away with a few backwards glances at her, save Lucas, who stood firmly beside her. His abruptness caused a fresh wave of guilt to crash over her, remorse at her outburst on her mind as she felt Lucas step closer.  
 
    She looked at him, her smile wan. Despite the energy she’d taken back, she was still running a bit low and needed to deal with the destruction of the courtyard. Lucas just gave her a look, then pulled her in for a hug. She sighed, resting her head against his chest, listening to the rapid thudding of his heartbeat as he whispered, “You don’t have to push yourself so much. You’re doing your best, and that’s all anyone can ask for.”  
 
    She sighed, breathing his scent in. It was a mix of ink, paper, leather, as well as something lighter, some type of wood. It was a soothing reminder of the library for her. She whispered back, “I can ask for more. So can Frank, and everyone who’s lost someone to the mesmer. I can’t afford to slow down.” She reluctantly lifted her head, knowing the feeling of safety she felt with him was just that—a feeling.  
 
    Still, he didn’t let her go completely as she walked towards the glowing overheated rock in front of them. Instead, he hooked her arm through his so he could lend her strength as necessary. He didn’t say anything or try to stop her, just accompanied her as she stretched her hand out over the superheated rock that was still letting off massive amounts of hot air.  
 
    Pulling the heat from it, she returned it to its previous state, seeming much harder than it had been before. She melded it back into the ground, leaving the courtyard looking as it had before they’d gotten there, albeit with the rock seeming a tad bit…shinier. Lucas shook his head, inquiring, “So, what’s next?”  
 
    She smiled at him and gestured back to Magnus. “Back to the workshop. I need to see if Kevin shows up, and there’s one other thing I’d like to experiment with tonight in the safety of my workshop.”  
 
    He looked curious but nodded and started leading her there as she absently reached into her pack, pulling out a muffin. “Want one?” she asked with a smile and he laughed softly. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take a muffin. You’re not the only one who used a lot of magic, though the sheer amount you can use is insane.” He took the proffered muffin with his free hand, cheerfully eating it as they walked in companionable silence.  
 
    When they were almost to the Magnus Center, she was surprised to see Tyler loitering around the entrance. When he heard their footsteps, he looked around guiltily, then his eyes widened as he realized it was Jade coming back…with Lucas. “Jade! Lucas! What’re you doing…outside the center already?” His voice held confusion.  
 
    Jade smiled at him and had to stop herself from laughing aloud when Lucas pulled her closer ever so slightly, his face not welcoming in the least. “Class was in one of the courtyards today, but we’re just returning to my workshop to run a few more tests. What brings you here?” 
 
    He gulped slightly, looking at Lucas as he said softly, “Oh. I was just going to see if you could use an escort home. It’s not safe to walk the streets alone…” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she gets home alright, but your concern is admirable,” Lucas said with a smirk, like the battle had already been won, and Jade turned to look at him with a quirked eyebrow after making sure Tyler couldn’t see it. 
 
    Looking like a kicked puppy, Tyler deflated and nodded. “Sure thing, I was just making sure. See you around, Jade.”  
 
    “Be safe, Tyler!” she smiled and called after him as he started walking away and they entered the building. As soon as the door closed behind them, Jade looked at Lucas again, asking pointedly, “Was that really necessary?”  
 
    He smiled, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve no idea what you mean.” 
 
    Jade sighed, pulled her arm away from him and turning to face him completely, scowling a little bit. “Don’t play stupid, Lucas. It doesn’t suit you. I am not territory to mark.”  
 
    He sighed, shaking his head. “You’re already stretched thin. Your friends barely see you except those who have access to you at mealtimes, which is just the royals and professors. You’re always busy and running around, trying to do something new. Do you blame me for wanting to not share all of your time? This is the first time I’ve even seen you in days.” 
 
    She pondered this, sighing before she took Lucas’s arm again and guided him up the stairs to the second floor. “No, I suppose I can’t blame you. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were feeling neglected.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Everyone wants a piece of your time. You’re beautiful, talented, brilliant, and usually kind. The question is, who do you want to spend your time with?” He looked down at her, and she had the feeling his question went much deeper than the surface.  
 
    She smiled softly, shaking her head. “There are things I have to do for my gift that require me to meet new people. I’m trying to use my time wisely. Maybe when things calm down finally, I’ll be more able to choose, as you say. For right now, I’m just scrambling to prepare for the future. However, I’m glad to have friends by my side as I do that.” She smiled brightly at him and turned to unlock her door. 
 
    Vaguely, she thought she heard him mutter, “Friends, huh?” She just couldn’t be sure, it was so soft.  
 
    So why did she imagine his voice held a note of disappointment?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two – Options 
 
    Jade stepped into her workshop, Lucas following close behind. Curious, Lucas looked around at the fellacai swarming over the trees and garden. She realized he’d never been in here before and spread her arms cheerfully, “Welcome to my workshop!”  
 
    He smiled at her, but it held a note of frustration that she didn’t quite understand. Why would Lucas be frustrated right now? Even if she could identify the feeling, she didn’t necessarily understand the why. Still, Lucas looked around and his expression eventually loosened. “How many different things are you working on?” he asked curiously. 
 
    She laughed softly, shaking her head. “I’ve got so many ideas in my head, things I want to do and try to create, but I just don’t have enough time in the day. Most of my projects that are quality of life have been put on hold while I prepare for the hunt on Sunday.”  
 
    His head whipped around, staring at her. “What hunt on Sunday?” His voice almost held a note of accusation. 
 
    She smiled and shrugged. “I apparently instigated a mesmer hunt. I leave Sunday morning for the woods.”  
 
    He was openly scowling now. “Jade, you’ve only been in this world for less than a week. Why on earth are you trying to hunt them NOW? You have time.”  
 
    Her expression turned a little forlorn as she stared out the windows at the darkening night. “I might, but Frank doesn’t. Every day I stay here is another day he’s been tortured and eaten. It’s killing me inside that I haven’t already left. Will more mesmer come for me tonight, or will they wait until tomorrow? If the traps start working and the mesmer are caught, will they switch their target to one of the other cities for easier pickings? The longer I leave them alone, the more people get hurt.” 
 
    Lucas walked over, taking her hand as he said softly, “We’ve been dealing with them for a long time. This isn’t your fault, and you don’t have to carry the burden.” It was the second time tonight he’d tried to convince her she didn’t have to take on the world.  
 
    She smiled wanly at him, squeezing his hand as she explained, “On Sunday, I went to the church. I heard what the people think. They’re expecting some sort of hero, and they think that’s me. They think I’m here to save them.”  
 
    Lucas pulled her so she was staring right at him. “Let them think what they want. You have a choice, you know. You can do whatever you want. You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    She reached up with her free hand, tucking a lock of brown hair out of the way of his glowing hazel eyes. They were filled with a fervor, and she could only meet them with sadness. “This is my choice. I don’t want to live in fear, and I don’t want to lose or leave my friends to some terrible fate, not when I have the ability to put a stop to this. Too much has been lost. Too many people have been taken.” 
 
    He sighed, looking down before he whispered, “Promise me you’ll come back safely.”  
 
    She smiled gently, shaking her head. “I promise. I have no intention of dying when I’ve only started really living.” It wasn’t even like she wanted to go hunt them down. She just wanted to be happy! Sometimes though, you had to fight for that happiness. 
 
    He nodded, looking back up at her as he took a deep breath, then turned to her workshop. “So, what are you working on tonight that we came back for?” 
 
    She smiled, grinning as her mood lifted at the thought of her experimentations. “A couple things, really. I told you I’m waiting to see if Kevin shows up so I can try to heal his foot. Other than that, I want to practice flying.” She waited for what she said to process, and he just stared at her blankly. 
 
    Finally, his voice cracked a little bit as he asked, “Flying?”  
 
    She nodded, then let go of his hand and took a step back. Concentrating, she focused on decreasing her personal gravity until she started to float in the air. Triumphantly, she proclaimed, “Tada!”  
 
    She was sitting in a meditation pose in the middle of the room, enjoying the feeling of being weightless. Her fellacai had come back over, fluttering around her as she just enjoyed the sensation for the moment. She was memorizing the feel of the right amount of gravity that made it so she didn’t go shooting into the ceiling or plummeting to the ground. She was making minute adjustments, testing it as she went up and down. Lighter made her go higher, heavier made her come down. It was logical and worked very well for going up and down. Now she just had to make sure she could move around. 
 
    Lucas was just watching her in amazement, never straying far. She could tell he intended to catch her if she fell. The knock at the door surprised them both, and she faltered for a mere moment before stabilizing. She nodded to him, asking, “Can you answer that? I don’t really know how to move around properly while floating yet.” 
 
    He had taken a step towards her when she faltered, only nodding when he realized she’d stabilized herself. “Sure.” Walking to the door, he opened it wide as he glanced back over his shoulder at her as if to assure himself she hadn’t crashed back to the floor. In front of him stood Kevin, who was being supported by Seamus again. “Hey guys, come on in,” Lucas said with a simple gesture. 
 
    Kevin and Seamus didn’t move. They were staring at Jade, who was floating in the air. She smiled and waved at them from her seated position. “Hey, you came! Excellent!” She quickly waved her arms again, the movement having sent her spiraling through the air a little as she fought for control.  
 
    Kevin looked at Seamus and asked curiously, “Is it just me, or is she floating?”  
 
    Seamus shook his head. “Not just you.” He looked at Lucas as if to ask, ‘what the heck is going on here?’ 
 
    Lucas just grabbed the other side of Kevin, supporting him in and forcing the other two to follow as he absently kicked the door closed behind them, leading them over towards Jade. “She’s practicing flying,” he muttered, which caused the other two to glance between him and Jade, who was now lowering herself gently to the floor so she could stand and stop spinning. She was grinning a little dizzily.  
 
    Once on solid ground again and with normal gravity, she bounced cheerfully over to them, only stumbling once in her excitement. “Alright! Why don’t you have a seat here on the table? I need to do some checks first to make sure, but then we’ll talk about what can be done.” 
 
    The boys nodded, and Lucas and Seamus helped Kevin to sit on the table with his leg and metal foot propped up in front of him. Jade absently put a hand on his skin, closing her eyes as the mental picture popped up into her head. In her mind’s eye she could see the skin had been cauterized and everything ended in an ugly stump that had long since regrown into an end. She studied his right leg, memorizing the pattern and thinking. 
 
    Finally, she let go, nodding and taking a step back as the boys looked at her in curiosity. She was no longer smiling but had a troubled look on her face. Kevin was the first to react. “I told you it was useless. Come on, Seamus, help me up. This was a waste of time.” 
 
    “Would you shut up and listen to what I have to say before you go jumping to conclusions?” Jade snapped a bit waspishly, causing all three of them to pause in their actions. She waved at his foot. “I think I can regrow your foot, but it means you’re going to be in a lot of pain because I can’t work with what’s there at the moment. We’d have to create a new wound by cutting off the parts that have regrown wrong.” 
 
    She stepped forward, indicating about two inches above where his flesh ended. “We’d need to cut off to about here so I could regrow it properly. It’d take a lot of energy from both of us, for me to facilitate the healing and your body to have the nutrients and energy to create the new mass.” She paused, shrugging as she stepped back. “I also guarantee it would be painful.” 
 
    He was about to say something when she held up a hand to stop him, taking a deep breath before she went on, “It’s not something I’ve done before, so I can’t perfectly guarantee it would work. I think it has about a sixty percent chance of being successful. I’d say there’s a twenty percent chance it won’t work and I’d have to seal it off at the new cut, two inches shorter. Then there’s the last twenty percent, which is where your body can’t handle the shock to the system of trying to regrow a limb and you die.” Silence reigned in the room.  
 
    “So you’re saying I have little better than half a chance that I’ll be healed, with the other options being me having to relearn how to use a new, shorter leg or death,” Kevin’s voice was strained as he repeated what she said to be sure he had the right idea. 
 
    She nodded. “I would prefer to have Mike and Scylla present if I try, and that should increase the odds for you to not die or have something go wrong.” She paused, thinking about it. “Which means there are only a few times it could be attempted, all of which are either late at night or early in the morning.” She paused again, thinking about her schedule. “Thursday night after dinner would probably be the best time.” 
 
    She shrugged and offered. “Well, either that or we could wait until after I’ve come back from the mesmer hunt, though I guess there’s no guarantee…” She trailed off as Lucas glared at her, then sighed and shrugged. “What? I know I promised, and I’ll do my best to come back fine, but I’m not omnipotent. Things happen.”  
 
    Lucas was still glaring as he said, “Then don’t go.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not an option.” She turned to Kevin. “So, those are your options. I’ll give you some time to think about it, but if you want to try on Thursday, I need to know by tomorrow so I can arrange for Mike and Scylla to be there. Ultimately though, this is your life and your choice. I will do everything in my power to make sure you’re okay on the other side if you decide to do it, but you have to be prepared for it to fail.” 
 
    “You don’t pull your punches, do you?” Seamus spoke softly enough that she almost didn’t hear it.  
 
    She turned to look at him as he stood solidly behind Kevin, then spoke bluntly, “No. I believe in letting people make choices based on the truth. I won’t sugar coat it.” She hesitated as she looked at Kevin, then went on, “In my old world, I was a cripple.” This got their attention, and only Lucas was looking away now. “I couldn’t leave my bed because my legs didn’t work at all. I was basically a living skeleton, and the doctors told me every day that I shouldn’t be alive. When I woke up in this world, I was healed. I don’t know how it works or why I was chosen, but I will never forget what it felt like to be helpless, to have to rely on everyone around me for the simplest things like eating or using the bathroom. You can fend for yourself. You’re still living. I’m offering you this because I always wanted to stand on my own feet. Perhaps that’s selfish of me, but I at least wanted to give you the choice for something different.” 
 
    “Thanks.” His voice was quiet in the silent room, but clearly heard. Kevin started scooting to the edge of the table, Seamus silently helping him as he stood up. His eyes stared piercingly at Jade for a moment, then he concluded, “I’ll think about it and let you know.”  
 
    Jade nodded. “Something to keep in mind. If you do decide to go through with it, you need to basically start eating until you feel sick. You’ll want as many nutrients in your body before the procedure as possible so that you have something to pull from to make the new material without the rest of your body wasting away.” 
 
    “Okay.” That was his only acknowledgement before he and Seamus turned, walking slowly to the door and leaving. As soon as the door closed behind them, Jade turned and walked over to her sitting corner, collapsing in the chair there. 
 
    Lucas joined her shortly after, sitting in the closest chair and looking at her with concern. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She looked up at him, smiling softly. “I will be. I think I’m projecting onto him. I want to do this for him, but I think it’s for me, and I’m wondering if that desire is clouding my judgement of the situation. If he chooses to trust me, it’s still going to be dangerous for both of us. I honestly should probably wait until I’m stronger to give him a better chance, but despite that…” 
 
    She looked out the window at the darkness. “I’m still scared. I’m scared they’re going to come for me and I won’t be strong enough. The one that got away…I’m sure it knows what happened. We were making too much noise for it not to know. So what happens when they come next time and they’ve got countermeasures for me?” 
 
    Lucas was silent, trying to wrap his brain around her fears.  
 
    She murmured softly, “I’m not the only one who’s adaptable…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three – Improvements 
 
    She had sat there staring out the window for a while until Lucas prompted her gently, “Maybe you should get some sleep.”  
 
    Glancing at him, she nodded absently. “That’s probably a good idea.” Looking around, she tried to think what she needed to take back to her room, but she was drawing a blank. Finally, her eyes alighted on her little cherry tree. Walking over to it, she infused magic into the tiny tree, causing it to create a single small cherry. She grabbed it, sticking it into her pocket as she looked around. Walking over to her earth, she took a section of dirt and super-packed it into the shape of a small pot. She nodded to Lucas, who had been watching the whole thing. “I don’t think I need anything else, so I’m good.” Mentally, she called out, “Time to go.” 
 
    Her babies fluttered over and attached themselves to her head as Lucas spoke. “Okay. Come on.” He held the door open for her, waiting for her to lock it behind them before he offered her his arm. She took it, allowing him to escort her. The campus was quiet and dark, and he didn’t comment when her babies came in front of her and she absently added colored sparkles to them again. They were delighted, flitting around her and creating swirls of color.  
 
    At the guard house, she saw the two men exchange looks as they were noticed. Smiling, one of the men nodded to them. “Just leaving?” Jade nodded, smiling softly at him as he tried to track her butterflies in the air. “Be safe on your way home,” was his only admonition. 
 
    “We will, thanks,” Lucas responded politely as they passed. She glanced back, seeing one of them smirking and nudging the other. She wanted to pause and study them, but Lucas’s firm hold on her made her keep moving. He gestured to her babies curiously. “When did you start doing this?” 
 
    She smiled, saying cheerfully, “Last night in the art gallery. I needed light, so I gave them light too.” They talked about random things on the way back, mostly his combat classes and the various restaurants he liked nearby. He said he’d take her to them sometime so she could try the food. When they reached The Green Dragon, she smiled, giving him a hug. “Thanks for walking me home. Please be safe on your way back to…wherever it is you live. Where do you live?” She paused, realizing she had no clue where anyone stayed the night except the royal family and her fellow first years. 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Third years stay at The Blue Drake. It’s just a few blocks west of here.”  
 
    She smiled brightly at him. “Good to know. I’ll have to check it out!”  
 
    He beamed at her. “Just let me know when you want to come. I’ll give you the grand tour.”  
 
    “It’s a plan! Good night, Lucas.” She smiled, happy that he seemed to be ecstatic about showing her around. Apparently she had been neglecting her new friends. He waited until she was inside before he turned to leave, and she pondered her dilemma. She was so busy, but she should probably make time for the people she’d so quickly come to care about.  
 
    She’d had dinner with Stephen, Eric, and the royals. She should probably stop by Mike and Elisa tomorrow and see how they were doing, and she should also let Mike know what she was planning with Kevin if he decided to go through with it. She also needed to stop and see Sharon to let her know the ball had been moved back and check on little Tina. Then there was Damian, and she should go back and make sure he was stocked up again. Jessica, Kaylee, and Raphael were all here, so she saw them in the mornings and at night at least. Was it just this morning that she’d braided their hair or had that been yesterday? The days seemed so long; things were blurring together. There were more, but they were newer friends, and she’d seen them more recently because of it. Still, she needed to remember to make time for them. 
 
    Now inside, Jessica and Kaylee descended on her. “There you are! Why were you so late? Nearly all of the other students have already gone to their rooms for the night!” Jessica clucked at her worriedly.  
 
    Jade smiled at her, giving the other girl a hug before doing the same with Kaylee. “I was practicing flying. Well, more like floating. I haven’t gotten to the whole moving around part yet because I was trying to make sure I had the how high and low I went nailed down first.”  
 
    Kaylee looked a little dreamily at her. “Flying seems wonderful, but are you sure you weren’t late because of Lucas?” Her eyes held a teasing twinkle.  
 
    Jade laughed. “Nope, he was helping me, but he just walked me home.” She checked her pocket watch, not having thought it was late enough for everyone to retire. To her confusion, it was barely after nine. Looking up at the girls, she asked confusedly, “You said everyone already went to their rooms?” 
 
    Jessica nodded, explaining, “The students usually come home and collapse the first week because they aren’t used to so much exertion throughout the day.”  
 
    Jade considered this, then shrugged. “Fair enough. I just eat to replenish my energy, and that seems to work well enough.” She paused, glancing at her mental map and the literally hundreds of blinking blue dots. “Speaking of, I need to use the bathroom, but can you help me restock my room? Tonight is going to be a big change.”  
 
    They exchanged looks, and Kaylee asked softly, “You’re not going to try and overdo it again, are you?” 
 
    Jade smiled. “Of course I won’t try to overdo it.” Mentally, she added, I’m trying to push as far as I can without actually killing myself or coming close. That’s not really overdoing it…that’s just doing it.  
 
    Jessica looked suspicious. “Very well, we’ll bring more food up, and I’ll be checking on you at least once tonight and in the morning.”  
 
    Jade bounced forward, hugging Jessica again. “That would be great, thanks!” Smiling, she skipped past the startled girls and upstairs, dropping off her babies and the pot before she went to the bathroom. By the time she’d finished washing up and changing, Jessica and Kaylee were there with the extra food. She smiled gratefully at them, effusing happily, “You two are amazing. Thank you for looking after me.”  
 
    Kaylee giggled. “It’s literally our job, but it’s also our pleasure. We’ll talk to you in the morning.” Jade grinned at them, waiting for them to leave before putting out some juice and greens for her babies and digging into the food. She used one hand to pluck out the cherry she’d grown earlier, sticking it into her pot and growing an even smaller cherry tree for her room. It was just for them to spend the night in rather than play, so she didn’t feel the need to expend a ton of energy for it. 
 
    Still, her babies seemed happy enough to settle into it once they had finished eating, and she figured if they were hungry, they could just eat the magic-rich leaves off the tree. She’d already seen them take tiny bites of it. Absently, she asked them, “Are the leaves tasty?” 
 
    It was Willow who responded, “Yummy leaves! Stores magic.” A little confused by what she said, Jade quickly activated mana sense, only to see the whole tree glowing a deep green flecked with edges of blue, brown, and even white. Still curious, she watched as Lilith ate a piece of a leaf, studying her little dark queen as the magic seemed to infuse her tiny body to the brim, slowly converting to her own magical colors.  
 
    Shrugging, she cooed, “Well, I’m glad you like it.” Absently, she organized her food so it was easily accessible and easily eaten. She had a feeling she was going to need it as she went through and counted her blue dots. She was a little amazed and a lot appalled by the sheer number of people and animals she’d touched that day: one hundred twenty-one people and ninety-one animals. There was no way she could siphon everyone at once.  
 
    Steeling herself, she decided to start with the people and do half the batch. Laying down comfortably, she made her choices and mentally clicked on them, darkness claiming her almost immediately.  
 
    She woke up with a groan in the middle of the night. She was starving. Attacking the food she’d left by her bed, she ate until the pain and hunger had completely dissipated and she was feeling full of energy again. Glancing at her pocket watch, it was just after 2 a.m. Shaking her head, she glanced at her babies and Cosmo raised his head, peeping into her mind, “You okay?” 
 
    She smiled at her baby and said softly, “Mama’s okay. Go back to sleep. I’m going to as well.” Cosmo shifted, then settled back into a deep sleep as she stared fondly at her babies. It was time to siphon their flock. Laying back down, she took a deep breath, then chose the other half.  
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    Day Eight 
 
      
 
    “She looks okay, but she’s not waking up. It doesn’t look like last time where she was turning white, and the fellacai don’t seem concerned.” 
 
    “Forget white, look at her hair! It’s so shiny…” Their voices were what brought her out of the darkness. She could hear Jessica and Kaylee talking about her. Opening her eyes, she heard them gasp before she gasped too and shut them again. Everything was so blindingly bright! Now that she was paying attention, she could feel the coarseness of the sheets against her skin and the smell of pancakes and sausage was absolutely overwhelming.  
 
    “Jade, are you okay?” Jessica’s voice was quiet and worried, a mere whisper, but Jade felt like she could hear it as if she had been talking normally. Slowly, she cracked her eyes open, trying to adjust to the light in the room. She felt almost like she had the morning she was hungover. Everything was too bright, too loud, and her body felt funny, different.  
 
    With a dry throat, she rasped softly, “I…think so…” They seemed to be relieved that she was at least talking, and she was quickly given some water, which she sucked down gratefully, still not fully opening her eyes again.  
 
    Kaylee was staring at her face, and Jade gave her a ‘what?’ look, quirking an eyebrow. Kaylee shook her head, saying softly, “Your eyes were pretty before, but now, they’re like some polished rock, almost…glowing.” Since she still looked confused or unconvinced, Kaylee grabbed a small mirror and brought it over, bringing it in front of Jade so she could look at herself. 
 
    A small gasp escaped her lips. Her eyes were almost glowing, instead of being just a dark green, they had taken on an almost gemlike quality. Her skin was crystal clear and free of a single blemish, and her hair was, as Kaylee had said, shining beautifully and falling in perfect loose curls down past her bust. She looked down, realizing that although they had gotten slightly bigger, it wasn’t by much, which she was grateful for. She wasn’t keen on having back problems the rest of her life, so she rather hoped they stayed at this point.  
 
    She stretched, flexing her muscles. She felt stronger, faster, but she also felt like if she had been experiencing the world in color before, life was now in high definition. Literally everything seemed to be coming through more clearly, be it color, scent, sound, or sensation. She could even see the pores and tiny hairs on Jessica and Kaylee’s skin if she tried. 
 
    Looking down at her pocket watch, the ticking seemed inordinately loud as she checked the time: 7:45. Nodding absently, she looked at the giant breakfast spread out on her desk, then smiled at the girls. “I’m good. Thanks for bringing me breakfast, but I’m going to try to make it up to campus to check out the obstacle course, so I’d better get a move on.” 
 
    “Of course. Just leave your plates here when you’re done. We’ll grab them when we come by to clean later.” Jessica paused, looking at her tree. “I like your tree.” 
 
    Remembering Jessica was growing her garden on the roof, Jade grinned. “I’ve gotten much better with plants. If you ever want something in your garden, just let me know.” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “Oh, I will. Have a good day.” They motioned for her to eat and let themselves out. She sat down, trying to accustom herself to her new muscles yet again. She didn’t look like she’d gained a ton of muscle mass, but they felt denser and more flexible, which was a weird combination to her. She remained at a trim weight, but busty and filled out in all the right places she’d have wanted. Absently, she wondered if her subconscious desires for what she wanted to look like had dictated the end result of her changes.  
 
    She checked her notifications as she ate, starting with the two yellow ones. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alert. You have siphoned a species ability incompatible with your body. Correctional action has been taken. Special ability Adaptable has been updated. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alert. You have siphoned four species abilities incompatible with your body. Correctional action has been taken. Special ability Keen Senses has been added. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was interesting. She’d taken five unique skills from the animals she’d touched yesterday in the hopes they would somehow help her in her tracking, and it seemed like it had worked. She guessed camouflage had been put into Adaptable, and tremorsense, echolocation, electrosensitivity, and darkvision had all been combined into Keen Senses. It also explained why the world seemed so much MORE this morning. This was going to take some getting used to.  
 
    Chowing down, she chose to pull up her profile next. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 17.06 
  Dexterity: 17.57 
  Constitution: 17.39 
  Intelligence: 20.72 
  Magic: 18.52 
  Charisma: 17.22 
  Luck: 16.97 
    
  Special Abilities: Adaptable, Keen Senses, Siphon²  
  Skills: Accessorycraft, Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Blood Magic, Bluff, Cold Resistance, Compulsion Magic, Contractual Magic, Danger Sense, Dark Magic, Death Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Earth Magic, Eating, Engineering, Fire Magic, Flight, Glasscraft, Gravity Magic, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Herbology, Hypnotize, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Life Magic, Light Armor, Light Magic, Lightning Magic, Magic Resistance, Mana Sense, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Metal Magic, Modeling, Nature Magic, Navigation, Pain Tolerance, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Poison Resistance, Resilient, Riding, Running, Sense Motive, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Spatial Magic, Speed Reading, Stealth, Summoning Magic, Swimming, Tailoring, Tracking, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Water Magic, Wind Magic, Writing  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She gaped at the screen, the food on her fork falling haplessly to the ground. She knew she’d siphoned just over two hundred people and animals last night, but really? Everything except luck was two to four points higher than when she’d gone to sleep, but even that had gone up by over a point. She’d added death magic, poison resistance, and swimming to her list as well. She figured poison resistance and swimming might very well be necessary for her forest trip, which was also why she’d upgraded riding so much too.  
 
    Still, what caught her eye was the fact that Siphon now had that little two after it. Curious, she pulled up all three of her special abilities. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Adaptable: Your body now accepts change somewhat easily.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Okay, that went from more easily to somewhat easily. Not much of a change, but it did seem better? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Keen Senses: Your senses are heightened. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    No duh. She had to wonder if the special abilities that you weren’t granted naturally just didn’t provide decent explanations because they were begrudging her the fact that she managed to keep making the system provide corrections for her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Siphon²: Using skin to skin contact, you may permanently absorb 1% of one chosen attribute and skill experience of your target once per week. The target will recuperate their attribute and skill experience after a set amount of time, receiving a .5% increase to those siphoned areas.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was stumped. That two showed up, and all she got was the addition of once per week? Had it been longer, and now that it was upgraded, she got to do it more frequently? She wished she could ask the GM some questions. It was at that point she realized she had two new blinking blue dots. She’d gotten so used to ignoring them when she touched people that they hadn’t registered. Absently, she clicked on them. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Jessica Dorney, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience… 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength(2), Dexterity(4), Constitution(1), Intelligence(3), Magic(7), Charisma(5), or Luck(6). 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Appraisal(I), Cleaning(I), Cooking(I), Herbology(I), or Perception(I). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have touched Kaylee Ivers, Siphon activated. Assessing stats and experience… 
  Choose a stat to siphon: Strength(5), Dexterity(2), Constitution(4), Intelligence(1), Magic(7), Charisma(3), or Luck(6). 
  Choose a skill to siphon: Cleaning(I), Diplomacy(I), Dodging(B), Perception(I), or Tailoring(B). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She jumped in the air in excitement. She had officially been here a week, and that meant the people she’d touched on day one were free game again! But it got better! If she was interpreting this correctly, she could tell the order of which stats were their best, and not only that, if their skills were beginner or intermediate! This would make her random choices not so random!  
 
    Half cackling in glee, she hugged herself and pulled up her skill screen.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Accessorycraft 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  29% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  48% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  58% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  46% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  54% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  92% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cold Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  12% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Contractual Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  66% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Danger Sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  46% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Death Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  13% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  66% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Engineering 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  13% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  61% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flight 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  4% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	  70% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gravity Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  54% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  28% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  7% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hypnotize 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  45% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Advanced 1 
  
      	  11% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  32% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  93% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  56% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  19% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  64% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  98% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  64% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pain Tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  82% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  26% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Poison Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  4% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resilient 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Riding 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  83% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  63% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  31% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spatial Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  37% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Swimming 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  2% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tailoring 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  97% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  42% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  41% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  11% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Writing 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	  22% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes, things were progressing nicely! She’d even gotten information gathering to advanced! Acrobatics, appraisal, compulsion magic, earth magic, engineering, heat resistance, herbology, mana sense, modeling, and nature magic had all managed to make the jump from beginner to intermediate. She thought most of that was from her own efforts yesterday, since she hadn’t siphoned appraisal, compulsion, engineering, herbology, mana sense, or modeling from anyone. 
 
    Quite happy now, she finished scarfing down her food so she could get ready. It was time to pay a visit to the obstacle course and see if she couldn’t test out her new improvements! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four – Challenge 
 
    She finished eating in record time, happily scarfing down the copious amounts of food Jessica and Kaylee had left for her. She used water magic to quickly clean herself up, not bothering with a bath since she was already running late. Her hair got shoved up in a high ponytail and secured with bobby pins. She chose simple pants, her most comfortable boots, and a sleeveless dark green tunic. Keeping in mind that she was going to be at knife training later, she stuck extra clothes in her bag and added her cloak, given that she figured it would be cold by the time she came back. With weapons fastened last, she was ready to go.  
 
    “Time to go!” she called out cheerfully, causing her babies to flutter over. Willow attached herself like a barrette near the front of her hair, but the rest all chose spots in her ponytail like living gems that twinkled in her lush hair. She felt so full of energy, quickly locking up her room and bounding down the stairs happily.  
 
    Raphael was downstairs talking to Kaylee and Jessica when she bounced into the room. “Hey, Raph! Bye, Raph!” She bounded past the three of them, waving and blowing a kiss to the girls as she went outside, immediately stopping and shuffling to the side as the light and sound assaulted her senses. 
 
    Grumbling, she tried to remember when she’d last had her sunglasses. It was yesterday sometime. The morning? She remembered talking about them with the guards. Jade groaned, sighing. She’d given them to Dalton to check out, but then the alarm rang and she’d completely forgotten them. It seemed she’d have to make herself another pair, yet again. Especially because the light was so freaking bright now.  
 
    Muttering darkly under her breath, she waited until her eyes had grown accustomed to the new brightness before setting off. After a few strange looks, she laughed softly and shook herself out of her funk. Absently, she stared at the blue sky and sang softly, “Here comes the fun, do da do doo… I get to run…” She bounced cheerfully through the streets, though the only people she managed to brush against were those she came up behind. People who actually saw her were giving her a bit of a berth, and she frowned slightly when she realized it was because she stuck out too much now. They saw her eyes, her clear skin, and her shiny hair and stepped aside in deference, staring after her long after she passed. It was a little unnerving.  
 
    She guessed it was going to be a whole lot harder to hide the fact that she was the traveler after this point. Whether that was a good or bad thing, she had no idea. The streets emptied out the closer she got to Dracona, as usual. Soon she was hiking up the hill to the guard post, where she recognized Terry and Aaron as the guards who’d been there on Monday. They had been sitting and chatting when she walked up, only looking up when her shadow fell on them. 
 
    “Can we help you?” Terry was staring at her as if trying to place how he knew her. She supposed that again, she had changed a lot in two days, so people who only had shallow interactions with her would be surprised.  
 
    Here we go again, she mentally groaned. “I’m headed to the obstacle course.”  
 
    She pulled out her card and started to hand it to Terry, who frowned and stated, “Classes started ten minutes ago.” He had gone quiet as he accepted the card, but Aaron didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    He snapped waspishly, “Coming late because you were busy putting ornaments in your hair? Pathetic.”  
 
    She glared at him as she said in a softly menacing voice, “Did you not learn your lesson on Monday?”  
 
    “Monday?” He seemed taken aback and more than a little angry that she had dared to talk back to him. “Now listen here, you little brat. You’re just a student who–” His voice cut off abruptly as Terry covered his mouth decisively with his hand.  
 
    He smiled at Jade, handing her her card back with his free hand as he said hurriedly, “You’re free to go in, Lady Jade. Have a good day.” Aaron had gone white when he realized who he was yapping at.  
 
    Jade glared at Aaron and declared, “You’re no better than the students. Every time I’ve met you, you’ve been disrespectful and rude, and you speak without thinking. It’s a very bad habit to get into.” She held her hand up, inspecting her nails as she called on her lightning magic, causing sparks to fly between her fingers in a fine interplay of electricity. He seemed to shrink back a little bit, and she glared for another moment before the switch was flipped and she was smiling sweetly at Terry.  
 
    “You have a good day, too, Terry. I’ll see you around.” She walked past them, head held high and hand still sparking. She was here earlier than expected, and she wasn’t going to let a bully yell at her, though she disliked that it had made her a bully in return. What was she becoming? 
 
    Deep in her existential crisis, she almost didn’t realize when she reached the obstacle course. She had just been walking in the direction she’d seen everyone else walking yesterday when she heard cheering. She followed the sound, turning a corner to find herself at the top of what seemed like an arena.  
 
    Reminiscent of an old Roman coliseum, it was sunk into the ground instead of being raised above it. She started down the stairs, noting that most of the students were situated in the lower third of the vast seating arrangements for a better view. Her footsteps were quiet and inconsequential amid the cheers, so no one noticed her until she was practically on top of them.  
 
    “Jade! You made it!” She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that the first person to notice her was Jayce. After all, it was he and Glen who’d invited her. She could see the excitement in his eyes as he followed up his greeting, “Great timing, Glen’s next! Come on, let’s see if you can shoot him!”  
 
    His eyes twinkled with mirth as she stared at him in perplexion. He wanted her to shoot Glen? Why on earth would she do that? She was further confused when she saw Angus following and grinning mischievously too. It was not something she had expected from the large mage. Cautiously, she asked, “What’s going on?”  
 
    “We take turns shooting blunt arrows at whoever is running the gauntlet,” Gilbert’s stiff voice came from her left, and she glanced over, smiling in thanks at him. He nodded gracefully to her, still formal as ever as he continued, “Glen usually makes it through without being hit. I believe Jayce is hoping you can change that.” 
 
    Jade turned to stare at Jayce as he tugged her along. “Is that true? You know I only started learning how to shoot a bow on Monday, right?”  
 
    Angus was still grinning beside her. “Yeah, but we heard you can add wind to the arrows.” Oh right, she had done that yesterday… She was almost a little surprised the gossip mill took an entire day to spread to the academy. The two of them brought her to a raised platform that was in the middle of one of the sides. She could see an identical platform on the other side when she got to the top.  
 
    “Ooooh, are we going to hit him today!?” Bryoni’s musical voice cooed from in front of her as she saw Jade climb onto the platform. She was distracted by the course that she could now see below her, but forced her attention to the people on the platform. Bryoni was next to Victor and a man who looked like he truly belonged in the coliseum. His muscles were bulging, and he reminded her of a gladiator with all the skin and weapons he was showing. 
 
    “Jade, it’s lovely to see you again.” His voice was rough, and he was smirking at her. Finally, it clicked.  
 
    “Jarom! It’s been a while!” Like six whole days since he was part of her original interview to join Dracona. Granted, he’d been in the cafeteria yesterday, but she hadn’t had a chance to talk to him.  
 
    He laughed. “Seems like it should’ve been longer, given how…different you look.” He raised a brow, and she shrugged and smiled. “So what brings you to the obstacle course? This is for those with scores over fourteen.”  
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him. “Good thing my scores are over fourteen then! I’m supposedly here to cheat.” When he looked confused, she poked Jayce and Angus good naturedly in the arms. “These two want me to add some wind to the arrows so Glen takes some hits.”  
 
    Jarom looked thoughtful before he turned and bellowed across the arena, “Glen, you up for a challenge?” Jade walked closer, wanting to get a look at Glen before she doomed him to pain, even as she set her bag down at the side of the platform.  
 
    She could see him fairly clearly thanks to her new HD vision, and she smiled and waved from next to Jarom. Glen saw her and waved back, calling out teasingly, “Jade, are you my challenge?”  
 
    Laughing, she called back. “I’ve been conscripted to make this harder for you! You think you can handle it, or should I go easy on you?” She was getting into the spirit of ribbing they seemed to have going on. She was excited to see him attempt the course. More than anything else, it reminded her of American Ninja Warrior, a show she’d been fascinated with because of their feats of athleticism.  
 
     He smirked, calling back, “Give it your best shot! I don’t know if they told you, but I never get hit!”  
 
    She shouted back gleefully. “That changes today. Bring it on!” Turning back to the others on the platform, she smirked evilly. “Where are the arrows?” Jarom dutifully handed over two quivers, which she quickly added temporary air enchantments to. Taking the bow Jayce joyfully gave her, she tested the string a bit, nodding as she figured out just how much strength she needed to use to draw without breaking it.  
 
    Turning to Glen, she grinned as Jarom asked, “Ready?” She nodded and heard his voice bellow once more, “Glen, start!” 
 
    Arrow nocked, she watched as Glen started on the first challenge: running the gauntlet of swinging logs on a foot wide balance beam. He started running forward, adroitly avoiding the logs in his path. She released, testing her shots with this first arrow. It whizzed past him, going slightly wide, and he called out tauntingly, “Is that the best you’ve got?”  
 
    “I was just warming up!” she hollered back, noticing the other platform had another shooter taking shots too, and though they were more on target than hers had been, he still managed to avoid them expertly. Her pride challenged, she quickly nocked another arrow and let it go, picking up the pace. It almost hit him, but he barely dodged it in time. He seemed a bit surprised by the extra speed. 
 
    She added a tiny twist to her magic on the next arrow, tweaking it so it was basically a heat seeker. The wind would carry it according to her will, and her will was to hit him in the leg. He yelled in pain as the arrow smashed into him, barely avoiding falling into the water as he dodged a log. She heard cheers behind her from the rest of the people on the platform, but she was now in the zone. 
 
    Arrow after arrow flew, most of them not needing a wind corrector now as she got the hang of shooting his weaving figure. More and more of them landed at various places on his body, and she was positive he was going to be severely bruised when this was over.  
 
    He’d made it through the swinging logs and moved onto the platform jumps. She kept timing her arrows so they would hit him midair where he couldn’t dodge, and she almost made him miss his platform jump. He still managed to get through that, quickly moving on to what was basically the ropes section, where he had to move from rope to rope. She was surprised by how similar it was, but hard feats were hard feats in any world, she supposed.  
 
    She started aiming for his arms. On the seventh rope, he was close to getting out of that section when she pegged his hand just as he let go with the other one. With a shout of pain, he went crashing into the water, and she came out of her intense zone of concentration, looking down to make sure he was okay.  
 
    He surfaced, spluttering, and she heaved a sigh of relief as she turned to look at everyone else. She was grinning broadly until she turned and saw them staring at her in disbelief. Her smile was instantly gone, and she asked somewhat grumpily, “What? I did what you asked! Why aren’t you happy?”  
 
    Jayce muttered, “All those in favor of never having her shoot at you, say aye.”  
 
    A chorus of “Aye” rang out around her, and she frowned.  
 
    Victor, who’d been watching silently this whole time, explained, “You get a little…intense when you focus. I feel a bit bad for making Glen be the test subject. We’d probably better make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    Jade glanced back over the side to see Glen floating on his back, just staring at the sky. “Glen, are you okay?” 
 
    He smiled halfheartedly at her. “I think you might’ve broken a few things,” was his weak reply.  
 
    Grumbling, she reached out, calling to the water he was in. He yelped as the water basically formed a cushion beneath him as it floated up until he was level with the platform. She brought him up and over the bar, standing him upright before dismissing the water, which streamed back to where it had come from. She caught his arm as he hissed with pain when his feet hit the ground, sending a wave of healing through him as she examined his injuries.  
 
    She winced, speaking in a tiny voice, “Sorry, I thought you were okay since you kept going…” She was quickly fixing his broken bones…of which there were seventeen.  
 
    She was amazed he’d lasted so long in the challenge with those injuries. When he relaxed with the healing going through him, he said cheerfully, “Hey, at least I can say I did it. I’m sure no one else is even willing to try now.”  
 
    She glanced around, giggling softly because everyone had basically said exactly that and she figured he’d probably overheard at least part of it. The looks around her were a mix of consternation, nervousness, and challenge.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five – Obstacles 
 
    Grinning, Jade shrugged. “That’s okay, I want to try now anyway.”  
 
    Blank stares greeted her, and it was Jarom who coughed nervously and suggested, “Jade, I realize you’ve put on some muscle, but you should probably try the beginner course first. This one requires minimum stats of fourteen to complete. The higher, the better.”  
 
    Jade turned to look at him, appraising him. Finally, she requested hesitantly, “Jarom, can I ask what your physical stats are?” 
 
    He seemed to be pondering her question before he finally nodded. “I suppose that’s fair. My strength and dexterity are at sixteen.”  
 
    That was quite high for most people. Hers were only higher because she was cheating, but the fact was…hers were higher. She glanced around at the people on the platform. She trusted Victor and Jarom, but there were also Jayce, Angus, Bryoni, and Glen standing there. Still, eventually people would learn she was different. Might as well be now, when she could instill confidence into them.  
 
    Glancing over her stat sheet briefly, she nodded. “Thank you for telling me. Please know that I’m not trying to show off, I merely want you to understand. My lowest stats are at seventeen.” Okay, there was a tiny white lie in there. Luck was at 16.97, but she figured it was close enough. Still, her soft words elicited exclamations of shock and amazement from those around her.  
 
    It was Victor who recovered first. “ALL of your stats are seventeen or higher? Even luck and magic?” Smiling gently at him, she just nodded. He sucked in a breath before muttering his next question, “Since when?”  
 
    She shrugged. “This morning. So I’m not completely used to the changes yet, which is why I want to try the course. I need to figure out how to gauge the amount of power I use on everything for the best efficiency.”  
 
    “I want to see her run the course!” Jayce was her first supporter, and he just looked plain excited. He was beaming at her before glancing at the others. “Look, Glen is one of the best runners, and she demolished him with her arrows. I, for one, want to see what she’s capable of, so let her run the gauntlet. What harm would it do anyway? At worst, she has a few broken bones, which she can heal herself, and she gets a bit wet, which she can take care of easily as well.” He shrugged and looked back at her again. “So I want to see you run the gauntlet, but I think maybe you shouldn’t use your magic if you want to test your new strength.”  
 
    She dipped her head quickly in agreement. “You make a good point. I won’t use magic to make it easy.” 
 
    Jarom was shaking his head, but it was in acquiescence. “Alright. If you want to do this, I won’t stop you.”  
 
