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1 Awakening


 


I stand before a Judge. His long, sweeping hair is tied back
in a ponytail that sticks up above his skull like a rocket engine. His eyes
burn into my soul, and the souls of the ten initiates beside me.


The room is bright, not from the artificial lamps above, but
from the clear window that lines the wall behind the Judge and the wall to my
left. We are in a corner suite. The Judge stands behind a plastic table, a
cheap piece of furniture in an obviously expensive room. The carpet is
school-library grade. He wears the traditional robes of the profession.


Today is my Awakening Ceremony. To the Judge, it’s another
day like any other. But to me, this is what fifteen years of life has been
leading to. I hope that I will be special.


The Judge takes off his cloak, holding his arms together.
His robes flow down to his feet. “Forty years ago, the portals opened. We were
not prepared for the monsters that came out of them. Thankfully, at the exact
same time, people began to manifest spirits, special powers that can be cultivated
and used to defeat the monsters that come from the portals. You are second
generation spirit users. Your spirits are more important to the effort to keep
the world safe than ever before. I hope that, through your training, regardless
of what spirit you manifest, you will become a boon to society and build
towards a better future.” The Judge opens his arms. “I am about to activate my
companion spirit.” His eyes remain level. “Do not be afraid of what you are
about to see.”


Behind him, the skyline of
New York towers outside the window of the penthouse temple. A low rumble grows
from the floor and circles the Judge’s podium. The lights in the room darken,
as if a curtain has been cast over them. The sunlight coming through the window
suddenly appears sickly and dangerous.


A powerful light emerges from the Judge’s body. Wind sighs
through the room. The chandelier tinkles as it dances back and forth. My
clothes ripple. Then the image of a wolverine,
eyes blazing red, leaps out of the Judge’s back. Its fangs are riveting white.
Its fur, glossy and clean, shivers in the rushing wind. Its presence is filled
with power, not exactly menace, but not something I’d want to be on the receiving
end of. The wolverine hovers menacingly over the Judge’s shoulder, moving its
gaze from initiate to initiate. Its breath rumbles as its chest moves up and
down with slow patience.


Several of the initiates take a step back, afraid. I am not.
I stand where I am, facing the monster before me.


The Judge opens his arms and a ball of crystal light floats
out from the podium. “You.” He points to the girl at the left-most end of the
lineup. “Place your palm against the sphere.”


The girl steps up, hesitant. Wearing a pinched expression,
she touches the sphere with her hand. A small flicker of light dances through
her hair. The ball lights up slightly.


“A computer mouse. Household object.” The Judge appears
satisfied. He flicks his fingers and a piece of paper appears where there was
none before. “Here is your job assignment,” he announces as he hands it to the
girl. The girl’s expression becomes even more pinched. She is, by all accounts,
not satisfied. I can’t blame her. She’s destined for a life as a cubicle mouse.
No pun intended.


The Judge moves to the next initiate, a boy with curly red
hair wearing a windbreaker. The boy approaches the ball, not needing to be
told. When he touches the ball, a burst of sparks pops out of its surface. His
hair sticks up on end. The image of an electrical socket floats above his head.


“Electrical socket. Household object.” The Judge hands the
boy the same piece of paper.


The ceremony continues. Yellow beams of light. “Banana.
Lesser food object.”


A red circle that spins quickly. “Gear assembly type two. Minor
mechanical system.”


A spout of water, steaming hot. “Teapot. Household object.”


After a figurative forever, the Judge turns to me. I step
up. Touching the ball, I wait, my breath catching in my chest.


Nothing happens. The Judge appears confused. He checks his
tablet. “Markus Red. It says here you awakened your spirit potential a week
ago.”


I nod.


“Touch the ball again.”


I touch it. The ball changes color almost imperceptibly.


The Judge sighs. “Anima.”


I tilt my head. “Anima?”