    She bounced cheerfully, a huge smile across her face. “Thanks! I’ll go get ready!” Jayce looked like he was about to lead her down, but she gave him a mischievous look. She wanted to test something. She backed up from the railing, giving it a considering look as she thought about the distance to the starting point. She wasn’t as worried about if she fell because of the water, so it was the perfect time to test her jumping ability! Absently, she sent a message to her babies, “You should stay here and watch. I don’t want you getting hurt.”  
 
    “Safe?” Lilith’s voice was questioning as the fellacai took flight from her hair to flutter around above them. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she mentally reassured them as she judged the distance was appropriate. 
 
    “Jade, what are you doing?” Victor’s voice sounded both nervous and curious as she mentally psyched herself up.  
 
    “Flying,” she replied absentmindedly, nodding to herself as she started to run forward. Right before she hit the railing, she jumped, using her foot to push off the railing as she zeroed out her gravity to basically nothing. Laughing with glee as she soared through the air weightlessly, she concentrated on her landing point, gradually increasing her weight as she got closer until she landed and rolled to her feet in a rather graceful feat for her. She came up with her arms held high in the air in the gymnast landing pose, and her cheeks almost hurt, she was smiling so hard.  
 
    It had worked! She figured that one of the easiest ways to use her gravity magic was if she just used it to augment a movement she was already making. That way she didn’t have to worry about creating momentum, she just had to worry about obstacles in the way. Absently, she healed her foot before anyone could notice the tiny wince of pain she felt when she turned. She’d need to work on the landings so that she didn’t hit with too much force. She waved at the platform of people who were just staring at her and noticed the entire arena had pretty much gone silent as a grave. 
 
    “What on earth just happened?” She heard a whisper behind her and turned to face the two people manning the starting platform.  
 
    Jade giggled at him, muttering, “I took one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind!” The poor duo looked perplexed by her muttering, unsure if they were supposed to take her seriously or not. One of them appeared to be an assistant professor and the other was probably another third or fourth year. This fitness class seemed to be entirely filled with the upperclassmen, which she supposed made sense. 
 
    She sighed as she looked at them, seeing as they still hadn’t figured out what was going on. “I’m challenging the course next. I’m Jade, by the way.” 
 
    The student asked in a squeak of a voice, “Did you just jump from the archery platform?” 
 
    She smiled benignly at him. “Yes, I used magic to jump over here directly rather than walking around.” She was trying to not sound condescending, because having someone fly over and do a parkour roll followed by a gymnastics pose and strange quotes was probably both extremely strange and slightly terrifying.  
 
    “You’re the traveler?” the assistant teacher asked calmly. She nodded and he seemed thoughtful.  
 
    It was only when Jarom’s voice boomed across the arena that she was given her reprieve from the awkwardness. “Jade, start!” She glanced around, startled. That was abrupt; she’d at least exchanged banter with Glen before he went off! Still, she wasn’t about to miss her chance.  
 
    Grinning at the two behind her, she gave them a two finger salute as she said happily, “Toodles!” Laughing, she turned back to the front and began to sprint. She easily dodged the first two logs that were swinging at her, but the third was swinging directly in the middle when she was about to run into it. She decided to just hurdle it. She was flying through the air when an arrow whizzed past her, going through where she would have been if she’d stopped.  
 
    Adrenaline pumping through her veins, she had a somewhat feral grin as she began to duck, jump, and weave through the logs, twisting to avoid the now more frequent arrows coming at her. When she glanced up, she realized there were four people shooting at her, and she called out teasingly, “Cheaters!”  
 
    “It’s payback!” Glen called back as he loosed another arrow. She grunted as she avoided one arrow, only to have another smack into her leg. She would have been fine if she’d had a wind shield up, but she was supposed to be doing this without magic. Still, she directed a tiny burst of healing to where she’d been hit. She tried to justify herself, mentally explaining that healing wasn’t the same as using gravity, wind, or water magic. Her abilities were still being tested, she was just…doing magical endurance training at the same time! Yeah, go with that…  
 
    She made it through the swinging logs with only a few more hits by arrows. With four people shooting at her, she felt she was doing pretty good. It was painful and she was no longer smiling, but her eyes were filled with determination. Every time she got hit, she simply directed more magic to heal herself and worked on dodging better.  
 
    Next came the platform jumps, and she almost dumped herself in the water by jumping too hard and overshooting the platform. Only a quick ricochet to the next platform saved her. She was taking more arrows here, the necessity of being in the air and unable to move to avoid them was a harsh reality. Instead, she picked up the pace, jumping and moving in a faster and more controlled way. More of the arrows started missing again, but she was getting closer to the platform, so it was also getting easier for them to shoot her. 
 
    The ropes. She wanted to study them for a moment, but the arrows coming at her didn’t allow that. In her annoyance, she started swatting the arrows away while she stood still for a second, happily surprised to find that she could deflect them for the most part. Grinning, she realized that while she had overshot on the platforms, she could use that here. Taking a running leap, she jumped through the air, ignoring all the early ropes she was supposed to have used.  
 
    She caught one rope, which went sailing forward from her momentum, and she released it at the apex, flying forward once more. Three ropes later and she was already at the other side. “Oh come on, that’s cheating!” she heard Glen whine from above. 
 
    “Says the cheaters who have four people shooting at me with my own enhanced arrows!” she called back. Oh yeah, she’d noticed that they were still using her wind arrows. She glared at the giant wall in front of her. It looked around twenty feet high, and there were a bunch of cracks and bumps you could use as footholds to climb up it. She decided her tactic of using fast power was still the right choice. 
 
    Taking another running jump, she kicked up the wall to get more momentum and height, grabbing a handhold almost three fourths of the way up. She took several arrows to the back and one to the head, which made her loosen her grip for a moment before she flooded herself with healing energy. They were getting vicious! “Head shots are rude!” she yelled at them as she pushed herself to the top through sheer force of will, making sure she didn’t lose her grip. It would really suck to fall at this point because there wasn’t water beneath her there.  
 
    Reaching the top, she was now equal with the archers, who were laughing while they shot at her. She danced around for a moment, weaving between the arrows. “Can’t take your own medicine?” Glen taunted her with a smirk.  
 
    “Oh, that is IT! Bring it!” She focused on them and the world seemed to slow down for a minute as her senses kicked into high gear. She grabbed the next two arrows that flew at her by the shaft, turning and whipping them around. She heard yelps as she managed to peg two of the archers in the chest with her projectiles; it helped that they were only fifteen feet away.  
 
    She laughed. “Arrows go both ways!” She was rewarded with the other two pegging her in the legs, and she growled at them. The next part was over water again, but it was a downward run over spinning metal bars. Lovely. “Oh, screw it,” she muttered before running and diving. In superman form, she flew over the sliding bars that she was pretty sure she was supposed to run over, barely managing to push herself upwards on the last bar so she could make the platform. She still missed, crashing into the wall with only one arm on the platform she needed. 
 
    She groaned as she got hit by more arrows but stubbornly healed herself as she painstakingly pulled herself up. The last section was another rock wall of sorts. Instead of going up, she had to make her way across the wall hanging above the water. It curved like a loop de loop of a roller coaster, so she was pretty sure she’d either have to go upside down at one point or be hanging by just her hands.  
 
    She got pegged in the back by an arrow and yelled at them, “I’m going to remember this!”  
 
    Victor was the one who yelled back, “You asked for it!”  
 
    She grumbled under her breath and started moving across the wall. She didn’t want to jump this time because she was getting tired and didn’t want to miss grabbing her grip. The constant need to heal herself and the physical exertion was taking a toll. She moved as quickly as she could while trying to protect her head and shift her body to avoid the arrows flying at her, since they’d shown they weren’t afraid of hitting her in the head.  
 
    When she reached the apex of the loop, she paused and just anchored herself there for a moment. The angle was such that they couldn’t shoot her from where they were, so it was a rare moment without extra pain. She enjoyed it for a brief moment before moving on to where the blunt arrow barrage began again. Still, the arrows stopped as she used a last kick to jump away from the wall and onto the final platform.  
 
    Panting from the exertion, she decided that sitting down was a good idea and plopped to the ground before laying down and staring at the sky. It was such a pretty blue.  
 
    Her muscles were still screaming at her, and she focused on breathing. She heard a voice above her asking a little nervously, “Jade, are you okay?”  
 
    Her stomach grumbled loudly in protest as she spoke to the sky, “I need somebody to make me a sammich.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six – Fame 
 
    “What’s a sammich?” Bryoni’s musical voice rang out as she approached, her rose smell announcing her presence as clearly as her voice. Jade could hear a stampede of feet coming towards her, choosing to ignore it in favor of staring at the sky. Her stomach rumbled angrily at her again, but she didn’t feel like she had the energy to move. Her muscles were still screaming in protest at having been pushed too far.  
 
    People were encroaching upon the sky now and she closed her eyes, blocking them out since they decided to block out her sunshine. “Jade, are you okay?” Victor’s voice was growing more concerned, so she reluctantly opened her eyes again. 
 
    “I’m fine, just hungry. Did anyone grab my bag by any chance?” As far as she knew, she’d left it on the archery platform.  
 
    “Ah’ve got it.” Angus’s calming voice rolled over her. He was like a gentle giant as he made the crowd part before him so he could deposit her bag next to her. She smiled gratefully at him, ignoring the other mutters going on around her as she gingerly grabbed food and began shoving it down, healing the soreness in her muscles as she did.  
 
    “How are you still standing? That was…brutal.” The question came from a girl she didn’t know, but Jade smiled tiredly at her. 
 
    “I’m not standing.” There was soft laughter around her because really, she was lying flat on the ground while shoving food in her mouth. The girl was somewhat upside down for her from this position, and she moved her shoulders in an approximation of a shrug as she said, “I was healing myself the whole time. It was the only way I was going to make it through, considering they cracked,” she paused to do a mental count, “fifty-seven of my bones.”  
 
    Sympathetic groans rang out as she heard Jayce ask, “Fifty-seven? I thought you dodged most of them.” 
 
    She laughed, which turned into a cough, causing her to sit up so she could lean over her knees until the fit passed. She shook her head as she looked up at Jayce. “I did, but honestly, there were four of you shooting at me constantly with magic arrows and a bunch of places where I couldn’t do a whole lot to avoid them. What did you think was going to happen?”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes at them as she went on. “Moreover, you guys were aiming for my head. I realize it’s good practice, but there are some things even I can’t fix, and the brain starts treading in that area. It was also in a dangerous area where I wasn’t over water. If you don’t have enough control not to aim for the head, you shouldn’t be on that platform.” Her voice had gotten lower and more menacing as she spoke, and Bryoni was looking at the ground guiltily.  
 
    “Sorry.” Her voice was no more than a quiet whisper. “I got too excited and wasn’t thinking. You just…kept going, no matter how much we hit you.”  
 
    Jade shook her head, reassuring her, “I understand, but don’t do it again. You were lucky it was just a glancing shot. If I had fallen wrong at that point, it could have easily killed me instantly.” She glanced up at Jarom, who had remained silent this whole time. “Actually, I think that’s something you should probably change, just in case.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Most people who make it to that point are strong enough not to fall. It’s never been an issue.” She wanted to punch him. Just because it never had been didn’t mean it never would be. She was almost the .0001% statistic.  
 
    She held her breath, counting to five to calm herself before she looked up at him. “Be that as it may, I would advise you to look into the change. As it’s something that could be done with relative ease, I don’t see why it wouldn’t be possible.”  
 
    “Tradition.” She glanced over at Victor, brow raised in curiosity. “The course hasn’t changed since Dracona was founded. No one wants to be the one to change what our ancestors left us.”  
 
    She growled under her breath. Stupid traditions were going to get someone killed eventually. This was a perfect example of why the world had stagnated. They seemed almost unwilling to change, holding up what their ancestors had done on a pedestal.  
 
    She got up, brushing herself off as she snapped, “Fine. I’ll build a new one. My world had obstacle courses down to an art, despite not shooting anyone while they were trying to complete them.” Ninja Warrior meets Beastmaster, here she came! She figured she could combine the courses as possible and maybe add some fun new things using magic. She mentally added it to her to-do list of things when she came back from the mesmer hunt. 
 
    “Is that why you were so good?” the same girl from before asked again, her heart-shaped face shining with curiosity.  
 
    Jade shook her head. “Nope. My fitness level is just very high.” She pondered, looking back at the obstacle course. “Of course, if I used magic, I could have easily just walked through it.”  
 
    Angus’s slow drawl sounded from behind her, “Or jumped over it.” She turned her head to look back at him, smiling tiredly. She still felt drained, but her humor was returning.  
 
    “I suppose that would have been an option too,” she grinned, continuing, “but I was more thinking of just using wind. I could have just created a shield and walked through everything with ease.” 
 
    Glen interjected, “That only stops the arrows. You would still have had to climb everything and deal with the obstacles.” 
 
    She laughed. “Not really. If I can create walls of wind to block projectiles, what’s to stop me from creating a wind floor and just walking across the air? It would be pretty easy to do with water, too. Heck, I could’ve made an ice slide instead of diving headfirst down the pipes.”  
 
    “Am I the only one who wants to see that?” Jayce’s voice was filled with excitement.  
 
    She laughed, coughing a little bit. Her body was still trying to recuperate from the massive energy drain the healing had cost her. “Maybe another day. I’m pretty wiped.” She grabbed the handles of her bag, starting to push herself up. Angus’s hand appeared in front of her, and she gratefully took it, allowing him to pull her to her feet. He didn’t say much, but she was starting to seriously like this gentle giant. Even with his large bulk, he managed to blend into the background, appearing only when she needed help, which he thoughtfully provided. It was the little things, and she smiled gratefully at him.  
 
    “Hey, we need to carve her name in!” Glen’s voice was excited as he seemed to remember something. She glanced over to him, puzzled. Carve her name in? Into what? Seeing her look, he smirked. “Come on, you’ll understand once you see it.” 
 
    She grumbled under her breath, “What is with you people and not explaining things?” There were quiet chuckles around her from those who heard her. Glen started leading the way, and she followed, having taken the arm Angus silently held out for support. She was led towards the stands, but there was a small tunnel beneath them. Glen went first and they followed. Belatedly, she looked behind her and found there were about thirty people following behind her; the entire class seemed to be trailing her at this point, looks of excitement and chatter burbling between them behind her.  
 
    The tunnel itself was lined sparsely with light globes, but up ahead, she could tell there was an extremely lit area if the brightness was any indication. As she emerged from the tunnel, a small gasp escaped her throat. Angus pulled her further into the room so the others behind them could file in.  
 
    She barely noticed, distracted as she was by the huge room she found herself in. She realized she’d just discovered Caoi’s equivalent to the Hall of Fame. Jarom’s voice a moment later confirmed her thoughts. “Welcome to the History Walls.”  
 
    Jade let go of Angus, moving to the closest wall full of script. She ran her fingers over the neat letters that had been carved from polished dark blue marble and filled with silver so they stood out prominently. It was beautiful. Glancing back, she indicated the fact that there were walls of script. “What’s what?”  
 
    “That’s the beginner obstacle course wall.” Victor helpfully supplied.  
 
    She nodded, running her fingers over the silver as she read the script:  
 
    7 - 1 - Alastair Minilthro - Nollaig 4, 287  
 
    There was also a family crest at the end, and she guessed it belonged to whoever Alastair had been. Turning to look behind her, she realized she wasn’t the only one inspecting the walls. The crowd was no longer following her, having instead spread through the room. Many of them were touching the walls respectfully, almost as if they were paying respects to their ancestors…which, she figured, they probably were.  
 
    “What do all these numbers mean?” she asked those who were still standing behind her. In truth, the people who were still around her were those from the Archery platform. It was like she’d formed her own little entourage.  
 
    It was Bryoni who stepped forward to answer. “The first number is how many times they attempted the course before they completed it. The second is how many years they’d been at Dracona. Then it’s their name and the date, followed by their family crest.”  
 
    Okay, she hadn’t figured out the first two, but at least she’d gotten the name onward right. The question was, what on earth was Nollaig? She hadn’t ever asked anyone what year or date it was, only the day of the week. Curiously, she asked, “What’s today’s date?” 
 
    Victor helpfully provided her the information she wanted, for the most part, “Today is the third of Aibrean, 392.” Okay, she needed to find a calendar.  
 
    Nodding to Victor, she continued to grill him, “Are calendars a thing here?” Their looks were perplexed, so she sighed, figuring she was out of luck there. “A calendar is a written, or drawn, representation of the days, weeks, and months of the year. It usually has holidays written on it too.”  
 
    Realization dawned on their faces, and Victor nodded, pondering thoughtfully, “I think I could have one made for you if you’ll explain how it’s drawn.” He paused, then shrugged and disclosed, “It’s simple, though. There are sixteen months, each consisting of twenty-one days. Aibrean is the ninth month.”  
 
    She smiled at him. “Thank you, that’s very helpful.” Twenty-one days? Not super long months, but they had more of them. It still wasn’t equivalent to a year on Earth, but it was somewhat close. It probably just meant their rotation around their sun was faster than earth’s orbit. Wait, when does that mean my birthday is? Did it calculate that my years on earth were longer? No, I think my sheet would say nineteen if that was the case, but will it start calculating my age based on the years here now? She was giving herself a headache.  
 
    “Jade? Jade?” She realized that Victor was waving his hand in front of her face again, meaning she had completely spaced out again. Drat. She thought she’d stopped doing that so much. She smiled up at him and he let out a relieved sigh, letting his hand drop. “Oh good, you’re back. Come on, we’ve got to put your name in.”  
 
    She looked curiously at him and nodded. “Okay, sure.” He held out his arm and she took it, letting him lead her further into the hall. As they walked, people started to gather behind them again. Apparently, this was a big deal. It also appeared to be in chronological order, rather than by order of achievement. It made sense this way, given that if it was by achievement, it’d have to change quite a bit.  
 
    She looked at the names above the blank space at the end. Victor, Glen, Jayce, Angus, even Bryoni was there in the ranks in what she assumed was the record of the last few years, given that Victor’s was the highest up and he’d passed in his second year. Most of them seem to have passed the course anywhere from their tenth to fortieth try. There was nothing under five on the section she could currently read. Still, there was one poor soul’s name who caught her eye: 
 
    431 - 4 - Jay Boyce - Samhana 12, 383  
 
    She didn’t know whether to pity or admire them. They’d made it far enough to challenge the second course, but tried over four hundred times before they passed. It spoke of stubborn determination or stupidity. Still, she at least admired their persistence. She didn’t know that she would have kept trying after so many failures. 
 
    Shaking her head, she looked at the blank space beneath the previous name. “So, am I supposed to do this myself?” She looked back at the crowd. 
 
    Glen smirked. “If you can, then yes.”  
 
    Of course she could! She returned his smirk in challenge at his taunt, then put her hand on the wall. If she screwed it up, she could always fix it later. She glanced around until she found another name with Aibrean in it so she could make sure she spelled it correctly.  
 
    Pushing her magic into the stone, she felt the warmth spreading as she guided it according to her will. She even matched the cursive they were using, feeling proud when she stepped back and looked upon her creation. 
 
    1 - 1 - Jade Winward - Aibrean 3, 392 
 
     She frowned as she looked up. Even though it wasn’t filled with metal yet, it was missing something… Looking at the others, she sighed. She didn’t have a family crest! Stepping forward again, she put her hand on it, her mind cycling through the various crest ideas she’d been thinking of using as a business logo before she got distracted with the war of attrition.  
 
    It slowly came into being, and she smiled as she added each detail. A stylized, seven-pointed sun with small points in between that contained different symbols: a flame, a water drop, a wind gust, a flower, a lightning bolt, a tiny mountain, and the red cross symbol for healing. In the middle of the sun she created a book laying down with a fellacai on top of it, behind which were the scales of justice.  
 
    She stepped back, grinning as she asked, “Where’s the silver?”  
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    Chapter Thirty-Seven – Practice 
 
    Victor had already grabbed a bar of silver from somewhere and was bringing it over to her, where he handed it to her as he studied her ‘family crest.’ He studied it ponderously. “I didn’t know you had a family crest.” It was a questioning statement, as if he was asking her to prove him wrong. 
 
    As she took the silver bar from him, she focused on molding it into the grooves she’d made in the wall as she absently replied, “I didn’t. I’ve been thinking about the design for a few days and this is what I came up with for myself to put as a mark on my wares eventually. I figured since it was going to be my mark anyway, might as well make it my family crest.” She glanced around at the other names, “Besides, I didn’t see anything similar, so I figured it wouldn’t clash.”  
 
    He smiled at her. “It’s certainly unique, like you.” She flashed her teeth at him briefly as she finished putting the silver into the wall.  
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him. “Knavery and flattery are blood relations.” Ah, good ol’ honest Abe. He was full of smart stuff and had led an interesting life before he was shot. She was reminded of the other flattery quotes she’d read in her old life, and the only other one that stuck out was that imitation was the sincerest form of flattery. Was anyone imitating her, aside from her hairstyles?  
 
    She frowned in thought. She needed to work on leaving a better legacy. If she died this weekend, she wanted to be known for more than introducing braids to the world. Granted, she supposed she’d advanced light magic and contractual bonds, but still. There were so many things she wanted to do. So there would be no dying; her bucket list was far too long to abandon midway.  
 
    Further introspection was put on hold by a great bell that tolled across the grounds nine times. She glanced up, surprised. Where had the time gone? Students started to drift out of the tunnels leading off of the room, headed to who knew where. Victor held out his arm as he said cheerfully, “Well, let’s get you to the infirmary, shall we?” 
 
    Jade nodded absently. “Sure, I suppose I should go there.” Not for herself, mind you, but it was time to heal the others. She wondered how much of that she had forestalled by taking up so much of the time the class usually used. Between her run of the course and then leading the group to the hall of fame, it had eaten quite a bit of time.  
 
    He led her to a different tunnel than the one they’d come in, and she just followed him, staring up at the scribbles on the walls they had passed absently. Her fellacai followed quietly behind, most of them taking places in her hair once more. The others had dispersed with quiet goodbyes, leaving Victor to escort her out. With her vacant gaze, they probably figured it was no use talking to her right now anyway.  
 
    Still, Victor tried. “I’m still amazed you made it through. That looked brutal.”  
 
    She smiled at him and shrugged. “Honestly, I still feel like I cheated. I was healing myself the whole time or I’d never have gotten close to the finish line. Maybe if there was only one person shooting me without my wind arrows, it’d be a different story, but I had to heal constantly for fear that if I wasn’t fast enough, it would compound.” She shook out her free hand. “I still feel rattled to my bones.”  
 
    He chuckled softly. “Not that it matters, but it wasn’t really cheating. It was using your resources. The fact that you could heal yourself on the move is amazing. I’ve never known a healer to be able to do that.” 
 
    She laughed hollowly. “I’m just lucky I didn’t accidentally heal anything wrong. If anything had broken beyond a crack, I’d have had to set it before I could heal it up. That’s why the constant healing was important, so nothing had a chance to get misplaced by multiple fractures in the same spot. I still feel like I was run over by a truck.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “What’s a truck?”  
 
    She sighed. “It’s a…vehicle? Do you have vehicles here?” He shook his head and she sighed. “It’s…a machine that was set on four wheels and used an energy source to move. It was used to haul supplies over long distances.”  
 
    He still looked perplexed by her explanation, then enlightenment seemed to dawn on him. “I forget you didn’t have magic there. It seems strange that you couldn’t just use teleportation gates.”  
 
    She shook her head. “And what do you think you did before those gates existed? I’m sure not everyone moved everything by themselves.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Of course not, they used pack animals.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course.” They had arrived at the clinic at this point, and he opened the door for her chivalrously.  
 
    “I’ll see you later.” He bowed, grinning at her as she twiddled her fingers at him in farewell and stepped into the cool interior.  
 
    She breathed in the smell of herbs as she made her way past the line and towards Scylla, who was looking at her with something akin to shock. “Child, what happened to you!?” She felt Scylla’s hand on her arm and the warm glow of healing wash through her. She moaned in relief as all the tiny aches and pains disappeared.  
 
    Scylla was frowning at her imperiously, so she responded meekly, “I took a bit of a beating on the obstacle course. Thank you, that felt wonderful, but why didn’t my healing work?” She was annoyed that she hadn’t healed her own aches and pains.  
 
    Scylla laughed softly. “Silly child, why else do you think? It’s harder to treat yourself. I’m amazed you did as much as I saw. The traces of healing are extensive, so you must’ve taken quite a bit of damage to have what was left.” 
 
    Jade nodded. “I broke fifty-seven bones, so yeah, I’d say it was extensive.” There were shocked gasps from the nearby students, and she turned to smile at them. “Well come on, step forward. We haven’t got all day to heal you.”  
 
    Scylla let out a small titter as the students stepped forward to be healed, and Jade surreptitiously reached into her pack and shoved some food into her mouth unobtrusively. Energy was a good thing, and she was feeling famished now that she was fully healed.  
 
    The line was much shorter than usual, and they got through it in about ten minutes, much to Jade’s relief. Scylla was walking her to the door as she asked curiously, “So, how far did you make it on the course to receive such a beating?” 
 
    Jade grinned. “I finished it. It wouldn’t have been worth the trouble, otherwise. Who wants to take a beating and not have the euphoria of success? I was probably just too stubborn to give up.”  
 
    Scylla shook her head, her eyes seeming to gaze into the distance at a scene Jade could not see. She smiled enigmatically down at Jade as she said sadly, “Do try not to push yourself too far. You’re just one person, and you can’t save the world.” 
 
    Jade smiled ruefully up at her. “Perhaps not, but I can certainly try.” She stepped into the bright sunshine, waving off Scylla’s disgruntlement with her words as her fellacai took wing, winking in the bright light. She trudged towards her workroom, feeling dirty. She was covered in sweat and grime, her clothes sticking to her unpleasantly. Still, she returned cheerful greetings to those who sent their salutations her way.  
 
    She was relieved to make it back to her workroom, opening the door and slipping inside as she let go of some of the tension she felt. There had been more people staring at her than usual, pointing and whispering. News spread fast here.  
 
    Her fellacai were supremely happy to be back in her workshop and immediately flew to her cherry tree and miniature garden. She called a bit of water from the air, cleansing herself and dumping the dirt into the garden as fertilizer for the plants. She stripped off her grimy clothes, quickly changing into a clean set before she flopped down in her sitting area to eat.  
 
    She sat there for a few minutes, just enjoying the sunshine and the view of students wandering the grounds below her. Some seemed to wander aimlessly, some to catch up with friends, while others plowed through with a purpose.  
 
    When she realized that students were beginning to thin out, she glanced at the time to find she should be setting out as well. She grabbed her bow from the wall and blew a kiss to her fellacai. “Stay here, loves, and play in the garden. I’ll be back in a few hours.”  
 
    “Be safe!” her tiny queens squeaked back at her, and she smiled fondly at them. Still, there was no point in them coming to archery or blade practice. She’d just have to ask them to stay out of the way as it was, and there weren’t any good places for them to rest in those areas. She locked the door behind her to make sure no one else would get in to harm her babies while she was gone and quickly made her way to the archery grounds. 
 
    Carter and Jeremy were there, obviously waiting for her. She smiled as she greeted them. “Ready to try further targets?” Carter asked with a grin. 
 
    She laughed. “I hope I can hit stationary targets at this point. They’re much easier than the moving ones.” 
 
    Carter raised a brow. “Oh, have you been practicing somewhere?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I was at the wall during an attack yesterday…” She paused, thinking. Had it really only been yesterday? She thought it was. “Anyway, and then I got a bit more this morning at the obstacle course shooting down Glen.” She wondered if her skill also counted when she got shot at or if dodge and pain resistance were the main things going up.  
 
    Jeremy managed to pipe up quietly, “You were on the archer’s platform for the course?” 
 
    Jade smiled at him as she replied, “Yes, I had fun shooting Glen down. Granted, I cheated a bit and enhanced my arrows with wind.”  
 
    Still, Carter and Jeremy looked impressed. Apparently they hadn’t heard the rumors yet. “Well, let’s see what you can do then,” Carter intoned confidently.  
 
    And see they did.  
 
    When the hour passed, Jade gratefully lowered her arms. Carter had been relentless in pushing her, setting up further and further targets and demanding she hit dead center for all the points. The targets were painted as different creatures, their weak points highlighted by the target boxes. Only when she could turn blindly and hit all the marks perfectly was Carter satisfied. She felt like she’d been drilled within an inch of her life, and poor Jeremy had gotten the backlash of it too. Carter had pushed him far harder with Jade as an example, though he didn’t have the added bonus of cheating with her special ability.  
 
    Jade flopped against the wall as she registered the bells tolling once again. It was funny, but she’d never paid enough attention to hear them before. Perhaps it was because her senses were so enhanced that they seemed so clear to her now. Those enhanced senses had been to her boon as Carter pushed her, allowing her to see the tiny targets she was shooting for far more easily.  
 
    Carter clapped the two of them on the shoulders. “You’ve made amazing progress. Keep it up.” She felt like he was mostly aiming that at Jeremy, who’d been pulled into the madness. He smirked and ironically saluted Carter before making his escape. She stayed slumped against the wall as Carter considered her.  
 
    “I don’t know how you did it, but you can be proud of yourself. Not many take to the bow like fish to water. I heard you’re going hunting this weekend.” She nodded silently in acknowledgment. “Keep your bow with you. You might have a lot of fancy magic, but a bow takes far less energy to shoot than your magic does. It might save your life.” 
 
    She smiled at him, responding softly, “Thank you for your instruction. I appreciate all you’re doing to help me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s a pleasure to teach you. You actually learn and listen! Unlike those idiots coming soon. It’s a miracle any of them learn anything, their heads are so in the clouds!” His voice had dropped during his frustrated tirade and she grinned at him. 
 
    “They’ll learn. They’re just children.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’d have said the same about you.” 
 
    She laughed hollowly. Her childhood had long been demolished by test tubes. She felt like an old biddy in a young body at the moment. She’d liked the querulous old folks. They were unapologetically themselves, and she’d quite admired that, even if she sometimes got sick of their complaining.  
 
    Why waste time trying to be something you weren’t? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight – Creed 
 
    Jade snorted a little at Carter. “I’m not sure I was ever a child.” Children were supposed to run, to play, to be free, to go to school…well, she supposed she was doing all of that now. Hauling herself to her feet because she could hear the chatter of voices approaching, she smiled at Carter. “Thanks again for today. I’ll see you Friday at the latest. Have fun with your class!” She grinned and waved, ducking out of the courtyard.  
 
    “Hey, Jade!” She heard Jackson’s voice calling out to her and glanced over with a smile. She waved enthusiastically back at him, Adam at his side again.  
 
    “Hi, Jackson. Hi, Adam,” she greeted the two of them as they walked over to her, bows slung across their shoulders. More students were walking past her as well, and she realized now that she knew several of them that she hadn’t on Monday. “Hey, Travis.” The boy nodded to her as he passed, not stopping to chat since Adam and Jackson were there. She nodded to the quiet Joseph as he passed, but he didn’t seem to want to stop either after last night’s light class, and Marie, who was next to him, completely ignored her existence, nose stuck in a book. “Hi, Michael,” she greeted the cheeky second year as he winked, but he moved on quickly when Adam scowled.  
 
    “Hey, Jade!” Jayce stopped, smirking at the two first years as he nodded greeting to them. 
 
    “Hello, Lady Jade,” Samantha’s cultured voice purred softly as she passed. 
 
    “Good morning, Lady Samantha.” She smiled stiffly back at the prim girl until she was gone, then turned to Jayce and stuck out her tongue. “Hey again. How’s the rest of your morning going?” 
 
    Jackson grinned at her. “We heard you beat the intermediate course on your first try!”  
 
    Jayce interjected before she could get a word in, “She did, and let me tell you, it was glorious! She single handedly–”  
 
    “Oiy, shush!” Jade jabbed him in the stomach as he doubled over in mock pain, smirking wickedly. She grinned at Adam and Jackson. “I did. It half killed me to do so, but I’m sure Jayce here will embellish the story beyond recognition.” 
 
    “I don’t need to!” Jayce cried out indignantly as he straightened.  
 
    She stuck her tongue out. “Well, all three of you behave yourselves for Carter. I’ve got to go before Brady starts looking for me.”  
 
    Adam winced. “You’re still getting personal training from him?” When she nodded, he grimaced. “Good luck then. I heard he’s got Baron Dante helping him today.” 
 
    She queried him quizzically, “Who’s Baron Dante?” 
 
    Jayce answered, much to Jackson’s obvious annoyance because he’d also opened his mouth to do so, “Baron Dante Damocles. He’s the assistant teacher for dual wielding, and he uses wind magic to buff his speed.” 
 
    She shrugged. “In for a nickel, in for a dime. I’d better go. I’ll see you all later!” She twiddled her fingers at them as she turned to race off, ignoring the perplexed looks she got for spouting sayings that made no sense to them. The area was quickly emptying out as she hurtled forward, dodging any hapless souls who didn’t move out of her way fast enough. 
 
    She was panting softly by the time she got there, grinding to a halt in front of the two men awaiting her. Standing up straight, she gave them her most charming smile as she greeted them while trying to control her breathing, “Good morning, Brady, Baron Damocles. I’m sorry if I kept you waiting.”  
 
     She listened to their amused chuckles as she took the opportunity to study the newcomer. Dante appeared not much older than her, perhaps in his mid twenties. He was just a bit taller than her with a lean, runner’s body build. His light brown hair was meticulously trimmed, and his silvery blue eyes twinkled as he held his hand out. When she gave him her hand as he beckoned, he bent over and kissed the back of her fingers, teasing jovially, “Lady Jade, it’s an honor to meet you. I see my reputation precedes me.” He straightened, still holding onto her hand. “Hopefully no one has maligned me too much.”  
 
    Laughing softly, she shook her head. “Not at all! My friends told me you’d been tapped to help with my training today, so I know scant more than your title, your affinity with the wind, and your ability to dual wield.”  
 
    “Well at least they gave you the important information and not the impertinent information.” Brady smirked, taking her hand from Dante and greeting her with a kiss as well. She smiled at the feeling of his scarred hands, proof that he’d survived many battles. “Since Dante had some extra time, he volunteered to spar with you today so you could gain experience with a different, more magical fighting style.”  
 
    Cheerfully, she nodded at Dante. “That would be wonderful.” Looking at Brady, her voice took on a more serious tone as she continued, “I wanted to say thank you. If it wasn’t for your training on Monday, I’d have probably frozen up and be mesmer fodder right now.”  
 
    Brady nodded solemnly. “Then I’m glad we did it, and we’ll continue to do so. If I have any say, you’ll be as prepared as possible for your hunt this weekend.” 
 
    She shook her head ruefully. “I suppose the rumor mill is finally abounding with that now.” 
 
    It was Dante who cheerfully interjected, “Nothing stays secret for long here, as evidenced by the fact that you knew I would be helping you with your training without us telling anyone.”  
 
    She looked surprised. “You didn’t tell anyone you’d be helping out today?” 
 
    Brady grinned. “No, the little brats made that conjecture all on their own after he helped last class.” Brushing off his hands, he asked excitedly, “Now then, let’s start, shall we?”  
 
    Jade nodded, walking over to the side as she quickly pulled her outer shirt and pants off, revealing a rough tank top and cutoff shorts that she’d slashed out for practice. She neatly placed her clothes in a pile, double checking her weapons and boots to make sure everything was secure. Turning, she saw both men gawking at her.  
 
    Brady asked cautiously, “Jade, what’re you doing?” 
 
    She laughed at their expressions as Dante glanced away. “You ruined my clothes on Monday, so I’m just taking precautions. Why, is something the matter?”  
 
    Brady groaned, glancing at Dante before he shook his head. “No, I’m sure we can all be adults about this.”  
 
    Jade grinned smugly. “I suppose it could always be a test of Dante’s skills, to see if he can hit me without actually looking me in the eyes.” 
 
    Dante ran a hand over his eyes as he groaned. “It’s not your beautiful eyes that I’m worried about!” She giggled in response. 
 
    “It’s just a bit of skin. It’s not like I’m naked. I’m a healer. Skin is a natural thing, and I’ve seen my fair share of it. If I’m not embarrassed, why should you be?” She added pointedly, “Besides, you’ll be in the same position I was on Monday if I can land anything—all your layers will be torn to shreds!”  
 
    He let his hand drop, grinning at her as he challenged, “That’s if you can hit me.”  
 
    She beckoned. “Put your money where your mouth is! Bring it on!” Bringing out her main knife, she watched as he put his sword to the side and drew two knives as Brady backed away to watch.  
 
    “Remember, you asked for this,” Dante smugly informed her as the dance of wind began.  
 
    She was glad she’d stripped off her outer clothing an hour later. As predicted, it would have been cut to ribbons if she’d kept it on. They’d sparred relentlessly, stopping only occasionally to explain how he used the wind to his advantage or for Brady to correct her knife usage. Still, she was proud of the fact that Dante’s brown clothes had their own numerous cuts in them now. Fair was fair!  
 
    There had been one precarious moment there at the end when he’d managed to cut her shoulder and snipped her left tank strap, almost causing her cleavage to come bounding out. His shock and quickly averted eyes let her get in a good return swipe of her own before they called it and she healed them both, quickly sliding her outer shirt on again.  
 
    The blood of their injuries was kept in a jar she’d brought so that she could use it to feed her garden afterwards. Both Dante and Brady had been surprised by her ability to keep up and fight back, and she finally felt truly comfortable with her latest stat boost. Still, she felt the vague aches and pains of her practice and was annoyed that the more she healed herself, the less effective it seemed to be becoming. Oh sure, she got rid of the actual problems, but the ache of sore muscles that had been thoroughly abused wasn’t going away.  
 
    Gingerly, the three of them left the courtyard to make their way to the cafeteria, with Brady ribbing Dante about how much he’d gotten cut up. He grinned as he responded, “Can you blame me for being distracted by the paragon of beauty wielding her knife against me? Who would not stop to admire the magnificent tableau before them?” 
 
    Jade groaned. “I think I feel violated. Brady, I think he was trying to violate me!” The two of them laughed while Dante affected outrage and indignation.  
 
    As they arrived at the mostly empty cafeteria, given that they’d ended around five minutes early, Brady and Dante started heading towards Estelle while she just caught the woman’s eye, waved jovially, and then started making her way towards her customary table. Dante asked quizzically, “Aren’t you going to order?” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “I already did, just now.” 
 
    Brady asked in perplexion, “Just now?” 
 
    Giggling, she nodded. “I waved at Estelle, which means I ordered five plates of whatever she thinks is best today.” 
 
    Dante was eyeing her in disbelief, while Brady just shook his head. “I see. Go along then. We’ll join you in a moment.” She stuck her tongue out at them as they proceeded to the counter, Dante flirting outrageously with Estelle as he ordered. The rogue was a natural born flirt and Estelle was eating it up.  
 
    She took a seat, cushioning her head wearily as she tried to figure out what to do about the ache. Was Scylla still on the campus? What would happen if she kept abusing herself this way? Would there come a point when she couldn’t heal herself at all? 
 
    More people were starting to trickle in as she lay her head on the table, eyes closed. She felt a hand on her back and a gush of warmth rush through her as Scylla said softly, “Oh child. What are you doing to yourself?” She opened her eyes, smiling tiredly at the frazzle-haired woman.  
 
    “Learning how to survive. Thank you, Scylla. I needed that,” Jade gratefully murmured. 
 
    Scylla pursed her lips, nodding. “I can imagine you did. Is this going to be a common thing for you?” 
 
    Jade shook her head, nodded, then shook her head again. “Yes and no. It’ll probably happen again Friday, but then after the hunt, I won’t be quite so desperate to learn everything in the shortest time possible.”  
 
    Frowning, Scylla nodded. “I’ll check on you Friday then to be sure.” Her eyes took on a faraway look as she intoned in that weird sing-songy voice she’d used before, “The creed is swift and sure, but wary be, that the heart remains pure. For down a dark and lonely path goes the one who follows wrath.” Scylla seemed to come back to her normal self, patting Jade on the back as she turned to walk away then, as if she hadn’t just said something cryptically creepy.  
 
    What did it mean? What was the creed? The only thing that made complete sense to her was the second half. She took it as a warning to her to make sure she was going on this hunt for the right reasons, but it also gave her an uneasy feeling. She was afraid that she was waiting too long to leave on the journey.  
 
    What was her creed? To be happy, to enjoy life, and to improve the lives of those around her. To learn, grow, and explore. To be safe. She supposed it was the American dream, the freedom of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  
 
    She felt a pang of unease and wished she had her babies with her. How dark would the road become in order to grasp the light? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine – TMI 
 
    “Jade, is something wrong?” Brady’s voice was gentle, as if he was trying not to startle a small animal. She felt him settle to the bench next to her, slowly making herself open her eyes and sit up from her slumped position. Brady was on her left and Dante had taken the seat directly opposite her. Both were examining her closely.  
 
    She was about to shake her head in denial, then changed her mind. Glancing between them, her gaze flickered over to Scylla as she asked in a tone barely above a whisper, “Scylla said something to me…but I don’t think she was even aware of what she was saying. Does she do that often?” 
 
    Dante and Brady exchanged looks, with Brady giving a deep sigh. He kept his voice extremely low as well when he spoke, “Scylla is a well known seer to everyone except herself. It’s completely unpredictable and she has no memory of anything she says in that state. What did she say to you?” 
 
    Jade sighed, looking down at the table briefly. Dante seemed to be trying to tease her back into a good mood as he said cheekily, “Come on, it can’t be that bad. Half the time it doesn’t even make sense.” 
 
    Nodding, she glanced back up at them and began, “This is actually the second time she’s done it with me. This time, she said, ‘The creed is swift and sure, but wary be, that the heart remains pure. For down a dark and lonely path goes the one who follows wrath.’ I don’t remember exactly what she said the first time, but it was something about having a blessing upon me to seek what was lost and a warning that no journey is without cost.” 
 
    With her usual alacrity, Estelle chose that moment to bring over their food. Jade smiled wanly up at her as Estelle clucked, “And where are your little followers?” 
 
    “They’re in my workshop. I’ll be heading to them after I finish eating. Could you maybe prepare some juice and greens I could take with me for them?” Jade peeked hopefully at the wonderful woman. 
 
    “Tch, of course I can. Enjoy your food, sweetie.” She ruffled Jade’s ponytail and made her way back to her counter. 
 
    Dante smiled wistfully after her. “I’m forgotten so quickly…she didn’t even look at Brady or I.”  
 
    Jade stuck her tongue out at him, arranging her plates in the order she wanted to eat them as she teased, “That’s just as well. I can only imagine the trouble you normally get yourself into!” He grinned unabashedly as she started to eat.  
 
    She thought they’d forgotten what she’d told them when Brady said thoughtfully, “I wonder what the creed was that she spoke of.” Jade paused with food halfway to her mouth, then quickly shoved it in. 
 
    Chewing deliberately, she shrugged. “I don’t know. I would think it’s my creed, but even I’m not sure what my creed is, other than to pursue life and happiness without fear of monsters trying to kidnap me.” She frowned at the thought, feeling her appetite going away slightly, then forced herself to keep eating. She needed the energy, and it wasn’t the time to ignore her bodily needs, no matter how perturbed she might be.  
 
    Dante chimed in, “Sounds to me like they’re connected. No hunt comes back unscathed, so it’s a warning to remember why you called it in the first place—to save people, not to vent your anger.” She glanced up at him, slightly surprised to get this nugget of wisdom from a consummate flirt, but he ruined it a bit by winking saucily at her.  
 
    She chuckled softly, shaking her head. “I’ll try to remember that.”  
 
    “What are you remembering?” Camille shoved Victor out of the way to claim the seat on her right, and he grudgingly went to the other side of the table, sitting next to Dante while Will did the same. She could see Stephen, Eric, Carter, and even Jarom making their way over too. Brodie had claimed a seat at another table, and she could see a couple of other professors she knew who nodded in greeting if their eyes met. It seemed her table was the cool kids club.  
 
    Dante had noticed her absent mindedness and answered in her place, turning his charm on her full blast, “My beautiful princess, she’s going to try to remember her motives for calling a hunt.”  
 
    The others were searching her quizzically for confirmation, and she nodded. “Scylla said a few cryptic things to me that were slightly ominous.” She went back to eating her food as she heard Brady and Dante relaying what she’d told them so she didn’t have to. She concentrated on shoving nutrients into her stomach, feeling bad that she could barely taste the wonderful cooking. It might as well have been cardboard for all she knew. 
 
    She felt Cami’s gentle hand on her shoulder as she murmured softly, “Don’t think about it too much. How were your lessons?”  
 
    Jade turned, smiling at her. “Lessons were good. It was Dante’s turn to beat me up today.” There was a wicked gleam in her eye as Dante immediately started protesting.  
 
    “Well, at least it looks like you gave as good as you got.” Victor’s snicker was unrestrained as he gestured to the many cuts in Dante’s clothes.  
 
    “She cheated,” Dante grumbled in mock indignation.  
 
    “Oh, and how would a wee slip of a girl like Jade cheat against you?” Jarom’s bass rumble evidenced his obvious delight that Dante was getting ribbed. She hadn’t spent all that much time in Jarom’s company, but it seemed like he was always taking pleasure in the friendly torment of others. Was that why he was in charge of the obstacle course? He liked to push people to their limits.  
 
    “She took off half her clothes so I couldn’t look at her straight!” Jade winced as Dante sold her out with way too much information, and then he yelped as she kicked his shins under the table. Everyone but Brady and Dante had turned to stare at her with accusing eyes.  
 
    “Stop slandering me, you twit!” she muttered darkly, annoyed that he’d thrown her under the bus. The accusing glares were still focused on her, so she went on. “I was still dressed. I just wore a smaller layer underneath so that I didn’t have to walk around all day in cut up clothing again.” The glares were now moderating into a more mollified stare as she grumbled, “You people are way too sensitive about skin. I’m a healer! I’ve seen more skin than you can imagine, and it’s not something to be ashamed of.”  
 
    Camille’s voice was calmly measured as she inquired, “Exactly how much skin are we talking?”  
 
    Dante stuck his foot into his mouth again as he jumped to answer, “She was wearing pants cut off until they were barely there and a shirt that bared her midriff and shoulders completely! Ouch!” He belatedly realized he might have said too much, given her second kick and the murderous glares directed his way, most notably by Victor, Will, Eric, and Stephen. She was a little curious as to why they seemed to want to throttle him instead of her now.  
 
    Jade sighed, tapping her fork impatiently on her plate as their gazes slowly all swung back to her. “I was wearing enough to cover myself so that there’d be the least amount of clothing to clean up and repair. As you can see,” she gestured to Dante’s clothes, “the sparring with real blades is very hard on clothing.” She paused, then dictated imperiously, “And that is that. I’ll do what I feel is necessary for my training and comfort, and I don’t want to hear a word of complaint from the rest of you. Is that clear?” 
 
    There were grudging nods around the table, and she gestured to their food, which everyone belatedly began to eat, Estelle having slipped over the newcomer’s food without them seeming to notice. She was a good woman. Jade began to eat again, her appetite renewed as she hummed in pleasure. Now that she felt like she could taste it again, it was even richer and more flavorful than before. It was probably a side effect of keen senses, but she was thoroughly enjoying it. 
 
    She cleared her plates quickly, mindful of the fact that she still needed to go make sure her babies were taken care of. The others seemed surprised at how quickly she had eaten, given how she usually took her time. “Going somewhere?” Camille’s voice was laced with amusement.  
 
    “Yup! I’ve got to feed my fellacai and exercise the caged ones,” she chirped brightly back at her.  
 
    “Wait, you’re letting the whole flock out of the cage again?” Victor’s voice held interest. 
 
    “She lets all of them out of the cage?” Eric’s voice was tinged with a bit of dismay. She supposed only the royal family, Delaney, and the servants who’d been there knew about that.  
 
    She grinned. “I do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve a flock to unleash.” She stood up, smiling at Estelle who was walking over with a bag for her. She handed it over and Jade leaned forward, kissing the woman on the cheek as she giggled, “Thanks, Estelle, you’re the best!”  
 
    “Get on with you!” Estelle was blushing and made a shooing motion, quickly retreating.  
 
    “Wait, I’m coming too!” Camille was shoving the last of her food into her face in a very unladylike manner… Well honestly, it was just a more Jade-like manner. Was she adversely affecting people? 
 
    “Me too!” A chorus of yelps rang out around the table as everyone shoved food in as quickly as they could without choking. They were all scrambling to their feet, chewing furiously with chipmunk like cheeks that she couldn’t help but clutch her sides, unable to stop her laughter at the sight.  
 
    The other tables were giving them strange looks, curious about why an entire table was making such a fast exodus. She was still giggling as she led her entourage away and towards Magnus. The happy burble of conversation flowed around her as they made it to the second floor, Dante doing his best to flirt with Camille while several of the others seemed to jockey for positions nearer her. She just grinned at their antics. It was nice being surrounded by friends. 
 
    They made it to her workroom without any mishaps and she opened the door wide so they could enter, even as her babies came out to her to flutter around her. She cooed lovingly at them. “Hello, my lovelies. Did you have a good morning?” 
 
    Pictures flooded her mind of them playing in the garden and napping in the cherry tree. She handed her new bag of food to Stephen as he passed, asking absentmindedly, “Can you set this up on the free table by the garden? I’m going to grab the cage. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Missed you!” it was Andy’s tiny voice as the little man brushed wings across her fingers that made her smile adoringly at him. She hummed absently in pure pleasure at them as she unlocked the room next door. It was devoid of people, and she quickly grabbed the cage and locked it again behind her, taking the beautiful little ones next door to her workshop.  
 
    Everyone inside was milling around, several of them inspecting her fire tree or garden. “I’m back!” she called out to get their attention, closing the door behind her. She walked over to the table where Stephen had dutifully set up the food for all of them. She looked down at her cage of fellacai, who were all practically quivering with excitement as she smiled fondly down at them. 
 
    Still, her voice was layered with compulsion and maybe even a bit of hypnotism as she directed it at them, “Same deal as yesterday, no trying to escape, no making any pollen or attacking anyone. No leaving this room, and no eating my garden. Am I understood?” 
 
    Lavender landed on the cage, peeping mentally at her, “They obey.” Smiling at her pretty, she opened the cage and heard several sharp intakes of breath as they came flooding out. Her babies moved among them again. They were winging around the room, taking turns attacking the food and juice she’d left out for them, playing in the garden, and inspecting the humans around them. She absently emptied her blood into the garden, mixing it with the dirt to enrich the soil and her plants.  
 
    She had to giggle as everyone around her started collecting butterflies related to their magical affinities. They were staring in wonder at now-gentle creatures who were drawn to their energy, basking in their auras.  
 
    Grinning, she informed them, “Well, if I didn’t already know your main magical affinities, I would now.”  
 
    They looked at her, perplexed until they started to realize the color themes of the fellacai sticking to each other. Several of them laughed, startling the fellacai on them into flight, and she figured if they could titter and scold, they would have.  
 
    She relaxed, letting various little ones use her as a perch as they basked in her own aura. Unlike the others, there was no differentiation in color on her. She could only imagine she looked something akin to a walking rainbow butterfly mob at the moment, but their tiny flutters on her calmed her down. 
 
    It was a much needed moment of peace.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty – Shocking 
 
    Too soon for her liking, someone had checked their pocket watch, starting the whole group gently disengaging from the fellacai around them as they prepared to leave. With a sigh, she said softly, “Off now.” The cloud of fellacai swarmed off of her body and she looked at them a little wistfully. It would be so simple to stay here with them, but no. She had places to be and things to learn.  
 
    She stared at them flitting around her room, considering whether she could leave them alone while she went to class. Deciding that it probably wasn’t a good idea, she opened the cage door, calling softly, “In now.” Delicate wings brushed against her as they flooded towards the cage. She glanced around, making sure they were all in before she closed the cage. She decided to leave it in her workroom in case she had time to let them out later. She didn’t think Randall would mind too much.  
 
    “How do you do that?” Camille’s whispered amazement brought Jade back to herself.  
 
    It was Stephen who answered before she could, “She has compulsion magic.” Jade’s head whipped around, staring accusingly at Stephen. He shrugged nonchalantly. “You told us not to be surprised if you picked up all the different types of magic. It’s not like we haven’t seen it before or don’t know how to recognize the signs.” 
 
    She winced, sighing. “I didn’t think of that.”  
 
    It looked like several people were doing mental calculations, but it was Victor who probed next. “That’s what happened with the first mesmer attack, isn’t it? The guards said it stood still for too long.” 
 
    A little chagrined that her secret was out, she nodded. It seemed hiding what she could do wasn’t going to be possible. She kept using it openly without thought. Oh well, she wasn’t a fan of hiding stuff anyway. As long as it didn’t make them afraid of her. Well, either that or it gave anyone who was planning to mess with her second thoughts. Could she have it both ways?  
 
    “Anyway, we’d better get to class. You’ve got lightning now, right?” Camille asked sweetly, and Jade nodded again as they started filing out of the room. Camille patted her on the arm as she passed, saying softly, “You’re still you, and we know that. Stop worrying about what other people think.”  
 
    Jade glanced up, startled. “How did you know I…?”  
 
    Her voice trailed off as Victor piped up from behind her, “You’re not the only perceptive one. Besides, your actions speak for themselves, and even if you think people aren’t watching…they are. Everyone is curious about what the traveler is like, and for the most part, you haven’t let them down.”  
 
    “For the most part?” Her tone was worried. When had she let them down? 
 
    Stephen snickered at her. “Your little temper tantrum last night was noted.” She winced. She had lost it, it was true. She felt bad that people would know how disrespectfully she’d treated Aiden. It hadn’t been her intention at all, but she’d just…lost her patience entirely. It was the last straw against her mountain of stress. 
 
    Yes, she could admit she was stressed. Who wouldn’t be, when you knew one of your friends was being tortured and eaten alive, and you were the only one who could potentially stop it? When those monsters kept appearing and trying to kidnap you? Dealing with the aftermath of taking another living being’s life? Having your body change on a daily basis and having to adapt every morning? Having the weight of expectation thrust upon you? Everyone was expecting her to be a hero. What if she let them all down? What if she couldn’t save Frank? 
 
    Her shoulders tensed as she paused, her forehead against the door she was closing. The conversation behind her was still going on, but she was stuck in what ifs. What if she was too late? What if she couldn’t find them, despite her training and waiting? What if they killed someone else while she was trying to save Frank? Was saving him worth the risk of another’s life? What if she found the nest, but they weren’t all home, and then she missed them? What if there were multiple nests? Finding one wouldn’t be enough. What if she died? 
 
    She trembled against the door, her hands too shaky to lock it. She missed twice before she got the key in, thankful her small scrabbling was lost in the din of voices behind her. She managed to turn the key, locking the room before she slipped the key into her pouch with still trembling fingers. Locking her hands behind her back and with a smile she didn’t feel, she faced the people behind her.  
 
    “Well, I’m just down the hall. I’ll see all of you later!” She turned to the right, going past the stairs that the rest of them were either going up or down, and went to classroom 2N. She was still a bit early because they’d left with time to get to further locations, but she was happy to note the door was open. Slipping into the room, the only person inside was the professor, who glanced up at her upon her entry. 
 
    Countess Shara Barak was about the same height as Jade when she straightened up, her light blonde hair pulled back into a strict ponytail at the base of her head. Her eyes were a pretty blue flecked with golden rings around the center. She seemed like a solid core of lean muscle; she was more bulked than Jade hoped she would ever get. Yet it was the kindness in her eyes that Jade noticed most as she walked over to greet her, kissing her on the cheek as her alto voice uttered into the silence, “Lady Jade, it’s good to see you again.”  
 
    “Y-you too, Countess S-Shara,” Jade barely managed to stutter back, still fighting down a panic attack. Her muscles were clenching painfully in their shudders.  
 
    Shara frowned slightly, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re shaking. What’s wrong, little one?” Shara half pushed her into a nearby seat, hand still on her shoulder as Jade shook her head. The one time Stephen had introduced them in the faculty lounge hadn’t prepared her for the shaken girl she saw now. 
 
    She seemed to make up her mind about something, and Jade felt a tiny current of electricity invading her body. It was going through her muscles, stimulating them until they slowly unclenched, relaxing under the soothing tingles. One muscle at a time, she felt her body give in to the masterful energy and her shaking began to cease, until finally she felt her muscles go a bit limp. 
 
    Shara sat back, looking her in the eye as she said soothingly, “That’s better. Now will you tell me what was wrong?” 
 
    Jade stared down at her lap, avoiding her gaze as she confessed glumly, “Thank you, but nothing was really wrong. I was just feeling a bit overwhelmed. What was it that you did to me?” 
 
    Shara smiled at her, realizing she was trying to shift the conversation and obliging. “Electrotherapy. It can be used to relax or stimulate the muscles in small quantities. It’s a careful balance to tread because too much and you fry your system. Too little and it does nothing but tingle. It’s handy if you can get the trick down, though. The stimulation can clear the mind and help you think, move, and react more quickly.”  
 
    Jade was staring at her in amazement. “I would have never thought of that. We used electricity, stored electric energy, to restart someone’s heart if it’d stopped, but I never thought it could be used to amplify the cells.”  
 
    Other students were starting to come into the classroom now, and Shara patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll explain more once the class starts.” Jade nodded and smiled, feeling better now that her muscles had been relaxed, albeit forcefully. Shara was right in another way too. Her thinking had become clearer, less paralyzing. It had allowed her to get out of her own head and remember that what ifs did no one any good.  
 
    Of the fourteen students filing in, she only recognized two of them: Michael and Travis. Travis cheerfully took a seat next to her, his greeting bright. “Hey, Jade! How’re you today?” 
 
    She grinned at the him. “I’m good. Nothing terribly exciting since geography yesterday.”  
 
    He laughed. “That’s not what I heard, but if you say so…”  
 
    “He’s right, you know. You put the rest of us to shame! To think I was bragging about completing the beginner course yesterday…” Michael ran a hand through his bright red hair, grinning at her as he took the seat in front of her and turned around to wiggle his brows. “Maybe you can give me some pointers? I wish I’d been able to see you in action.” He seemed bolder now that neither Adam or Evan were here to glare daggers at him.  
 
    “Me too,” a tiny voice came from behind her and Jade turned to see the girl who’d claimed the seat to her rear. She was a tiny, delicate thing. Her heart shaped face was smiling at Jade wistfully as she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She reminded Jade of an adorable little kitten. Realizing that Jade had heard her and turned to look at her, her cheeks had gone bright red as she smiled shyly. “Oh, hi. I’m Melody.” She leaned forward, kissing Jade on the cheek, lingering for slightly longer than was appropriate and–did she just sniff me? 
 
    Slightly unnerved, Jade smiled back as she replied, “It’s lovely to meet you, Melody.”  
 
    She was about to say more, though what, she wasn’t sure, when Shara clapped her hands, calling the class to attention. “Welcome to beginner lightning magic! One of the best magics, if I do say so myself.” Shara grinned conspiratorially at this.  
 
    She went on blithely, “There are many uses for lightning magic beyond just shooting it at someone, and I’m here to teach you what they are. Perhaps the most important thing to remember when dealing with lightning is the need for precise control. If you try to use it without ample control, you’re just as likely to hurt yourself as whatever you’re trying to hit. Left uncontrolled, lightning will follow the path of least resistance.” 
 
    Holding her hand up, Jade grimaced as she felt the air start to charge with energy. There was no lightning in the air, but it was filled with potential. “The smallest charge of lightning can fill the air, causing any larger spark to ignite and cause a chain reaction. What you’re feeling now is that charge. Any lightning fired into a charged area will be at minimum twice as effective and twice as uncontrollable. The air currents that shift the charges will decide where your lightning goes, unless there is something to attract it, such as metal.” 
 
    She began to reabsorb the energy in the air, and Jade curiously tried to mimic it, drawing energy in from the charge. She was gratified to find that she could indeed take the charge from the air like she had the heat last night. Shara sent her a curious look but didn’t comment. Once the charge was gone, Shara spoke again with a grin, “You might want to smooth your hair. One of the results of charging the air is that it tends to make things static, and hair is a wonderful example in that it will lift into the air.” 
 
    Jade glanced around, as did the rest of the class. Giggles broke out when they realized that almost everyone had hair that was lightly floating into the air. Jade was about to reach back and smooth her hair when she felt Melody do it from behind. Her keen ears picked up her breathless murmur, “It’s so soft…” She forced a shiver down. There was just something about the girl that was setting her on edge.  
 
    Shara had continued her lesson. “Lightning can be used with finesse, as long as your mental image is strong enough. Please remember that no matter how big or small, you must maintain control over the element. The most common use of lightning is to blast enemies, and it’s very effective at that. However, it’s also easy to lower the charge of the lightning, causing paralysis and stunning your target. On a much smaller level, lightning can be infused into your muscles, relaxing and invigorating them to perform better. If you try and run a charge through your own body without a healer nearby, however, I’ll skin you alive if you don’t fry your own brain. Currents in the body are a tricky thing, and you must keep in mind that it’s just a step away from running rampant.” 
 
    Pausing, she smiled. “So, now that that’s out of the way, let’s see what you can do. I would like you to try and create a small ball of lightning in your hand. Make sure you keep a firm mental picture to keep it contained.”  
 
    Smiling, Jade held her hand out in front of her, conjuring the energy in a similar form as she would light. She was gratified to see the tiny sparkling ball of electricity in her palm, and she started playing with it like she would a marble, bouncing it across her fingers.  
 
    She had a lovely feeling this class was going to be simply shocking.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-One – Illusions 
 
    Two hours later, Jade was feeling pleasantly buzzed. No, really, she’d been hit by stray lightning bolts a few times, so her nerves were a bit frazzled. She was glad she’d had the fellacai stay behind because apparently, the most dangerous class she’d had so far was a bunch of untrained lightning mages. Shara hadn’t been kidding about control. On the upside, she’d scanned her profile and noticed that a skill called shock resistance had showed up.  
 
    Stretching out her abused muscles, she turned to look at Melody, who was the main offender. Several people brushed past her on the way to the door, and Melody was staring at her with nervous, wide eyes. She’d been concerned in her shy apologies, reaching out frequently to stabilize Jade after she shocked her, only letting go after Jade reassured her several times that she was fine.  
 
    Jade was ready to scold the girl, but seeing her puppy dog eyes, she couldn’t find the heart to do it. It was just a few potentially frying shocks to the system… Truly, it wasn’t even that. They had been light enough to buzz her but not do any real harm. She’d had a sneaking suspicion it was a ruse by Melody in order to interact with her. Still, as adorable as she was, being shocked from behind so much was making her antsy, and she didn’t want a repeat performance.  
 
    So, as kindly as she could bear to say it, she gently admonished the girl, “Melody, perhaps next time you’d better sit at the front so there’s no one in front of you to shock.” She inwardly groaned as she saw Melody’s eyes become watery with unshed tears. She didn’t know how to deal with crying people!  
 
    “I-I’m s-s-sorry.” Her voice was trembling as she made a visible effort to hold back the tears.  
 
    Unable to figure out what else to do, Jade reached out a hand, patting her on the head. “It’s okay, no lasting harm done. All you need is a little more control, and then you can sit wherever you want.” As long as you stop shocking me, she added mentally. Melody seemed to hiccup a little, and Jade removed her hand.  
 
    “Well, I’ve got to go to my next class… You’ll be okay, right?” Melody nodded tremulously and Jade knew she was lying but exchanged glances with Travis and beat a hasty retreat, pausing only to call out to Shara, “Thanks for the lesson!” Shara gave her a knowing look and smiled at her, making shooing motions as Jade complied with no further hesitation.  
 
    Travis laughed softly after the door closed behind him, most of the rest of the class having exited before them, save Melody, whom she’d seen Shara moving to comfort. “Not quite what you expected?” he teased her gently.  
 
    Looking to the right, where three doors down her next class would be held, Jade shook her head and started left. She needed to go back to her workshop for a moment to center herself again. “Not at all. Anyway, I’m just going to pop into my workshop, but you have a lovely evening, Travis.” He nodded, waving to her as he headed down the stairs and she moved, unlocking her workroom and slipping inside to the welcoming flutters of her babies.  
 
    She walked over to her little corner, slumping into one of the chairs and grabbing something to eat as they fluttered around her. Lavender landed on her knee, peering up at her as she sent, “Feeling okay?”  
 
    Jade smiled down at her gentle little queen, murmuring softly, “I’m okay, sweetheart. Just a little unsettled.” Holding her hand out for Lavender, she smiled as the queen flapped onto her hand, rubbing her tiny velvety head against Jade’s thumb. Holding her gently, Jade asked rhetorically, “What am I supposed to do, Lavender? There are so many people vying for my attention that I can’t keep pretending ignorance. But there’s only one of me, and I just don’t…feel anything beyond friendship for them. How can I, when I can’t be totally sure that it’s me they like and not the traveler? A week ago, none of them would have looked at me this way.” 
 
    She paused, sighing. “Is it all superficial? Just because I’m a pretty face now? Is my charm stat making me emit some sort of pheromone that says ‘flirt with Jade!’? How on earth am I ever to know for sure?” She laughed hollowly. “And it’s not like I even have the time to waste thinking about this, either. What point is there in flirting when I’m about to head out on a deadly mission? It’s not like I can go on dates right now.” She sighed. “No, I’ll just have to keep pretending ignorance until I figure out what to do about the whole situation.”  
 
    She smiled sadly at Lavender, surprised when all ten of her babies chose that moment to land on various parts of her. “We love you.” Their quiet words came through crystal clear, and she felt a single tear leak from her eyes as she smiled brilliantly down at them. 
 
    “I love you too, my darlings.” She spent another minute with them, just soaking in their presence and love until she knew she needed to go. They fluttered off to the garden, leaving only Lavender behind, who perched on her hair proudly. She smiled gently. “You’re coming with me to illusion?” Lavender peeped assent and Jade quietly slipped out of the room, locking it behind her again.  
 
    The illusion classroom was basically on the exact opposite corner from her room, so she made her way over quickly, smiling at the two other students who were doing the same. She followed behind them to enter the classroom, stopping in surprise as she saw Victor. He grinned shamelessly at her, motioning for her to take the seat next to him. She slid into it, asking curiously, “What are you doing here, Victor?” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, you told me I had illusion magic, but I didn’t think I had any real aptitude for it before, so I came to see if I could learn.”  
 
    Grinning, she nodded. “I suppose that makes perfect sense.”  
 
    “Especially since there are so few illusion mages,” the drawling voice came from the front of the room, and Jade looked forward with a smile at Count Morpheus Phantasos. A large, portly gentleman, his girth was barely contained by the chair he sat in. His gray eyes seemed to be perpetually half open, as if he was fighting off sleep. Those eyes were turned on her now as he smiled lazily. “Welcome to illusion magic.” He paused, looking the four of them over. “Illusion magic is unlike any other you’ve learned, in that it is entirely utility based, with no attacks other than mental intimidation or confusion, which, granted, can be quite useful.”  
 
    He steepled his fingers in front of him, staring them down. “This magic is a connector. It allows you to experience what is not there.” His voice paused and she heard gasps from around her. While she could still see the classroom, there seemed to be an overlay upon it, telling her she was in a forest and surrounded by wolf-like creatures. He seemed surprised that she was still calm and looking at him. Glancing around, the others were staring in awe around them.  
 
    “I can feel my desk, but the forest looks so real…” Victor’s hushed voice was tinged with wonder. 
 
    She saw the forest fade from view, and the others slowly turned their attention back to Morpheus as he spoke again, “As you saw, you can use illusion magic to alter someone’s perception of reality. It connects what you want them to see with their senses, tricking them. A more subtle version is constructing an image that can be seen with the naked eye.” Here, he gestured to the side, where one of the wolf creatures was growling at them voraciously until it slowly faded from view.  
 
    He went on, “Illusion magic can be used to read the profile of another person. It’s easier if they’re either willing or unconscious. Can I get one of you to come volunteer?” Jade and Victor exchanged knowing glances, realizing that neither one of them was going to offer. They looked at the other two.  
 
    Jade figured they were both second years, judging by the fact that they seemed her age, but she hadn’t ever seen them around The Green Dragon. The boy seemed well on his way to bulking up, though he hadn’t quite reached that realm yet. His intelligent blue eyes were on the girl next to him. She was a plump little thing, her chubby cheeks puffed in denial as her green eyes met the boy’s. He sighed, then stood up. “I guess I’m being volunteered.”  
 
    “And such a chore it is, I’m sure. Get on up here.” Morpheus harrumphed without any real anger, gesturing him imperiously. The boy walked up and allowed Morpheus to put a hand on his head as he urged him, “Think of your profile.” She could see his eyes go slightly unfocused, as if he was looking at something they couldn’t see, but then in the air next to Morpheus, a familiar blue box began to appear. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Ben Rahler
Age: 19
Strength: 13
Dexterity: 13
Constitution: 11
Intelligence: 12
Magic: 8
Charisma: 11
Luck: 3

Skills: Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Armorcraft, Athletics, Axes, Bluff, Cartography, Cold Resistance, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Fishing, Fire Magic, Haggle, Heat Resistance, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Mathematics, Medium Armor, Mental Fortitude, Pain Tolerance, Perception, Perseverance, Polearms, Reading, Riding, Running, Sense Motive, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Stealth, Swimming, Swords, Tracking, Unarmed Combat, Writing  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He gave them a minute to process, then waved his hand and the box disappeared. “We use that mainly to help commoners who wish to know what their profile says. You can sit down now, Ben.” He returned to his seat as Morpheus went on nonchalantly, “You can also use illusion magic to scry information from somewhere else you’ve been.” 
 
    Behind him an image appeared and Jade belatedly realized it was from the wall looking down over the wheat fields. She could see soldiers patrolling, hear the crunch of their boots against the stone as the day went on. He quickly dismissed the window, moving on, “Of course, most magically sensitive people can tell if someone is scrying near them, and protections can be put in place to block such magic in sensitive areas.” 
 
    Grabbing two mirrors off of his desk, he held them up in pudgy hands. “And obviously, you have the scrying mirrors which allow two way communication between people when the magic connects them. We’ve perfected the art so that when one person activates the connection, it alerts the other.” 
 
    Jade shot her hand into the air, and Morpheus nodded to her, obviously amused. “Can you connect multiple mirrors? Like have three different mirrors, and each one connects to the other two?”  
 
    Morpheus nodded slowly. “Yes, it’s possible, and we’ve done it. The problem is that with each mirror added, the magical cost to lay the enchantment doubles the already considerable drain. The most we’ve ever managed was one mirror connected to five others.” 
 
    Jade nodded thoughtfully, noticing that Victor was giving her a considering look as well. He was probably also thinking about the fact that her magical capacity seemed to be much higher than anyone else he’d met. She smiled at Morpheus. “Thanks for answering my question. Sorry for interrupting.” 
 
    He gave a deep throated chuckle. “It’s nice to see your interest. I suppose something to keep in mind is that for the mirrors to be enchanted, they must be together. Now then, let’s start with forming constructs…”  
 
    The next two hours passed pleasantly as Jade, Victor, Ben, and Lira, which was the girl’s name, took it upon themselves to create the most realistic and outlandish illusions, each trying to outdo or scare the others. Jade won that round when she made a ring of very realistic looking mesmer around them, causing the others to panic for a moment. She felt a bit sick afterwards and had apologized profusely.  
 
    They’d moved on to scrying at that point, each creating small windows into various places. Jade had quite enjoyed this because the other three had all explained where they’d opened their windows, allowing her a glimpse into the outer world, even if it was a small one. They’d finished with Morpheus giving them the basic principles of how to enchant the message mirrors. Victor was the first to get it right, grinning triumphantly at his success.  
 
    Jade watched him do it again using her mana sense, finally managing to succeed afterwards. It was a joyful, fun class that was stress free. Morpheus had seen the look in her eye as Ben and Lira left for dinner, while Victor stayed by the door to wait for her. She’d just approached him with a smile when he held up a hand to forestall her. “I know what you want. Go ahead and take them.” He grinned jovially at her, pushing a neat pile of mirrors forward.  
 
    Gushing gratefully, she scooped the mirrors up carefully. “Thanks so much! I appreciate it!”  
 
    He laughed. “I understand. Now off to dinner with you!” 
 
    She joined Victor at the door, and they stopped by her workroom to drop off the mirrors and pick up the rest of her fellacai, who greeted her joyfully and latched onto her ponytail.  
 
    Victor asked as they were walking down the stairs, “So, how many do you think you can enchant?” 
 
    Jade shrugged, grinning. “I’ve no idea, but it’ll be as many as I can! I’d like to be able to keep in touch with everyone while I’m on the hunt.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two – Sure 
 
    They chatted companionably until they reached the dining area, where Victor went to order and Jade just waved cheerfully at Estelle. “That’s cheating,” Victor muttered as he walked to the line and she couldn’t stop her laugh.  
 
    Walking over to the table where Eric, Stephen, Camille, and Will were already seated, she plopped down beside them, studying Eric and Stephen for a moment. “Do I have something on my face?” Eric glanced at the others for confirmation, trying to figure out why Jade was staring at him without even greeting them first even as her pretties settled on the table.  
 
    “How do you spend so much time on campus? Not that I’m complaining, but all my other professors aren’t around much except for on the days they teach. How are you two able to be here all the time?” Jade’s voice queried them softly as she stared unblinkingly.  
 
    Camille answered from beside her, “They’re the vice-headmasters’ assistants. Most of the other teachers have other ventures to take care of, but Eric and Stephen help with the day to day running of the campus.” Jade glanced at her questioningly, and Camille shrugged. “They’re mom’s assistants’ assistants who get stuck with the grunt work.” 
 
    Jade giggled as she looked at Eric and Stephen, seeing them sighing at Camille’s blunt wording. They weren’t denying it, though. Sneaking a carrot off of Camille’s plate to tide her over, Jade crunched into it, frowning when she realized her enhanced senses made it seem like crashing boulders going off inside her head. Setting the carrot down, she glared at it.  
 
    “Did your stolen carrot do something to mortally offend you?” Camille snarked merrily from beside her.  
 
    Sighing, Jade shook her head and glanced up at the curious faces around her. “My senses have been a bit enhanced, so it’s just…loud.” She wondered if she was going to have a future aversion to crunchy foods because of this. Just the thought of it made her cringe a bit. She had no desire to give up all the delicious crunchiness! She absently wondered if there was a way to deactivate keen senses when she didn’t want to be disturbed… 
 
    She reached the conclusion that there was nothing to be done but get used to it. Her senses being enhanced was a physical alteration, not some state that could be turned on and off at will. Disgruntled, she still managed to smile brightly at Estelle as she brought her plates over with her helper. They served her and Victor, whom she hadn’t noticed slipping into a seat at the table in her preoccupation.  
 
    “Here you are, sweetheart,” Estelle said cheerfully, setting her food down with a flourish. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Estelle! I have one request for the near future, however. Can you cut down on crunchy foods for the time being? My hearing has gotten better, and I’m not sure how to deal with the crunching in my head.”  
 
    Estelle looked at her with something akin to pity. “Of course, deary. I’ll keep that in mind. Enjoy your meal.” 
 
    “Thanks again!” Jade called after her, her countenance having brightened significantly with her own food in front of her. Thankfully, there weren’t that many crunchy things, but she just interspersed them with other foods so she wasn’t overwhelmed after setting aside the usual plate of juice and greens for her babies. Still, she could feel her brain pounding a little bit by the end of the meal. Everyone had been talking around her, and she just let the burble of voices wash over her.  
 
    They had tried a couple of times to bring her into the conversation as she ate, but she was almost robotic, just eating her food single-mindedly. They had stopped upon getting no response and realizing her attention was far away from the table. In truth, the pounding of her head had made thinking almost impossible, and the conversations sounded like a banging cacophony in her head, all noise and no sense.  
 
    It was as she finished that she belatedly realized she could heal herself, letting the magic flood through her veins and brain, through eyes and ears. The inflammation she found there receded, her body returning to a normal state. With it, she realized that her keen senses had been heightened to a painful degree when swollen, but it was down to a much more acceptable level that was just more clear than it had been before now that she was healed.  
 
    “Are you back with us?” Stephen’s voice interrupted her musings, and she glanced at him in startlement.  
 
    “Yes? Ah, did you need something?” She was shooting covert glances around the table, trying to pick up on some residual hint as to what they might have said to her. Doing so allowed her to notice two new additions to the table: Kevin and Seamus. They didn’t have any food in front of them, but they were studying her closely. Seamus was glaring at her from beneath his emo bangs, as if truly upset to be in her presence. Kevin just looked thoughtful.  
 
    “This is a waste of time. She’s crazy,” Seamus’ pessimistic mutter was soft, but it came through clearly to her heightened awareness. She heard him grunt as someone, likely Kevin, either hit or kicked him beneath the table and a flash of pain flew across his deep brown eyes, or what was visible of them, in any case.  
 
    Giving Seamus her full attention, she smiled and shrugged. “I can’t say I blame you for thinking that, but my being oblivious to the world wasn’t because I’m crazy, but because I had a massive headache that I just managed to heal. My eyes, ears, and brain were all inflamed, and because my thinking process was slowed, I only just thought to heal myself.” She paused, ignoring his look of shock that she’d heard his mutter, then turned to Kevin. “Anyway, I assume you’re here because you’ve made a decision?”  
 
    Kevin nodded slowly. “I have. I talked to my family and they think I should go through with it.”  
 
    She frowned. “I understand. Can I have a private word with you?” He looked confused but nodded. She motioned everyone else down who tried to stand up to help as she quickly moved to his side, supporting half his weight easily as they left the dining area. Hushed whispers of speculation started as soon as they thought she was out of earshot, though she heard most of them anyway thanks to her new keen ability.  
 
    When they got outside, she closed the door to the room behind her as she led him to the side, where there was a bench. They both sat down as she looked at her hands for a moment, then up at him. “I won’t do it.”  
 
    He grunted in outrage, obviously fuming at her quiet statement. “Why in the heavens not? You’re the one who offered to do it! I already told you I’d go through with it!”  
 
    She smiled sadly at him. “I want to do it for you, and your family wants you to do it. But what do you really want? It’s not me or your family that’re taking the risk—it’s you. I know you come from a military family, and I’m sure they’d like nothing more than to have their family member back whole. But it’s not them I’m doing it for. It’s you. So I want you to think about this, and…” She paused, hesitating. She didn’t want to do this, but she needed to know.  
 
    Layering her voice with a hint of hypnotism and compulsion, she finished, “Tell me the truth. What do you want to do about your foot?” She felt dirty. She didn’t like laying compulsion on humans. It felt wrong, like she was tainting her soul. However, in order to determine if he was doing this of his own free will and choice, she had…taken away his free will and choice. Guilt gnawed at her gut in the silence of her hypocrisy.  
 
    He was staring at the stars, until finally he reached down and tapped his foot. “I’ve gotten used to this, but it’s not the same. I used to love running, jumping, hunting, being able to do the things that made my family proud. The freedom of being whole and uncaring, thinking I was invincible. I’ve come to miss the things I took for granted before. I can’t go to morning practice or the courses because I can only glare bitterly at the people who can do what I can’t anymore. I’d given up hope for that world, for that freedom, and then you came along. The odds you gave me terrify me. I don’t want to die, but I do want to really live again. So yes, I talked to my family, but I made the decision. Nothing in this life is without a cost or a risk. I’m willing to take the risk to get my life back. I want to do this, for myself.”  
 
    Jade had nodded during his story, silently encouraging him to continue. When he finished his introspection that she’d forced him to voice aloud, she smiled, patting him on the shoulder. “Alright. I’m sorry for making you tell me that, but I had to be sure that neither I nor your family and friends had pressured you into the choice.” Well, they had probably influenced him, but he did at least make it himself.  
 
    She paused, quickly pulling up something mentally to make sure, then went on. “I honestly think the odds are a bit higher than I told you yesterday, but that’s because I’ve had a few things happen today and my healing broke into the advanced rank. Between that and the increase in my magic overall, things should hopefully go more smoothly than I predicted. I’ll contact Mike and Scylla tonight to make sure they can be there tomorrow. We’ll start right after dinner. Between now and then, as I mentioned before, I need you to eat as much as you can possibly stuff into your body.”  
 
    “I can do that. Thank you. Is it okay if my family comes?” His voice came through hesitantly.  
 
    She smiled. “Of course they can come. It’ll be good for you to have someone to hold onto.” And hold on he would, or maybe they’d be the ones holding on to him. While she could put him out for the surgery, she wasn’t going to. He needed to be awake to ingest more as necessary so that he didn’t go into withdrawal like she had. She also didn’t want to numb the area because she needed to make sure the nerves were connected and working properly… Well, maybe she could numb it and just test after, then tweak. Still, the pain of having nutrients drawn to feed the change wasn’t something she could control.  
 
    The door opened behind them, and she turned to see Stephen coming out, her babies fluttering in tow. She raised a brow as he asked, “Sorry, did I interrupt? I was just heading up to my classroom to make sure everything was ready.”  
 
    Kevin shook his sandy brown head as she said, “No, it’s fine. We were just finishing.” She glanced back at Kevin. “Where are you headed next? Do you need help?”  
 
    He laughed a bit self-deprecatingly as he said, “I’ll manage. Seamus will come out looking for me soon. Go on.” He made a shooing motion, and she smiled wistfully at him. He was being so very brave about all of this, despite his fear and misgivings. She supposed that was what courage was. It wasn’t not being afraid of anything, it was facing your fears to overcome them.  
 
    It was something she needed to keep firmly in mind in the next few hours, given that she was about to go learn how to manipulate the darkness, something that she wasn’t quite comfortable with. She leaned over, kissing a surprised Kevin on the cheek as she hummed happily, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Remember what I said!”  
 
    Bouncing up from the bench, she noted the slight frown on Stephen’s face as she looped her arm through his and started towing him towards Magnus so he wouldn’t make Kevin uncomfortable. Giving up, Stephen led her towards her classroom as she asked cheerfully, “Hey, so I need to send a message to Scylla and Mike. You don’t have one of your minions around that could do that for me, do you?”  
 
    He was looking rather bemused now. “Minions? Just who do you think I am?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “A very resourceful spymaster. Now do you, or do you not, have a way for me to get word to Mike and Scylla? If you don’t, I need to find some other way to track them down.” 
 
    Stephen shook his head in exasperation. “I’ve got message mirrors in my bag that I can use to get word to them. I’ll pull them out once we get to my room.”  
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    Silently, she added, Don’t worry Kevin. I’ll tilt the odds until they’re in your favor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three – Innocence 
 
    The darkness was growing deeper around them as they walked towards Magnus and Jade had to forcefully repress a shiver. She wanted to light up the world around her, but stopped herself. She needed her own courage to face the darkness. Forcing her breathing to slow down, she nevertheless heaved a small sigh of relief when they entered the building with its constant glass balls spaced throughout the hallways.  
 
    They stopped by her workshop only long enough to leave her babies there to play with an admonishment to be good. She pulled out more food for the caged flock she still hadn’t returned, quickly putting it into their cage with a promise that she’d come back after her lesson to let them out for a little bit.  
 
    Moving down the hall to the darkness classroom, Jade sighed when he opened the door and produced a single glass ball as light, which he put on his desk. She was again relieved when he pulled out a few more, lending the room light but also casting more shadows from the overlap. He pulled out two mirrors, beckoning her closer.  
 
    He offered them to her silently and she took them with a grateful smile before activating them with her magic. It seemed ages but was only a few seconds before both sides picked up, and she could see Mike and Scylla’s faces respectively. She smiled down at them as Mike asked curiously, “Isn’t this Stephen’s mirror?”  
 
    Jade laughed softly. “It is. He’s letting me borrow it to talk to you two.” 
 
    “Two? Was that Mike’s voice I heard?” Scylla asked querulously. 
 
    “Scylla?” Mike asked in return, as if trying to be sure who he’d heard. 
 
    Nodding, Jade went on, “Yes, I’ve called both of you at the same time, sorry. I figured it might be easier to just explain it once.” 
 
    “Explain what? Are you having problems again?” Scylla interrupted her again. 
 
    “Problems? Are your growth spurts causing you problems?” Mike interjected too.  
 
    Stephen burst into laughter behind her, and she turned to give him a brief exasperated glare before she turned back to the two healers in the mirror. “No, I’m perfectly fine. I was calling to ask if you could come to a healing tomorrow night.”  
 
    “You’ve scheduled a healing? Whatever for?” Mike asked, obviously perplexed.  
 
    “What’s this about a schedule? Oh, hello, Jade, aren’t you looking lovely! You should come stop by the shop. I’d love to have another chat sometime to see how you’re getting on,” Elisa’s kind voice had come through as she literally plucked the glass from Mike’s hand when she realized who was on the other side. Mike quickly pulled the mirror back so that they were both in view now because he was more interested in her response.  
 
    Jade smiled fondly at the older woman. She had been one of the first people to truly take her under their wing and explain things to her, so she’d always have a special place in Jade’s heart for her unwavering kindness. “Hello, Elisa. I’d be happy to come visit sometime, and I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by. It’s been a bit of a long week, but the reason I called everyone up is that I’m going to attempt to heal Kevin Elliot’s foot.” She paused for a moment, realizing the only reason she knew his last name was because of her siphoning. Distracted, she almost missed their response.  
 
    “That poor boy? It can’t be healed, darling. We’ve tried.” Scylla’s voice was calm as she pronounced her verdict, and Jade could see Mike and Elisa nodding in their mirror. 
 
    Frowning, she shook her head. “Actually, I think it can. In my old world, they grew organs. I think with my healing magic, I can accomplish something similar, but it needs to be a fresh wound. So I’m going to have to cut off about two inches of his leg so that I get rid of everything that healed wrong, then cause it to grow back at a cellular level. The thing I’m most worried about is the shock to his system and blood loss. I always stimulate the regeneration of blood when I heal those who’ve lost it, but the energy drain will be immense. I was hoping the two of you would join me as a bit of an extra measure against anything going wrong.”  
 
    Everyone was quiet, pondering over what she’d just said. Finally, it was Mike who asked, “You really think you can do this?” She nodded. “Then I’ll be there to see it. If we can do as you said, it would be a wonderful thing. What time do you want me there?” 
 
    Jade smiled beautifically at him as she responded, “We’ll do it right after dinner in my workshop.” 
 
    Scylla cut in, “No no, we’ll do it at the infirmary. There’s more space. I’m also going to invite Cody over or we’ll never hear the end of his whining that we didn’t ask him to come see healing history be made!”  
 
    “Cody?” Jade’s voice was curious, and she glanced back at Stephen. 
 
    He stepped forward, telling her quietly as Scylla and Mike were holding a conversation between themselves in the mirrors, “He’s the palace healer.”  
 
    “Oh.” She nodded, then turned back to the mirror.  
 
    “So the three of us will be there with our apprentices,” Mike announced.  
 
    “Apprentices?” Jade was confused.  
 
    “Of course! You didn’t think we were the only ones in town who could heal, did you?” Jade didn’t say anything because that’s exactly what she’d thought. Scylla obviously saw her confession on her face as she continued, “We may be the best, but we aren’t the only ones. We’ve trained up all the healers who’ve come through in the last twenty years. Still, there aren’t so many of us, but there’s a whole lot of city for only three people to cover. Just imagine, only three of us! We’d be overwhelmed in an instant! No, we’ll gather those who are in the city. The portal opens to Abhain tomorrow. I’ll check and see who’s around there.” 
 
    Jade winced a bit. “I understand you want to have them present, but perhaps we should keep it to those in the city for now. Kevin’s family is coming as well, so we don’t want to make it too crowded, and I don’t want to make him uncomfortable. Nor do I want to have all the healers unavailable for emergencies.” 
 
    Mike nodded slowly. “That makes sense. Alright then, we’ll just bring our best, since they’re the only ones likely to be able to have a chance at replicating it.” She nodded, and he smiled at her with his handsome Clooney-esque looks. “We’ll see you tomorrow, unless you have something else you need to discuss?” 
 
    “No, that was everything,” she replied back quickly. “Thanks for your time, and you both have wonderful nights!” 
 
    “I’m sure we will, dearie, I’m sure we will.” Scylla smiled benignly at her before the mirror winked off. Mike and Elisa likewise bid her goodnight and closed the connection. 
 
    Jade sat back, her muscles relaxing in relief. She only now realized how tense she had been, hoping that they would understand and agree to come. She was even glad for the other healers they were inviting. In her opinion, the more knowledge was spread, the better. The more healers that were there, the lower the chance there would be that everyone missed something vital and things could go horribly wrong. Plus, if they could take turns bolstering Kevin…  
 
    She was lost in thought when the door opened. She glanced up but didn’t see anyone. She turned to look at Stephen, only to see a figure lunging out of the shadows at him, calling gleefully, “Got you!”  
 
    “No!” Jade cried out in alarm, throwing her arm out. From it issued a pure stream of wind that blasted out, smashing into the assailant and throwing them into the wall, where they hit their head and back with a loud crack, falling and slumping to the ground.  
 