The Judge nods. He seems to think for a moment, and then
flicks his fingers. A piece of paper is handed to me. It reads Adventurer.
The Judge sighs. “I know I’m going to get flak for this decision, but we just
don’t have enough manpower.” It appears he is explaining things to himself
rather than me.


I shift, uncertain. “Manpower?”


The Judge nods, his eyes already turning to the next
initiate. “Touch the ball…”


Later, on the subway heading back home, I take another look
at the paper he handed to me. It’s actually an envelope. The job assignment is
written on its face. I tear the envelope open and a plastic card drops out. It
has my picture on it and all my physical information. At the bottom, it says,
in small red letters, Companion Spirit: Blue Anima.


I don’t know what that means.


Along with the card is a couple pieces of paper with instructions.
I must report to the New York Adventurers’ Association within two days of
receiving my companion spirit.


A small voice echoes in my mind. I have not heard it before.
Hello… Hello…


I do my best to ignore it. Something about the voice makes
me feel uncomfortable. I know that it has something to do with my Awakening,
but it feels like a goblin in a dark street holding a suspiciously bright
torch, beckoning me into an alleyway. I do not like the sensation and, even
though I know it might be important, I push it aside.


I decide to report to the Association now. I don’t have
anything to do, after all. Today is a Sunday. I don’t have any homework, and I
have no friends to hang out with.


I ride the subway to the stop closest to the Adventurers’
Association. Passing by my favorite dollar-slice pizza store, I approach the building.
It is a gigantic tower, at least seventy stories tall, the entire thing
dedicated to the New York Adventurers’ Association.


At the entrance, a security guard stops me. “Your reason for
visiting?”


I hand him the piece of paper that came with the envelope I
just opened. The guard looks it over. “Right this way,” he says. I follow him
inside.


It’s truly a grand entrance. Marble pillars march towards a
faraway row of elevators. A waterfall coats the atmosphere in a thin covering
of mist. Exotic plants line the walls. Several sitting rooms, tucked quietly
away in the corners, host chatting Adventurers.


I can tell because of their armor. Bright metal breastplates
and greaves, dark cloaks, studded leather. The gear of an Adventurer.


It finally hits me — I’m going to be an Adventurer! Protecting
the world from dungeon portals! I’m going to be famous!


That thought is put out of my mind by my meeting with the
receptionist. She looks at my ID card and frowns. “Who did your awakening?” She
slides the card underneath a reader.


“Er, um, Judge Erin.”


She sighs. “I trust his judgment, but I don’t understand his
thinking.”


“Why?”


The receptionist shakes her head. “Don’t worry about it. The
decision has been made.” She hands me the card back, pointing to the bank of
elevators. “You’ll have your meeting with the coordinator in room 1204.” She
turns away and answers a phone. I stand there, stupidly, for another fifteen
seconds, before turning towards the elevators.


Room 1204… That means it would be on floor twelve. Probably.
I wait for the elevator to arrive.


When it does, two armed Adventurers walk out. I recognize
one of them.


“Fast T!” I say, without thinking.


The Adventurer, a thin, lanky man wearing studded leather
armor and metal shoulder plates, looks at me with disinterest.


The lady beside him elbows him. “You have a fan.”


Fast T sighs, visibly irritated. He looks at me. “What, you
want an autograph?”


I shake my head. “No. I, uh, I just became an Adventurer.”


“What’s your familiar spirit?” says Fast T.


“Er, Blue Anima.”


Fast T sighs again. “Yeah, don’t get your hopes up, kid.” He
starts to turn away.


The woman touches his shoulder. “Come on, tell him something
supportive.”


Fast T pauses. “Be careful out there.” It appears he is
forcing himself to put on a face for me, his fan. Before I can say anything
else, he walks away with a grimace.


As they leave, I hear the woman say, “You could have been
nicer…”


With mixed feelings, I step into the elevator. Floor twelve.
Even though the encounter didn’t go like I had imagined it many times before, I
still met Fast T, one of my favorite Adventurers.