    “Jade, no! Is he still alive?” Stephen looked seriously alarmed as he ran to check on the ‘assailant’ and she felt the blood pounding in her ears, almost making it hard for her to hear him. “Come heal him, right now!” Stephen was yelling at her, and she stared at him in confusion, her body still pounding with adrenaline. He got up, grabbing her arm and pulling her over to the–he looked like an older boy? “Heal him, NOW!” Stephen all but shouted directly into her ear. 
 
    Wincing, she belatedly put her hand on the boy-man, a sinking feeling in her stomach as she felt the damage she had done. Thankfully she’d just knocked him out and not done any lasting damage. She was horrified to think she could have killed someone accidentally because they startled her, because from Stephen’s anger and evident worry, this was someone he knew and cared about deeply.  
 
    As soon as she healed the damage, waking him with her power, his eyes shot open. He saw Stephen above him and started to relax until his eyes caught on her. Widening with fright, he scrambled backwards until he hit the shadows and then–where did he go!? She whirled, frightened, as she saw him pop out of the shadows on the other side of the room. She looked between him and Stephen. 
 
    Stephen was also looking between them, seemingly torn, before he abandoned her side to move towards the young man. She was about to follow him when he shook his head at her and asserted,, “Stay there.” Defeated and deflated, she sank into a nearby desk, staring at her shaking hands. What was going on? She held a hand over her heart, trying to slow the rapid beating and burst of adrenaline still rushing through her veins.  
 
    “Brad, it’s okay. You’re okay now. She didn’t mean to hurt you. She was just scared.” Stephen’s voice was soothing, yet firm, as if he was trying to calm a child. There was something familiar about his tone that was bugging her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. 
 
    “Scary lady! Scary! Hurt me!” Brad’s voice was plaintive, and he was still shooting her nervous glances.  
 
    “She also healed you. She’s very nice. That’s Jade. She’s a friend. A friend, Brad. Jade is a friend.” He was repeating the words very softly, as if to console and confirm her status in his mind.  
 
    He’s on the spectrum. He’s on the spectrum and I almost killed him. The realization hit her like a ton of bricks. She shot up from the desk, hearing Brad’s whimper as she bolted for the door. She barely made it out of the classroom before she was heaving against the wall. She managed to choke most of it back down, but there was a small amount of almost identifiable vomit splattered against the stone.  
 
    She sank to the ground, curling up in a ball as her body shook uncontrollably. When had she become someone whose first reaction was to attack? She had just hurt an innocent. What if she had killed him? She rocked back and forth, a soft keening noise escaping her mouth involuntarily. A week ago, she’d never have unconsciously attacked someone for spooking her. She couldn’t have, but that was beside the point.  
 
    What am I becoming? Her thoughts ran in circles, trying to make sense of who she had become. She had asked Will a week ago if one day she’d be able to kill monsters without blinking. She just hadn’t expected such callousness to start appearing within a week! She was worried.  
 
    She didn’t want to become the monster. What kind of person hurt the innocent and lashed out violently when startled? Brad’s face kept flashing in her mind, her brain overlaying it against a boy she’d once known in the hospital. He was brightness incarnate, and he’d always made her smile. Someone who wouldn’t hurt a fly…and yet, here she was. It wasn’t the same situation…but was it? What was the difference?  
 
    She heard footsteps approaching the door she’d just escaped, and the light tread was something she immediately identified as Stephen’s. She heard his melodious whisper, “Jade, are you okay?”  
 
    Glancing up, she could see Brad peeking out of the door behind him. He was a tall lad, and a big one. His brown hair flopped every which way, and as she met his bright blue eyes he yelped, calling out, “Demon eyes!” as he disappeared back into the classroom. A muffled sob escaped her throat and she buried her face in her knees. She could almost feel Stephen’s hesitation, but he once again disappeared into the classroom. She could hear him trying to comfort Brad and convince him that she was a nice friend, not a scary demon lady.  
 
    At the moment, she wasn’t so convinced of that herself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four – Pride 
 
    “Jade? Is that…are you okay?” She sniffled, realizing the noises she’d heard were people approaching and that the voice addressing her was the familiar tenor of Lucas. He sounded concerned, and she couldn’t blame him. She was curled up in a ball on the floor of the hallway next to a wall lightly splattered with vomit, crying her eyes out. She would have been concerned if she’d found someone else like this too.  
 
    She forced her next sob back down her throat, trying to get herself under control. She didn’t need people to know she was a complete mess. Maybe if only Lucas had been there, she wouldn’t have minded so much, but there had been other footsteps and she could hear them whispering about her. Some of the voices sounded familiar, but she couldn’t immediately place them.  
 
    She quickly pulled water from the air, sweeping up the tear tracks on her face and leaving it clean, if a bit red. Her eyes were bloodshot too, she was sure. She sent a tiny jolt of healing to her face, reducing her puffy eyes and feeling the cooling sensation as they returned to normal. She almost laughed at the thought that most modern girls would have killed her for her ability to get rid of puffy eyes after crying. She figured she was probably one of those ugly criers, so it was good that she didn’t have to let anyone see her like that.  
 
    Taking a deep calming breath, she forcibly reigned in her emotions, settling her mind and questions to deal with another time. She looked up, smiling wanly at Lucas and noting the two people behind him. She now recognized Scott and Joseph, both from the library and light class the night before. She absently wondered if Alexa, David, and Marie would be joining them too, since she’d told all of them they had the aptitude for dark magic. She sniffled, “I’m good now. I was just feeling a little sick for a moment.”  
 
    Lucas offered her his hand, helping her to her feet. She waved her hand, using water magic to quickly clean the wall and sending it to the dirt of the courtyard, not wanting to leave evidence of her weakness. It was just in time too because several other people were coming around the corner.  
 
    Britney was strutting like a queen among peons, flashing her cleavage at a nervous Steven, a bored looking Jackson, and a slightly enamored David. Alexa and Marie were also behind them, Marie ignoring them in favor of the book she was reading, while Alexa looked disgusted at the display in front of her.  
 
    “So, of course, a ball was thrown in my honor…” Britney’s manipulative honey-sweet voice entered Jade’s ears as she got closer, and she seemed to light up and almost coo as she saw the boys in front of her, whom Jade had slipped slightly behind. “Oh Lucas! I didn’t realize you’d be in this class too! That’s just wonderful!” She was moving forward to kiss Lucas when Jade stuck her head up, peeking over Lucas’s shoulder at the girl. Britney paused, surprised to see her almost glowing emerald eyes and flawless complexion appear there.  
 
    Jade almost crowed in satisfaction when she saw Britney’s eyes flick to Lucas in confusion, happy with the easy diversion for her brain. He turned to see what she was looking at and noticed Jade looking over his shoulder. He smiled cheerfully and said, “What’re you doing back there?” She just grinned impishly at him as he stepped to the side, motioning to Britney. “Lady Britney, have you met Lady Jade?” 
 
    “Jade!?” Her choked cry sounded strangled as she took in the new and improved Jade.  
 
    Smiling like the cat that ate the canary, Jade nodded at Lucas. “Oh, we’re acquainted. Isn’t that right, Britney?” Jade modulated her smile into one of polite indifference.  
 
    Britney was spluttering incoherently, gesturing to her before she finally spat out, “You look so different!”  
 
    Jade nodded serenely. “Yes, I imagine I do. In any case, we’d better go in. After you.” Jade smiled, motioning for Britney to precede her. She didn’t want to go in first just in case Brad was still freaking out; she didn’t want to set him off again. She was hoping to blend into the crowd.  
 
    Britney threw her head up haughtily, marching stiffly into the room. Jackson was now grinning cheerfully at her, while Steven looked like he’d calmed down. David had trailed after the huffing Britney in his infatuated state. Marie just ignored her, walking in to sit down, and Alexa nodded to her as she passed and did the same. Jade took a deep breath, then followed, knowing that the guys around her were waiting for her to enter.  
 
    As she entered, she met Stephen’s eyes and he nodded encouragingly to her. Brad was by his side, and though his eyes widened a little, he seemed much calmer now. Jade still took a seat at the back, not wanting to crowd the poor boy with her presence. Lucas and Jackson took seats on either side of her while the rest ranged to other seats in the room. She’d given all of them polite smiles, but they still seemed more nervous around her after last night’s class, save Steven, who sat in front of her with a smile. Geography hadn’t managed to make him scared of her, and he hadn’t yet lent credence to the rumors flying around about her behavior. Britney glared ferociously when she realized Lucas had sat next to Jade instead of the seat she’d kept free beside her.  
 
    When everyone had settled, Stephen nodded briskly, shutting the classroom door. “Well, that’s everyone. Welcome to dark magic, which is also sometimes referred to as shadow magic. This is my assistant, Brad. You will treat him with respect.” His voice held a note of warning there, and everyone heard the silent ‘or else’ loud and clear. Jade sank lower in her seat, trying to make herself scarce. Jackson and Lucas cast her curious looks but didn’t say anything to draw attention to her sinking figure.  
 
    “Now then, this is, as I said, beginner dark magic. While there are many different uses for dark magic, they fall into three general categories. The first is counteracting light magic. Just as light can be used to throw back the darkness, darkness can be used to snuff out the light. However, there’s a difference between putting light out and pulling the energy of light into yourself. The first isn’t hard, but the second, where you absorb the light to create darkness, is far more difficult and can bolster your energy. It is also useful in remaining unseen, since you can pull the light in so that you appear as nothing more than a deeper darkness.” 
 
    He paused to let them absorb that, then went on, “The second is shadow manipulation. This is giving the darkness a tangible form. As with the first, it can also be used to hide yourself as you wrap yourself in a cloak of shadows which can double as a shield. It can be used to restrain others and create incredibly thin shadow weapons that are hard to see. The more finesse you have with your shadows, the more you will take your enemies by surprise.” 
 
    He paused, looking at Brad, who was smiling like a child again. Stephen nodded to him, and he said in a happily childish voice, “Third is shadow movement! You use the shadows to travel between them!” He stepped back into the shadow of the wall, then seemed to disappear and appear at the side of the classroom.  
 
    No one heard Jade’s small gasp as Stephen went on. As soon as she’d realized what was about to happen, she’d activated her mana sense, watching him meld into the shadows. The glow of black edged in violet had clued her in that while it might be dark magic, that wasn’t all it was. She tried to pay attention to what Stephen was saying. “Shadow movement is incredibly hard, and very few people are able to grasp the profundities necessary to use it.” Jade hesitated, then raised her hand slightly, but Stephen still caught the movement. “Yes, Jade?” His voice was nonchalant. 
 
    “I can actually tell you why that might be…” He raised a brow, indicating for her to go on, so she did, “When Brad used shadow movement just now, I was watching the magic. It was dark magic, yes, but it was edged in spatial magic. It was a very small amount, but it was there.” Her voice fell into the silence like a boulder, and all the other students had twisted in their seats to stare at her.  
 
    Stephen nodded and said simply, “That makes sense. Well then, let’s move on to practice. I’d like all of you to have some grasp of basic manipulation before the night is over.” As quickly as she brought it up, he dismissed it for later consideration because it wasn’t something he was planning on teaching the class anyway. It was something that only high intermediate to advanced dark magic wielders even attempted; he had just wanted to show them the possibilities.  
 
    Jade took a moment, studying Stephen with her mana sense active, realizing she’d never done it before. What she saw took her breath away. Dark magic was obviously the most prevalent, but there was a good chunk of the light blue wind magic too. The white, yellow, and lilac of light, lightning, and illusion magic looked untapped, just colors at the edge of his aura. There was a band of violet spatial magic that was a hair wider, but it wasn’t very noticeable either. No, the thing that had grabbed her attention more than anything else was that he had an area of deep purple that she recognized as compulsion magic. No wonder he’d been able to call her on it; he had it himself, and he obviously used it since it wasn’t just a band of possibility. She realized that was what had been bugging her about his tone with Brad earlier; he’d been using compulsion magic. 
 
    Stephen was having them focus on manipulating their own shadows at the moment, and she absently followed along, the magic coming easily to her because of her corrective level, which left her mind free to wander, and wander it did; down the road of memory lane she went, her mind trying to scrutinize each and every single thing Stephen had ever said to her, wondering if he’d ever tried to compel her to do anything. The closest thing she could think of was the night she was first attacked by the mesmer, when he had been trying to calm her down. Maybe he only used his power for good? 
 
    She sighed, brushing aside that thought. He was a spymaster. She didn’t want to admit it, but there were probably some things about her friend that she didn’t want to know because she wouldn’t totally approve of. Then again, she had done some things she didn’t totally approve of either. What was that phrase…necessity is the mother of invention? No, that wasn’t it. Necessity knows no law? That was closer… It was like a lightbulb went off. Necessity was the argument of tyrants, the creed of slaves.  
 
    Now that the thought was there, she was uncomfortable with it. Was she just making excuses for herself? At what point did a hero become a villain? What if for the greater good meant sacrificing the few? She’d had a nurse at one point who was utilitarian and had described her life philosophy, which Jade had thought was a little too black and white at the time.  
 
    Shaking her head to clear it of her philosophical thoughts, she concentrated on the lesson. She respected Stephen enough that she didn’t want to disappoint him, despite her possible misgivings.  
 
    The next two hours passed in a blur, and she was getting quite good at manipulating the shadows around her. Manipulating light the night before had given everyone but Britney, Steven, and Jackson a leg up on the process. Jade tried to help Steven and Jackson catch up as best she could. Ironically, it was rather easy for her to absorb light, since it was the same principle as applied to the energy of plants and the heat she’d taken in.  
 
    She wondered if this might finally solve her need to eat massive amounts of food. Sunlight was an eternal resource, and she was definitely going to experiment with using it to cap off her stores.  
 
    When class ended, Britney turned to the three that had surrounded Jade. She arched a brow as she asked with a coy smile, leaning towards them to flash flesh, “So, who’s walking me home?” Her tone was filled with such confidence it made Jade want to gag. Poor David behind her had looked hopeful when class ended, but his expression fell as soon as he realized she was ignoring his existence. With a frown, he got up and left the room with the rest of the others, and Jade hoped his infatuation really had been killed that quickly. He seemed like a nice guy, if a bit shy. She didn’t want to see Britney tear him to shreds for her own amusement.  
 
    Jade stood up, stretching as she smiled. “I’m going to stop by my workshop, let out the fellacai for a bit.”  
 
    “I’ll come help you!” Lucas jumped to his feet instantly.  
 
    Jackson was just a beat behind him. “I’ve never seen your workshop, so I’d like to tag along too.” 
 
    “Me too!” Steven didn’t even attempt to come up with a different excuse.  
 
    Jade smiled at Britney, who look dumbfounded, with a tiny bit of pity. If she wasn’t so mean and self-absorbed, people would like her better, but she had so much pride and tried to manipulate everyone. She was well aware of her own hypocrisy, her only defense being that she was kind until you crossed her, generally… “Well, I suppose I’ll see you later. Good night, Britney,” she said politely, with the boys echoing her sentiments. They walked to the door as a group, leaving her gaping behind them.  
 
    Stephen nodded to her as they passed, obviously having observed what just happened. “I’ll stop by in a minute as well.” She nodded as they passed outside, hearing him speak to Britney, who was the only one left in the room, “Miss Larkin, I need to close the room. If you would…?”  
 
    Jade had already opened the door to her workshop at that point, ushering the boys in so they wouldn’t see Britney’s sad figure as she was ushered out of the room in her shame. There was no need to heap more humiliation on the girl and make her do the walk of shame past them.  
 
    “Mommy!” She heard the delighted cry of Willow in her mind as she entered, closing the door behind her. She was a little surprised at Willow’s use of the term, but she called them her babies, so maybe they were just picking up on that. She greeted them warmly, feeling their love and affection rush at her through their bond. She’d missed them today, as much as they’d been in the room without her for their own safety.  
 
    She’d keep them with her for as much as she could tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five – Mirrors 
 
    Jade had let the caged fellacai out to fly around and be fed again by Lucas, Jackson, and Steven when a quiet knock came at the door which opened a moment later to reveal Stephen. She smiled and gestured for him to come in, not having left her spot beside her metal working table where she was attempting to craft herself a signet ring. It was something of no importance to the hunt, but rather a note of pure pleasure and leisure as she attempted to unwind.  
 
    Manipulating the darkness had bothered her more than she let on, and the three boys who’d entered with her had said nothing when she lit up several sheets of glass and placed them strategically around the room to provide light. As much as she desired to be well-rounded and able to use all of her magic equally, she knew she might always hesitate to use the darkness. It scared her instinctually in a way she couldn’t logically explain as anything other than a byproduct of mesmer attacks.  
 
    Stephen rounded the corner of her worktable, stopping next to her as he admired the tiny ring she was carving with such attention to detail. She noticed him glance at the other boys, making sure they were far enough and engrossed in the fellacai, though she noted they were still keeping tabs on her almost warily. His low tenor voice could barely even qualify as a whisper, but with her keen hearing, it was still clear to her. “Jade, I wanted to say sorry about earlier. I should have warned you Brad was coming, but it slipped my mind. He’s–” 
 
    She cut him off, shaking her head. “It’s fine. I understand. It surprised me, and I’m more than a little trigger happy right now because of everything that’s happened. I would appreciate future warning about things like this, though.” It had taken her a bit to get herself under control and in perspective, but she had eventually calmed down. 
 
    He nodded, pausing for a moment as if reluctant, then went on, “I can do that. I was also wondering if you could explain what you said earlier about Brad using spatial magic. What did you see?” 
 
    Jade set the ring down for a moment, studying him intently. “The reason you’re able to travel through the shadows is because you’ve grasped the tiniest thread of spatial magic. I’m not sure if it’s something that can be learned or if the potential has to already be there, but spatial magic is one of your untapped affinities.”  
 
    He raised a brow, and she realized she’d never told him she could see the colors of magic. Who had she told, other than the royal family? Had she explained to Count Ammon and the guards? She’d told the light class last night too, so he should know that she had the ability, or else how would he have been told to let in the entire intermediate light class? Then again, hearing it second hand and hearing it from her were two entirely different things.  
 
    Still, he had caught onto the pertinent phrase in her explanation. “One of?”  
 
    She nodded. “One of. You use dark magic and wind magic quite regularly, given your aura,” she paused, staring at him as she raised her brow, “and then there’s the other magic that you practice.” She noticed his eyes flicking quickly over to the three boys, a note of relief on his face that she hadn’t named the magic aloud. She continued, “But you also have spatial, light, lightning, and illusion magic that are untapped. Aside from myself, you’ve got the most diverse natural affinities of anyone I’ve seen yet.”  
 
    He seemed to be considering her words carefully, parsing over what she both had and hadn’t said aloud. Before he could say anything, she stared him down as she questioned, “Have you ever used it on me?” 
 
    The fact that he wouldn’t meet her eyes after that question was all the answer she needed. He spoke softly, his tone that of justification, “Look, Jade, I–” 
 
    She held up a hand, stopping him. “No, I’m not looking for you to explain yourself, not to me.” Hadn’t she compelled someone against their will earlier tonight? She had no right to judge him. He cared for her and he’d been there for her. She wasn’t going to hold it against him. Granted, it probably wouldn’t work even if he tried at this point because of her high mental resistance.  
 
    Frowning, she realized she’d forgotten something. “Stephen…do you know who Derrick and Marcelle have chosen to go with me on the hunt?”  
 
    He looked confused by the abrupt switch of her questioning, but shook his head. “No, I don’t have the list yet. Why?”  
 
    She paused, then said bluntly, “I don’t want anyone with less than an intermediate in mental resistance going, but the higher the better. I’d prefer if I didn’t have to defend myself against my group if they’re hypnotized.” She paused, then continued, “I would also like a second healer to go with me as a precaution. I can’t completely heal myself anymore, so if I’m hurt…” Her voice trailed off pensively.  
 
    Stephen was nodding. “I’ll mention it to Marcelle.”  
 
    Thinking of something, Jade shook her head. “Actually, I have a better idea. I can’t go running all over because of time constraints, but I can at least give them access to talk to me when needed.” Stephen looked confused as she quickly moved over to a different work table; the one where she’d left a stack of mirrors. He followed to see what she was doing as the other boys drifted over to watch as well. 
 
    Concentrating, she connected the top two mirrors together. She set one to the right, keeping the left one as she picked up the next mirror. Connect, set aside, connect, set aside. She was on her seventh mirror when her fingers began to tremble and she almost dropped the mirror. Jackson was the one who rescued it from her fingers, setting it down as he said, “You’ve exhausted your magic. You need to take a break.”  
 
     Lucas, Steven, and Stephen seemed to be staring in awe at the mirrors. Jade allowed Jackson to lead her over to her sitting area while he rummaged in her coolbox for food. “Did you just enchant seven mirrors to connect to one?” Lucas’s voice was filled with awe.  
 
    She nodded, smiling wanly at them as she said to Stephen, “Yes, I did. Stephen, if you can take one to Marcelle, one to King Derrick, you can keep one, give Eric one, we should put one on my workshop door so people can contact me there…” She was mumbling, trying to figure out who she should give the mirrors to. She was going to add more connections once she’d eaten what Jackson had handed her. She wasn’t at her limit yet; it was just that she’d already done seven. She’d be able to add more once her pool was full again.  
 
    By her calculations, with the energy it took doubling with each added mirror, it was equivalent to one hundred twenty-seven units of power. She winced. The next mirror would take one hundred twenty-eight units of power. Granted, she’d used some on her signet ring earlier, so she should be able to do it, but it seemed eight was going to be her limit for the moment. “Jade, are you okay?” Lucas had obviously noticed her wince. 
 
    She sighed, shaking her head as she swallowed. “I’m fine, just realized that one more mirror is probably my limit, since the power consumption will be equal to slightly more than the last seven combined.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to just create a second set of mirrors then?” Jackson queried curiously. 
 
    She turned to stare at him as he flushed uncomfortably under her scrutiny. Finally, she laughed. “Why yes, it would! Thank you for helping me see past my own stubbornness and pride.” Really, that’s what it was. She’d been told five was the limit, so she wanted to see how far she could go. Her hubris had made her forget that she wasn’t trying to prove anything, she was trying to set up lines of communication. 
 
    She went through the process of eating and enchanting a set of mirrors four more times, ending up with five sets for a total of thirty-five. Still, she did one last round where she set up one other mirror from each set to contact one from the four others. She noted which these were to Stephen. “These should go to five people who need to be able to contact each other as well. I’ll leave that up for you to decide.”  
 
    Taking nineteen normal ones and placing them aside, she expounded, “I assume you’ll keep one of the five. These nineteen I’d like to go to each of the rest of my teachers.” She put one down and said, “This will be for my door.” The next one she put down as she said, “This will go to The Green Dragon.” She put the five connected ones together. “Stephen, Derrick, Marcelle, Ammon, and whoever else you think needs it.”  
 
    That left her with nine left over. She shrugged and said, “Okay, these nine are what I guess is fair game. Wait, no, eight. Camille needs one or she’ll kill me. Oh, Mike needs one too. I’ve got Scylla covered under my teachers… Who else do I need to give one? If you have more, I think Ashanna, Victor, Will, and Tisha would probably want them too.”  
 
    “So do I.” Only she heard Lucas’s quiet mutter under his breath.  
 
    She shrugged, then said, “I’ll let you decide on these seven then. Lucas would like one if you’ve got an extra.”  
 
    “How?” Lucas’s voice was nearly strangled as Stephen turned to consider him thoughtfully. 
 
    Jade smiled and shrugged. “I have good hearing.” Lucas turned bright red and she laughed softly, the others chuckling as well. Jade tucked her five main mirrors and the one for The Green Dragon into one of the velvet pouches that had been made for the mirrors and had been at the bottom of the stack she’d gotten. She’d feel better when she had a bag of holding and could carry them with her without fear of breaking them. Hopefully she’d make some progress into that tomorrow.  
 
    She let out a startled laugh when Jackson absently poked her stomach and she twitched away, clutching her sides so he couldn’t tickle her anymore. “What was that for!?” Jade asked while defending her sides against further intrusion. 
 
    Jackson shook his head, staring incredulously at her. “I want to know where the food went. You just ate more than most people eat in a week and your stomach is still flat and you’re not throwing up. It makes no sense.”  
 
    Jade shrugged. “If it was still light out, I probably wouldn’t have had to eat that much.” 
 
    “What does light have to do with anything?” Lucas asked incredulously.  
 
    “She intends to drain energy from the sunlight, I think,” Stephen responded drolly.  
 
    “You can do that?” Steven asked curiously. He was looking back and forth between her and Stephen in amazement.  
 
    Stephen shrugged. “I’ve only ever drained man-made and magical light before, but in theory, yes, it should be possible. I’ve never tried to use it to recharge my energy, just to escape the light.”  
 
    The others nodded thoughtfully, and Jade shrugged. “I’m going to try it tomorrow. I figure if I don’t have to carry an army’s worth of food with me into the forest, that’d probably be a good thing.” Granted, she could drain the trees, but they’d lived so long, and she kinda felt that would be sacrilege to fell the mighty behemoths she saw outside the walls. 
 
    Standing up, she brushed herself off. “Well, I think it’s time to go back and get some sleep. Lots to do tomorrow!” She walked over to her metal table, picking up her half finished signet ring. She’d maybe try and finish it before she went to bed. Slipping it into her pocket, she looked at the swarm of fellacai still flitting around her room freely.  
 
    “Into the cage, everyone. You know the drill.” Her voice rang out calmly, and she could almost hear the groans of children forced into bedtime echoing in her head. Still, though reluctant, they flew past her and into the open cage, which she closed behind the last one while the others still watched on in awe. She hadn’t even had to use compulsion to get them in.  
 
    She frowned as she realized that no one would let them out while she was gone because they couldn’t control them. Maybe Stephen could, but would he take that chance? Stephen was gathering up the mirrors to be handed out as she took the fellacai next door again, leaving them in the contractual classroom with a promise to come back tomorrow. 
 
    Her own babies were fluttering around the four men, herding them out the door of her workshop as she laughed at their antics. “I get it, Ramoth, I get it. I’m going!” she heard Lucas mutter as Ramoth perched on his head, fluttering around a bit before returning as she urged him on. It was no surprise to her that Lilith was doing the same to Stephen. When everyone, both human and fellacai, were all out of her workshop, she locked it up behind them.  
 
    The trip to leave campus was uneventful, save for the astonished delight of the boys when she lit her babies up with glowing sparkles to play in the night as was becoming her custom. Stephen and Lucas were the first to say goodbye, heading towards their own lodgings since she had Jackson and Steven who were going to The Green Dragon with her.  
 
    When they arrived, Kaylee and Jessica made their usual fuss over her, saying they’d stocked her room. They were delighted when she handed over the mirror she’d designated as belonging to The Green Dragon;  really it was for them, Raphael if he needed it, and anyone else who was nice enough to the girls that they deigned to let use it.  
 
    After washing up and getting ready to sleep, she bid her babies goodnight as she went through her siphoning options for the day. Today was not going to be the day she skipped in order to get a full night’s sleep, not with Kevin’s surgery tomorrow. She needed all the boost she could get.  
 
    Marking her choices a little earlier than normal, her body spasmed in pain before she blacked out for the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Six – Secrets 
 
    Day Nine 
 
      
 
    The first rays of dawn caressed her face, drawing her from sleep. She’d woken up hours ago to eat some more and then promptly decided to get some real, hopefully restful, sleep. It had worked to some extent. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t siphoned all that many people yesterday. Sure, she’d still made a lot of choices, but most of them had been fellacai. Only twenty-six had been humans, showing that she’d managed to touch a lot fewer people yesterday. 
 
    Stretching, she got up and grabbed her things, smiling peacefully at her babies still sleeping in their tree as she made her way to the bathroom. As nice as it was to instantly clean herself, she still loved the relaxing feeling of just floating in the tub.  
 
    Once she was settled in the soothing water, she looked at her mental feed of dots. To her surprise, there was a new color there this morning: green. Curious as to what this new color would bring, she pulled it up quickly.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Because you have acquired a basic understanding of Blood Magic, Dark Magic, Earth Magic, Fire Magic, Light Magic, Lightning Magic, Metal Magic, Nature Magic, Water Magic, and Wind Magic, your skills have combined. You will forevermore be known as an Elementalist. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was odd. What was considered a basic understanding? Four of them had been approaching advanced, but dark and lightning had still been beginner until yesterday… She wondered if that was the catalyst. All ten of those had finally passed the beginner level into intermediate. She supposed that would be a mark of basic understanding, passing the beginner mark.  
 
    Absently, she wondered. If these ten elements were combined…were there other things that could be combined if she collected all the appropriate skills and leveled them to intermediate? But how would she know? There were ten other magics she knew of, so she figured that might be a possibility. However, that didn’t account for the other colored magics that she hadn’t figured out what were. What else could be one? She had several resistance skills, several weapons skills, a couple deceit skills, a ton of movement skills…  
 
    Deciding just to pull it up so she could count things, she focused on her profile and skill list.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jade Winward 
  Age: 18 
  Strength: 18.37 
  Dexterity: 18.84 
  Constitution: 18.73 
  Intelligence: 21.42 
  Magic: 19.55 
  Charisma: 18.01 
  Luck: 17.76 
    
  Special Abilities: Adaptable, Keen Senses, Siphon² 
  Skills: Accessorycraft, Acrobatics, Appraisal, Archery, Athletics, Bluff, Cold Resistance, Climbing, Compulsion Magic, Contractual Magic, Danger Sense, Death Magic, Deception, Diplomacy, Dodge, Eating, Elementalist, Engineering, Flight, Glasscraft, Gravity Magic, Haggle, Healing Magic, Heat Resistance, Herbology, Hypnotize, Illusion Magic, Information Gathering, Insight, Intimidate, Life Magic, Light Armor, Magic Resistance, Mana Sense, Mathematics, Mental Fortitude, Modeling, Navigation, Pain Tolerance, Perception, Perseverance, Persuasion, Poison Resistance, Resilient, Riding, Running, Sense Motive, Shock Resistance, Singing, Sleight of Hand, Small Blades, Spatial Magic, Speed Reading, Stealth, Stun Resistance, Summoning Magic, Swimming, Tailoring, Tracking, Unarmed Combat, Walking, Writing  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Accessorycraft 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  49% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  5% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  78% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archery 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  89% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Advanced 1 
  
      	  16% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  58% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Climbing 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cold Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  77% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Compulsion Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  2% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Contractual Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 6 
  
      	  96% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Danger Sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  37% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Death Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  24% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deception 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  78% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eating 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  74% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Elementalist 
  
      	  Advanced 7 
  
      	  89% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Engineering 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  1% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flight 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  69% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glasscraft 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  53% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gravity Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  22% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Magic 
  
      	  Advanced 2 
  
      	  47% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heat Resistance 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Herbology 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	  8% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hypnotize 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  71% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illusion Magic 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  67% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Information Gathering 
  
      	  Advanced 3 
  
      	  76% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insight 
  
      	  Advanced 2 
  
      	  23% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  34% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  73% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  38% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic Resistance 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  39% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mathematics 
  
      	  Beginner 10 
  
      	  9% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Fortitude 
  
      	  Advanced 3 
  
      	  81% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Modeling 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  31% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Navigation 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
      	  89% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pain Tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  63% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  Advanced 1 
  
      	  65% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perseverance 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  43% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  94% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Poison Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  63% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resilient 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  62% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Riding 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  81% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Running 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  79% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sense Motive 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
      	  43% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shock Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 9 
  
      	  34% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  18% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight of Hand 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Blades 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  62% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spatial Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  68% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed Reading 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
      	  85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
      	  37% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stun Resistance 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning Magic 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  80% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Swimming 
  
      	  Beginner 2 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tailoring 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  99% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  21% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Walking 
  
      	  Intermediate 10 
  
      	  39% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She frowned. She supposed she didn’t have as many movement skills as she thought: only flight, riding, running, swimming, and walking. She was pretty happy with her skills though. Athletics, healing magic, insight, mental fortitude, and perception had all made the jump to advanced. Still, Elementalist now took the cake at advanced level seven. If she had to guess, she figured that all the experience from the ten elements that she’d accumulated had been combined into one. That was hopefully helpful, though she didn’t know exactly what the consequences would be at this point.  
 
    She was happy that a few other things had made the jump from beginner to intermediate: accessorycraft, flight, hypnotise, illusion magic, magic resistance, resilient, running, and unarmed combat. Then there were her three new skills: climbing, shock resistance, and stun resistance. She stopped for a moment, pondering. Was her ability to heal herself reduced because of her rising magic resistance? It probably wasn’t the whole story, but it could explain it at least partially. She supposed that might be a double edged sword if it was true.  
 
    Frowning slightly, she stood up, controlling the water and wind to dry herself before she got dressed. She was happily surprised by how much easier the elements bent to her control now. It even seemed to cause slightly less of a drain on her. She didn’t know if it was because they’d been combined or if it was that the combination had boosted them to advanced, but she didn’t care. She was just happy she had improved!  
 
    Her stats hadn’t gone up as much, between half and a full point each. It proved her theory that while she might be able to siphon more fellacai, their actual stats were much lower. The skills were great though, and she’d seen that nine of them were even at advanced, so she didn’t care. Siphoning advanced magic meant way more to her than stats at this point, especially since her body didn’t seem to have changed as much, so she didn’t feel the same need to test her limits as she had yesterday.  
 
    Going back to her room, her voice was slightly haunting as she sang in a minor key, “Oh girls, we’re gonna have fun, oooh, girls, we’re gonna have fun. That’s all we really waaaaant…some fuuuuuuun. When the siphoning is done, this giiirl just wants to have fun.” Her babies had perked up at her voice as she entered her room and she sighed happily. She couldn’t listen to Chase’s beautiful vocals anymore, but she’d remember his minor key renditions happily. It always made everything sound so eerily beautiful when you took those bright happy songs and transposed them. It matched her happy yet melancholic mood perfectly at the moment.  
 
    There was a knock at the door and she heard Jessica’s voice as she called out carefully, “Jade, can we come in?”  
 
    She smiled, cheering up as she called back, “Of course, the door’s unlocked!” She was sitting on her bed, absently checking her bonsai cherry tree as the door opened and Jessica and Kaylee came in laden with way more food than even she normally ate. It was early, too. She looked it over, confused. 
 
    “We thought maybe we could eat with you in here, since it’s still early and we heard you singing.” Jade winced a bit. She hadn’t thought she was being loud, but she supposed in the silence of the morning, it would have been fairly obvious. How much had they heard? 
 
    Still, she smiled as Kaylee shut the door behind them. “I’d love that.” The girls busied themselves setting the food up, and Jade smiled, walking over after making sure that there was food for her babies before started to eat with the girls. After about a minute of them eating silently with Jessica and Kaylee shooting looks at each other, Jade finally sighed and put down her food, saying sternly, “Okay, whatever you’re wanting to say, just spit it out. You know I don’t bite.” 
 
    They exchanged glances again before Kaylee looked at her and asked in an almost inaudible voice, “Is there something about your ability you didn’t tell us?”  
 
    Jade went still. What on earth had brought this about? Sure, she’d mentioned siphoning in her song, but how would they have drawn the connection between that and her ability? She studied the two girls, who were also staring at her nervously. Finally, she smiled calmly and asked almost indifferently, trying for nonchalance, “What makes you think that?”  
 
    They looked nervous, and Kaylee seemed hesitant to go on, so Jessica took over. “The day you first got here, we both started feeling a little off after you left. It didn’t last long, but Doctor Mike told us you passed out. Now every night when you go to sleep, you pass out like you’re dead and your body goes through all kinds of changes. I’ve been checking up on you since you almost died.” She looked a little nervous at the admission, but Jade couldn’t blame her.  
 
    She took a deep breath to continue, but Kaylee put a hand on her arm, stalling her as she cut in, “Last night you went to bed and passed out, and we started feeling a little off again. We checked our profiles, but nothing seemed out of place that we could tell. Even Raphael said he felt a bit funny, but when I woke up this morning, my dexterity had gone up a point. There’s no reason that should have happened, unless there was something else going on…” They were both looking at her expectantly.  
 
    Well, the cat’s out of the bag at last, she thought absently to herself, trying to come up with an explanation they would accept. Finally, she sighed. If she couldn’t trust these girls, who were watching over and constantly taking care of her, then who could she trust? Absently, she created a wall of wind around them so that no sound would escape.  
 
    She looked at one and then the other for a moment before she finally stared down at the food and admitted, “You’re right, I wasn’t totally honest about my special ability. I’m sorry. It’s not accelerated learning. It’s something called Siphon. I can temporarily take one percent of a single stat and skill from anyone I’ve touched that day. From my calculations, it takes about five hours for me to siphon completely, at which point you should be back to normal. I don’t know how long it takes after that, but my ability also boosts whoever I siphoned by another half a percent so that their stat and skill goes up too. It’s not much, but it adds up.”  
 
    The girls had both gasped at her admission, staring at her with wide eyes when she finally peeked up at them from beneath her bangs. Jessica was gripping the table like it was the only thing keeping her up. Kaylee was creating wrinkles in her uniform as she clutched the clothes at her waist.  
 
    Finally, Jessica’s strained voice softly filled the air, “So you’re telling me you can do this siphoning on anyone you touch whenever you want?”  
 
    Jade shook her head adamantly. “No, not quite. I have to make skin to skin contact, and I can only do it once a week per person.”  
 
    “Only.” Jessica’s voice was weak and overwhelmed.  
 
    Jade stared back down at her hands, saying softly, “I’m sorry for not telling you and for doing it without your permission. I thought there wasn’t any real harm since I was mostly doing it while people were asleep and they’d get stronger as a result.” She didn’t add that she hadn’t been totally sure of that when she’d experimented on them. She wasn’t about to say it either, ever. That was one secret she’d be fine taking to her grave.  
 
    She felt Jessica’s hand on her arm, glancing up at the girl. Jessica was smiling softly at her, shaking her head. “It’s okay. I understand. You were in a strange new world just trying to survive. Besides, if it means my stats can go up, I’m all for it!” She laughed, shaking her head. “I mean, I doubt it’d be anything as drastic as your changes, obviously, but you don’t have any idea how hard it is to raise them naturally! Just imagine, in something like fifteen weeks, you could gain a whole point in something!” She paused, obviously thinking something over as quickly as she could.  
 
    Finally, her awed voice asked softly, “Can you raise any of the stats?” 
 
    Jade paused, trying to figure out where she was going with this, before she nodded. “I can choose any one stat.”  
 
    Jessica’s voice was jubilant as she asked, “So…you’re telling me you could raise my magic stat?”  
 
    Kaylee gasped sharply, looking at Jade in hopeful expectation. Jade smiled at the girls in front of her, doing some mental math of her own. If their stat was under four like most people, it could take as many as fifty weeks to raise it a single point. Still, it was an exponential equation. The girls were either fourteen or fifteen, she wasn’t quite sure. Entry to Dracona was at eighteen. So that left three to four years. If she siphoned their magic every week for that time… She realized that in that time, she could take someone from around a four in magic to over a ten. Plus, she figured if they practiced it too, it would speed up the process as they grew magically. The calculations sped through her brain, and she realized for the first time how easy it was for her. That twenty in intelligence wasn’t totally for show after all.  
 
    Despite feeling like her calculations had taken a bit, only a few seconds had passed when she answered, “Depending on what your score is, I think I can get your magic up to almost a ten in a few years if I focused on that every week.” If I’m still around that long… She tried to dismiss the thought that had come after, choosing instead to focus on their hopeful faces.  
 
    Kaylee squealed with excitement, “Mages! Us! Can you imagine?” She stared at her food dreamily, obviously already thinking of the possibilities.  
 
    It was Jessica who brought her back to earth. “You shouldn’t do that. From what you told us, you get more if you take the higher stats.” 
 
    Jade smiled at her softly. “Yes, and so do you, but you’re my friends. I honestly don’t care what I take from you. There are so many people I can siphon for whatever I want. You’re my friends, and I’d be happy to do what you want the most.” She paused, then looked at her food as she asked in a whisper, “Still, can I ask you not to tell anyone else? I’m afraid…if people knew how my ability worked in truth that something bad may happen…”  
 
    She still had the scenario in her mind of someone kidnapping her and trapping her in a dungeon, forcing her to use her powers on them. It was unlikely, since she could probably overpower anyone who tried something that stupid, but when she was passed out, she was extremely vulnerable. She’d had no idea Jessica had been checking on her at night.  
 
    She wasn’t going to be able to siphon much when she left. She couldn’t leave herself passed out at the mercy of the world when she was in monster territory. That meant she could only siphon in small doses so she dealt with the pain of the changes while still coherent.  
 
    Yes, some secrets were meant to be kept. Just because she didn’t know if she had enemies didn’t mean that she wouldn’t do all she could to protect herself. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven – Replay 
 
    Kaylee was frowning slightly. She shook her head, muttering, “We won’t tell anyone. Sometimes I wonder just what kind of world you came from, to make you so distrustful of people…”  
 
    Jade sighed. “It wasn’t what I experienced so much as what I read. My life was…” She paused, considering something. Standing up, she took note of where everything was in the room. She pulled up a mental picture, then released her magic, letting go of her wind wall and raising her illusion. The room was filled with the soft beeps of monitors hooked up to a stark bed in the middle, where a skeletal form was hooked up to far too many tubes. Jade stared at the image of her past self and said softly, “This was my life.”  
 
    Jessica and Kaylee had both jumped, freaking out a little at the sudden illusions and noise before they looked where she was staring at the limp form of her past self. Dawning horror crossed their faces. Kaylee kept looking back and forth between Jade now and Jade then before she asked in disbelief, “That was…you?” 
 
    Jade nodded, staring at her Ghost of Christmas Past. Now that the girls had gotten a good look, she let the image fade, leaving the room normal without her magic once more. The hum and beeps of the monitors disappeared, leaving a heavy silence behind. She hadn’t thought about it much, but now that she could create illusions, she could bring to life her thoughts, her memories…  
 
    Both girls jumped when she made a screen appear on a wall, replaying one of her favorite YouTube videos she’d watched over and over again. Peter’s voice rang out as his cover of Misty Mountain filled the room. There were a few parts that were fuzzier, but for a good four minutes, she stared at the video from her mind as the girls next to her did the same. When it ended, she let it fade, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “Jade, are you okay?” Jessica’s voice was quiet, and Jade could tell she wanted to ask about what they’d just seen, but having turned to see Jade crying had forestalled that. 
 
    Sniffling, she reached up and wiped her tears away, giving Jessica a watery smile. “I’m fine. I just thought I’d given up certain things forever. Realizing that I can recreate them now…” Her voice trailed off as the possibilities filled her mind. Could she make these permanent? Could she create her own version of a replay dvd player? This would also make prototyping easier because she could just create the image and let someone else do the work.  
 
    She sat down, staring down at the uneaten food. She poked it absently, realizing it was cold. She held her hand over it, releasing heat. She wasn’t sure if it was a mixture of light or fire, but within a few seconds her food was back to its heated state. She did the same for the other girls and motioned to the uneaten food. “Come on, we should eat before it gets cold again.”  
 
    Jade started digging into her food, ignoring the worried and curious looks the girls were sending her until they started eating again. Jade absently used water magic to clean her face, healing her eyes and cheeks of their redness again. There was no point in leaving evidence that she had been crying to make people ask questions.  
 
    When she finished, she brushed at her clothes, flicking off invisible crumbs. She smiled at the two girls as she inquired, “Well then. I was planning on heading to that square with the portals this morning to study them. Can you tell me how to get there?” 
 
    Jessica looked surprised. “You want to go to Taistill square?”  
 
    Jade shrugged. “If that’s what it’s called, then yes.”  
 
    Looking thoughtful, they nodded and proceeded to give her detailed directions on how to get there. It was across the river, so she needed to be sure to use one of the bridges according to them. She listened attentively, nodding to show her grasp of the information. It was a part of town she’d never been to before.  
 
    Excited for the new adventure, she thanked the girls, helping them clean up before they ran down to the kitchen, needing to get ready for the rest of the now rousing students. It was still quite early. Jade plaited a crown braid across her head again like a headband. She liked that it looked pretty but kept her hair out of her face while still giving her babies a place to land. As much as she didn’t like being up early in the morning, she was slowly transitioning to less sleep and sunrises. Weird. 
 
    Once she was ready for the day and had her bag packed, she did a short mockingjay whistle as she encouraged her babies to come land. With what she had planned, they needed to stick close today. They did so obligingly, clinging to her hair in a butterfly crown again. She smiled as she walked down the stairs with a bounce in her step.  
 