Once the doors open, I step out into a nice, plush hallway
with close-set walls. It does not take long to find room 1204. On the wall, a
plaque reads Dr. Mason Irr, intake officer.


I knock.


“Come in,” says a voice.


I open the door. The office is small, like the office of my
vice principal. There are no windows, just a bunch of pictures of dogs. A
couple of model cars sit on top of a crowded bookcase. The person inside,
presumably Mason Irr, looks up from a computer screen. “May I help you?”


I nod. “I was just assigned to be an Adventurer.”


“Your card.”


I hand him my newly acquired ID card.


Mason looks it over. He types a few things into his computer.
“You know what this means, right?”


“What does?”


Mason shakes his head. “If we weren’t so desperate for
manpower, you would have been designated as a non-effective.”


“A non…”


“A non-effective,” he repeats,
appearing a bit miffed. “Someone whose companion spirit is so useless and weak
that they are not given any special job or preferential treatment.”


“My spirit is… weak?”


“One of the weakest. Anima spirits are practically useless.
Though I have never seen a Blue Anima before, I can assume it’s the same.”


I blink a couple of times. I think I might cry. “But… what
can Anima spirits do?”


“Anima spirits only affect perception. They can’t cast
spells. They can’t block blows. They can’t heal.” He taps his finger against
the desk. “We will have to test you anyways. You’re going to need stats for the
draft.” He seems to think for a moment. “Come back tomorrow at two precisely
and we’ll have your assessment.”


Right after school, he means,


He looks up at me again. “You’re one lucky fellow. Whoever
made the decision to allow you to become an Adventurer despite your spirit has
done you a great favor.”


I know enough about Adventurers to know what the draft is. I
nod. “Tomorrow, then!”


Mason waves me away dismissively. “Don’t be late.”


I nod again and back out of the room.


On the elevator down to the ground floor, I hear the voice
in my head again. …Come… to where I lead you…


The goblin is back. This time, I decide I can handle the
mugger in the back street he’s inevitably leading me towards. I agree with the
voice and tell it to give me directions. I sense a waypoint hovering over me, leading
me towards a corner on the block two streets down from the entrance to the Association
Headquarters.


When I get there, I find a small shop embedded within a tiny
little alleyway. Though I see no sign, I know that it is there. Somehow.


I walk into the alley. A rusted metal door opens as I approach.
It appears to have opened on its own, revealing a low-lit, atmospheric bar
scene where well-dressed individuals sip cocktails in front of a bartender. The
lamps hanging from the ceiling give a warm yellow glow. Sparkles of light adorn
the hundreds of bottles lined up behind the bartender.


The bartender glances me over. “You must be the one I sensed
coming up the alley.”


“Sensed?” I say.


The bartender motions to a stool in front of the bar. “Sit.
Have a glass of — well, juice will work.”


“I don’t have any money.”


“It’s on the house,” says the bartender. “Your companion
spirit is an Anima, yes?”


“How did you know?” I sit down at the bar, surprised.


“You have an aura I recognize. It’s not often that an Anima
spirit wielder has your level of psion particle emission.”


“Is Anima a bad spirit?”


The bartender nods. “Most people think it is useless. It is
quite common, and not much can be done with it.” He pauses. “Except…” He pauses
again. “I might want to introduce you to someone.”


“Um, okay,” I say.


The bartender takes a bottle of what looks like orange juice
out of a cooler. “Is Orengina good for you?”


“Is that… orange juice?”


“A high-quality one, yes. I mostly use it for mixing cocktails.
But since you are a minor, I think this will suit you best.” He pours it into a
glass cup, and takes a single large piece of “on the rocks” ice and drops it
in. After stirring it with a long spoon, he hands it to me.


I sip at the juice. Yes, it is good. It feels very luxurious
— I would not have the chance to drink something like this normally. “You said
you wanted to introduce me to someone.” I look around the room.


The bartender nods. “He’s not here now, but he’s a regular
here at Half Moon.”


“Is he an Adventurer?” I ask.