    “Bye, Raphael!” She waved to him as he was talking to the girls. There were a couple bleary eyed students seated around different tables, and she waved merrily at them as she practically skipped out the door. Once outside, she quickly stopped in an alleyway. Yesterday had taught her that as she looked right now, no one would let her get close enough to touch them. 
 
    Thankfully, she had a solution. 
 
    She concentrated on her appearance, imagining her hair a more nondescript, dull brown. Her eyes also became a dark brown, her skin darkened and her whole body appeared just a little chubbier. Her hair seemed to lose its braided and butterfly crown, becoming flat against her head. Her clothes even got the treatment as she dulled the colors, adding wear and tear and disguising the fine embroidery. Happy, she felt the illusion settle on her like a second skin, a tiny constant drain on her mana.  
 
    Looking like any other normal person, she stepped out of the alley, moving through the early morning streets. She managed to casually brush against people as she moved in the right direction, especially as the time went on and more people started going about their day. She was right! Being nondescript and blending was the way to move about town, despite the magic expenditure.  
 
    She let out a small gasp of surprise and delight when she turned a corner and the river came into view. It was bigger than the girls had led her to believe; she had expected something the size of a street, but no, if she had to guess, it was thirty meters wide and rather deep. The bridge was made of beautiful stone, but it was packed with people. She frowned, glancing at her pocket watch.  
 
    If she waited to cross the bridge with everyone else, she might not make it to the portal before eight. Sure, there were enough people there that she would…probably only touch the few around her, since people didn’t like you cutting in line. Surreptitiously, she moved to the side of the bridge, looking down at the water.  
 
    The bridge was suspended high above the flowing waters and nobody was paying her any attention. She concentrated, lowering her gravity before she slipped over the side and under the bridge. She was regulating it closely, then smiled as she held her arms straight like Iron Man and used streams of wind from her palms to control where she was going. She made sure they were very light streams at first, not wanting to send herself head first into the bridge.  
 
    Grinning like a maniac, she flew just under the bridge where no one could see her. She giggled softly, looking at her vague reflection on the running water. She was tempted to go down and touch it, but she restrained herself since she was trying not to draw attention to herself. When she got to the other side, she peeked around before coming up and lowering her gravity as she strode nonchalantly into the crowd once more. Everyone was so engrossed in their own errands that no one seemed to have noticed her antics.  
 
    She followed the crowd, since most of them seemed to be going in the direction she wanted. There were a few men in particular who still had telltale traces of rock dust about their figures, even though they’d obviously tried to clean most of it off. There were just tiny traces about their bags, especially at the seams, that her enhanced vision could pick out. Their gruff, no-nonsense way of talking seemed like the opposite of the girl their demeanor brought to mind; she figured Evanna was right to escape from the mountain city if these men were any judge of the atmosphere there.  
 
    Soon enough, she came upon Taistill Square in surprise. There was a five foot wall around the center of the square, cordoning it off from the sides. In the middle were three large stone arches that would easily accommodate five people walking through side by side or even a large pack animal, of which she saw a few. There was one section of the square that seemed to be set aside specifically for them. 
 
    She studied the beasts, trying to make sense of what they were. They looked like some mad cross between a horse and a buffalo with an elk’s horns. They looked listless, standing quietly where they were told to. She would have called them living dead, for all the movement and life they showed. Shuddering, she looked away. To this world, they were dangerous beasts to be brought to heel, and there was no PETA to protest their treatment.  
 
    There was a large number of guards at each of the entrances to the enclosure, collecting money as they allowed people to enter and mill around. She frowned. She didn’t want to pay since she wouldn’t be using the gate; she just wanted to study it… She could see two men in wizardish robes like she’d seen Count Aiden wearing the other night.  
 
    “Five leaves.” The guard in front of her was holding his hand out expectantly. She glanced at him, surprised to find herself at the front of the line she’d been shuffling in.  
 
    She shifted on her feet and he looked at her impatiently. “I’m actually not here to use the gate. I’m here to see Dukes Liam and Donnelly.”  
 
    He frowned at her. “You? Talk to the dukes? Nice try. If you’re not going to pay, move along.” She heard agreeing grumbles from behind her.  
 
    She sighed. “No really, I need to talk to them. I’ve got a message for them.” 
 
    He growled, “Give it to me and I’ll make sure they get it.”  
 
    She shook her head adamantly. “No, I have to deliver it in person.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” One of the guards in fancier gear had come over to see what was causing the holdup.  
 
    The guard asking for payment indicated her. “This waif says she’s got a message for the dukes and wants me to let her through without paying to deliver it personally.”  
 
    The head guard frowned, looking at her. “Who sent you?”  
 
    She blurted out the first name that came to mind, “Viscount Stephen Kane.”  
 
    He frowned at her, then nodded. “Come with me.” She moved forward under the suspicious eyes of the first guard, only to have the captain take a firm grip on her arm and pull her through the crowd towards the two Dukes. He was obviously not taking any chances that she would slip away. They arrived before the two dukes and Jade had no time before the guard said gruffly, “Duke Liam, Duke Donnelly, this girl says she has a message for you from Viscount Kane.”  
 
    She studied the two men in front of her even as they studied her in return. Duke Liam was the first man on the left, according to how the guard had addressed them. He looked to be in his early forties; it was hard to tell because there were few signs of aging and he could pass for twenty five if not for how he held himself. There was pride screaming from every inch of his posture. His lush dark brown hair was combed back perfectly, and his intricately embroidered dark blue robe lay over equally fancy black pants and a light blue shirt.  
 
    Duke Donnelly similarly held himself as a man of power. He looked like he may be a bit younger, though it was still hard to tell. He had laugh lines at the corner of his eyes and a mischievous twinkle to his light green gaze. His coloring was, in fact, very close to her own. His robe was a deep green that complemented his eyes, and he wore black pants and a gray shirt that seemed perfectly in place.  
 
    She was about to open her mouth when Donnelly held up his hand. “Before you give us your message, why don’t you drop your illusion?”  
 
    “Illusion?” The captain’s free hand slid to his sword as the hand grabbing her arm tightened harshly.  
 
    She winced, turning to glare at him. “Would you stop mauling my arm? I’m no threat to them.” Turning to Duke Donnelly, she pressed her question as she yanked her hand out of the surprised Captain’s hand, “How did you know I was using an illusion, anyway? No one else seemed to notice.”  
 
    He smiled mysteriously. “Why don’t you tell me who you are first?”  
 
    She sighed, letting her illusion drop as the three of them stared wide eyed at her beauty that she’d dimmed so much. “My name is Jade Winward. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She smiled brilliantly at them, then asked plaintively, “Now, can you please tell me how you saw through my illusion?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight – Perception 
 
    “Jade?” Both dukes were staring at her in surprise after her sudden change and introduction. Donnelly was the first to recover as he probed slightly further, “As in, Lady Jade, the new traveler?”  
 
    Grinning, she nodded. “That’s me, and sorry, I don’t actually have a message, I just wanted to study the gates.” The captain behind her harrumphed and she flashed him a brilliant smile, which caused him to subside and finally release her arm, which she absently healed. What was with guards and bruising her? She didn’t hold it against him as much because she honestly had been sneaking in here with the intention not to pay. He was pretty justified in his actions.  
 
    Putting that aside, she asked with her most innocent face, “So, can you tell me how you knew now?” 
 
    Duke Liam laughed softly. “Well, you’re not quite what I was expecting from the traveler.” She gave him a shrug and a look that conveyed that it wasn’t the first time she’d heard that.  
 
    Thankfully, Duke Donnelly finally answered with his renewed twinkling smile. “A combination of a few things allowed me to figure it out. Very high perception, my own ability to use illusion magic, and the wards I’ve enchanted to let me know when magic is in use, block scrying, and to see through deception.”  
 
    Jade stared at him for a second, then her grin got even wider. “That. Is. Awesome!” She clapped her hands together in a prayer position as she beamed at him. “Can you teach me how to do that?”  
 
    “You can’t really teach perception, and it looks like you’ve already got illusion magic down…” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “No, no! I want to learn how to ward things. Are you the spatial magic teacher?” She was looking at him expectantly.  
 
    Duke Liam shook his head. “We technically both are. We trade off whose year it is, though no one has ever actually taken us up on it.”  
 
    Jade looked thoughtful as she thought aloud, “Well, there are two other people who have the potential to learn it that I know of…” 
 
    “WHAT!?” Duke Donnelly wasn’t able to contain his outcry of shock at her statement. Duke Liam was looking at her like she’d sprouted another head as well.  
 
    She shrugged. “Viscount Stephen Kane and his assistant Brady both have a tiny, mostly untapped understanding of spatial magic that they use to travel through the shadows. I’m assuming anyone else who can do that does as well. I don’t know if that adds more than those two.” 
 
    They were exchanging glances again and Duke Liam asked carefully, “How exactly do you know that?”  
 
    She shrugged nonchalantly. “I have an ability called mana sense, which basically lets me see all the colors of magic, both as an aura and as they’re in use. I’ve figured out what all the known colors are as of this point.” They both looked astonished, and she turned to look at the Captain, who was also staring at her with shock and awe. She muttered softly, “Speaking of which…”  
 
    She looked at her future teachers as she activated mana sense, her eyes seeming to take on a tiny inner glow. The bright purple of spatial magic shone predominantly on both of them, and as he’d said, Donnelly also had a healthy dose of the lavender which indicated illusion as well as the light blue of wind and white light. His black dark, light green spiritual, and even the teal of gravity were untapped. He was the first person she’d seen the color of gravity on besides herself though. Liam also had the blue of water, white of light, light pink contractual, the orange of life, and hadn’t tapped into the dark red blood magic or the deep violet of compulsion.  
 
    Turning to survey the crowd of people being held back by guards, she glossed over the three colors of the captain and looked out over the masses. She could see various colors represented, but nothing incredibly impressive…until she got to a shifting conglomeration of colors that she recognized.  
 
    Her eyes filled with anger, and she reached out with wind, cutting him off from the people he was talking to and creating a bubble of wind walls around him before she lifted him in the air and yanked him over to them. There were a few panicked screams as he flew above them before dropping to the ground in front of her. “What are you doing?” She heard the captain’s angry yell as she reached forward through her wind wall, touching the arm of the person and sending a burst of healing energy to explore the body in front of her even as she mentally clicked on the blue dot that came up. 
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    She immediately made her choices, turning to the glaring captain as she asked bluntly, “Captain, would you like to question this thing before you kill it, or should I kill it now?”  
 
    It was Duke Liam who caught onto her phrasing first. “It? What do you think he is?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not think. I know this is a doppelganger. It’s the second time I’ve seen their aura, and the last one tried to kill Count Ammon. I just did a healing check and confirmed that while the body appears human, it is in fact not.”  
 
    “You’re insane! My name is David Fenton! I’m innocent! Captain, you’ve got to let me go. This girl is crazy!” The doppelganger was smart, she’d give him that. She was glaring at him as he called her insane.  
 
    She turned back to the captain. “I will allow you to detain him if you have a way to do it. Their body is amorphous, so normal shackles won’t work and I won’t let him go to kill others. What would you like to do?” She glanced aside, noting that the square had gone pretty silent, and everyone was casting nervous glances between the two of them. Her anger was still apparent. 
 
    “Captain, please! I’m innocent! My wife and kids are waiting for me!” She almost snapped at that. He’d killed someone whose family would now not even have a body to bury.  
 
    The captain looked torn, also looking between them. Jade was furious as she bit off, “Send a messenger to Count Whitaker, please. I will hold this creature until he or whoever he sends arrives. He is your superior, yes?”  
 
    The captain nodded, then started barking orders at his soldiers to send a runner. She pulled her trapped doppelganger to the side where she could keep an eye on him and the gates, but he wasn’t blocking traffic as she turned to Dukes Liam and Donnelly. “Sorry for making a scene. However, I think it would be best to get these people through the gate, do you not?”  
 
    Donnelly stood straighter with a start, nodding as he took out his watch. “Yes, it’s almost eight!” 
 
    She smiled that he was distracted, though not entirely since he shot a nervous glance at the doppelganger. She changed her tactics, her voice taking on a wheedling tone, “Do you mind if I stay here and watch? I’m quite curious about how this works.”  
 
    It was Liam who responded, “Not at all. It would be wonderful if you could learn how to do this and we got some help. It’s fairly draining.”  
 
    Nodding deferentially, she still quipped a bit cheekily, “I can imagine! Holding the gate open for so many people…”  
 
    Liam nodded, then proceeded to explain the process of the gates to her. She listened raptly, realizing that the process was in fact fairly similar to the illusion magic for mirrors, except that instead of sending images, they opened a portal you could go through. The three arches that served as passageways each had a twin arch in the other city cut from the same stone and arduously transported to cut down on the cost of magic.  
 
    In the meantime, the captain had organized everyone into a very orderly line, waiting for them to walk through once the portal was opened. Jade had cut off the sound with her air walls after she got sick of Doppelganger David pounding on them yelling that he was innocent. She even put a mild illusion on it so that it appeared as if there was a guard stationed there instead of a raving monster. Donnelly had raised a brow at that, and she shrugged. “No need to unnerve the people more than they already are.”  
 
    She’d kept mana sense active as she watched them prepare. At eight on the dot, they stood on either side of the arch, hands on the stone as they poured bright purple magic into the stone, where it reminded her of stargate. The shimmery field was in place, and then…she could see through to the other side. It was amazing because she could basically see the string of magic that had been established, stretching off to the north. As the first person passed through, it was like a bead of magic flew along that line, and she watched as they appeared in the image on the other side.  
 
    People began to move fluidly through, and Jade was standing fairly close to the line so she could get a good look. She could practically smell the magic, so she was distracted when she felt someone grab her hand softly. Startled, she glanced at the little old lady clutching her hand as she bent and kissed it. Her croaky voice was filled with fervor as she croaked, “May the blessings of Father Earth and Heavenly Mother be upon you, traveler Jade.”  
 
    Shocked, Jade wasn’t sure what to do when the lady just as suddenly let go of her hand, gave her a brilliant smile, and tottered through the portal as Jade stared in mild bemusement after her.  
 
    She wasn’t prepared for the line to basically become a receiving line after that. She stood there, smiling in stiff surprise as, taking the old lady’s example to heart, most of the people in line either bowed to her or took her hand to kiss it. She let it happen, unsure of how to respond appropriately. What were you supposed to do when people treated you like the gods’ messenger?  
 
    As soon as the last person was through the gate and before people started coming from the other side, she threw her illusion back up, becoming a nondescript girl once more. Liam and Donnelly both laughed at her, but she shook her head. “You try dealing with it!”  
 
    Donnelly winked at her. “We have. People were just as in awe of spatial mages when we started, and we got much the same treatment.” She sighed, moving to the side and closer to the doppelganger, keeping her mana sense up as they ushered the animals through the gate, then prepared to receive the people waiting to come over from the other side.  
 
    She pled with unabashed puppy dog eyes, “Any way I can zip through and back before you close it? I’d like to experience it once before I leave, but I can’t leave that alone.” She gestured to the doppelganger she’d trapped.  
 
    “We’ll watch over it. How have you got it trapped, anyway?” The captain, who she realized she ought to get the name of by this point, spoke from behind her.  
 
    She responded softly, “Just walls of wind. I’ve found they’re good for containment so they can’t hurt other people.”  
 
    He nodded. “In that case, I can probably take care of it while you go through the portal.” She realized he had in fact registered as a wind mage before she’d moved on.  
 
    She pondered it for a moment, then nodded. ”That should be fine. I just don’t want to put anyone in danger.” 
 
    He smiled, the first one she’d seen on his face. “I’ll have other guards surround him just in case.”  
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate you trusting me at least that much.” Her words were heartfelt. She’d been given an amazing amount of trust by the people of this world, and she only hoped she’d be able to live up to it. The display from the people earlier had unnerved her and heartened her at the same time. To them, she was hope for a better world. To her, this world was hope for a better life.  
 
    By the time the last of the people had come through on the other side, the guards were in position around her prisoner. She didn’t release her own magic, figuring it would hold even while she was far away for at least a little while. No need to put them at risk if she didn’t have to. Sure, she was being extra cautious, but she didn’t want anyone to get hurt, and Dukes Liam and Donnelly were pretty high profile targets…  
 
    She took a breath, bracing herself as she stood in front of the gate. Duke Donnelly laughed at her nervousness. “Go on through. Trust me, you’ll be fine.” She could see the strain on their faces, however. She needed to do this fast, because it was draining their strength. With that in mind, she plunged into the portal.  
 
    It was a strange feeling, especially with her mana sense active. She could actually see the world beneath her as she passed, though it was vague and fuzzy, looking out through the magical tunnel as it was. It was incredibly fast, and before she knew it, she was on stumbling through the other side. She looked at the surprised people there, who hadn’t expected anyone else to come through. She smiled at them, saluting the guards a little bit as she said cheerfully, “I’m a spatial apprentice, just needed to experience this for myself.” Then she stepped back into the portal, not giving them a chance to respond.  
 
    Again, she had the strange out of body experience until she tumbled through the portal on the other side, feeling a little queasy. She took a few steps away from the portal as Donnelly and Liam let it drop in relief. “Well, that was interesting,” she said conversationally as her senses picked up on booted feet marching closer.  
 
    She looked to the edge of the square, trying to figure out how far away the guards they’d sent for were. “What are you looking at?” Duke Donnelly asked curiously.  
 
    She smiled at him, shaking her head. “We’re about to have company. I believe the guards from the wall will be here any moment.” 
 
    Still, she was relieved that her wind wall and illusion was still around the doppelganger even as she let the illusion drop now. She was doing her best just to keep her breakfast down. The fast travel strained her body slightly; she might not have noticed if she hadn’t done it twice in a row. If you were weak, it probably didn’t help. She wondered if they knew the dangers associated with the travel. People were not meant to move through wormholes, which is what she’d nicknamed it in her head due to the experience. 
 
    It was like folding space, zipping along an unseen connection. She wasn’t sure she liked it, convenient as it was.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Nine – Interrogation 
 
    The thudding of boots on stone soon became audible even to normal people, and Duke Donnelly looked at her with a mixture of astonishment and curiosity, having realized how much sooner she’d noticed them. He queried, “How did you know they were coming?” 
 
    She smiled up at him, then tapped her ears. “My hearing is keener than most. It can be a downright pain sometimes, especially when I’m eating or someone else is, but it’s still useful for things like this.” He shook his head, turning with her as the guards marched into view. 
 
    The square was mostly deserted now, consisting mainly of the guards, the spatial mages, and her prisoner. The squad was led by Count Ammon himself, and she smiled in welcome as his eyes scanned the group, pausing on her, the mages, and the doppelganger. The guards at the square let him through with salutes as he walked straight to them, the captain shifting nervously at her side.  
 
    “Duke Liam, Duke Donnely, Lady Jade, Captain Va'Norl.” He nodded to each of the men, taking Jade’s hand and bending over it.  
 
    “How does he know who you are, even though you’re using an illusion?” Duke Liam asked curiously.  
 
    Jade smiled over at him as Ammon looked at him in perplexion. “This is more or less what I looked like a few days ago when I met him.”  
 
    “You’re using an illusion?” Ammon asked. Nodding, Jade let it slip for a moment, just long enough for him to take it in before she affixed it firmly in placed once more. Ammon was gaping at her now, seemingly at a loss for words until he finally coughed and said, “Well, that’s new.”  
 
    Laughing softly, Jade said, “Yeah, I’m still getting used to it, but I’d prefer to keep a lower profile around town. It’s only useful if I don’t want people to stare.” She shrugged, then gestured to the bubble where she was holding the doppelganger. “Anyway, I had you called here because I’ve captured another doppelganger. I thought you might want to question it.” 
 
    He looked over at the man appraisingly, frowning when he saw the man yelling, but no words reaching them. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Jade smiled grimly. “Positive. Do you have somewhere more quiet that we can question him?” 
 
    Ammon shook his head yes, then no. “We do, but it won’t matter. If he’s a monster, they never talk.”  
 
    Her eyes gleamed darkly for a moment as she said, “Leave that to me. He’ll tell you everything.”  
 
    With all four of them looking at her with curiosity, Ammon nodded, then turned to Captain Va'Norl. “Erwin, do you still have the holding room in the office clear?” 
 
    Captain Va'Norl, or should she say, Captain Erwin Va'Norl nodded. Such a strange name. “We do. I’ll lead you there, if you’d bring him along.” He nodded respectfully to her. Jade smiled, gesturing so the bubble lifted and came over.  
 
    “Do you mind if we tag along? I’m curious to see this,” Duke Donnelly admitted behind her. 
 
    She turned to flash him a brilliant smile. “I’d love it if you came. I have some questions for you as well. I’d like to get a head start on my lessons.” Nodding, the two dukes followed their procession, the new guard unit closing ranks around them and setting a perimeter of safety. There were a few faces she recognized, but only because Ammon had used them for the last doppelganger raid. She’d never spoken to these ones.  
 
    They were led to a nearby government building. How did she know, aside from the guards leading her there? It was the largest and most imposing one in the square, of course. They were led inside, most of the guards remaining outside to cover the various exits. It was like a well oiled machine as they were led to a large examination room that had a few couches, chairs, and a single table spread throughout the room. There were glowstones all along the walls, lighting it up even without a single window.  
 
    Jade and the Dukes casually took seats on one of the couches, while Ammon and Erwin remained standing as she deposited the man across from them. Seemingly exhausted, he sank onto the chair she’d set him by as she released the sound barrier.  
 
    His voice was hoarse as he said, “I’m innocent, Count Ammon. You’ve got to believe me. I’m innocent. You can’t do this to me.” The hopeless helplessness in his voice caused Ammon to frown as he turned towards Jade.  
 
    She sighed, standing up and going to stand straight in front of the creature, glaring down at him. “Give up the act. I know what you are and you’re not fooling anyone.”  
 
    The man looked up at her with almost dead eyes. “I’m not fooling you. My name is David Fenton. I’m a simple merchant, not a monster.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine, the hard way it is.” She looked into its eyes, layering hypnotism and compulsion into her voice as she ordered, “Tell these men what you are.” 
 
    “A doppelganger.” The words popped out of its mouth without thought as it seemed to come to, shaken. Its face turned vicious as it leapt at her, hitting the wind wall. “What are you? How did you do that?” He pounded uselessly against the invisible barrier. 
 
    She stood calmly in front of it, and then, mimicking a tiny dragon, she said eerily, “Your worst nightmare.” Too bad she didn’t have fireworks to go off behind her, nor a lucky cricket. She supposed she had beautiful butterfly babies; that was close enough. She dropped her act the next moment, shrugging. “Now, you’re going to answer the nice men’s questions.”  
 
    She moved to sit down as it hissed at her, “I won’t tell you anything! I’d rather die!” It looked to be ready to kill itself, so she acted quickly. 
 
    Layering her voice with compulsion and hypnotism again, she ordered it, “You will not harm yourself or anyone else. You will answer all questions immediately and truthfully. First, you will explain how you got into the city, who you’ve killed, what your plans were, and any secrets you’re hiding.”  
 
    The thing’s eyes lost its fervor as it sat down, defeated, and began to talk, “I came to this city through the portal. It’s easier to sneak into the other cities. I came from Malartu…”  
 
    By the end, Ammon and Erwin had taken seats as well, though Erwin had gone to get a scribe so he could take notes, and he was now dutifully sitting at the table, noting the many things they’d learned about how they’d gotten into the city, as well as who to contact regarding the death of their loved ones.  
 
    Jade almost left when he got to the ‘plans and secrets’ part of his confession, feeling sick. The doppelganger’s voice was without emotion as he expounded. “I came to the city to feed and secure my young. A single body is able to feed one of us for months. Doppelgangers reproduce by impregnating other species, and all are born male. They then eat the mother to sustain life, and that’s where I come in to educate them. They’re my children.” 
 
    Ammon had cut in, “Have you impregnated anyone right now?” 
 
    The dead voice had smiled at this as he replied almost jubilantly, “Yes, I have five seeds growing!”  
 
    They had gotten the names and locations of the women, and Jade wanted to throw up. Her skin felt pale and clammy. These poor women thought they were having a child, but in truth, the child would eat them from the inside out. It was horrifying. She remembered the doppelganger she’d killed last week. Had he taken the spot of someone’s husband? She whispered to Ammon, “We need to check on anyone the last one was in contact with…”  
 
    He nodded grimly and the interrogation went on. She had hoped he would oust others of his kind, which in a way, he had by leading them to his ‘children,’ but they were a solitary bunch. There was no convenient meeting place where she could go and wipe them all out at once.  
 
    She felt tainted by the time they came to an end, deciding they had gotten all the information they could out of the thing. Ammon looked at Jade as he suggested, “You can kill it now.” 
 
    Thinking of the way the last one had died, she shook her head. “This is going to sound callous, but get an empty barrel or something. The goo cannot be pleasant to clean up.” 
 
    Ammon looked surprised, as if he hadn’t considered that. It was obviously way below his pay grade to deal with the cleaning. He nodded to Captain Va'Norl, who looked a little relieved and sent someone for an empty barrel. They returned a few minutes later. She’d felt the second stretch of itching that signified the second phase of the siphoning. It had been a little over an hour since she’d started it. At least she’d get 0.4% of the stats and skills. She’d figured out that she got about 0.2% every hour, but she wasn’t willing to let the thing live any longer just so she could steal its skills, useful as they may seem.  
 
    When two men came back carrying a barrel, she intoned evenly, “Get into the barrel.” Her voice was layered with compulsion again, and the doppelganger slowly started to climb in. 
 
    Even as he did so, he seemed to realize what was going on as he cried out, “No, I answered your questions! Let me go! You can’t do this! I have children to take care of! What will my children do?” Still, his body obeyed and climbed into the barrel.  
 
    Her voice held no emotion as she forcefully repressed her anger, disgust, and even pity. “Like you, they will die.” The man’s face was frozen in dread as she used a wind blade to behead him, her wind wall having shrunken around him so none of the gore would get outside of the barrel. Instead of blood, the body began to lose its shape, turning into the goop she’d seen before; it was the undeniable proof that she’d been correct, if the interrogation hadn’t been proof enough.  
 
    She turned away as the guards moved forward, sealing the barrel with disgust evident on their faces. Jade turned, walking out of the room, out of the building, and into the sunshine. Her babies left her hair, fluttering around her in response to her anxiety. Liam and Donnelly had followed her out quietly. No one questioned how she’d been able to control the man, or rather, the creature. Perhaps it was obvious.  
 
    She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun on her skin. Finally, Liam coughed as he asked, “You said you had questions for us? Do you have somewhere else to be, or shall we take care of that now?” 
 
    She could tell they were treating her gingerly, as if afraid that she might break. Opening her eyes, she smiled at them before looking down at her pocket watch. It was a little after nine. “I’ve got private tutoring with Ashanna at ten in my workshop, so I should probably head that way.” 
 
    Liam looked thoughtful, then nodded. “Where is your workshop?” 
 
    Jade started, shaking her head as she laughed. “Sorry, I forgot people don’t know that. I took over the blood magic classroom at Dracona.” 
 
    Donnelly looked intrigued. “Well then, I’d like to see that. We can walk and talk.” 
 
    Jade grinned. “That sounds wonderful.” So they started off, a plainer looking girl flanked by two dukes in fancy robes. With a sigh, she let her illusion drop so she’d fit in with them. Otherwise, if she used her disguise, people would still recognize her as someone associated with the Dukes. As they walked, Jade began, “I think what I’m most curious about are the holding bags. Can you explain that to me? I wanted to make one for when I go hunting this weekend.” 
 
    They nodded thoughtfully, and Liam began to explain, “Spatial magic deals with twisting the world around us, usually by connecting one spot with another. However, we’ve learned how to create a pocket space with our magic as well. The more skilled you are and the more power you have, the larger you’re able to make this pocket space…”  
 
    Absorbed in the conversation, Jade didn’t even mind that people respectfully gave way, creating a large bubble of space around them as they speculated who the girl between the dukes was, with her crown of fellacai fluttering atop her head. “Traveler!” The word was whispered among the crowd, spreading both ahead and behind them.  
 
    They knew her face now.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty – Spatial 
 
    By the time they reached the gates of Dracona, Jade felt like she had a decent understanding of how to proceed with making a bag of holding. She was slightly more ambitious than that, but she’d start there. It was a wonder she hadn’t figured it out for herself before this, given that she had all the ideas of inventory in her head from books and games. If she incorporated illusion magic…she might just be able to pull it off perfectly, since the world’s magic seemed to be limited only by her imagination, with a few exceptions.  
 
    Approaching the gate, she saw two new guards she’d never met before, which was something of a relief to her. She didn’t want to run into the dynamic duo again today if she didn’t have to. The guards were staring in amazement at her and the dukes as they approached, and she could tell they knew exactly who they were. She wondered if that would make them lax.  
 
    “Good morning, Duke Liam, Duke Donnelly, Lady Jade. Can I see your passes?” The guard who stood to greet them did so politely and respectfully, yet he was still doing his job without just letting them pass. She was quite happy about that.  
 
    Reaching into her wallet, she saw all four men avert their eyes as Duke Liam muttered, “Yes, best to get you a bag sooner than later.”  
 
    Laughing, she pulled out her student card, noticing both of the dukes had pulled out shiny platinum passes and handed them over already. She brushed against the guard’s hand as she handed hers over, smiling brightly and holding in a laugh when he almost dropped it in surprise. He quickly checked over the three passes and then handed them back, stepping to the side. “You’re good to go.” 
 
    She slipped her card back into her wallet, tucking it back under her dress. She had to admit, she was enjoying flustering people. Everyone here was so much more proper. The fact that she actually had something to flaunt now might have played a part as well. They made archery harder, but she could deal with that if she got to feel like she was a woman and not a bean pole.  
 
    As they passed, Duke Liam asked curiously, “So how did you get the blood magic classroom as your workshop?” 
 
    Shrugging, Jade explained, “I’m not sure. I’m pretty sure Princess Camille pulled some strings for me. Well, actually, maybe it was Eric. I don’t know. They didn’t even know I was a blood mage at the time. I guess they figured it had been out of use for so long, and I was going to be on that floor all afternoon anyway, it was just…easier.”  
 
    Duke Donnelly nodded. “It has been quite some time since we’ve had a blood mage.” 
 
    Jade glanced at them, grinning. “Ironically, Duke Liam has the potential to be a blood mage. You just haven’t tapped it.”  
 
    “What?” Liam had stopped, staring at her. “Explain that, please.” 
 
    Hooking her arm through his so she could continue to pull him towards Magnus, he reluctantly started walking again as she began to speak. “I told you one of my skills lets me see magic. I can see your magical aura. It tells me what magics you use the most because your aura will be predominantly those colors. However, more often than not, it’s edged in other colors. I’ve figured out that these are untapped affinities that can be developed. When I was looking at your magic earlier, I saw that you hadn’t tapped your blood or compulsion magic, and Duke Donnelly hasn’t tapped his dark, spiritual, or gravity magic.”  
 
    “What’s gravity magic?” Donnelly’s voice cut in as he maintained his pace beside them. 
 
    Pondering the easiest way to explain gravity, Jade shrugged. “It’s the amount of force that attracts you to the ground or other objects. For instance, if you lessen the gravity on things, they become lighter, and if you increase gravity, things become heavier. If you increase the gravitational pull of something, however, you could either attract or repulse other objects. So say I was to increase the gravitational force of that wall, for instance. It would draw in anything that got too close to it. So if I dropped a bag, it would go to the wall instead of the ground because the gravity was pulling it that direction. If you reverse that, then it would push things away.” 
 
    She paused, then smiled at him. “Here, I’ll demonstrate.” Concentrating, she reduced all of their gravity slightly as they walked forward. Not enough to send them shooting into the sky, but now it was more like they were moonwalking, each step taking them slightly higher and further. It was easier to show them how it worked than to try and explain, especially because she wasn’t a hundred percent sure she was getting the science right.  
 
    “This is amazing!” Duke Donnelly seemed enthralled as he started experimenting with the lower gravity. Laughing, she reduced it until they were back to normal, then increased gravity on them. Their pace slowed considerably as they felt the force of it, each step a trial. “Not so much anymore,” he said through gritted teeth until she released it.  
 
    She laughed. “It can be very useful. You could make much larger jumps and make your enemies slow and sluggish. It does take some getting used to. I can technically use it to fly, but I use wind as a propulsion system to make things easier.”  
 
    “Flight.” Donnely’s voice was filled with quiet awe as he stared at the sky, and she could practically guarantee he was imagining sailing through the sky. Absently, she also grabbed hold of his arm, dragging him forward while he was in a dreamlike daze.  
 
    Liam seemed to have come back to earth as he asked his next question. “How did you learn to use compulsion magic without a teacher?” 
 
    Jade grinned up at him. “That one is pretty easy. The first two times were born of desperation. I was about to die in both cases. The first time I couldn’t move my body, so I just was mentally screaming for help. The second time I was about to be attacked by a mesmer, so I told it to stay where it was in my fear.” She glanced at the giant building of Magnus that was now visible, considering her next words. “I think compulsion is born of your will. You’re imposing your will on others, so you have to have a strong enough mental fortitude to do that. When I stopped the mesmer, even though I did stop it, it was only for a few seconds at most. For people or creatures with a stronger will, it doesn’t work as easily.”  
 
    “That makes sense.” He nodded as he muttered, opening the door to Magnus as they reached the building. She had to let go of them to climb the steps, their different strides making it more awkward than she cared for to ascend. As they reached her workshop, she quickly unlocked it, her babies flying free to go visit their cherry tree and her garden while the other two studied the room.  
 
    “It looks like you dabble in everything.” Duke Donnelly had finally knocked himself out of his flying daydreams when they’d come inside.  
 
    “That’s because I do,” she flippantly replied with a smirk. She glanced at her pocket watch to see that they only had about fifteen minutes before Queen Ashanna was set to arrive. “Okay, I’d like to try making my first bag, but I was wondering if you’d be able to show me a small one before I try? I realize you’re probably a bit out of energy.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ve got enough to do a small bag,” Duke Liam responded easily, “Was there a particular bag you had in mind?”  
 
    Jade grinned, then reached into her dress and pulled out the small wallet bag she’d been using. Taking everything she’d tucked in there out, she handed it over to him. “I’d love it if you could do this one.”  
 
    Liam’s cheeks had taken on a reddish hue and Donnelly was chortling behind him, but he still accepted it with poise. “Of course, this will be fine.” He paused, then went on, “Perhaps it’d be better to keep a hold of it so you can feel what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Ah, yes! I almost forgot.” She moved a step closer, keeping one hand on the bag as she activated mana sense as well. Between the two, she was able to follow as he used his magic to carve out a tiny pocket dimension, connecting it to the opening of her bag. She thought it was interesting that it didn’t actually utilize any of the space in the bag itself anymore. He didn’t make it very large, just a cubic foot, but it was way more room than she’d had before.  
 
    He was sweating a little with exertion by the time she stopped, and she quickly led them over to her sitting area. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed you after you just used so much energy!” Her voice was contrite as both men accepted seats and the food she offered, wolfing it down even as they tried to maintain some propriety. They must’ve used more energy than she thought.  
 
    She ate a bit too, trying to replenish the magic she’d used that morning. She felt the light on her face from the windows and smiled softly, then thought of what she’d been meaning to try. She pulled on the light as she closed her eyes, absorbing its warmth and taking the energy in. She heard the shocked gasps of the dukes and opened her eyes to look at them. It was only then that she noticed that in the bright of day, the area around her had become dark for a few feet.  
 
    She paused, then stopped absorbing and the light returned immediately. They didn’t call it the speed of light for nothing, after all. “What did you just do?” Duke Donnelly’s voice was both alarmed and curious. “I could feel you doing something with light, but what was it?” 
 
    She smiled innocently at him. “I was absorbing the energy of light. I had a theory yesterday that if dark magic users could draw the light into them in order to hide, I could absorb the light to replenish my energy. I’m happy to say it worked, though the side effects seem to be a cloud of darkness until I stop absorbing.” She pondered this for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess I should probably avoid doing it without warning the people around me.” 
 
    “That would be a good idea,” Donnelly spoke with feeling, obviously suppressing a shudder. She supposed she’d unnerved them a bit with her little display. With all she’d done in front of them today, and in front of everyone else she’d met, really, she was surprised that people were still treating her so normally. Or were they? Was she just too oblivious to notice if they were treating her differently? Did she even have a baseline to judge from? She went from creepy skeleton to glammed up in a matter of days.  
 
    I’m going to be using illusions a lot just to see how people treat me as an average person, aren’t I… The thought was daunting, and it wouldn’t work for everyone. Still, it would be enlightening to see how people treated her if she wasn’t known as the traveler. She was going to have to try it.  
 
    In the meantime, she wanted to try making her own bag while they were here. She emptied out her daily bag so she could work with it. Absently, she called on her magic, forming the image in her mind’s eye. The portal would move in conjunction with the opening of the bag. Inside the portal was a timeless space, an inventory where she could store things without fear of them being harmed or jostled. A small bubble formed, and she pushed at it, expanding the boundaries to become ever larger.  
 
    She’d made it five cubic feet when she stopped pushing, bringing herself back to the present. She was trembling from the magical exertion. Donnelly was next to her, and she could feel him probing the bag with his magic. “This is…amazing! Are you sure this is your first time doing it?” 
 
    Her laugh was brittle. “I’m sure. That was… I think I need to absorb more light.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Of course you do. I’m amazed you made this as big as you did! It’s something only an intermediate spatial mage should be able to do.” 
 
    Jade paused, staring at Duke Donnelly, then glancing at Duke Liam, who nodded in agreeance. “Why would you only be able to do it at intermediate?”  
 
    Duke Liam smiled benignly. “While the skill levels are an indication of how experienced you are at that thing, the advancement between the beginner, intermediate, advanced and so on levels are different. They usually allow for a qualitative change in the skill, allowing you to do things you wouldn’t have previously, or in some cases, just making it easier. For example, with most magic, when you reach intermediate, the energy cost for the magic is halved as far as we can tell. We call this the attunement. You have learned to shape the energy of that magic, and thus it becomes easier.”  
 
    “What he’s trying to say,” Duke Donnelly interrupted, “is that the amount of magic it would take to create the space you just did would be practically impossible unless you’d reached intermediate because the energy cost would be enormous.”  
 
    “Ah.” Jade nodded slowly, considering the implications of this. If intermediate halved the effective mana cost, then what did advanced do? What had she gained when her skills combined and moved into advanced? Perhaps she should experiment with that. She had noticed her use of wind this morning felt like a breeze. She hadn’t tried healing since she got to advanced, either. It would be interesting to see what surprises the day brought.  
 
    “Are you an intermediate spatial mage?” Duke Liam cut into her musings. 
 
    Glancing at her skill sheet, she looked at the skill before shaking her head. “Beginner ten, so nope. Not yet. I imagine I will be by the end of the day.”  
 
    “What? How?” Donnelly spluttered the words from beside her as she grinned at him. 
 
    “I want this bag to be bigger, so of course I’m going to expand the space when I’ve got my energy back. This is going with me on the hunt, and I want us to be able to move quickly. That means we can’t be bogged down by a bunch of gear.” 
 
    Dawning comprehension bloomed on their faces as she heard the distinct rap of someone knocking on the door. She stood a little wearily, still drained as they got up to follow her. It was time for her next lesson. She opened the door, smiling at her visitor.  
 
    “Hello, Queen Ashanna. Please, come in.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-One – Auras 
 
    “Jade, it’s lovely to see you again.” Ashanna smiled gently as she moved to come inside, stopping in surprise as she realized the two dukes were standing behind Jade. Quirking a brow, she asked, “Duke Liam, Duke Donnelly. What brings you here?” 
 
    Both men bowed deeply over the hand of their queen in turn, Duke Liam taking the initiative to answer. “Jade paid us a visit this morning at the portals. We were discussing different magics with her and showing her how to create a holding bag.” 
 
    “And did you succeed?” Her eyes twinkled with laughter.  
 
    “I did!” Jade grinned at the older woman. “It was much harder than I anticipated.”  
 
    Ashanna patted her arm, moving into the room even as Duke Donnelly and Liam moved to exit after her. They paused, and Duke Donnelly smiled boyishly at Jade. “We’ll see you Saturday?”  
 
    She nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” They nodded, dipping small bows to her as they walked down the hall. She closed the door after them, turning to find Ashanna had made her way over to the sitting area. Jade joined her, taking a seat as gracefully as she could. Feeling the sunlight on her face, she smiled and said apologetically, “Sorry, I need to recharge really quickly. Please don’t be alarmed.”  
 
    Closing her eyes, she focused on drawing the sunlight in to recharge the magical energy thrumming through her body. She felt lighter, as if the heaviness of fatigue was leaving her. Once she felt she could take no more, she released the light, letting it shine normally. She felt the darkness around her dissipate, then looked at Ashanna with a smile. “Alright, that’s better. Where do we start?”  
 
    Ashanna was studying her curiously, then shook her head. “That’s a good question, and something I’ve been considering for the last day. Spiritual magic is difficult for me to explain, and so few are blessed with it that we know very little about it, which in a way, is a blessing and a curse.” Jade didn’t say anything, unsure of what to make of Ashanna’s statement. 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, she continued, “Spiritual magic is more or less what it sounds like, as far as I know. It’s a connection with the spirit, both of the living and the dead. When I focus my spiritual magic on my eyes, I’m able to see and control spirits.” Taking a deep breath, she was obviously picking her next words carefully. “Most spirits move on after they die, but there are some that linger, and they can be captured after death.”  
 
    Ashanna pulled out a few empty glass orbs, which Jade looked at quizzically. They were nothing special, as far as she could tell. It wasn’t until she activated her mana sense that she could see the pale green energy pulsing inside the orbs, but that was the extent of what she could see. A thin line of energy stretched between Ashanna and the orbs, showing her control over them.  
 
    “These captured souls can be used as extremely potent weapons, however, they are single use. Once the spirit has been freed, it’s generally angry. You can use it to cause irreparable damage to a soul, but then the spirit is allowed to move on. You can also speak to spirits that have not moved on. Now, I want you to concentrate first on being able to see spirits, since that is necessary before anything else. Concentrate your spiritual magic on your eyes.”  
 
    She tried, she really did. She wanted to grasp the elusive pale green energy she could feel shimmering at the edge of her aura, but it kept seeming to slip away from her grasp. “Can you see the spirits?” Ashanna probed carefully. 
 
    Jade frowned, shaking her head. “I can use mana sense to see the magic, but… I can’t get it to work.” Her frustration was obvious. She kept trying for several minutes to no avail. No matter how hard she tried to redirect the mana to her eyes, the green stuff wouldn’t budge.  
 
    Disheartened, Ashanna sighed as she put one of the orbs down on the nearby table. “I’ll leave this here so you can keep trying, though you should stop for now. Spiritual magic is an attunement with the world around you. It’is tapping into the very essence of life. You must be at peace to align yourself with the energies around you.”  
 
    Grumbling under her breath, Jade nodded. “I get it. Meditation, inner peace… I’ll work on it.” She glared absently at the glass ball. Her inner demons were her own, but until she could figure out how to tap it on her own, she was at a bit of a loss. With almost everything else, things had come naturally or she had a boost from someone else that made it easier. This, though… Inner peace wasn’t exactly something she was filled with right now. Guilt, frustration, anger, joy, wonder… She felt like she had so many different emotions cycling through her at a pace she could hardly keep up with.  
 
    Brushing off her hands, Ashanna smiled at her. “Well, since we can’t work on spiritual magic, you said you were interested in learning life magic as well?” 
 
    Perking up, Jade regained some of her enthusiasm. “Yes! I can at least work on that!” She was even at beginner ten, so she figured it would be way easier to start on once she figured out what it was exactly. She hadn’t gotten to the book on life magic yet. She needed to spend some more time in the library reading…when she had a chance.  
 
    Going into lecture mode once more, Ashanna began. “Life magic is a bit of a misnomer. It’s an auxiliary magic that augments others. The most common use is personal buffs, with the ability to create an aura upon reaching intermediate. There are several kinds of buffs and auras. The most widely used aura is vitality, which is probably where the name came from. The vitality aura strengthens you in a myriad of ways. Your strength, speed, stamina, and ability to heal are all boosted in the vitality aura.” She paused, and Jade felt an intangible wave in the air emanating from Ashanna. 
 
    She used her mana sense once again, seeing an orange sphere moving out away from her body until it swept past her. She felt more alert, and she could feel her muscles becoming stronger. It was an instant power boost, and she wondered if some people got power drunk on it, intoxicating as the surge was. As quickly as she felt it, Ashanna pulled it back in and she felt the power fading.  
 
    “The downside of an aura versus a buff is that an aura is only active while others remain in your sphere of influence, while a personal buff can be given. The power and skill of the person giving the buff determines how long it will last and how much of a boost it will be. You also have to have fine control to buff your allies and not your enemies if they enter your aura. Thus, the aura of vitality is not usually used in battle, due to the limitations. It is, however, often used for long treks or manual labor such as harvesting.”  
 
    Jade was pondering the implications of this. It would be useful for her group while moving to and through the forest, but she wondered if it was good to depend on it. She figured the mana expenditure was probably fairly hefty. It was likely better to do personal buffs beforehand.  
 
    She was brought out of her musings as Ashanna moved on. “The next common buff we use is magical augmentation. This is most often used in groups of mages.” Jade watched as the power spread out from Ashanna once more, and she was glad the queen was giving her a hands on experience with what the different buffs felt like. Personally experiencing it was twice as effective as just talking about it for her.  
 
    “Magical augmentation is exactly what it sounds like. It buffs the power of all mages in the area of influence. It multiplies a person’s magical energy reserve, and depending on how powerful the aura is, the same magic power will come out stronger when cast within the aura. For instance, with experimentation, we’ve found that my magical aura causes magic to be about twice as effective.”  
 
    “That’s quite helpful,” Jade murmured, considering the possibilities. She could add an eighth illusion mirror if it doubled her theoretical mana pool. That was really the only thing that had drained her all at once. She frowned before asking, “Wait, why weren’t there any life mages to help at the spatial gates then?”  
 
    Ashanna laughed softly. “Those gates were the crowning creation of many different mages working together. The gates themselves have been heavily enchanted with life magic.”  
 
    Jade nodded slowly, thinking of her elemental gun. Instead of using wind walls to amplify the blasts, it sounded like she could use life magic. If she coated the tube in it, reinforcing it completely, then she could probably use it with stuff that would be hindered by the wind walls. She had been trying to figure out how to use other elements like water anyway. This might be the solution.  
 
    Smiling, Ashanna went on with her lesson, “There are a great many auras that can be created, including those that deal with emotion. For instance, you can create an aura of courage to combat fear, an aura of happiness, or an aura of serenity to put down anger or anxiety.” She had cycled through them as she spoke so Jade could feel each. 
 
    “Wait, does that mean you can create an aura of fear, anger, or sadness as well?” Jade interjected her question before Ashanna could go on. 
 
    Ashanna shook her head no, then yes. “Life magic cannot create those auras, for they belong to death magic. So the answer is, I cannot create those auras, but it’s likely you will be able to.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Thanks.” Jade was a little surprised by that answer, but she supposed it made sense. If life was buffs, then she supposed death magic dealt more in debuffs. It was a balance. “So, are there any more auras you know of?”  
 
    Nodding, she went on. “Two more, though I’m sure there’s more to be discovered. The aura of protection acts as a shield, repelling magic and physical attacks while you can support it. When used as a personal buff, it makes a person more resistant to magic and the skin more resilient to attacks. The aura of purification does what it sounds like. It purifies poison, disease, confusion, petrification, and other ailments like that.” She had cycled through those so Jade could feel them again as she finished. “Those are the ones that I know.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me about and demonstrating all of those. Now that I know what I’m going for, I can practice.” She glanced at the glass ball on the table, which strangely enough, all ten of her babies were surrounding. Frowning slightly, she asked them absently, “What’s wrong?” Now that she was paying attention, she could feel their sorrow through her bond.  
 
    “She’s trapped here,” the tiny voice came into her mind, and Jade moved closer to inspect her babies.  
 
    “Who’s trapped? The spirit?” she questioned them, only half aware that Ashanna was looking at her in curiosity. 
 
    “Old queen. Not moved on.” Ramoth’s voice was filled with despair, her anguish for the old queen apparent.  
 
    “Oh, no…” She finally understood and looked back at Ashanna with sad eyes, unable to stop herself from mimicking the strong emotions of her babies. “The spirit in this is a queen fellacai?”  
 
    Ashanna finally seemed to understand, nodding a little grimly herself as she sighed. “I didn’t think about the fact that it might upset your familiars. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Jade shook her head. “It’s alright. You’ve probably had it for a while, but perhaps you’d better take it with you. I think mine won’t let it go until I free her otherwise.” She carefully reached between her babies, picking up the orb and handing it back to Ashanna, who quickly put it into a bag that, now that she was looking at it, was probably a holding bag. With the spirit literally in a different dimension, her babies slowly took off, beginning to fly around the room again, still morose.  
 
    Ashanna pulled out a new orb. “This is the spirit of a tarbh. I think they should be fine with it.”  
 
    Jade stared at her, raising a brow. “What’s a tarbh?” 
 
    Laughing softly, Ashanna shook her head. “I doubt you’ve seen one, even if I’m sure you’ve eaten it. It’s one of the animals we use primarily for red meat. A large, lumbering creature that we also get milk from.” Jade nodded, mentally assigning the word tarbh to some variation of a cow.  
 
    Ashanna dusted off her hands. “Well, I had best be on my way. I’ve got a few other things to take care of.”  
 
    Jade nodded, smiling and standing with the queen before escorting her to the door. “Thank you for coming. I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me.” 
 
    Taking her hand, Ashanna said softly, “Of course I’d come. You represent hope to my people, and to me. If there’s anything you need, you just let me know.” Jade nodded her thanks, letting the older woman kiss her on the cheeks before she left, several guards discreetly coming out to follow her once she left the room. Jade watched them before closing the door and moving back into the room. 
 
    Her babies came winging over to her, an edge of sorrow still coming through their connection. Focusing, Jade called her magic up, projecting the feeling of an aura Ashanna had just showed her. It took her several tries before she felt the buff, and she slowly pushed it out, determined to make it leave her skin. Ever so slowly, she got it to expand a few inches. Her babies felt the warmth of happiness and serenity. She was doing her best to combine the two, to unknown results.  
 
    Still, they calmed down, finally seeming to let go of their agitation before fluttering off and through the garden once more. Jade let her aura drop, feeling the drain of it, even though she’d only been able to get it to expand a few inches.  
 
    Walking over to her work table, she checked her pocket watch. Ashanna had only been there for half an hour, so it was 10:30 and she wasn’t truly expected anywhere until one.  
 
    Absently picking up one of her crystals, she decided that it was time to test a few things.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Two – Ring 
 
    It was noon before Jade stopped working on her projects, sitting back to survey what she’d accomplished in the last hour and a half. The table in front of her had several papers upon which she’d scrawled the corresponding names for each crystal she’d placed above it. The crystals themselves had been sliced and diced until they were perfect little square slides, similar to a slide that went under a microscope or into an old time projector.  
 
    She straightened the tiny stacks, satisfied with her progress. She’d rigged each slide with an image that would come forward after inserting a tiny amount of magic energy into it to fuel the projection. On top of the image, her voice would play as well, explaining and describing the intricacies of what was shown. She had a rather large stack of crystals just for clothing styles, another for bags, backpacks, and purses, and one that held everything metal, including refrigerators, pens, zippers, a printing press, bicycles, wagons, elevators, and cooking implements. There was also a rather large stack of various foods she’d watched the top chefs make on Nurse Jenna’s favorite cooking shows. She also had a large stack of jewelry designs and even a smaller stack that detailed the different obstacle courses she could remember and her plan for the new course at Dracona.  
 
    The last stack, however, was her favorite. She had started outputting all the music, youtube videos, and movies that she could remember. It was pure entertainment, but quite possibly her favorite thing. The stack also included static images of pictures showing places from around the world—her world. They were photos she’d stared at for ages, wishing she’d one day get to visit them. She’d also created a photo of her family that she kept to the side.  
 
    Pangs of homesickness had hit her, and she’d had to forcefully suppress them. She was living here, and there was no point in reminiscing. All of the good things from back home were far outweighed by the simple validity of being able to move and live here. Despite the problems of this world, she was happier here than she’d ever been before.  
 
    She turned away from the crystals, satisfied with them. To her surprise, she’d been able to put them into the crystal without going over each moment in her head. She was basically just putting memories into crystals. It was a bit weird, especially for the music and movies, but she found she was able to do it and figured it was a side effect of her mental stats going up. She equated it to upping her RAM. The capacity for computations in her brain was just…more.  
 
    Apart from the crystals, she’d only worked on two other items: her holding bag and her signet ring. The bag was now home to a cube with twenty-five foot sides of displaced space. She’d kept shoving her energy into it and recharging from the sunlight until she was satisfied. Also, true to their word, it had gotten a whole lot easier after she hit intermediate in spatial magic. Plus, there was the fact that she’d been using a personal magic buff on herself to double her mana pool. She had no idea how that worked or what the real logic was behind it, but she wasn’t going to complain. 
 
    Her crowning achievement, however, was her signet ring. She’d finished finely crafting it to reflect her chosen symbol so that she could stamp things in wax if she wanted to, and let’s face it, she wanted to. That was nice and all, but the real accomplishment was the fact that she’d made her ring into a bag of holding! She had figured that if the opening to the bag was malleable, why wouldn’t it be able to expand and contract at her own whims? She’d even managed to figure out how to add illusion magic to it in order to create a screen that could act as her ‘inventory sheet.’ 
 
    The current space inside of it was only a ten-foot cube due to her focusing more on the bag, but that was plenty of room for her! She’d immediately put all her weapons into it for easy access, as well as basic materials that she could work with, extra clothes, and food. It had taken her a few tries to get the speed down so that whatever she wanted would come out where she wanted it, but she finally got the process down so that she could almost instantly materialize things either in her hand or in front of her. Unlike the bag which you could just open and reach in, the process required a mana toll, but she figured the trade-off was worth it. Before she got sidetracked, she swept the crystals into her ring for later use and because she didn’t want to leave them lying around. 
 
    She took out her five mirrors, laying them out side by side as she pondered how to accomplish what she wanted. She didn’t know which mirror led to which person, which she realized was a problem. Glancing around, she saw her crystals and grinned. Pulling over seven different crystals, she separated tiny chips off of them, embedding them in the top of the mirror like a button. She tweaked the magic so that each of the connected mirrors would light up one of the gems. 
 
    Satisfied that once she figured out which one led to which gem, she’d be able to connect more efficiently in the future, she just spread her magic across all five mirrors, an image of Marcelle in her mind. A moment later she felt a resonance from one of the mirrors, so she let her power drop from the other four and concentrated on that one as she picked it up.  
 
    A few moments later, she saw an image replace her face in the mirror, and Marcelle was looking at her. “Jade! I wasn’t expecting you to call. What can I do for you?”  
 
    Jade smiled down at her mirror. “Hello, Marcelle. I just wanted to touch base with you and see where things were at. I’ve also created a decently sized holding bag that I thought you might want to use for our supplies.” 
 
    Marcelle’s attention was obviously piqued by this statement. “How large is it, exactly?”  
 
    Smiling, Jade shrugged. “Twenty five feet across, wide, and tall.”  
 
    Staring into the mirror in obvious shock, she finally shook her head and said, “Yes, that would be quite helpful for transporting supplies. Where are you keeping it?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just here in my workshop at Dracona. If you have someone stop by at either one, three, or five, I’ll be around to give it to them. I suppose I’ll most likely be here after six as well, working on different things…” Her voice trailed off as she visualized her schedule. Today was the only day she didn’t have her late evening class, which meant it was time for her to continue her experiments and testing, and…wait, nevermind. “Actually, forget that. I’ve got plans after dinner that I just remembered.” She was healing Kevin. Not something she should forget. 
 
    Marcelle just laughed softly, “That’s fine. I’ll send one of my guards before then. The rest of the preparations are going smoothly. The queen has been in contact and told me that Brady will be joining us, and I’ve got most of the rest who will come with us chosen.” 
 
    Jade nodded, then blurted out as a thought crossed her mind, “Hey, this is just a thought, but have you checked their mental fortitude skill?”  
 
    Marcelle raised a brow. “Why are you asking about that skill?” 
 
    “Because unless it’s at least intermediate, I don’t want them going.” Her words were probably more blunt than Marcelle was anticipating because she raised a brow in surprise. Jade quickly went on, trying to cover her blunder. “It’s just, they use hypnotism. Even with intermediate mental fortitude, it still took me a bit to shake myself out of the stupor. I’d rather have people who can fight back against them instead of having a liability in battle. Does that make sense?”  
 
    Marcelle nodded slowly, a small smile playing on her lips. “It does, which is why that was one of my requirements. I was just curious about what conclusions you’d drawn.”  
 
    Sighing in relief, Jade smiled back at her. “That’s good, then. Sorry. I realize you’ve had a lot more experience with this than I have, and I guess I’m just…” 
 
    “Trying to do everything by yourself?” Marcelle’s voice was kind, but Jade felt like it hit her like a ton of bricks as she nodded mutely. “Jade, you aren’t in this alone. You may be the key to finding the nest, but we’ve been hunting them for decades as best we can. We’ve had varying success. For a time, what we do will work, but then they change their tactics. They’re smart creatures, and strong. The most frustrating thing is they seem to have intimate knowledge of how the city works.” Marcelle was almost talking to herself at this point, venting her frustration. 
 
    Jade felt cold. Her worst fears had been confirmed; they were adapting to the environment. Shaking off the feeling of impending doom, she smiled wanly at Marcelle and remarked, “Then I guess we’d better make this work before they adapt.” 
 
    Marcelle nodded, and Jade could hear another voice calling for her attention as she looked away from the mirror. She nodded to the person, then turned back to Jade. “Is that everything? I have something else I need to attend to.” 
 
    “I think that’s it. Thanks for your time.” Jade smiled at her, preparing to cut the connection. 
 
    “It was good talking to you. Until later, and I’ll have that guard contact you.” She seemed distracted as they nodded, both cutting off the connection. Jade stared into the mirror once more, noticing the tiny bags beneath her eyes. Frowning, she injecting some healing, watching as the skin regained its previous tautness. She needed to get some real sleep, something more than the blacked out hours as her body writhed in pain and the few hours of bliss after it had finished.  
 
    Shrugging, she put the mirrors into her ring and called for her babies to join her as she made to leave her workshop. Absently, she transferred everything that was in her wallet to her ring as well, given that it was just so much more convenient for her. She considered her new spatial wallet, then shrugged. She’d just give it to Camille; she’d probably have a blast with it.  
 
    With her crown of fellacai, she locked up her workshop behind her, making her way towards the cafeteria. Due to her call with Marcelle, she was running a little later than normal, and there was a decent line leading to Estelle. It took her a minute to catch Estelle’s eye, but she waved cheerfully and the woman nodded back before turning to the person in front of her again.  
 
    Eyes scanning the room, Jade spotted her favorite royal family sitting with Eric and Stephen. She made her way over, gracefully sinking into the open seat next to Victor as she called out enthusiastically, “Hey guys!”  
 
    “Hey Jade! How was your lesson with Mom?” Will was the first one to greet and start peppering her with questions. 
 
    “It was…okay. We focused more on life magic. The other wasn’t really working out for me.” Her voice was low, but she was smiling.  
 
    “Wait, there’s something you can’t do?” Victor’s voice was filled with good-natured teasing. 
 
    Jade stuck out her tongue at him. “Obviously. It was bound to happen sooner or later.” Reaching into her dress, she pulled out the wallet, handing it over to a confused Camille as the guys averted their faces when she reached towards her chest.  
 
    “What’s this?” Camille was obviously curious. Jade just gestured for her to open it, which Camille did, a small gasp escaping her mouth as the guys turned to see what the big deal was.  
 
    As Stephen was sitting next to her, he was the first to realize what was going on of the rest of them. “You finally figured out how to use spatial magic?”  
 
    Jade grinned, nodding. “Yeah, I went and visited Dukes Liam and Donnelly at the portals this morning, and they showed me how to do it.” She gestured to the one in Camille’s hand. “I don’t need that anymore, so you can keep it.”  
 
    Camille’s eyes widened. “Oh no, I couldn’t! This is your first spatial bag!”  
 
    Laughing, Jade shook her head. “No, it’s not. Duke Donnelly made that one for me to demonstrate how to do it. My first bag is going to Marcelle to hold supplies for the trip, but don’t worry about it. I made something for me too, so you’re not putting me out.”  
 
    They were obviously studying her, and it was Victor who pointed out, “You don’t have any other bags on you that I can see.”  
 
    Jade held her right hand out. The next moment a dagger appeared, which she played with for a moment before it disappeared again, everyone just staring at her. “I may have made some improvements based on ideas from my old world. My ring is my storage, but unlike the bags, it requires magic energy to use.” 
 
    They were staring at her, and it was Eric who sighed. “I suppose this means you’ve reached intermediate in spatial magic? I can’t move your schedule around…though I don’t think it’ll be a problem. There aren’t any other spatial magic students at the moment, so it’s just tutoring…” 
 
    Jade snapped her fingers as she realized, “Oh! Yes, I’m at intermediate, but I would like to move to the intermediate death magic class too. I also want to switch my life and earth magic classes so I’m in intermediate for those too.”  
 
    “You’re already at intermediate life magic?” Eric raised a brow. “Didn’t you just learn it this morning?”  
 
    Jade grinned, shrugging. “What can I say? I’m a fast learner!” 
 
    “You’re intermediate in earth magic too?” Victor asked in interest. 
 
    She paused, considering the table, then shrugged and said, “Not exactly.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘not exactly’?” Will asked curiously.  
 
    “It means that ten of my magics combined into a single skill called Elementalist, and it’s at advanced.” She grinned as several utensils hit plates and the table, having been dropped again.  
 
    She rather enjoyed dropping bombshell statements. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Three – Business 
 
    Silence reigned at the table for a few precious moments as her statement sunk in. “Advanced?” Camille had sputtered out first, echoing her last word. Her eyes were wide and she stared at Jade in awe.  
 
    “Yes, advanced.” Jade’s voice was filled with patience as she waited for them to process the bombshell she’d just dropped.  
 
    It was Victor who spoke next, his words surprising her into a short laugh. “You know, for once I’d like a meal with no surprises. Is that so much to ask?” He looked up at the ceiling as if appealing to some higher power. Jade was tempted to tell him not to bother, it didn’t help and no one was listening…but then she stopped herself. Did it help? She was here, wasn’t she? How could she have gotten here if it wasn’t for some higher power? If they were real, she had a thing or two to say to them about how they were running their world. Because really, why monsters? Why couldn’t they have made the dissenters into bunnies or something? 
 
    Did they have bunnies here? What would they look like in monster form? She once again wondered if they had a little nub horn and were called bashers. She barely held back a giggle at the thought. She almost wanted to see it, just to see how close Dakota had gotten. Maybe this world was just one big dungeon made by two crystal gods. It wouldn’t explain how she got there, but it was entertaining to think about nonetheless.  
 
    “Earth to Jade.” Will was waving his hand in front of her face, and she realized everyone was staring at her again.  
 
    “Sorry, spaced out there. What’d I miss?” She grinned unapologetically. She was still herself, so she figured they should come to expect her space cadet moments by now. Sadly, she thought she’d been doing better about staying in the present lately. There was still work to be done! 
 
    “Could you tell us more about your skill combination? What were the ten magics you mentioned?” Eric was carefully probing her, but the way he said it, your skill combination, made her pause. 
 
    Then it hit her, and she asked curiously, “Wait, you knew about skill combination before?”  
 
    Eric sighed, obviously realizing he wasn’t going to get information out of her until her curiosity was satisfied by the stubborn look on her face. “Only from legend. There are several books in the library that talk about how some of the first ancestors were so talented that their skills combined into something greater. They were called the Heaven’s Blessed. Unfortunately, we don’t have many records from back then, so the knowledge of how it was accomplished was lost.” 
 
    Jade pondered that for a moment, then nodded. “Well, as best I can tell, I got elementalist when ten different magic types hit intermediate. They were blood, dark, earth, fire, light, lightning, metal, nature, water, and wind. So I’d assume it’s when ten different skills are complementary and hit intermediate.” She paused, then shrugged. “I have no idea what all that would entail for anything other than magic. I know of at least ten other magic types, so once I hit intermediate on all of those, I’ll let you know, though I still haven’t managed to learn the one.” That last bit was grumbled darkly, an obvious sore point that she’d failed this morning. 
 
    She didn’t know when Eric had pulled out a sheet of paper and quill, but he was dutifully scribbling down all of her hypothesis. He glanced up, asking simply, “What are the other ten magic types you know, just to be sure we’re on the same page?”  
 
    Jade sighed. “You know all of them already. You’ve got classrooms for them. You only need to switch out special with gravity.” She paused, then sighed. “Only, I know that’s not all of them.” 
 
    Victor piped up, “You mean the four other colors you could see?” 
 
    She nodded, then explained to the confused Eric and Stephen, “I can see four colors I haven’t tapped in my aura, but I’ve no idea what they mean. They’re this pearly white, copper, silver, and gold.”  
 
    “I wonder what they would be…” Eric’s mutter encapsulated everyone’s feelings as they all pondered what the colors might mean. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll figure it out on our own. If it was something we knew about, someone would have learned it already.” Camille’s voice was that of reason, so the rest reluctantly moved on to what they knew.  
 
    Eric frowned while looking down at his sheet of notes. “What level did you say elementalist was?”  
 
    Jade shook her head at him with a grin. “You know full well I didn’t say, but it’s at advanced seven.”  
 
    He paused, obviously thinking about something deeply as he murmured, “I’m not sure the intermediate classes will do you much good then…” 
 
    She laughed. “Of course they will! Just because my skill level is so high doesn’t mean I know how to properly use it! It just makes it easier for me. It doesn’t give me knowledge of what I can do.” She knew that because of her other magics, like life, death, and spatial. Just because she’d had them for a while, it meant nothing until she’d figured out what she was supposed to be doing with them.  
 
    “I suppose that makes sense… Alright, I’ll let the teachers know of the change. There shouldn’t be any problems.” Eric made a few last notes on his paper before putting it away in a small pouch, not unlike the one she’d just given Camille. Only, it obviously wasn’t large enough to hold the paper he’d just put in it. Activating her mana sense, she could see the bright purple glow of spatial magic.  
 
    Holding out her hand, she asked curiously, “May I have a look at that?” He paused for a moment, then silently handed it over. She probed it with her magic, finding a three by three by three foot space. She absently reached with her magic, carving out more space until it was a cube of four feet. Nodding to herself, she passed it back, then looked at Camille. “Hey, hand me that bag back for a moment?” Slightly confused as to what was going on, Camille did so. She quickly enlarged that to a cube of three feet instead of a single foot. Handing it back, she asked, “Alright, anyone else got one?” 
 
    Camille took the purse, looking inside again as she shook her head in bewilderment. “You just…right now…”  
 
    Jade bounced happily. “Sure, why not?” Eric was shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe her antics.  
 
    Will asked in confusion, “What did she do?” 
 
    Eric drawled back to him, “She just enlarged our bags.”  
 
    Stephen looked like he was going to ask more, but Estelle came over with the food at that point, one of her helpers carrying a second tray as she distributed the food to their table. “Thanks, Estelle!” Jade piped up quickly and was echoed by the others around the table. She’d noticed that Estelle only came out to deliver food personally to a few people, and those at the table were included in that group.  
 
    “You’re very welcome, and how are you doing today?” Her voice was kind as she set out the leafy greens and juice for her fellacai, no longer just bringing Jade an extra plate and food. She seemed gratified when Jade’s babies flew down from her head to land and devour the offering.  
 
    “We’re good, thanks.” She was much better now that she had food. Even her annoyance at her ineptitude with spiritual magic dimmed in front of the feast laid out before her. “This looks amazing!”  
 
    Estelle beamed with pride, nodding. “And none of it crunchy, just for you. You enjoy your meal, now. I’ve got to get back.” She patted Jade’s shoulder affectionately, wishing the others a good day as well before she went back to her counter.  
 
    Jade grinned at her retreating back, muttering under her breath, “I really like that woman.” She turned back to her food, happily digging in as she glanced at the others, who’d also started eating. She thought about it for a moment, then held out her hand as she paused her eating. “Here, hand me your signet rings.” 
 
    Camille shook her head. “No, I’m good. Do you have any idea the value of what you’re trying to do for us? What you’ve already given us?” 
 
    Jade mulled it over for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t really care. These won’t be that large, just big enough to hold your weapons and such. Just think of it as extra safety,” she held up a hand, forestalling the rebuttals she could see on the tips of their lips, “but if you really want to repay me, then you can help me get my businesses going.” 
 
    “Businesses? As in, multiple?” Victor’s voice was filled with incredulity.  
 
    Smiling, she nodded. “You all know I have a bunch of ideas from my old world that I wanted to recreate. I figure, I want to create them, but I don’t have a whole lot of time to do so. Therefore, I’ve created blueprints.” She paused at their look of confusion, then tried to explain, “Basically, they’re detailed instructions on how to make them? Anyway, I’ve created a whole slew of instructions on things I want made or designs from my old world that I think would be fairly easy to recreate. I’ve put my instructions on a crystal using illusion magic.” 
 
    She paused, looking a little wistfully at her food before she went on. “I’ve got them split up into several categories, but I also don’t want to ruin the economy by flooding it with new stuff and putting others out of business. So I need to find people to make my designs for a portion of the profit. I haven’t decided yet if I want to let them sell it themselves or if I want my own store, but I’m leaning towards having one giant store with different sections for all the different things.” Heck yes, she would be the Walmart of this world!  
 
    “The long and short of it is, I’ve got a bunch of ideas but no idea who to contract and how to get a shop, etc. So I need business partners who can take care of the day to day and logistical side so I can work on other things and supply designs. Also, I figure my spatial rings are something that only I can do, so you would be my ambassadors for that, and with you guys sporting them, all the nobles will want them too.”  
 
    She took a deep breath, then let it out, figuring they needed time to process. She took that opportunity to start scarfing food down happily, humming to herself. Once she’d eaten a bit more, she put in her final two cents, “I realize all of you are probably super busy, so I don’t expect you to do it yourselves, obviously, but I figure you can find me capable people and help me get it started.” 
 
    Eric had already taken out a new sheet of paper and ink, his quill poised to write her answers down as he asked, “What exactly are we working with here? What kind of things are you selling?” 
 
    Jade contemplated the question for a moment, then explained, “Quite a lot of it is stuff you wear, be it clothes, bags, or jewelry. I’ve also got a stack of metal inventions, a ton of different foods, and the new obstacle course I designed. Then of course, I’ll have my spatial rings of holding. There’s also Damian’s glass figurines that I light up, though I’m not sure he’d want them to be sold anywhere besides his shop.” She paused, thinking. “I bet people would be interested in more communication network mirrors, too. I also recreated some of the music and shows from my old world.” 
 
    “When exactly did you have time to do all this?” Stephen’s quiet voice brought her back to the present.  
 
    “Oh, after my lesson with Queen Ashanna. I had an hour and a half, so I literally just made all of the crystal blueprints. Apparently, all I have to do is think about inserting a specific memory, and that put the entire thing in. It was rather nice and time saving.”  
 
    They were just shaking their heads. Eric finally began, “Alright, so as far as division of labor goes… I should probably handle the metal stack.” 
 
    “You’ll probably need help with that, actually. It’s the most complicated and involves a wide variety of random other things. Plus, a lot of the jewelry is metal based.”  
 
    He paused, considering this, then shook his head. “It’s not going to be simple, is it?” She shook her head and he sighed. “Alright. We’ll probably just have to take a look through the designs before we decide then. Is there anyone specific you’d like to work with?” 
 
    “Actually, yes. Sharon from Sew in Style would be my choice for help with the clothing, but there’s honestly so much there that she’d probably have to hire more help. Oh, and Keenan from Keenan’s stone. Those are my only preferences.”  
 
    “Noted.” Eric had quickly written the name down, then shook his head. “When can we see the designs?”  
 
    Jade shrugged. “Whenever, really. I have them in my ring.”  
 
    “Right…” he muttered while everyone else was eating quickly. Evidently, they thought whenever meant ‘eat fast because we’re making another field trip to her workshop right now.’ 
 
    “What do you want to call your shop?” Victor’s voice was gentle as he asked his question. 
 
    She paused. The only thing she’d ever come up with was Jade’s Inventions, and that seemed…pompous and wrong. They weren’t her inventions, anyway. She was stealing copyrighted material here… Could she do something with Copy? Copycat? What about something with alternate? Jademart? Maybe something to do with magic? 
 
    With a sigh, she shook her head. “I’ve got no clue.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Four – Terraform 
 
    “I know! You should call it–” Will paused for dramatic effect, “Jade’s Empire! Because you’re literally trying to sell everything and take over the world!” She almost snorted her food trying to contain her laughter but couldn’t stop the giggling fit when Victor reached over and hit him upside the head. 
 
    Still, the topic deserved consideration. She didn’t want to call it Jade’s anything because the ideas weren’t her own; she was just stealing them from her old world and bringing them here. At least she had magic, and it wasn’t like some sci-fi show where she had to terraform the planet before it was habitable… 
 
    Wait! “That’s it!” She realized she’d spoken aloud when everyone turned to look at her. Blushing sheepishly, she said with a smile, “I think I want to call it Terraform.”  
 
    “That’s…an interesting name. Care to explain what it means?” Stephen’s voice held curiosity for the new term.  
 
    She grinned. “Well, there’s two meanings. My old world was called Earth, but before that, it was called Terra, which still means…earth, just in a different language. So I guess the first meaning is that I’m taking the form of things from Earth, or Terra, and bringing them here. Which I suppose is pretty close to the second point, anyway. The actual term terraform was used in stories of traveling through space to other worlds. Most other worlds can’t actually support life, so they talked of terraforming the planet, or making it habitable to terrestrial, or land-bound beings. That’s really what I’m doing, I guess. I’m taking things from my world to make things here more comfortable for myself.” 
 
    “That’s…pretty on the nose.” Victor smiled encouragingly at her. “It’s also pretty great that you’ll be making it in the kingdom based on earth magic. It just matches all around.” He paused, then asked, “Your world was called Earth?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, imagine my surprise when people kept using earth in sayings and it had a similar connotation. I guess some things stand the test of worlds. It was a little disorienting at first because I knew you were referring to either the ground or the god and not the planet like I would have been. I also wonder if sometimes whatever makes me understand and speak your language just translates things into a similar saying I’d understand.” 
 
    “The ground is the embodiment of the god, so it’s not that much different either way. As for the other part, I have no idea, but it’s worth looking into,” Camille spoke in explanation. 
 
    “Really? Like I know he’s called Father Earth, but you think he IS the earth?” Her voice betrayed her bewilderment. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “No, but it’s his domain. More like it’s his aura, an extension that he created for us to live on. All things on it are under his watch.” 
 
    Jade shook her head. “Okay, religious philosophy can wait.” Forever, as far as she was concerned. She still had a thing or two to tell the gods if she ever got her hands on them. She shook that thought away. Monsters were plenty; she didn’t need to go against gods that seemed mostly benign, the whole turning people into monsters thing aside. Maybe they gave people monsters to fight so they wouldn’t rise up against the gods? She dropped that line of thought, trying to move on. She had different priorities to take care of! Things would be fine as long as they didn’t expect her to be their poster child. 
 
    Her babies had finished their meal by now and were moving back to her hair, satisfied. She quickly finished her meal since everyone else had started scarfing stuff down. When everyone was done, she nodded, smiling as she stood. “Alright, let’s get this show on the road!” They looked at her strangely but started out the doors nonetheless. Thinking about it, the fact that people didn’t understand her sayings meant that they weren’t being translated or that it only worked one way. Strange. She quickly stacked the plates on the table to make it easier on Estelle and her helpers, then left as well after waving to the woman behind the counter who nodded back cheerfully to her. 
 
    Walking out, she followed the group as they headed back to Magnus while discussing various people they knew who might be available to help or looking for something new to do. She had no idea who they were talking about, so she let it slide and started drawing in energy from the light again until she heard Camille’s gasp. Most of them turned to see what she was looking at and found only an aura of darkness.  
 
    It was Stephen who shook his head, asking, “Jade, are you trying to hide in plain sight for some reason?”  
 
    Her voice came from the darkness, “Not really. I’m just recharging completely from the sun. It’s an unfortunate side effect.” Once she felt her reserves were full—food had helped, but it wasn’t enough to fill up her tank all the way anymore, so she was glad she’d found an alternative—she stopped absorbing light and came into view once more. She smiled at the group around her and shrugged. “It is, however, effective, and much easier than eating.” Except at night.  
 
    It was kinda funny if she thought about it. Would she one day be able to subsist solely on sunlight? Not that she would; food was too amazing! But still. She could be like a little plant and be her own little light vamp! She just hoped there were no random unknown side effects from vamping energy from the sun. The only real problem with it she saw right now was her inability to use it at night. She was going to have to make sure the surgery today was by a window. Thankfully it didn’t get full dark until after eight. That should be plenty of time, right? 
 
    “Jade, are you going to unlock the door?” Will’s voice brought her out of her reverie, and she realized she’d walked inside and up the stairs to her workroom without any recollection of doing so.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sure. Of course.” She paused, thinking of what she wanted for a second before a key appeared in her hand and she deftly inserted it in the door.  
 
    She vaguely heard Victor mutter, “Not sure I’ll ever get used to her doing that…” 
 
    Smiling back at him over her shoulder, she chirped happily, “Sure you will! As soon as you have one of your own, you’ll get used to it in no time. Speaking of, cough up your rings.” She had already waved her hand over the empty table in front of her to deposit the crystals once more, then made grabby hands at them. When they hesitated, she growled. “Now. Don’t be stubborn about this! Remember, you’re doing business stuff for me in return. Plus, people need to see it in use in order to become envious.” 
 
    If there was one thing she was good at, it was envy. Each of them slowly either took off or produced their signet rings, which she happily collected as she gestured to the neatly piled crystals. “Go ahead and pick one up, insert a little magical energy, and voila, the prototype will appear in front of you!”  
 
    She waited to start on the rings, wanting to see their reactions. Camille was the one who grabbed one first, turning around and grinning as she pointed it at the others. It was apparent when she inserted her energy because a projection of a trench coat came up, along with Jade’s voice explaining what it was, the different features involved, how to customise it, and good materials to make it out of.  
 
    Several of them had jumped back as the projection came into being before staring in awe at the image in front of them. Victor waved his hand through it, distorting it for a second as he shook his head. “This is amazing!” Everyone else started picking up crystals and putting energy into them, her voice coming from several different directions as the images popped up.  
 
    Shaking her head and leaving them to play, she began the process of turning their rings into her new and improved inventory rings. Due to the fact that she was making five different ones, she chose to only make them cuboids with the dimensions of two by two by five feet, long enough for weapons to fit without being too costly for her. She was sure they’d use it for other things too, but her primary goal was to give them an extra edge in battle or carry things confidentially, she supposed. It didn’t matter; she’d enlarge them for more utility at a later point. 
 
    Pausing, she considered whether or not she could make a mini portal that she could either send stuff back through or get supplies sent to her. It should be easy enough, though she didn’t think she could make it very large, not if she wanted to take it with her, since she figured putting a space portal inside a pocket space was a bad idea. You never overlapped pocket space dimensions or things tended to explode and disappear, as a general rule. She figured that was how you made mini black holes.  
 
    She actually wouldn’t mind experimenting with that in the future…with the proper safety precautions, of course! She’d have to start with something small… Contemplating the possibilities, she stood in the sunlight for a moment, vamping the light again to recharge what she’d used on the rings before she walked back over to the group, who were still playing with her crystals.  
 
    She clapped to get their attention and laughed when they cast her startled looks, having been absorbed in their tasks. “As much fun as it is to watch you explore the crystals… I believe we have class soon?” 
 
    Almost as one, everyone scrambled for their pocket watches. There were several groans as they started putting the crystals down gently. Picking out Eric’s ring from among those she held, she stuck it on, waving her hand over the crystals and storing them in his ring. She figured he was the organizer, so it made sense for him to have them. 
 
    “Hey, I want some too!” Camille protested upon noticing which ring was on her finger.  
 
    Jade shook her head at them, laughing. “You guys can divide and conquer later. This isn’t exactly a project that’s going to take shape in a day.” She handed back their rings, then thought of something. Grabbing a few empty crystals from her rings, she quickly filled them with images of a mall, a Walmart, several department stores, and various restaurants. All of this was secondhand knowledge from movies and shows, but she figured she got the general idea right. 
 
    “Here, add these to the collection.” She held them out to Eric. 
 
    He seemed to be concentrating on inserting his mana into the ring, surprised at the options it gave him when he did. He held his hand over the crystals, grinning in triumph when they entered his ring. “What are these ones?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They’re what stores and restaurants looked like in my old world, more or less.”  
 
    “Oooh, I want to see!” Camille made grabby hands for the crystals. 
 
    Stephen laughed softly. “Are you forgetting you have class?” She grumbled, subsiding. He nodded to the rest of them. “Time to go. Your tutors will be annoyed if you’re late.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Will grumbled before obediently filing out of the room with the rest of them. Everyone except Eric headed towards the staircase while she left her fellacai to play in the room. 
 
    “We’ll catch you later!” Victor called out cheerfully as they waved and began to descend. 
 
    Eric turned, grinning at her as they walked out of view. “Now you finally get to see my classroom!” 
 
    Laughing, she followed him down the hall to the right. He pulled out a key, unlocking the door before it disappeared into thin air. She smiled, glad he was trying so hard to get used to the new ring without raising a fuss.  
 
    She stopped in her tracks, realizing that if she went to the library, she could take books out and no one would be the wiser! She felt a little bad about the thought, but it was frustrating to not be able to read before she went to sleep like she wanted to. As long as she kept the books safe and returned them, it should be fine, right? 
 
    Her musings and thoughts of temporary borrowing without permission, it’s not stealing if I return them, were cut short as she walked behind Eric and into his room. She gasped, looking around the room in awe. The walls were covered in beautiful metal etchings. There were fantastic metal sculptures placed all around the room, as well as tables with giant heaps of metal to practice on.  
 
    Captivated, she walked over to the wall, running her hands along the etching of a gorgeous oak tree. Each and every leaf was exquisitely detailed by the hand of a master. Looking at Eric, she asked in awe, “You did this?” At his modest nod, she laughed softly. “It’s absolutely beautiful. You have a real talent with this, you know.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, shaking his head. “It’s just a hobby I enjoy.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s much more than that. It brings beauty to the world. Honestly, without beauty, art, and the bright things in life, it wouldn’t be worth living. There’s balance in all things, and just because you choose to create something beautiful instead of something that can kill, there’s no shame in it.” She had known he had some sort of complex about his art. Honestly, she had no idea why, but figured it had something to do with his family.  
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t have time to go into further depth for the moment because the door opened again and several students peeked in to make sure they were in the right place.  
 
    As if the fact that the door was unlocked wasn’t indication enough… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Five – Truce 
 
    “Go ahead and come in,” Eric’s smooth baritone welcomed the three hesitant students who entered upon his invitation. She recognized Scott as one of the librarian workers, his shaggy hair and hand-me-down clothes marking him as a talent student. What with him being talented in both light and metal, she wasn’t surprised he worked under Eric at the library. She recognized Jeffrey from her water class, his small frame and electric blue eyes drilling into her for a moment before he looked away shyly. He still reminded her of a puppy, but she’d literally only gotten him to say his name before. Maybe he’d talk more this class?  
 
    The girl was the only one she’d never met before, and she hesitated for a second when she realized Jade was inside. Her black hair fell to her shoulders in a sleek bob, accenting her heart shaped face and hazel eyes. She wore a vibrantly red dress with intricate embroidery and lace, while her neck, wrists, and fingers were adorned with heavy plates of gold jewelry. She held herself with a haughty grace as she swept inside the door Scott had held open for her, barely giving him a second glance.  
 
    “Hello, Viscount Silverstone.” Her voice was like velvet as she greeted Eric, giving him a brief curtsy as she cast a disparaging glance at Jade, who, despite her beauty, was severely underdressed in comparison. With a slight frown, she noted imperiously, “I don’t recall there being such a girl in the beginner class. Who is she?” 
 
    “She is sitting right here, thank you very much, and if you want to know who I am, perhaps you’d do better to introduce yourself first.” Being treated as less than the dirt beneath the girl’s feet had gotten on Jade’s nerve almost instantly. Where Britney had been overtly spiteful and flirtatious, this girl simply acted as if the world was hers to command.  
 
    “I am Duchess Alisha Ri’Tine. The proper form of address towards me is Your Grace, though I suppose a commoner such as yourself wouldn’t know any better. Really Viscount, where did you find her? The woods?” Her voice was dismissive and derisive at the same time as she directed her questions towards Eric once more.  
 
    Duchess? Wasn’t that the next title below the royal family? There was something about her last name too, Ri’Tine… It wasn’t Ri’Cloch, but she could see the similarities. Perhaps a noble branch? She was ever so tempted to teach this brat a lesson, but so far all she’d done was talk. Talk wasn’t dangerous, so she had to consciously tamp down her temper. She wanted to put a plug in it.  
 
    Eric looked at her hesitantly, and she shook her head with a shrug. There was no need to address such pettiness. He sighed and instructed, “Why don’t you take a seat so we may begin the lesson?”  
 
    Alisha huffed, then walked to one of the front seats, sending a pointed look at Jeffrey, who jumped up to get her chair for her. She sat primly, settling her skirts gracefully around her without giving Jeffrey another glance. He hastily resumed his seat, looking down at his desk silently. 
 
    Jade was getting rather annoyed now, and she couldn’t help but remark in a low voice, “It seems that being a duchess has robbed you of all common decency. Beware, for pride goeth before the fall…”  
 
    She could see Alisha’s shoulders stiffen before she decided to ignore her completely. Jade was okay with that. She didn’t have to like the girl, but as long as Alisha didn’t go around trying to harm others with anything more than a rebuke, she didn’t see the need to step in and make an example of a girl who was just being a spoiled brat, which was something she’d probably been raised to be. Heck, there were plenty of stories about girls in her old world who did the same. It wasn’t something new, just frustrating. 
 
    She glanced over at Scott and Jeffrey. Jeffrey was still staring at his desk, his cheeks heated red. She wanted to ask him why he let her treat him that way, but when she looked at Scott, he was looking right back at her. He shook his head gently, then mouthed the words, “It’s not worth the trouble.” Sighing, she nodded in acquiescence. Alisha outranked everyone here, including Eric, by quite a bit. She could understand how people did things just to keep the peace, even if it trampled a little on their dignity.  
 
    She was lucky, really. With her rare position and power, she was one of the few people who could truly ignore society’s conventions. Not everyone had that option, and sticking with the status quo could be considered normal. There was something to be said for not rocking the boat and ending up stranded in deep water. She might have celebrity savior status that had practically made her immune to the consequences she’d normally face for her actions, but no one else did. Perhaps she’d been taking that for granted too much to say and do whatever she wanted.  
 
    Shaking off those darker thoughts, she glanced at Eric who had quickly recovered from the little altercation and moved forward. She felt a little guilty for potentially making his life harder when he’d done so much to help her. With a sigh, she put away her thoughts of retribution for the girl. For Eric, Scott, and Jeffrey’s sake…she would try to not rock the boat any more than she already had.  
 
    Clearing his throat, Eric began, “Now that we’re all here, we’ll begin with a brief review of what you know about metal magic. Can anyone tell me about the different uses you’re aware of?” 
 
    Alisha huffed her annoyance, Jeffrey looked petrified to speak, and Jade hadn’t been there to learn this stuff, so all she had was common sense. Scott thankfully spoke up, sparing Eric awkward silence, “Metal magic is primarily used for the sensing and manipulation of metal. Unlike other magic, we don’t create, but manipulate what is already in the world around us. There are multiple ways to do that, but the most common are fine tuning metal pieces, such as the art around us, as well as creating weapons and armor. We’re able to mold the metal without the extra use of heat. However, we’re also able to control metal, so in a fight, weapons made entirely out of metal are best so that we can control them in unique ways.”  
 
    Eric nodded, obviously pleased with Scott. “Very good. An important part of battle is not only controlling your own weapons, however. It’s sensing and seizing the weapons of others. Most weapons, save natural weapons such as claws and teeth, have some form of metal. Even some natural weapons have metal, due to the creatures eating it to strengthen themselves. This is especially helpful in determining if a person is carrying hidden weapons. If you can find their hidden weapons, that’s something that’s already close to their person that you can use against them.” 
 
    He walked through the desks, handing out pieces of paper, ink, and quills. “Therefore, your first task today is to sense the metal that is on your fellow classmates. Write down everything you sense on them. You have five minutes.”  
 
    How did one sense metal? Jade was a little flummoxed by the assignment. Was she supposed to develop some sort of X-ray vision? Was it like mana sense, where she would see the currents around people? No, that just didn’t make sense. If this was something every metal mage could do, then they could do it without mana sense. Glancing at the others, she saw Jeffrey was closing his eyes, though Scott was studying Alisha.  
 
    Closing her own eyes, she called on her metal magic, feeling the tingle of it running through her body. Thinking about it, what she wanted was something akin to her healing magic. She wanted a mental image of all the metal in the room. When she thought of it like that, it was as if a small pulse of energy left her body, filling the room so that she could see it in her mind’s eye. 
 
    Her first instinct was to wince as the entire room lit up. Eric hadn’t mentioned the fact that this exercise was made harder by the sheer amount of metal in the room. Sifting through all of that to focus on a single person was exponentially harder, but she pulled in her focus, starting with Alisha. 
 
    As she’d confirmed with her regular vision, Alisha was wearing golden necklaces, bracelets, and rings. She had a pocket watch and several buckles on various items as well. Her surprise came when she realized the girl had two twin short swords hidden in her skirts. She also had bands of iron going up her legs. It was rather amazing, actually. It had to be a ton of weight to haul around, but it would improve her fitness and provide fodder that she could easily turn into weapons. Jade begrudgingly found her respect for the girl rising somewhat.  
 
    She turned her attention to Jeffrey next. He had a signet ring, watch, buckles, and several knives about his person, but she was again surprised to find iron bands like Alisha’s running up his legs and even as an armband. When she saw Scott had the same bands, she realized that they’d probably created them in the beginner class. It made sense for them to always want raw material on hand, and they were all academy students who were here to better themselves. They probably just saw it as training.  
 
    Still, the realization that they had metal rings around them made her think of Magneto. Had any of them ever thought to use the metal to fly? She was coming to the realization that most of the magics had some way to let people fly if they were creative enough to try it. Unfortunately, flying seemed like a foreign concept to them. Just imagine, a world where people had the power to fly, but they had no idea! It was truly a pity. People on Earth would have killed for something like that! 
 
    For good measure, she scanned Eric too. He had the customary signet ring that she’d modified, and if she concentrated, she could feel the metal in the spatial area that she’d created for him. He too had his bands of metal and various weapons about his person, and she imagined there were less than there had been before, due to him putting them in the ring.  
 
    Looking at her pocket watch, she frowned. She only had about a minute left. With her terrible skills, she was never going to get everything written down in time, and she became acutely aware of the scratching of quills around her. She uncapped the ink, looking at the quill and shaking her head. Since she couldn’t write that quickly…she’d use another way.  
 
    She’d speculated that since ink was mostly just water with traces of plant and mineral dyes, so with her ability to control all of those things with magic, it should be a breeze! She called to the ink, careful to keep the integrity of it intact and not just call the water or minerals by themselves. She should have realized Eric would choose a mineral based ink instead of a plant based one. 
 
    Shaking her head at her wandering thoughts, she directed the ink to touch and form the words she wanted, happy when beautiful, unblotched words began to appear on the sheet. She finished with a joyful flourish and looked up only to see all eyes on her. Eric raised a brow and asked with a grin, “You didn’t want to use a quill?”  
 
    She grinned back at him. “This was more efficient.”  
 
    “I can see that. Now then, everyone hand me your papers.” There were a few flutters as people waved or blew on their papers to dry the ink, but since she had no excess, she didn’t need to. She absently reached out to Scott and Jeffrey’s papers, pulling the tiny bit of excess water out so they would dry, evaporating it instantly. Both boys looked confused as they gazed at their now dry papers, then glanced at her. She returned their glances with a delighted grin. Needless to say, she left Alisha’s paper alone.  
 
    Eric collected them all, nodding as he read them over. He pointed out one or two small things that Jeffrey and Scott missed, then moved to Alisha’s paper. “Very good, Alisha. It seems you got everything.” 
 
    She smirked as she glanced back at Jade. “It wasn’t hard. Some people have so little metal on them that they could hardly be considered a metal mage. Honestly, you don’t even have a single weapon on you. Were you too poor to afford even a single knife?”  
 
    Jade laughed, shaking her head. “Au contraire, mademoiselle. I have quite a bit of metal and weapons on me, you just can’t sense them.” 
 
    Alisha huffed. “What’s the point of your lies? Everyone here wrote the same thing. A single ring, a pocket watch, and a few buckles. You have nothing on you!”  
 
    Holding eye contact, Jade held her hand out over her desk. One by one, large blocks of metal appeared, on top of which she started placing weapon after weapon, producing the literal armory that Camille had gifted her with. When her desk began to groan under the weight, she stopped. The students were looking at her in wide-eyed amazement and confusion, while Eric was just shaking his head.  
 
    Her gaze challenging, Jade asked, “So, you were saying?”  
 
    “Where did it come from!?” Alisha’s voice had gained a pitch of alarm.  
 
    Jade swept her hand over the desk, putting all the weapons and metal back into her ring before she held it up. “My latest design, the ring of holding. It’s quite handy, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “That’s impossible…” Her voice was nothing more than a whisper as she stared in horror at Jade. 
 
    Jeffrey’s voice was equally quiet. “Your design?”  
 
    She smiled at him, nodding. “Yes, I made it this morning. I’ll eventually have them for sale in my store once it gets going. These will probably be custom made, since I generally use signet rings.” Jeffrey nodded in understanding, going silent once more.  
 
    Alisha’s strangled voice finally demanded in a quiet whisper to Eric, “Who exactly is she?” Ahah, her curiosity had finally been piqued! He glanced at Jade and she nodded to tell him it was okay. 
 
    Eric responded with a kind smile, “Duchess Alisha, may I present to you Lady Jade, the new traveler.” He seemed glad she had finally asked the question again.  
 
    Jade heard an almost inaudible curse come from the duchess’s mouth and smiled innocently at her as she turned back to Jade. Alisha nodded stiffly as she spoke in a stilted voice, “Lady Jade, I…apologize for my earlier comments. I was unaware of your identity.”  
 
    Jade studied the girl for a moment before nodding and extending her hand. “I accept your apology. Unlike Brodie, you didn’t actually attack me, so that’s at least a step up in your favor.” Alisha winced and Jade went on, “With that said, perhaps we should move on with the class.” She was willing to let bygones be bygones. 
 
    Nodding, though Jade could hear her teeth grinding, Alisha responded quietly, “Agreed.” She took Jade’s hand ever so briefly before she turned back to Eric, who nodded. They may never be great friends, but at least she hadn’t created a new enemy. Well, unless Alisha was a better actress than she gave her credit for. Her spidey senses remained dormant, so she figured she was okay for now. 
 
    They moved on to the manipulation of metal, Eric going over various techniques for fine crafting, as well as drilling them in quick manipulation and targeting. While Alisha wasn’t pleasant, she wasn’t unpleasant the rest of class either.  
 
    The time passed peacefully without further mishaps. She was happy a truce had been possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Six – Wind 
 
    After class had ended, Alisha had nodded stiffly to her before allowing Jeffrey to open the door and escort her out. Scott shot her an apologetic glance, then quickly left in another direction. Jade heaved a sigh of relief as the door closed behind them and heard the echo of Eric doing the same. She looked at him, smiling wryly as she said softly, “Well, that wasn’t quite how I expected your class to go down.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I was so caught up in your business plans, I wasn’t thinking straight or I’d have warned you.” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head. “Don’t worry about it. I tend to derail everything, it seems. But hey, no blood was shed, so I’m going to count this as a win! Who exactly was she, anyway? Another royal cousin?” 
 
    Eric disabused her of that notion promptly. “No, but she’s from one of the oldest noble families. They’ve been trying to get her engaged to Victor for years.”  
 
    “Poor Victor.” She felt for him. 
 
    “I think he might share your sentiments,” Eric replied dryly, grinning. “Duchess Alisha can be rather…direct.”  
 
    “That’s one way of putting it,” she replied back drolly. Getting to her feet, she straightened her clothes. “Well, I suppose I’d better go to my next class, though I’ve got to stop by my workshop first and make sure Marcelle’s man isn’t there. I wish you a far more peaceful beginner class.” She smiled as he opened the door for her, tipping her head in thanks.  
 
    “I imagine it will be far easier.” He nodded, closing the door behind her to get ready as she walked down the hall to her workshop. She was unsurprised to find several guards waiting outside her room.  
 
    They were conversing in low voices and looking towards the stairwell rather than behind them, so she cleared her throat softly to get their attention. All three men quickly turned, taking the sight of her in. She smiled at them and asked, “Hello, can I help you?” She walked to the door beside them, materializing her key as she put it in the door and turned to look at them as she opened it.  
 
    “Are you Lady Jade?” She nodded, and he smiled in relief. “Oh good. Countess D’Ard sent us to pick up a package from you.” 
 
    She nodded, ushering them into her workshop, where they tensed upon seeing her fellacai winging about the room, staring hard at her as they came to land on her hair and shoulders. She closed the door behind them, saying softly, “I apologize if my bonded unnerved you. I should have warned you.” She paused, walking over to the bag as she asked, “Now, do you know what it is Marcelle sent you to get?” 
 
    One of the men stepped forward, shaking his head. “You’re fine, Miss, but no. We were told not to ask questions.”  
 
    She nodded, turning her back to them so she could put an apple in the bag. That was it, really, before she turned and held out the bag for them to take. It was better for them to think whatever was in the bag was the package and not the bag itself. As the first man reached for it, she brushed against his fingers as she said sternly, layering her voice with compulsion and hypnotism, “That’s good. Do not let temptation get the better of you and look inside the bag. Please take it straight to Countess D’Ard as quickly as you can.” The men nodded, stiffening slightly at her command.  
 
    “We’ll be on our way then.” She could see the effects taking place immediately, so she opened the door for them, brushing her hand against each of them unobtrusively as they left with a bow. As soon as they were gone, she closed the door behind them, leaning against it. Again, she hated using compulsion on people. It always left her with a sick feeling. She probably had no need to manipulate those men, but if she was right, she’d just handed them a king’s ransom. Caution was probably the better part of valor at this point.  
 
    Her next class was wind, and she studied her babies before asking, “I’m going to my wind class. Would you like to come?” She wasn’t sure how safe it was, but all of them had wind magic, so she figured she’d give them the chance. Therefore, she wasn’t incredibly surprised when all of them settled onto her hair complacently.  
 
    “We come,” Lilith’s tiny voice came to her, and she smiled. She loved having them with her because they gave her a sense of peace nothing else did. Ironic, that the monsters she’d befriended gave her the most peace, but they weren’t monsters to her, they were the most beautiful, loving creatures. They were family.  
 
    Locking the workshop behind her, she quickly went to the door just across the stairwell and around the corner from her, the twentieth classroom. As she turned the corner, she almost ran into a familiar figure who quickly caught her arm before she could fall. Grinning up at Dante, she said with some mirth, “Baron Damocles! I wasn’t expecting to run into you here!” 
 
    His hand immediately swept down, taking her hand as he bent over and kissed it once he determined she was stable as he said with a cheeky grin, “Neither was I, but any meeting with you is always a pleasure. And may I just say, you look positively radiant today.”  
 
    She laughed as he let go of her hand, responding merrily, “And you look quite dashing yourself.” He did, really. His clothes were utterly impeccable, the perfect image of a courtly Romeo. “What brings you here?” 
 
    He smiled, gesturing to her as he opened the door to the wind classroom, “I’m the assistant professor for intermediate wind.”  
 
    She grinned, shaking her head and preceding him into the classroom. “I should have guessed.”  
 
    “Jade!” She turned to her left, seeing Will sitting by several other students, the seat directly to his left still open. She recognized Sean Macmannon as the student who brought his friend to her after he was savaged in contractual magic, as well as Jayce, Chase, and Seamus from her water class. Quiet, shocking Melody from lightning was there as well, along with two other students she didn’t know.  
 
    “Hello, Lady Jade. I see you’ve met my assistant, Dante.” A soothing tenor came from her right, and she turned to find Count Todd Bascom, or at least, that’s who she assumed it was, since she was told that was her teacher. 
 
    She smiled, nodding to him. “I have, yes. He helped me with my small knives class. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Count Bascom.” She met his bright blue eyes as he took her hand, bringing it to his lips and giving her a fantastic view of his short reddish blonde hair.  
 
    “The pleasure is mine. Please, take a seat. We’re only waiting on one other student.” His smile was calm and soothing, and she nodded, turning back to the seats. The empty seat next to Will was the obvious choice, especially because Jayce was sitting on the other side of it. However, Melody was sitting right behind it. She hesitated for the merest second before choosing to slide into the seat. There wouldn’t be another mishap today…right? 
 
    “We missed you at the obstacle course this morning.” Jayce’s voice was quiet and teasing as he went on, “Glen decided a little payback was necessary for having you shoot him yesterday, so he manned the archery tower most of the time.”  
 
    She laughed softly, shaking her head. “I can’t say you didn’t bring that on yourself. It was your idea to have me shoot him with wind arrows, after all.” Jayce just smirked unrepentantly, and she knew if he were to redo it, he’d still do it all over again.  
 
    “Watching him get pummeled was at least entertaining,” the words were spoken in a voice beneath a whisper, and she glanced around, realizing they had come from Chase. His hooded eyes still carried the look of perpetually sleepiness, or perhaps it was just laziness, maybe boredom.  
 
    Seamus was next to him, his emo haircut as perfectly in place as ever as he studied her from beneath his black bangs. She remembered Camille telling her that his family had been taken by the mesmer and idly wondered if he’d heard about the hunt. She nodded to him, while he just rolled his eyes and went back to whatever he’d been doing before. Her guess was confirmed when she heard him mutter under his breath, “No sense talking to a dead person walking.”  
 
    It was nice to know he had such confidence in her ability to come back from the hunt alive. Her gaze moved to the two other people in the classroom, surprised to realize they were both girls. For some reason, it felt like there were a lot more men on campus. She stopped to think about it. She knew there was a differentiation in the different classes of the nobility, but was there normally an educational gap between men and women? 
 
    There were women here, so that didn’t totally hold water, but she made a mental note to ask about it later when there weren’t a bunch of witnesses to her ignorance. Sure, she was only human, and she had weaknesses and gaps in her knowledge. She just didn’t like to show them, but that was normal…right?  
 
    Still, she studied the two girls for a moment. One of them had beautiful olive skin that matched her shiny black hair and dark brown eyes. If Jade had been on Earth, she’d have said she looked like she was from India. She hadn’t seen many people with such dark skin, so she wondered if she was a transplant from another area. The second girl’s skin was tanned golden, her hair a honey blonde that was pulled back. The two of them were conversing very quietly about some boy, so Jade tuned it out, not wanting to spy on complete strangers.  
 
    The door opened to admit Jeremy Fifield, her archery buddy. He bobbed a quick bow to Count Bascom, saying quickly, “Sorry I’m late, Count Leroy wouldn’t let us go until we’d gotten our pages perfect.”  
 
    Todd nodded to him, his voice smooth as he spoke, “Just try not to make a habit of it. Go ahead and take a seat.” Jeremy nodded quickly, turning to the seats. His face broke out into a grin when he saw Jade, followed moments later by slight disappointment as he realized there were no open seats by her. He then dutifully trudged to the next best thing, a seat next to Melody behind Jayce.  
 
    Count Bascom cleared his throat to regain their attention as he smiled benignly at them. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get started. As you all know, wind is one of the more versatile and useful elements. Practically speaking, you can use it to mask sound and scent or to bring sound and scent to you. It’s a powerful shield and sword, being able to catch your enemies off guard because your material is invisible unless tainted with something like dust. It’s the very air you breathe, and it can also act as an accelerant for other gifts, such as fire. We’ll begin with sound…” 
 
    Jade enjoyed the wind class. She didn’t learn a whole lot that she hadn’t already thought of herself except for eavesdropping with the wind. She hadn’t thought to bring a breeze over from a distance in order to hear what someone was saying better. She probably should have, but she hadn’t. They’d practiced having the wind carry whispers, blocking out shouts, and then moved on to shields and wind spears. Her babies had had fun ‘encouraging’ the class by fluttering about them and creating small gusts of wind. 
 
    When it came to wind walls, Count Bascom had been fascinated with the idea of using a wind wall to support someone so they could essentially move about on an invisible flying disk.               He’d set them all to trying it with various levels of success, and Jade had to heal a few bruises from when people dropped concentration and hit the ground or someone else when they lost control or energy.  
 
    Still, everyone was grinning with elation for the possibilities available to them by the time class was done. She’d learned the darker girl’s name was Elora, and the second girl’s name was Ellen. There hadn’t been any mishaps with Melody today, though for some reason, she had the sneaking suspicion that the winds that kept tickling her and taking her words and scent may have belonged to the girl. It was nothing overt, so she let it slide.  
 
    As they started packing up, Jeremy caught her and asked, “Hey, how come I never see you in the cafeteria? Do you not eat here?”  
 
    Jayce actually cut in before she could answer, “She does, just on the first floor. Being a traveler has its perks, you know?” He smirked suggestively at her as she just shook her head and looked back to Jeremy.  
 
    “It’s true, I eat on the first floor, thankfully. I’m a bit of a foodie, so the thought of the food on the fifth floor makes me shudder inside. Sorry, I’ll probably never join you up there if I have any say in the matter.” Which she did, thankfully. She was glad once again that she didn’t have to rely on teachers to invite her.  
 
    “Not fair,” Jeffrey groaned, shaking his head. “You and Will should have to suffer like the rest of us!”  
 
    Will slung an arm around his shoulders, grinning. “Not on your life.”  
 
    Laughing, the four of them moved towards the door, Melody trailing silently behind them, trying to be unobtrusive as she listened to their conversation with a wistful look.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Seven – Smoothies 
 
    “You should see her at the archery range. It’s a little bit crazy. She went from not knowing how to hold a bow to super-shooter in a few days. I’ve put in a ton of hours at the range just trying to keep up.” The conversation had shifted as they walked towards the cafeteria, with Jeremy regaling them with her archery exploits after Jayce had given a rundown on the morning’s obstacle course.  
 
    Will agreed vehemently. “I know what you mean. Almost everyone has been picking up their game trying to keep up with her. She’s just so blasted good at everything and picks it up so fast, it puts the rest of us to shame.”  
 
    Jade smiled apologetically at them. “You don’t have to try to keep up with me, you know. My ability is basically a cheat, and I’ve been pushing myself so hard because of the hunt. I wouldn’t be training so much otherwise.” It was true. She hadn’t wanted to learn how to fight when she came to this world; she’d wanted to learn how to make life better for herself and those around her. She wanted to create, not kill. Just because she was becoming adept in it didn’t mean she wanted to make something like the mesmer hunt a regular thing. 
 
    Truthfully though, if she was successful, she’d probably be asked to do it more. She couldn’t even blame people for that. If you had someone who was super good at killing monsters and could save a ton of lives by exterminating them… Yeah, she would ask them to do it too. Unfortunately for her, she was that person. Shaking off those gloomy thoughts, she smiled at them. “But really, the only person you should be comparing yourself to is you. Are you better than you were yesterday? If the answer is yes, that’s good enough.”  
 
    “That’s a…unique way of looking at things.” Jayce obviously held reservations, but coming from a military standpoint, could she blame him? The military of her world had been all about outstanding service, and it was relative. It was going above and beyond what was normally expected of you. Therefore, it was a direct comparison. Not to mention from what she’d seen, titles could be bestowed meritoriously, so people were encouraged in that direction. The whole self-improvement mentality for its own sake wasn’t big here.  
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t think there’s any one right way. People are unique individuals, so how each person responds to anything will be different based on their circumstances, training, and history. Sure, it’s way easier to standardize training, but when push comes to shove, everyone has to make an individual choice on what they do. Keeping a positive mindset helps a lot of people. If all you think is, ‘I’ll never measure up to her,’ then of course you won’t. You’re reinforcing your own failure mentally, and it’ll just drag you down in the end. But if you think, I’m a better person than yesterday, and I’ve made progress in X, Y, and Z, you start to see the improvements and it motivates you to do more. That’s one theory of positive psychology, at least.”  
 
    “What’s positive psychology?” Jeremy’s voice held slight confusion, and she shook her head.  
 
    “It was just…something people studied back on my old world. Psychology was the study of the mind and behaviors. Positive psychology…it’s more the study of strengths that help people to not only survive, but thrive. It’s looking at what you can do, rather than what you can’t.” To be honest, it hadn’t been super effective for her in the past. She’d focused a lot on what she couldn’t do, but then again, there hadn’t been a whole lot she could do. It didn’t mean the psychologist hadn’t tried, though. At least his efforts hadn’t totally gone to waste now. 
 
    Will nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. Focusing on the good. I like it.” He grinned as they arrived at the cafeteria. “And now, the good says, I’m happy my strength is being royal so I get the good food.” He ducked beneath Jayce’s retaliatory strike at his head as he walked backwards. “Enjoy your dinner!” He smirked impishly while Jayce and Jeremy cursed him under their breath.  
 
    “I’ll see you later. Have a good night!” Jade smiled consolingly and followed Will as they shook their heads and started up the stairs, Melody trailing silently behind them, though she kept glancing back over her shoulder at Jade until she was out of view. It was strange, to say the least. She hadn’t even tried to join their conversation at all. Will was already in line by the time she entered, and with a smile she joined him. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Will’s voice held suspicion as he eyed her standing next to him. He’d apparently gotten so used to her just waving to order that the mere act of standing in line caused him to deeply doubt her intentions.  
 
    Laughing softly, she grinned as she spoke, “I’ve got a favor to ask Estelle, so I’m joining you in line. Is that a problem?”  
 
    “Noooo…” His voice dragged out the syllable before his hand reached up, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “It just seems out of place, that’s all.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she countered, “You can’t let the little things bother you. You’ve got to roll with the punches!” He just looked at her strangely and she rolled her eyes. So many awesome sayings were just wasted on these people, and it just didn’t have the same impact if she had to explain them. It lost the quippiness factor.  
 
    Will was back to normal and talking excitedly about the possibilities of flying with the wind wall when they reached Estelle. “Well, isn’t this a lovely surprise?” Estelle grinned at her, nodding to Will too, almost as an afterthought. He gave up even trying to look affronted at the blatant favoritism. “What can I do for you two?” 
 
    He quickly ordered his food while Jade waited. When he was done, she grinned and asked Estelle, “I actually just want my normal, but I was wondering if you could prepare something to go for me too? I’m doing a major healing tonight, so I need food that’s easy to get down in case he or I need the energy and nutrients quickly during the healing. In my old world, we had something called a smoothie…”  
 
    Jade quickly described smoothies, including what was in them and how it was prepared. Will, Estelle, and the few people who were close enough to hear/see were entranced by the illusions she used to show her points of what she wanted. “So, if you could just prepare the ingredients in a small barrell, I think I can blend them up with water magic easily enough until I can figure out how to make a blender work here. And a couple cups, I think, since I’ll have other healers there too who might need it.” 
 
    “I think we can manage that, but only if you let me try it too.” Estelle was grinning broadly at her, obviously pleased with these new recipes to try out. Jade had given her a couple different variations of ingredients and explained the theory behind matching flavors. It was a mini smoothie class. Some of the professors behind her who couldn’t hear her explanation were grumbling about what was taking so long, but it had only been just over two minutes that she’d taken. Still, in line, that was forever. Thankfully the closer people said nothing, having been just as interested in the idea. 
 
    Nodding happily, Jade chirped back, “Of course, I’ll come to the kitchen and make you some before I leave. I can just pick it up from there, too, so you don’t have to transport it, and of course, I’ll bring the dishes back tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Now shoo, I should help the rest of them before they start trying to eat the counter.” Estelle grinned at them, flapping her hands imperiously as Will and Jade cheerfully left to find their table. She couldn’t help but marvel at how efficient the woman was, obviously giving detailed directions to one of her helpers while still taking orders.  
 
    “Hey guys!” Jade happily greeted Camille, Victor, Eric, and Stephen as she and Will sat down at what she realized had quickly become their customary table. Her babies fluttered around, spreading to the others around the table to soak in their auras while waiting for food, now that they were more comfortable with them. She tried to tamp down her giggles at the sight of everyone sporting at least one fellacai on their head. No one even said anything; they just continued their conversation, which now that she was paying attention, was about her business. 
 
    “What we need is someone who isn’t embroiled in their own business already. Someone who’s ambitious but still trustworthy and capable of taking point on this.” Camille was emphasizing her points by tapping her fork on her plate subconsciously. “They have to be diplomatic and business savvy.”  
 
    “You’re talking about a general manager. It’s a good idea.” Jade’s interjection was met with surprised glances, and she realized they had barely paid her any attention when she sat down, so she figured they’d tuned out her greeting too. Still, she’d only caught the last bit of their conversation. “Most businesses where I’m from had someone on top. Their jobs were basically to organize and oversee everyone else. They would have final decisions for the daily stuff, but they were still beholden to the board of directors.” 
 
    She paused, seeing that she had their attention, then went on. “So usually, there were a few departments or groups working under the director. There was research and development, which is mostly me at this point. There was production, which is the people actually making the stuff, and in our case, there would probably be several production departments. Then there was marketing and sales. Those are the people advertising products for consumer awareness and reaching out to different communities to get the product sent to new places. Then you have store management, which is the stocking and staffing of the store itself to sell to people every day. I guess we’d also need a construction department to make the buildings and shelves and things. We also need acquisitions, the people who source the different materials we use.” 
 
    Shrugging, she finished her spiel. “So the manager is usually in charge of that, and then he reports to the board of directors, which would be us, to make sure everything is going smoothly and to make sure nothing needs to be changed. Usually he’d have a couple assistants to help, too.” 
 
    Stephen was rubbing his temples as he nodded. “You’re right, Camille. We need to find someone else to do it. None of us has that kind of time.”  
 
    “We should be looking for at least a second child, someone who’s not in line to inherit but is still smart and comes from a loyal family, someone who hasn’t already become part of the academy.” Eric looked a bit stressed at the idea as he pushed his food around his plate.  
 
    “You realize there’s no rush, right? Rome wasn’t built in a day.” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she sighed, realizing she’d been using more phrases from home than usual today. All that time spent recalling things from her old world must have gotten to her. Still, she plowed on, “But seriously, you guys can take your time. I plan on living here for a very long time. It makes no difference to me if the store is set up in a year or a week. It’s better to make sure we do it right than to make sure we do it fast.” 
 
    “But–” She shook her head at Victor, and he sighed, holding up his hands in defeat. “Fine. You’re right. We just wanted to do this for you.” 
 
    Grinning, she spotted Estelle coming over to them with a bucket and mugs, while she had two helpers behind her bringing the food. “And you will. I have faith in you, but I didn’t ask you to do this to stress you out. There’s literally no rush on this. The kingdom has lasted this long without my crazy ideas. It can wait until we figure out how to do it properly and without crashing the economy.”  
 
    They looked like they were going to say more, but Estelle had reached them. “Alright, I think I’ve got everything you asked for. I thought we should run a test trial before we put the other batches together.” The two girls behind her unobtrusively put the food in front of them before retreating back to the kitchen. “I don’t have a water mage in the kitchen, or I’d have had them try.” 
 
    Glancing into the bucket, Jade grinned. “No worries. This should be perfect!” Estelle had even helpfully put the water in with the fruits and sugar, so all she had to do was blend and chill. Holding a hand over the bucket, she began controlling the water, turning it into tiny blades of ice as she sent them whirling through, chopping and blending everything together. She mixed the ice in, chilling the whole thing as she looked down at her new smoothies proudly.  
 
    Grabbing the mugs, she scooped out smoothie using her magic. Feeling giggly, she handed them out, first to Estelle, then to her confused friends. Taking her own smoothie, she held it up. “Cheers to the first smoothie on this world!”  
 
    A little dubiously, the others clinked their mugs against hers and began to cautiously sip it. Will was the most enthusiastic, taking giant gulps as he half moaned, “Sooooo gooooood…” He kept gulping it down quickly before he set the mug down, clutching his brain. “Ahhh…”  
 
    Jade giggled, reaching over and sending a healing jolt through him, even if he didn’t need it. “That’s called a brain freeze. Smoothies are meant to be enjoyed, not pounded down.”  
 
    “But it was so good…” Will’s voice was still plaintive, and everyone laughed, drinking their smoothies in moderation now that they had his example.  
 
    “It really is quite good. Not exactly easy to drink in large quantities, though, if Prince Will is any indication.” 
 
    Jade nodded. “Well, this one didn’t have as much liquid in it. The thicker it is, the harder it is to drink. I also don’t have to make it quite that cold, but it’s how I enjoy it most. For the healing, I’ll make them a bit thinner and warmer.”  
 
    “I see. Well then, I’d best get back to work!” Estelle smiled, taking the empty bucket back with her as Jade happily sipped at her smoothie in between bites of food. She had a good feeling about today.  
 
    Things were going to be okay. Smoothies made everything better.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Eight – Healers 
 
    Everyone got back to the business of eating except Victor, who asked curiously, “So what brought on this smoothie idea?” It took her a second to realize that the only person she’d told what she was doing was Stephen, and that was mostly because she used his mirrors. The others hadn’t heard the final outcome of her conversation last night. Communication was a serious issue. She kept having to re-explain things to everyone. It would be so nice if she could just put up a notice board with ‘What Jade is up to now.’ She’d think on that. 
 
    She paused, swallowing what was in her mouth before she could respond. “I’m healing Kevin’s foot after dinner. The smoothie is basically my fail safe for energy for both of us. It’s the easiest method to deliver sustenance into his body if the foot takes too much from the rest of him. I don’t have a way to drip nutrients straight into his blood, so this was my next best solution.” She had to hold back a shudder at the thought of an IV bag. If she never had to stick anyone or be stuck by a needle for the rest of her life, it would still be too soon. She would probably reinvent it here at some point, but she wasn’t looking forward to that at all.  
 
    “Oh, you decided to do it after all? I thought when you took him aside, you said no.” Victor was studying her curiously, and she shrugged in response.  
 
    “I just needed to make sure he was doing it for the right reasons, that’s all.” She went back to eating, somewhat ignoring the questioning look in his eyes until he shook his head and started eating again too. The rest of them made small talk about their days, and she just smiled, listening contentedly as Camille told them about how Tisha, Hayden, and Hunter had been fighting over who got to use the telescope tonight for the full moon. 
 
    “The telescope? I’ve heard about it a few times. Is it any good?” Jade stopped eating only long enough to ask her question, smiling expectantly at her friends. 
 
    Will was the one who grinned, nodding. “It’s the best! Old man Varden hardly let anyone else use it when he was alive.” He obviously caught Jade’s frown, quickly continuing, “You wouldn’t have wanted to meet him anyway. He just got meaner as he got older, but anyway, he barely let anyone use it. We got educated because we were royal, but it’s a lot more fun now that his Duke Speir took over. Only third and fourth years get the astronomy classes normally. If you want to see it, I’m sure Dad would be fine with making an exception.” He was babbling a bit, but she just grinned, not minding in the least. 
 
    “I’d like that.” That was all she said, but Will still went bright red as he smiled at his plate while sneaking glances at her. It was kind of adorable. However, she’d finished her food by that point, so she began stacking her dishes. When the others started to get up even though they hadn’t finished, she waved them down. “No no, don’t get up. I’m going to check in with Estelle and then head over to the infirmary to set up. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”  
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t want them there, but the people there were all either going to be healers or family. “Fine, we’ll see you tomorrow.” Victor looked a bit put out. She laughed, giving all of them a quick hug before twiddling her fingers at them and taking off for the kitchen, her babies fluttering in the air around her happily before settling on her hair.  
 
    Estelle was waiting for her by the kitchen door with a grin. “We’ve got everything ready. I’m excited to see how they turn out!” Jade grinned back at her, nodding as she led the way in. “You should probably test them here in case we need to make any modifications.” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks!” She happily followed Estelle over to the counter where six small barrels were open. Two of Estelle’s helpers were standing to the side looking excited. What was there was obviously way more than she’d asked for, and she realized they had made more in the hopes of trying it. She had to hold in her laughter as she nodded to them. “Thanks for doing this! Let’s see how it tastes!”  
 
    Holding her hand out, she carefully blended each one, happy to realize they were a bit more liquidy than the last batch was, more like a smoothie than a shake. Spotting several mugs to the side, she grabbed them, filling each cup half full and handing each woman two, making sure to brush their fingers as she did. “Go on, try it.” She happily encouraged them, taking a spoon and a cloth and taste testing each briefly before cleaning the spoon off and moving to the next. The three women behind her were murmuring their thanks and appreciation while she made minor adjustments to two of them using the ingredients they’d thoughtfully left nearby.  
 
    “This…is…AMAZING!” One of the girls was ecstatically sipping first from one mug, then the other. They all burst into laughter while Estelle moved over, helping Jade close the barrels for easier transport. She’d pulled out a bunch more mugs as well, and Jade smiled gratefully at her as she waved her hand over everything, putting it into her storage space. All three women let out gasps as she did so, and the same girl breathed out in awe, “Where’d they go?”  
 
    Grinning at her, Jade held up her ring. “I made a new kind of spatial storage. It’s quite convenient.” The girls were still looking at her like she was insane, so she just hugged Estelle briefly. “Thanks, Estelle, you’re the best! I’d probably better get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, dearie. Be safe.” Estelle returned her hug briefly, then walked her out, heading back to her station as Jade quickly slipped out the door and into the waning sunshine. Her babies took flight around her, exploring the surroundings happily as she became a black cloud as she absorbed light while she walked.  
 
    She reached the infirmary, happy to find she was the first one there. She glanced at her pocket watch, seeing she still had fifteen minutes before everyone was supposed to show up. She entered cheerfully, making sure her babies made it in before the door closed behind her. They went off to explore again while she started rearranging things in the main room, setting up a table where she put out the six small barrels and mugs.  
 
    She also set up the main table/bed where she’d operate with plenty of water, rags, and buckets to catch blood nearby. She was afraid of there being a lot of blood. She was lost in her task until Lilith’s voice alerted her, “There’s people here.” Lilith’s voice seemed curious, and Jade almost dropped what she was holding when a vivid image of two people kissing appeared in her mind.  
 
    Perhaps what was more shocking was that she recognized the two people. Shaking her head, she walked towards the back, where now that she was paying attention, she could hear the breathy sounds of two people making out. She walked to the door, clearing her throat as the noises came to an abrupt halt. She smiled at the two people who’d turned to the door, obviously startled. “Hi, Bryoni, Chase. I figured I’d let you know that I’m healing Kevin’s foot here in about ten minutes, so there’s going to be a lot of people here soon. Just figured I’d let you know in case you, erm, wanted to take this somewhere else.”  
 
    She smiled at the brazen singer and her hooded companion. She had to admit, the super outgoing Bryoni and the sleepy Chase were not who she expected to find hooking up in a dark room. They seemed like complete opposites! But well, you know what they say, opposites attract and all that jazz. She heard the shuffle of clothes being straightened as they appeared in the door, Bryoni looking sheepish and Chase’s lips curling in an ironic smile.  
 
    “Ah, Jade… I…” Bryoni started to try to explain uncomfortably when Jade held up her hand with a grin. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You’ll get no judgement or gossip from me. You might want to hurry, though. I have no idea when everyone else is going to show up.” She was highly amused by the situation, but she wasn’t going to give her fellow water mages too much trouble. Chase hadn’t said much to her, but he seemed like a decent sort, and she was starting to grow fond of Bryoni.  
 
    “We’ll be off then. Later, Jade.” Chase saluted her cheekily, still smirking lazily as he took Bryoni’s hand boldly and pulled her out. Bryoni blushed prettily, smiling shyly at Jade before they disappeared out the door. As soon as it closed behind them, Jade clutched her sides, bursting into laughter.  
 
    “Go Bryoni, go.” She giggled a little bit, just staring at the door and picturing the couple in her mind. They were cute together, despite the unexpectedness of the pairing. She silently wished them all the best before going back to setting up. Lilith landed on her shoulder, and Jade smiled down at her little queen. “Thanks for letting me know they were here. You’re amazing.” She smiled, reaching up to run a gentle finger over the body of her baby, who seemed to preen beneath her soft touch. “How did you send me that picture?” 
 
    “Bond is stronger. You can see what we see.” Lilith’s voice sounded proud and excited. Jade vaguely recalled that someone had mentioned that before, and wanting to try it, she focused on Ramoth. Closing her eyes, she was a little disoriented when she felt along their bond, and suddenly, she was dipping and weaving through the air as Ramoth explored the rooms. She clutched the table she was next to, releasing the bond as she felt queasy. That would take some getting used to. The colors were bright, almost ultraviolet, which she hadn’t quite realized in the still picture Lilith had sent her.  
 
    Either way, this was amazing news. It meant her babies could totally scout for her and send her information from afar, though she still needed to figure out what the range was. She was just hesitant to send them too far from her right now. “I’ll watch for more people,” Lilith’s voice sounded in her head, and she smiled gratefully down at her little queen. 
 
    “Okay, Lilith, I’d like that.” She walked over to the door, opening it and letting Lilith fly outside where she flew to a nearby tree and hid herself among the leaves. Jade made certain she was well obscured before she let the door close and went back to her work. She would run outside at the slightest panic in their bond. She was happy with the ingenuity of her baby queen and her willingness to help. She had a feeling she’d be relying heavily on them this weekend once they left the city. 
 
    She had taken out a little metal and was making straws when Lilith reached out to her again. “Group coming.” The words were accompanied by the vivid mental image of ten people making their way towards the building.  
 
    The kind features of Mike were the first she recognized, followed swiftly by Scylla’s corkscrew curls. They walked in front with another man, who looked to be in his mid thirties. He had a finely groomed brown beard and short hair, but it was his clothes and air that made him stand out. He walked with the quiet air of assurance that he knew his own importance. His clothes were somewhat extravagant, obviously of fine quality and cut perfectly to his impressive figure. Her guess was that he was Cody, the palace healer, since the other seven looked younger, in their twenties or early thirties, and followed respectfully behind those three while chatting amongst themselves.  
 
    Jade opened the door as Lilith sent her the image they were in front of it, surprising the people in front of her as she greeted them with a smile, “You made it!”  
 
    “Jade! Good to see you! How did you know we were at the door?” Mike came forward, giving her a gentle hug while smiling broadly.  
 
    She laughed as Willow flew forward from the depths of the infirmary, landing on her head and preening. “I had Lilith watching the door, and she told me you were here. But please, come in!” She stood aside, holding the door open for them to enter. Mike did so, then promptly pulled her behind him, holding the door instead. Who said chivalry was dead?  
 
    She grinned and stood next to him as Scylla entered, kissing her on the cheek. “Jade darling, it’s lovely to see you, as always. This is Viscount Cody Besok, the palace healer.” 
 
    Cody had come forward, taking her hand and bending over to place a kiss on the back of it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Jade. I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    “Hopefully at least some of it was good! It’s lovely to meet you, Viscount Cody.” She smiled at him as he nodded in approval, moving past her into the room to inspect her preparations as the ‘apprentices’ filed in behind him.  
 
    Mike helpfully introduced each one as they entered. They each greeted her with a kiss on the hand or cheek. Once they were all inside, Mike let the door close behind him as they walked towards where she’d set everything up. Cody had turned to ask, “What are these barrels for?” 
 
    She smiled, motioning to the cups to one side. “Nutrients. The healing I’m doing is going to take a lot out of Kevin and me, most likely. Rapid changes require the nutrients to come from somewhere, so I’m basically going to have him sipping what I prepared the whole time in the hope that most of it will be converted into the energy to regrow his foot. It’s also for me and anyone else who needs it to keep our energy up as well.”  
 
    She frowned at the table. “I want each of you to be able to see what’s going on, but I feel like ten people around the table might be a bit much…” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. We can just create a chain.” Mike’s voice waved off her concern, and when he saw she didn’t understand, he shook his head. “I forget you haven’t been here long. Healing magic can create a map of anyone you’re touching, but it also goes through their touch as well. So we can create a chain, and don’t have to have everyone touching the person, but everyone can bolster through the connections. We use it for healings that require large amounts of power.” 
 
    Jade stared at him in surprise, then grinned. “That’s lovely! I guess I should be spending more time with other healers…” 
 
    Scylla smiled, patting her shoulder. “You’ll have time.”  
 
    Jade nodded but didn’t reply. She could only hope that was true. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Nine – Surgery 
 
    “Another group coming.” She heard Lilith’s voice in her mind as a mental image appeared. It was so much easier to see through their eyes when they were perched and not moving, even if everything was still a lot more vivid than she was used to. If Scylla was still trying to talk to her, she wasn’t aware because her full concentration was on seeing what Lilith saw.  
 
    There was a group of twelve people approaching, and the only one she knew was Kevin. However, most of the people around shared similar traits, and it was immediately obvious that they were his family. Aside from the obvious physical traits, there was something about them…  
 
    She understood why Camille had described them as a military family. There was an uprightness to them, the straightened spines and careful monitoring eyes that scanned the surroundings constantly.  
 
    The most domineering of the bunch reminded her of Count Ammon; he was an older gentleman, plenty of scars visible on what skin was showing, hair closely cropped to his head. His face was stone blank, but his eyes were constantly vigilant as he led the group forward confidently.  
 
    Kevin was behind him, supported on either side by an older man and woman she assumed were his parents. To his left was a lone woman who looked like she was probably the sister of his dad. She had a younger girl with her who looked around the age of thirteen, a true mini-me of a daughter. To Kevin’s right was a couple, and the man once again looked like the father, so she assumed that those three had been siblings and the woman was his wife.  
 
    Bringing up the rear of the group was what looked like twelve-year-old boy surrounded by three girls who looked to be around eighteen, sixteen, and fifteen if she had to guess… Really, she was just making conjectures based on the hierarchy of their placement in the group…and height. They were probably either Kevin’s siblings or cousins. She could guess a few things from this: Kevin was the oldest grandchild, and the only other male was the youngest.  
 
    She let the picture fade from her mind as she smiled at Scylla, who was watching her pensively. “Excuse me for a moment, I’m just going to go let Kevin and his family in.” Scylla nodded thoughtfully as she turned, walking quickly to the door. She opened it just as Kevin’s grandpa had lifted his hand to knock, probably out of habit, even though this was a public building. Manners were manners everywhere, after all.  
 
    Smiling brightly at the startled man, she greeted the family, “Good evening, everyone. Please, come in. We’ve been expecting you.” She may have affected a tiny British accent when she greeted them, but she couldn’t help it! She felt like Jeeves, anticipating the master’s needs before they even knew what they were themselves! Pushing away her fanciful thoughts, she stepped aside to let them through. To her surprise though, they did not enter.  
 
    She saw Kevin put a hand on his grandpa’s shoulder as he introduced, “This is Lady Jade, the traveler. Jade, this is my grandpa, Duke Byron Elliot.” He paused, giving her a strange look as he shook his head to clear whatever thought it was away, then went on to point at the two people flanking him. “This is my mom, Eleanor, and my dad, Corey. That’s my aunt Alexis and her daughter Christine, my uncle Dakota and his wife Danielle, their daughter Grace and son Dennis, and then my sisters Wanda and Jessamyn.” He pointed at each in turn as he named them.  
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you all. Please, come in. If possible, I’d like to get this done while there’s still daylight.” Once she added that part, the hesitation on Byron’s face disappeared and he nodded curtly to her, stepping past without having said a word. Kevin gave her an apologetic look, but everyone filed inside with courteous nods to her. At least his siblings and cousins smiled a bit tremulously at her.  
 
    She watched as their faces changed from strained consternation to pleasant surprise when they saw all the healers waiting inside. She stepped up to Kevin, asking in a quiet voice, “You’ve been eating as much as possible, right?” 
 
    He rubbed his stomach absently, nodding. “Yeah, I’m not sure how it’s supposed to help. I just feel a little queasy, so I’m a bit worried it’s going to come up on you.” You know, that’s a valid concern. Was that why whenever they did surgeries, they asked people to fast before going in? They didn’t want to deal with anything coming out...either end. It was something to think about at later point. 
 
    For now, she just smiled encouragingly at him. “It’s fine, we’ll cross with that bridge when we get to it. I’m a little more worried about you passing out from the pain.” She didn’t want that to happen because she’d have to stop healing until he woke up so he could keep ingesting food. Unfortunately, one of the things she hadn’t studied was how to numb pain.  
 
    The hospital had always used stuff like morphine for her, though she’d developed a pretty severe tolerance for it by the end. She’d never studied blocking the pain, so she wasn’t sure how to do it and didn’t want to mess with it when she was already striking out into the mostly unknown territory of regrowing limbs. The only reason she’d even looked into that was because she had been hoping they could replace what she needed to become healthier. The answer was no, and she’d moved on.  
 
    Kevin looked a little uncomfortable with her admission, then shrugged and promised, “I’ll do my best to stay coherent.”  
 
    Jade nodded, realizing that most of the room had been trying to eavesdrop on their short conversation. She couldn’t blame them, since the Elliots were concerned about Kevin and the healers were concerned about new knowledge. And Kevin, obviously. Research doctors were always concerned with the patient. Everyone knew that. 
 
    Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she smiled at Kevin and beckoned to the ‘operating table’ she’d set up, which was really just a counter with a mattress thing on top, with the buckets and towels all around to catch any of the…mess.  
 
    Grabbing one of the small barrels, she frowned at it for a moment, then took out a hunk of metal from her ring. She ignored the surprised gasps around her as she quickly molded it into a very long metal straw. She double checked that it hit the bottom, then nodded to herself, thinking for a moment before she frowned. She wanted him to be taking in nutrients, but she also knew the pain would probably have him biting down…and she didn’t want to deal with shattered teeth either.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” Mike had stepped up to ask the question that almost everyone was thinking. 
 
    She shook her head. “Just thinking. I forgot to arrange for something for him to bite on, but at the same time, I need him to be drinking nutrients. I’ve got the straw, but I don’t want him to shatter his teeth on it…” Thinking aloud, she spied one of the towels, grinning in triumph as she grabbed it and tore it into strips before wrapping the straw. She held it up to Kevin, “Here, try this.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with it, exactly?” He looked confused by her contraption. 
 
    She sighed. “Clamp your teeth on the cloth, close your mouth, and then suck in. Breathe through your nose.” He nodded, clamping onto her new device and sucking, only to have a startled look come across his face when he got his first taste of smoothie.  
 
    “Whazzat?” He opened his mouth only enough to mumble around the cloth. 
 
    Grinning, she informed him, “It’s a smoothie. Now lay back. I’ll need someone to hold the barrel for him and replace it if it’s running low. I also need someone with mugs on hand to give to any of the healers who need it. I’ll be by the missing foot, but I need every limb held down so that he doesn’t thrash when the pain hits. Healers, if you’ll form your chains at the legs, we’ll leave his upper body to his family.” 
 
    There was a general rush of movement as everyone situated themselves accordingly. His parents had each taken one of Kevin’s hands, his grandfather was holding his head down, while his uncle and aunt had his shoulders. The cousins and siblings were all on smoothie duty.  
 
    “Ready?” She glanced around to grim nods. 
 
    Kevin let go of the binding enough to mumble, “Do it.”  
 
    Grimacing slightly, she called forth water from the air and started to rotate it like a buzzsaw. Once she was satisfied it would create a clean cut, she held up a bucket to catch the end as she declared, “Hold on.” She went two inches above the stump and used the water to cut. The quiet of the room was interrupted by Kevin’s agonized screaming through his clamp.  
 
    She worked faster, trying to get this part over with, sparing one part of her concentration to use blood magic to keep the blood in him instead of splashing out and all over her. When she finally cut through fully, the blood, bones, and flesh of his leg fell with a loud squelch into the bucket. Sweating slightly, she put the bucket down, trying not to gag. She was the doctor here, and she needed to be in control! She was only slightly conscious of the fact that one of the girls removed the bucket beneath her. 
 
    Letting her healing magic wash through him, she had a full picture in her head. She concentrated on his feet, and then with a push, she pictured the cells dividing, following the mirror image of his other foot to create what was gone. Step by step, she was building his bone, muscle, and skin slowly and steadily. She could feel the energy being drawn from the rest of his body and spared a second to bark harshly, “Drink!” She finally heard the noise of the straw being used.  
 
    It was working! Only, she could still feel his energy fading. “Healers, boost his energy now.” Her voice was hoarse, as if she was recovering from the flu. When she got to his shin, she paused, using blood magic to hold it all in again as she ordered, “Kevin, try to keep drinking. No one freak out.” She reached to the light streaming in from the windows as darkness surrounded her. She had to stop healing in order to absorb the energy, but she’d never make it through otherwise. Well, she might if she too was gulping down smoothie, but that was less efficient.  
 
    There were still a few gasps when they saw the air around her go dark, and she had to use a good thirty seconds to recharge to the point she felt like she could keep going. She let the darkness drop and said to the younger generation, “Smoothie, please.” She went back to healing, barely noticing when one of the older girls was next to her. When a metal straw was placed against her lips, she absently began sucking it in, not even pausing to consider who was next to her.  
 
    Kevin’s family was doing a good job holding him down, as were the healers. She could feel his body twitching, trying to kick in protest of the pain, but they held him steady. She pushed the healing on, moving down inch by inch. She barely noticed that her cup was being constantly refilled as she sucked it down to keep up her flagging energy. When she reached the ankle, she took another pause to absorb light and let the healers bolster Kevin’s energy. He looked pale and perhaps even a little thinner, but he was hanging in there. 
 
    She vaguely heard the healers taking mugs with their free hands. Her underclothes were soaked with sweat and she felt completely gross, but kept going. And then…she was done. The tips of his toes and nails formed perfectly, and she went over everything again, making sure it was seamlessly connected. She made sure the blood was flowing properly, and once she realized that it was done, she sat back, giving them a tired smile. “You can let go of him now. It’s done. Kevin, keep drinking though. Your energy is still very low.” 
 
    Keeping the straw in his mouth, Kevin let his family help him sit up, staring in awe down at his newly formed foot. She grinned the moment he wiggled his toes for the first time. There were tired cheers from the people all around her, and everyone seemed to be emotionally drained. Looking at her pocket watch, she realized it had been nearly an hour. It hadn’t seemed that long, but time flies when you’re afraid of killing someone.  
 
    Having ditched her contraption, he was now sipping from a new straw in a mug like everyone else as his family helped him stand. He handed the mug away as he let go of his support, taking a few tottering steps before turning in jubilation towards her. She was surprised to find herself in a fierce hug as he said triumphantly, “You did it!”  
 
    Chuckling softly, she lifted her arms slowly, feeling like she was carrying her own lead weights around. She hugged him back briefly before letting him go, as he went around laughing and hugging his family, interspersing it with more drinking.  
 
    She took a seat in a chair near the wall, watching the excited faces in front of her as they discussed what had just happened with much animation.  
 
    Looking at their happy faces, she whispered, “One small foot for Kevin, one giant leap for healerkind.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty – Safe 
 
    Jade was watching the happy celebrations as one of his sisters, she thought it was Jessamyn, walked over and refilled her mug again. She was smiling shyly, and Jade realized that she was the one who’d been helping her through the surgery. “Thank you for healing Kevin.” Her voice was quiet and sweet, and she smiled softly beneath her platinum bangs.  
 
    She smiled at the younger girl, nodding. “It’s no problem. Thank you for helping me during the process.” Jessamyn blushed a little, giving her a little curtsy before walking back to her family. Jade stayed where she was, unsure that if she stood up she wouldn’t fall over. The sun had gone down, and with it, her easy source of energy. Now she just sucked at her straw, hoping the food would give her enough of a boost. She was going to have to pig out before bed again if she was even thinking about siphoning anyone tonight.  
 
    The heavy exhaustion was worth it. Kevin looked so happy…so alive. His face was in a perpetual smile as he walked around to chat with his family and the healers. When she felt halfway alive again, she used magic to quickly clean herself up, hating the sticky feeling of her sweaty clothes sticking to her body like mud. 
 
    When she was fully cleansed, she let her magic drop once more, feeling the ache of mana drain in her bones. Despite having her pool a little recovered, the abuse she’d put her magical veins through was intense and something she realized wasn’t going to go away instantly. Still, there was a smile on her lips as she walked slowly among the celebrating crowd. Almost every healer and family member went out of their way to thank her, and she was glowing with reflected happiness.  
 
    If she had to say what her favorite part of this world was, it was the ability to give back and heal. Everything else was worth it if just for that alone. It felt a little like covering her in warm fuzzies to talk to these people and see their utter joy to have Kevin ‘back.’ She ignored the exhaustion and tried to match their exuberance for life because it reminded her of her initial joy at discovering everything this world had to offer. It was the joy she still felt when she discovered something new or played with her babies. 
 
    People finally started to filter out, the entire Elliot family leaving while the men were making plans to go get blackout drunk in celebration. It was something she would never truly understand, especially not after her experience with devil man giving her half a cask of wine and the resulting hangover she’d had to deal with before she figured out what was wrong.  
 
    Mike was the last one left as he helped her gather her things, putting them into her ring with more effort than anticipated. He offered his arm as they stood in the open door, waiting for her babies to precede her out. Lilith had given her images as each person left in the darkness, identifying them even though Jade knew they were leaving. She’d tried to send images during the surgery, but Jade had been too focused to notice, so Lilith had given her a recap of images for those who’d walked by during that time. 
 
    She giggled softly as she realized that most of her inner group had walked by at some point, staring almost longingly at the door before moving on. Mike offered her his arm as he let the door close behind them. Several of her babies had taken up perches on her head, but the rest flitted about the area around her, sending infrequent images from above in joy, enjoying the newfound ability.  
 
    “That was amazing. Thank you for inviting me to witness it.” Mike’s voice was calming as she used him slightly to keep herself upright and moving. He had paused for a moment before continuing, “I couldn’t help him, all those years ago. He was so young and so hopeful, but I wasn’t able to do more than seal off the wound.”  
 
    Patting the arm she held, Jade smiled tenderly at him. “You did the best you could, and I’ll remind you that if I’d tried to do this by myself, I’d have failed. I may have taken point, but this was a team effort. I guess what I’m trying to say is that you only really fail if you give up and stop trying. There’s always more that can be learned, so if I ever tell you I’ve arrived at perfection, please give me a good slap so I come back to my senses. I may act like I think I know what’s best, but I’m just making it up as I go and trying to act confident. I’ve been incredibly lucky in what I’ve been able to learn, the people I’ve met, and the things that’ve happened to me. I can only hope it continues.” 
 
    It was Mike’s turn to pat her hand on his arm. “I’m sure you’ll find your way through. You’ll land on your feet.”  
 
    She grinned. “Even a weak kitten can land on its feet.” She did feel a bit like a weak kitten at the moment, and she was extremely grateful for the company and her little troop of spies flittering about and informing her of any possible dangers, of which none had cropped up so far.  
 
    “What’s a kitten?” Mike was looking at her curiously, and she realized she’d never seen or heard of anything like a kitten in this world. She didn’t even remember seeing anything similar in Mike’s glass figurines of the creatures of this world. She frowned, finding the thought of no kittens a little depressing. She was a little okay with no cats because she wasn’t super fond of the grown versions. Honestly, she mostly liked the baby pictures of animals. They weren’t half as cute when they were adults. Not that she had any experience with any of them, really. She’d had such a weak immune system that none of them had made it remotely close to her at the hospital.  
 
    “I’ll show you an image some other time. I’m still feeling a little drained right now.” It pained her to admit weakness just a little, but Mike was still one of the people closest to figuring out her secrets, just because he’d been there in the beginning. He’d trusted her, and she’d chosen to trust him in return.  
 
    He nodded with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got plenty of time.” They checked in with the guards at the gate, walking slowly through the darkened streets. They were almost to the Green Dragon when she felt the hairs rising on the back of her neck, one of the things she’d classified as her ‘spidey senses tingling’ but was in actuality part of her danger sense. She checked in with each of her babies, not finding anything amiss. It wasn’t until she saw a pair of guards rushing past while looking around furtively that she realized what was going on. 
 
    “Wait a second!” she called after them, causing the two men to pause and look over at them in obvious apprehension, a desire to move on clear in the movements of their shuffling feet. Cutting straight to the point, she questioned, “Are there mesmer in the city?”  
 
    An astonished look crossed their faces as they exchanged glances, then one of them looked back to her and grimly nodded. “There are. You should get inside quickly.”  
 
    Jade nodded absently while Mike tugged her forward and the two guards, seeing she wasn’t asking any more questions, hurried on to continue whatever task they were on. She turned her attention to her babies, asking them silently, “Fly high, see if you can tell where they are.”  
 
    Her babies climbed higher into the inky night sky, looking for any activity in the surrounding areas. She wasn’t even aware that Mike was practically dragging her the last two blocks to The Green Dragon, her feet moving woodenly to keep beneath her as images flashed through her mind. There was increased activity at the wall and the palace, but she couldn’t see anything in the city from their eyes.  
 
    She frowned as Mike said quietly, “You should get inside.” She recalled her babies and they began to descend as she smiled at Mike.  
 
    “Perhaps you should come inside as well, until we know what’s going on.” Mike paused for a moment before nodding and ushering her through the door, waiting for her babies to come through and settle on her hair before closing it firmly behind her.  
 
    The common room was filled with milling bodies as everyone clustered in small groups to whisper over mugs of something steaming. “Jade! Thank the heavens you’re back!” Kaylee came out of nowhere to envelop her in a huge hug.  
 
    “Kaylee! What’s going on? Do you know anything?” Jade hugged her back, taking comfort in her warmth. She could feel the younger girl shake her head, seeing the sad smile on her face as she frowned.  
 
    “No, we don’t know much. Just that the guards said they’d made it over the wall.” Jade frowned. They should have warning bells or something. She wondered if they didn’t do it so they didn’t cause widespread panic, but that didn’t make sense to her either. She nodded to Jackson, who was glancing over at her in worry.  
 
    She spared him a tired smile before turning back to Kaylee and Mike. “I think I’m going to go to my room where it’s a bit quieter and try and contact someone on the mirrors to see if I can’t get more information. I’ll let you know if I find anything out.” They nodded, letting her hurry up the stairs as quickly as she could while Kaylee started fussing over Mike next, asking if she could get him something to drink. 
 
    Jade quickly unlocked her room, feeling a breath of relief wash through her as she entered the very brightly lit room. Her babies flocked to their tree roost, munching on the leaves as she pulled the mirrors out of her bag. Who was she supposed to call? She didn’t want to interrupt anyone who was organizing the defense.  
 
    Eventually, she settled on calling Stephen. He was more likely to know what was going on. She concentrated on him, letting the tiny amount of mana it required to maintain the connection slip into the mirror. She waited, waited…and had almost given up on contacting him when the mirror cleared and she could see his harried face. “Jade! Are you okay? Are you safe?”  
 
    Smiling as the first words to leave his lips was concern for her, she nodded. “I’m fine. What’s going on?”  
 
    He frowned slightly, running a hand through his hair as the mirror shifted angles a few times, signs that he was holding it and his hands were…shaking? “I don’t know all the details yet. I do know the wall was breached in at least two places, but it seems like…” He shook his head. “It’s not confirmed how many crossed. Your trap caught five of them, and they were killed before they could injure anyone. But we don’t know how many are in the city. The guards patrolling the walls in both places are…missing.”  
 
    Clutching the mirror in a death grip, she mentally counted to ten to keep herself from cursing. It meant they’d gotten smarter and just taken the men instead of injuring them in search of better prey. Five. That was more than had ever come to the city, as far as she knew, and that was potentially just one group. Her fingers were shaking as she glanced towards the latched window. A little hoarsely, she choked out, “Please, let me know if you find out more.”  
 
    Stephen nodded quickly, his voice echoing through the distant connection, “I will, but I should go now. I’ll talk to you later.” She nodded, watching as the mirror faded until it was showing her own reflection once more. Putting the mirror down before she dropped it, she pulled her legs up, wrapping her arms around them as she stared into the dark night. 
 
    Her babies fluttered around her, sensing her discomfort. She wanted to go out there right now, but she couldn’t. She was too weak after the healing. Did that make her a coward? Was hiding in her safe, brightly lit room a sign of weakness? 
 
    Shaking off her fears, she stood and collected the mirrors, returning downstairs to sit with the others. She accepted the warm mug of cider that Jessica had come out to give her with a squeeze, then spent the time trying to reassure her fellow students that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    It had to be. Her trap had worked, at least somewhat. There were five more mesmer that were dead. There couldn’t be that many more in the city, right? Before, they’d only traveled in groups of four at the most. They were going to find the guards and everything was going to be fine. 
 
    She kept repeating that mantra, ‘everything is going to be okay, it’s going to be fine’ in her head over and over. It was as if by sheer willpower, she could force it to be true. Her luck couldn’t be for nothing, right? 
 
    She supposed that tonight, she would find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-One – Message 
 
    The time passed uneasily until most of the students had finally retreated to their rooms to get some sleep. Some of the guards that stopped by to check on the place had escorted Mike home, since he wanted to check on Elisa more than just about anything else.  
 
    She sat by the dying fire, nursing a new mug of warm cider. Even Kaylee and Jessica had gone to sleep, leaving her to her vigil. Only Raphael had come in at some point to keep her company, staring silently into the embers with her. Her mirrors were laid out neatly along the table next to her, her pocket watch open beside them. The steady ticking complemented the small crackle and pops of the fire.  
 
    Vibrations against the table signaled an incoming call, and she quickly grabbed the corresponding mirror, noting that it wasn’t Stephen’s. She let it take her mana, glancing at the time. Just after one in the morning. Raphael silently scooted closer, wanting information just as much as she did and knowing this was his best chance to get it. 
 
    When Marcelle’s face swam into view on the mirror, Jade almost winced at the haggard look on the woman’s face. “Marcelle! Are you okay?” Her concern was evident. Marcelle looked like she’d aged years in the day or so since she’d last talked to her. 
 
    Massaging the crows feet around her eyes, Marcelle slowly shook her head as she greeted Jade, “It’s… I’m fine. I have news for you.” Jade nodded, waiting as she stared avidly at the mirror. Marcelle wasn’t looking at the mirror, as if she didn’t want to meet Jade’s gaze, so eager for information. “There were five more mesmer that made it into the city. They also…made it out,” her voice seemed raw as she spat out those last three words. 
 
    Throat constricting with dread, she choked out the word, “Who?” Her voice trembled even on those three small letters. 
 
    Marcelle finally looked at her, eyes haunted. “They managed to sneak into the astronomy tower. Princess Tisha, Princes Hayden and Hunter, and their two tutors were taken. How they got in…” Her voice trailed off into heavy silence. When Jade was about to say something, Marcelle shook her head and went on in a dead voice, “There’s more. At the wall…they killed another guard and hypnotized the only survivor. He…keeps saying he has a message for the traveler.” 
 
    The table she was clinging to crunched beneath her fingers, the wood becoming a pulp under her grip and leaving fingerprints gouged deeply into the wood as she stared at the mirror. “A message for me?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. 
 
    Marcelle nodded, then stood, obviously taking the mirror with her. Jade was silent as Marcelle walked into the next room, the guards opening the door for her and saluting. As she entered the room, Jade could hear heavy panting and grunts. Marcelle pointed the mirror at a guard tied to the chair, his eyes crazed as two more guards flanked him on either side, holding him in place. 
 
    His voice was obviously hoarse with yelling as he rasped out angrily, “I need to see the traveler! I have a message for the traveler! Let me go so I can deliver my message!”  
 
    Marcelle walked forward, indicating the mirror in her hand if the gestures Jade could see were any indication. “Dax, this mirror is connected to Lady Jade, the traveler. You can give her your message.” The square was held at eye level with the man, and Jade met his eyes as he squinted at her. 
 
    “You’re the traveler?” he rasped in obvious suspicion. 
 
    Jade nodded, speaking soothingly as Ramoth landed on her shoulder, “I’m the traveler, Jade.” 
 
    The man nodded, seeming mollified as he settled down. She half wondered if it wasn’t because of Ramoth. His eyes had tracked the path of the golden butterfly with intensity. He looked back at her eyes, then his seemed to take on a quality of looking into the distance, not really at her. He sibilated in an eerie tone, “A messssssage to the traveler. The city will pay for the death of our brotherssss. Your ssssstreetsss will run red with blood… No one issss ssssssssafe. The dark one isssss coming…for you.” His lilting tone mimicked the mesmer, and she could tell he’d been hypnotized to deliver the message exactly how he’d received it. 
 
    Her blood ran cold. The man slumped into unconsciousness as soon as the message was fully delivered. She was almost sick from the wheeling the mirror did at that point, looking away as Marcelle moved back into her office. She had steepled her fingers in front of her face, the energy drained from her along with the blood from her face, leaving her pale. Finally, she spoke, “I need to inform the king of this…new information.” 
 
    Jade nodded numbly, then shook her head. “Wait. How many were taken from the wall?” 
 
    Her voice was grim as she responded, “Four guards taken, one killed. If they took anyone else from the city, I haven’t heard of it yet.”  
 
    Staring at her hands for a moment before looking back into the mirror, she asked in a deathly quiet voice, “Can you have everything ready to go in the morning? I want to leave first thing.” 
 
    Marcelle nodded slowly. “We were mostly ready. I’ll have everyone informed. We can leave by eight.” 
 
    “Okay. Eight.” Jade paused, then spoke with conviction, “We’ll bring them back.”  
 
    A kaleidoscope of emotions, Jade could see the tiredness, the anger, the weary acceptance, and faint hope play across Marcelle’s face. “I hope so. Get some sleep, Jade. I’ll see you in the morning.” Jade nodded as the connection went dark, becoming a normal mirror once more. 
 
    She picked up a different mirror, thinking of Victor as she pushed her energy into the mirror. Having managed to shove as much food as possible into her mouth in the interim hours, she had mostly recovered her energy reserves, though it hadn’t dispelled the deep ache in her bones.  
 
    A few seconds later, Victor’s face came into view, tear streaks sparkling on his cheeks from the light. He attempted a smile but failed terribly. He asked glumly, “You heard?” She could hear the voices of the rest of the royal family talking in the background as she nodded. Wiping off his cheeks, he sighed. “They got in through a secret passageway. It’s something only members of the royal family were supposed to know about. How would they have known?” His voice was haunted with unanswered questions.  
 
    She could vaguely hear Marcelle’s voice as she spoke with the king, relaying the message Jade had received. Victor had stopped talking to listen, turning with wide eyes back to Jade when the message was complete. “They left that for you?”  
 
    “Apparently.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice. Shivering slightly, she shook her head. “I don’t know how they got in. I don’t know how they knew I was the traveler. I don’t know how they knew about that passageway… I do know I’m leaving in the morning to hunt them down. I’m going to bring them back. I promise you, I’ll bring them back.” Or die trying, she silently added. She wasn’t coming back without them. 
 
    She thought of the three youngest children of the royal family, so lively, mischievous, full of energy. All Tisha wanted to do was dance at the ball. “When do you leave?” Victor’s voice brought her out of her si              lent introspection. 
 
    “Eight,” she choked out the word, struggling to hold back her tears as well as her anger. They didn’t deserve this! They were innocent. They were young. Why did it have to be them!?  
 
    He nodded, then promised, “I’ll be at the gate to send you off. Jade,” he paused, meeting her gaze, “be safe. I can’t…I can’t lose you too.”  
 
    “You won’t.” She smiled wanly at him, then shook her head. “I should get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.” He nodded, and she silently cut the connection right before the tears started to fall.  
 
    Raphael silently pulled her into his chest, his arms around her as she began to sob, her tears soaking into his shirt. He’d stayed silently beside her during the whole thing, but she was grateful for his stoic presence now as her whole body shook. Gruffly, he whispered into her hair, “You can do this. If anyone can, it’s you.”  
 
    She nodded, sniffling as she began to pull away, his arms dropping to his side at her move. She gifted him with a watery smile before she said good night, “Thank you. I’m going to get some sleep.” 
 
    He nodded, letting her go. He watched as she stumbled slightly going up the steps. He’d moved forward to help, but stopped when she caught herself and kept going through the silent tears still running down her cheeks.  
 
    She scrubbed her face before laying down, closing her eyes as she mentally communicated with her babies, “Please, watch over me while I sleep. Attack any monsters or anyone who means me harm.” 
 
    “We protect you,” Andy’s firm voice answered her back, the others echoing the sentiments. She knew she’d be well watched over as she passed out. 
 
    Pouring through the different options, she was glad her mental blue screens were available and she didn’t have to look through watery eyes at the boxes. She made her choices but didn’t confirm them quite yet.  
 
    What did it all mean? She had been afraid that they would adapt, but how had they gotten information on her? How had they known about the secret passageway? How worried should she be about the ‘dark one’ who was coming for her? Why was it coming for her?  
 
    She took a deep breath, wiping the final tears from her eyes and absently healing the swelling.  
 
    It didn’t matter, really. Opening her eyes, she held her hand up to the light. Whatever this world sent at her, she would face it. Quietly, she spoke the last words of Invictus. “I am the master of my fate. I am the captain of my soul.”  
 
    She would follow her own path. The dark one could come, but it would not find her hiding. She would meet it. Confirming her choices finally, she welcomed the pain that proved her determination to grow stronger. She would adapt. 
 
    It was time for the hunt to begin.  
 
      
 
    -End of Book Two- 
 
    Choose Your Path 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue – Angel 
 
    “Uncle Tevon, please. Don’t do this, please! Uncle Tevon!” The girl’s pleading voice roused him from his near coma. He cracked open an eye to peer owlishly up into the darkness. The new ones stirred at the sound of her pleading, and some of them looked like they wanted to jump to help whatever hapless soul was about to be dumped with them. 
 
    Five thumps landed near him, and Frank instinctively pulled back against the mossy wall he was leaning against. He was weak, but the mesmer coming in was never a good thing. He was relieved when all they did was deposit the people before jumping and bounding off of the walls multiple times, leaving this accursed pit. The four newcomers who’d been deposited after their first draining tonight quickly moved to help the new five.  
 
    It was strange, but he felt some relief that the nine of them were here. He half wondered if he even had enough blood to live through the night. The lone person who’d been here when he arrived had disappeared that first night, and he’d been alone in this pit ever since, except for when they came to feed. He suppressed a shudder, choosing instead to focus on the conversation happening in front of him. 
 
    “Your highnesses! How are you here?” Frank absently registered that the first four that had been dropped in here with him were wearing the uniform of the guard. They’d checked on him, tried to make him a little more comfortable, but quickly realized there wasn’t much more they could do for him. He knew he was dying. He could feel the sickness spreading through what little blood was left in his veins. His arms were little more than bloody scabs from their long nails.  
 
    The conversation went on, but he didn’t pay it any more mind. What did he care? It wasn’t like he was going to make it through this alive. His eyes had closed in his exhaustion. Maybe tonight would be the night he joined his sister in the next life. At least then the pain and the burning in his veins would stop. 
 
    “Frank, is that you?” He felt a tiny hand brush the hair back from his face, and he painstakingly opened his eyes again. A tiny blond angel was leaning over him, staring with cornflower blue eyes. 
 
    He smiled slightly, his cracked lips breaking open once more as blood sluggishly tried to come out. “Angel, I’m ready to see my sister.” His voice was coarse, and he sounded like he’d almost completely lost it. 
 
    The angel looked strangely upset at his words. “Frank, you can’t give up! You’ve got to stay with us. Jade is coming. She’ll get us out of here, I promise.” Jade. He closed his eyes again, not wanting to think of the pain. 
 
    “Jade.” His voice cracked on the word. He opened his eyes again, looking at the angel, who he now noticed was disheveled, blood streaking down her neck. “Tell Jade…I’m sorry. I tried not to…tell them.”  
 
    Tears fell down the angel’s face as she shook her head. “You can tell her yourself. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to get out of here.” 
 
    Frank closed his eyes again. He couldn’t bear to tell the angel how wrong she was. She would find out soon enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Adapt! 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: Adapt Amazon product page to leave your review: http://geni.us/Adapt. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And 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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    Appendix 
 
    People 
 
    Adam Rawlings – Lord Rawlings is a first year student of Dracona. Commonly seen with Evan, Jackson, and Will. 
 
      
 
    Aiden Davion – Count Aiden is the light magic instructor of Dracona.   
 
      
 
    Alexa – A second year student of Dracona. First met in the light magic class. 
 
      
 
    Alexis Cormac – Alexis  is Kevin’s aunt, mother of Christine. Daughter of Byron, sister of Corey and Dakota. Met at Kevin’s healing. 
 
      
 
    Alfred – The first king of Caoi, a great earth mage who formed the walls and castle. 
 
      
 
    Alisha Ri’Tine – Duchess Alisha is a third year student at Dracona. First met in the metal magic class. 
 
      
 
    Amber – Amber is the red, orange, and yellow queen fellacai whose attack is fire based.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Andy – Andy is the brown and green male fellacai whose attack is earth based. Mate of Willow. 
 
      
 
    Angus Doyle – Angus is a fourth year talent student of Dracona, first met in the water magic class and then the intermediate obstacle course.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Ben Rahler – Ben is a second year student at Dracona. First met in the illusion magic class. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Bolt – Bolt is the yellow, white, and blue male fellacai whose attack is lightning based. Mate of Amber. 
 
      
 
    Brad – Brad is the assistant dark magic teacher at Dracona. On the spectrum.  
 
      
 
    Brady Xay – Viscount Brady is the small-blades teacher at Dracona; he’s also an excellent singer.  
 
      
 
    Britney Larkin – Lady Larkin is a first year student of Dracona. Was first seen flirting with Will.  
 
      
 
    Brodie Ri’Cloch – Brodie is a second year student of Dracona. First cousin of the royal family, his father is Tevon, the mesmer taken. First seen in the fire magic class when he tried to kill Jade.  
 
      
 
    Bryoni – Bryoni is a fourth year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class, then the intermediate obstacle course.  
 
      
 
    Byron Elliot – Duke Elliot is Kevin’s grandfather, a military man. Father of Alexis, Corey, and Dakota. Met at Kevin’s healing. 
 
      
 
    Caldwell the Diligent – The first traveler of Caoi, he’s 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. 
 
      
 
    Carl – Carl is the white and red male fellacai whose attack is blood and healing based. Mate of Lavender. 
 
      
 
    Carter Abas – Viscout Carter is the Archery Teacher at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Charles Vincent – The talented son of Duke Vincent who was taken by the mesmer. 
 
      
 
    Chase Walker – Chase is a fourth year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class.  
 
      
 
    Chloe Chambers – Lady Chloe is a first year student of Dracona. She was one of the first siphonees. 
 
      
 
    Christine Cormac – Christine is Kevin’s cousin, daughter of Alexis. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    Christopher Jacobs – Sir Christopher was the guard who carried Jade home after the mesmer attack and accompanied her to the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Cody Besok – Viscount Cody Besok is the palace healer. First met when healing Kevin.  
 
      
 
    Corey Elliot – Kevin’s father, husband of Eleanor. Father of Jessamyn and Wanda. Son of Byron. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    Corey Morgan – Lord Corey is a fourth year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class. 
 
      
 
    Corrai the Wrathful – The second traveler to Caoi, he introduced many weapons to their society and led wars to beat back the monster threat. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo – Cosmo is the black and speckled male fellacai whose attack is spatial based. Mate of Lilith. 
 
      
 
    Cozzens – Sir Cozzens is a guard at the East Gate. 
 
      
 
    Dakota Elliot – Kevin’s uncle, husband to Danielle, father of Dennis and Grace. Son of Byron, brother of Alexis and Corey. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Danielle Elliot – Kevin’s aunt, wife to Dakota, mother of Dennis and Grace. Met at Kevin’s healing. 
 
      
 
    Dante Damocles – Baron Dante is the assistant professor of wind magic and dual wielding at Dracona.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    David – David is a second year talent student of Dracona. First met in the light class. 
 
      
 
    David Fenton – David is the identity the doppelganger assumed at the portal. Deceased. 
 
      
 
    Dax – Dax is a wall guard who survived the mesmer attack to pass Jade their message.  
 
      
 
    Declan Silverstone – Duke Declan is Eric's brother, the next head of the family. 
 
      
 
    Delia – Delia is a second year student of Dracona, first healed and then met in contractual magic class.  
 
      
 
    Dennis Elliot – Dennis is Kevin’s youngest cousin, son of Dakota and Danielle. He is approximately twelve. Met at Kevin’s healing.   
 
      
 
    Derrick Ri’Cloch – King Derrick is the pillar of the kingdom, a wise man who keeps his family in check. Uses earth magic. 
 
      
 
    Dominic – Dominic is a second year student of Dracona, first healed and then met in contractual magic class.  
 
      
 
    Donna – Donna is a waitress at the restaurant Evergreen. 
 
      
 
    Donnelly – Duke Donnelly is one of the two spatial mages of the kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Eamonn Finn – Count Eamonn is the contractual magic teacher at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Edmund – Count Edmund is the geography teacher at Dracona.  
 
      
 
    Edward – Sir Edward is the Proprietor of Castle Armaments. 
 
      
 
    Eleanor Elliot – Kevin’s mother, wife of Corey. Mother of Jessamyn and Wanda. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    Elisa Scribner – Lady Elisa is the wife of Doctor Mike, a kind, older woman. 
 
      
 
    Ellen – Ellen is a third year student of Dracona. First met in the wind magic class.  
 
      
 
    Elora – Elora is a third year student of Dracona. First met in the wind magic class.  
 
      
 
    Eric Silverstone – Viscount Eric is one of Dracona's examiners, teaches metal magic at the academy, and is second in command of the library. 
 
      
 
    Erwin Va’Norl – Captain Erwin is the guard captain in charge of the portals at Taistill Square. 
 
      
 
    Estelle – Estelle is the master of the first floor cafeteria, and everything that happens there is under her control. 
 
      
 
    Evan Rikely – Lord Rikely is a first year student of Dracona. Commonly seen with Adam, Jackson, and Will. 
 
      
 
    Evanna – Evanna is a first year talent student of Dracona from Mianach, first met on the way to geography class. 
 
      
 
    Felice – Felice is a waitress at the restaurant Evergreen. 
 
      
 
    Frank Laurens – Frank is a second year student at Dracona. He was first met in the beginner contractual magic class, but was taken by the mesmer.  
 
      
 
    Gilbert Snyder – Lord Gilbert is a fourth year student of Dracona. Count Leroy’s grandson, he was first met in the water magic class. 
 
      
 
    Glen Whitaker – Glen is a fourth year student of Dracona. Count Ammon’s grandson, he was first met in the water magic class and participated in the intermediate obstacle course. 
 
      
 
    Grace Elliot – Kevin’s cousin, daughter of Dakota and Danielle. Appears sixteen. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    Hayden Ri’Cloch – Prince Hayden is a twin to Hunter and is fourteen years old. Uses life magic. Mesmer taken. 
 
      
 
    Hunter Ri’Cloch – Prince Hunter is a twin to Hayden and is fourteen years old. Uses earth magic. Mesmer taken. 
 
      
 
    Ian – Ian is a first year talent student of Dracona. He is in the beginner contractual magic class. 
 
      
 
    Jackson Vancott – Lord Vancott is a first year student of Dracona. 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. 
 
      
 
    Jayce Morris – Jayce is a third year student of Dracona, first met in the water magic class and then at the intermediate obstacle course. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey – Jeffrey is a third year student at Dracona. First met in the water magic class, part of the metal magic class.  
 
      
 
    Jessamyn Elliot – Jessamyn is Kevin’s sister, daughter of Eleanor and Corey. Appears to be eighteen. Met at Kevin’s healing. 
 
      
 
    Jessica Dorney – The primary cook, as well as maid of The Green Dragon. She appears to be not more than 15. 
 
      
 
    Jeremy Fifield – Jeremy is a first year talent student of Dracona. He is the other student in Jade’s archery class.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Keenan Grant – Keenan is the shop owner of Keenan’s Stone where Jade bought crystals. 
 
      
 
    Kevin Elliot – Kevin is third year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class. Previously missing a foot, which has now been healed by Jade. 
 
      
 
    Lavender – Lavender is the purple and silver queen fellacai whose attack is illusion based. 
 
      
 
    Leabhar – Duke Leabhar is the head librarian and assistant headmaster of Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Leroy – Count Leroy is a strict man who teaches etiquette at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Liam – Duke Liam is one of the two spatial mages of the kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Lilith – Lilith is the black and blue queen fellacai whose attack is dark based. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Marie Leabhar – Marie is a third year student at Dracona. Duke Leabhar’s granddaughter, she was first met in the water magic class. 
 
      
 
    Mathis – Mathis is a first year student at Dracona. First met in the beginner contractual magic class. 
 
      
 
    Melody – Melody is a second year talent student of Dracona. First met in the lightning magic class, then wind magic class. 
 
      
 
    Melvin Reynolds – Lord Melvin Reynolds is a third year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class.  
 
      
 
    Michael – A second year student at Dracona. A flirt, first met after he came for healing after the beginner obstacle course. 
 
      
 
    Mike Scribner – Sir Mike is the owner of Doctor Mike’s Clinic, a respectable healer. He's married to Elisa. Uses healing magic. 
 
      
 
    Morpheus Phantasos – Count Morpheus is the illusion magic teacher at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Nurse Jenna – Nurse Jenna was someone Jade knew on earth who liked to watch cooking shows. 
 
      
 
    Nurse Taylor – Nurse Taylor was someone Jade knew on earth who liked to watch crime shows. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Rachtin – Count Rachtin is the Fire Magic teacher of Dracona.  
 
      
 
    Ramoth – Ramoth is the golden and black queen fellacai whose attack is light based. 
 
      
 
    Randal Rosen – Sir Randal is the assistant teacher of Contractual Magic at Dracona.  
 
      
 
    Raphael Millis – Baronet Millis is the owner of the Green Dragon, an academy graduate. Uses wind magic. 
 
      
 
    Ren Delaney – Viscountess Ren is the Nature Magic teacher of Dracona. She has bonded with two fellacai. 
 
      
 
    Rio – Rio is the blue and gold male fellacai whose attack is water based. Mate of Ramoth. 
 
      
 
    Samantha Castillo – Lady Samantha is a third year student of Dracona, daughter of the minister of trade. First met in the water magic class. 
 
      
 
    Scott Weber – Scott is a third year student of Dracona and one of the students who mans the desk at the library. 
 
      
 
    Scylla Tremont – Baroness Tremont is the primary healer stationed at Dracona and one of Jade’s mentors, as well as being known for making prophecies. 
 
      
 
    Seamus – Seamus is a fourth year student of Dracona. First met in the water magic class. 
 
      
 
    Sean Macmannon – Sean is a second year student of Dracona. He brought Walter for healing after the incident in Contractual Magic.  
 
      
 
    Shara Barak – Countess Shara is the lightning magic teacher of Dracona. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Speir – Duke Speir is the astronomy teacher in charge of the telescope. Mesmer taken.  
 
      
 
    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. 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. Mesmer taken  
 
      
 
    Todd Bascom – Count Todd Bascom is the wind magic teacher at Dracona. 
 
      
 
    Tom – Tom guards the door of the first bakery Jade visited. 
 
      
 
    Travis Wainbright – Lord Wainbright is a first year student of Dracona. 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. 
 
      
 
    Tyler – Tyler is a third year student of Dracona. A consummate flirt, he first met Jade when answering questions about people heading to the obstacle course.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Vincent – Duke Vincent is the water magic teacher at Dracona. Lost his son to the mesmer, first met in the art gallery where he was healed.  
 
      
 
    Walter Licnus – Walter is a second year student of Dracona, part of the intermediate Contractual 
Magic class who had to be healed after his failed contract. 
 
      
 
    Wanda Elliot – Kevin’s sister, daughter of Corey and Eleanor. Met at Kevin’s healing.  
 
      
 
    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. Uses wind magic. 
 
      
 
    Willow – Willow is the green and brown queen fellacai whose attack is nature based. 
 
      
 
    Places 
 
    Abala – The capital city of Caoi. 
 
      
 
    Andara – The official name of the new world. 
 
      
 
    Caoi – A kingdom in Andara. 
 
      
 
    Caldwell Education Center – The second largest building of Dracona, it houses the general education classrooms, a theater, and the Caldwell Art Gallery.  
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Dracona Infirmary – The infirmary of Dracona, it’s usually only staffed in the morning. A popular private spot for students at night.  
 
      
 
    Evergreen – The first restaurant Jade went to. Not far from Priom Square.  
 
      
 
    Keenan’s Stone – Owned by Keenan, it is where Jade bought crystals.  
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Taistill Square – Across the river, this is where the portals to other cities reside.  
 
      
 
    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 that houses third years. 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 – There are four types of bonds Jade has discovered. Human to beast or human to human, domination and mutual. 
 
      
 
    Dark – Used to counteract and take out light magic, manipulate darkness, and travel through darkness. 
 
      
 
    Death – Used to debuff others. Know auras are fear, anger, sadness, and anxiety. 
 
      
 
    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 – Used to cast flame, Jade has found a way to create an ever-burning flame that doesn’t actually burn anything. 
 
      
 
    Gravity – Jade uses this to fly by changing how gravity acts on her and others.  
 
      
 
    Healing – Jade and Mike have used this to receive mental images of the body, manipulate and close wounds, as well as regenerating damaged cells and body parts. 
 
      
 
    Illusion – Used to take over the mind and create a scene, create a material overlay, open scrying portals, or create connected mirrors.  
 
      
 
    Life – Used to buff others. Known auras are vitality, magical augmentation, courage, happiness, serenity, protection, and purification. 
 
      
 
    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 – Used to control and create electricity. Can charge or decharge the air, stun or cause paralysis, and infuse into muscles for heightened performance. 
 
      
 
    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. Can sense the presence of metal in the world around you.  
 
      
 
    Nature – Used to control and manipulate plants and weather. A combination magic that relies on other magics to support it.  
 
      
 
    Spatial – Used to produce holding bags and create portals from one place to another. 
 
      
 
    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. Can be used to eavesdrop or create breezes, or create a platform to carry things like flight. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Fellacai – Butterfly like creatures, they sparkle the colors of the rainbow and use their pollen as a means of attack. They usually have wind magic and one other kind. Rule by queens who choose a mate from among the best. They are considered a delicacy to other creatures.   
 
      
 
    Ioguan – A variant of an iguana.  
 
      
 
    Iompro – A large creature with nasty claws, Jade believes they are a variant of bear. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Tarbh – Used for meat and milk, Jade believes it to be a variant of cow.  
 
      
 
    Vampires – Nocturnal creatures who can appear human. 
 
      
 
    Abbreviated Timeline of Events 
 
    Day One – Wednesday. Includes chapters 1-8 of Siphon, 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 of Siphon, 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 of Siphon, 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 of Siphon, 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 of Siphon, 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.  
 
      
 
    Day Six – Monday. Includes chapters 1-15 of Adapt, Virtue and Sin-Death 
 
    Jade starts school, has a run in with the guards, heals, receives tutoring in archery and small blades, is attacked by Brodie in fire, bonds fellacai in contractual magic, attends business, and heals Duke Vincent in the art gallery. She is attacked by the mesmer on the roof at The Green Dragon, and Frank is mesmer taken. 
 
      
 
    Day Seven – Tuesday. Includes chapters 16-33 of Adapt, Flight-Improvements 
 
    Jade learns to fly, visits the gate to heal guards, call a hunt, and participate in the orc attack. She heals students, attempts to create a light sword, and has tutoring in nature magic. After setting a contract with Brodie, she attended geography, water magic, and took over light magic. Offered to heal Kevin. 
 
      
 
    Day Eight – Wednesday. Includes chapters 33-45 of Adapt, Improvements-Mirrors 
 
    Jade sets a new record in the intermediate obstacle course, heals, attends tutoring for archery and small blades, attends lightning, illusion, and dark classes. She creates a communication network. 
 
      
 
    Day Nine – Thursday. Includes chapters 46-61 of Adapt, Secrets-Message 
 
    Kaylee and Jessica learn of her true ability. She visits the portals, interrogates a doppelganger, learns how to manipulate spatial magic, has private tutoring from Ashanna, makes crystals and enlists her friends to start her business, attended metal and wind classes, healed Kevin Elliot. Returned to find another mesmer attack underway, moving up the hunt. Tisha, Hayden, Hunter, and six others are mesmer taken.  
 
      
 
    Jade’s Ability Descriptions 
 
    Adaptable – Your body now accepts change somewhat easily. 
 
      
 
    Siphon² – Using skin to skin contact, you may permanently absorb 1% of one chosen attribute and skill experience of your target once per week. The target will recuperate their attribute and skill experience after a set amount of time, receiving a .5% increase to those siphoned areas.  
 
      
 
    Keen Senses – Your senses are heightened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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