Again the bartender nods. “An Anima user, just like you. He
is an old fart and not very sociable, but I think he will know what to say to
you. I am guessing here, but were you given the assignment of Adventurer?”


I think for a moment. It’s not exactly a secret. “Yes. How
did you know?”


“I just had a hunch. Your psionic emission level is higher
than it should be. Any competent Judge would notice that and make use of it.
After all, Adventurers are scarce.”


“Is there a reason for that?” I have been following famous
Adventurers my whole life, but I have not been told much about the world
besides the sport-like coverage of the higher-level dungeon crawls. I can
recite spirits and stats and names but, when I think about it, I really don’t
know much about that world. I certainly never got the idea that Adventurers
were scarce.


Another nod from the bartender. “It’s not splashed around,
because of how it would affect the public’s appearance of safety, but
Adventurers are a rare breed.” He picks up a cup and begins polishing it. “Most
people do not know that their very livelihood is balanced on a thread.”


“Is there a reason?” I ask again. “I got the feeling that
Adventurers are strong.”


“Yes, some are, but most of them are like you and me. Just
warriors working a beat to protect the safety of society.”


An old man with red-faced cheeks pipes up from across the
room. “Stop scaring the little man, Jim! He doesn’t need to know that!”


“He’ll find it out eventually,” says the bartender, who I
assume is named Jim. “After all, he was selected as an Adventurer.”


The red-faced man scoffs. “Adventurer, ha! Just a glorified
infantryman.”


Jim purses his lips and his nose curls up. “Yes. I think
Glen would like to meet this young man.”


The red-faced man grimaces. “Ya mean to say you’re going to feed this kid to that bald-headed
lion?”


“I wouldn’t say he is a lion, but I do agree with your assessment
of bald-headed,” says Jim. “I think it will be best. This young man faces a
hard road ahead.”


The red-faced man turns away, muttering.


“Is there something wrong with Mr. Glen?” I ask.


Jim shrugs, smiling a bit. “You’ll see. Come here tomorrow
between two and four and I’ll introduce you.”


I shake my head. “I have my assessment tomorrow.”


Jim tilts his head. “That will take only an hour, won’t it?”


“I don’t know,” I say.


Jim taps his finger on the table. “Well, then. If you can
come tomorrow, come tomorrow. If not, come the next day, after school.”


I nod, getting up. “Thank you.”


“You haven’t finished your drink,” says Jim.


I take the glass and down it in one big gulp, placing the
cup back on the counter with a gentle touch. “Thank you again.”


Jim nods and goes back to working with his glass. I walk out
the door, the soft jazz music disappearing as the metal entrance swings shut.


Two o’clock tomorrow. Right after school. Whatever the case,
I’m not going to miss school tomorrow. I’m not the kind of person to give up on
my education just because I got a life-changing assignment. Even though I’m
pretty sure I’ll be taken out of school…


I look up at the darkening sky. Time to go home. A couple
minutes later, as I ride the subway, I watch the lights flashing by and think
about what it means that I have been chosen as an Adventurer. Even if people
don’t seem to have high hopes for me, I do know that I am one of the few people
who have been authorized to enter a dungeon.


That is, if I’m selected in the draft.


Whatever the future may bring, I’ll face it.






2 Judge


 


“Police are still questioning what happened to the party
that entered the dungeon that appeared on Fifth Street just this past Sunday…”


I eat breakfast as the news plays behind me. My mother is
feeding my baby sister with that face that moms make when they are, well,
feeding babies. My father is standing in the kitchen, juggling cooking and
reading the newspaper.


“So, I didn’t get to ask you last night.” My mother turns
away from the baby. “How did your Awakening go?”


“It went, well, okay,” I answer.


“Did you get your job assignment?”


“I was assigned to be an Adventurer.”


Mom appears a little bit taken aback. “You must have a
powerful companion spirit, then.”


I shake my head. “Blue Anima. I don’t think people have high
hopes for me. Well, maybe most of them. I guess some people believe in me.”


“Adventuring is a good job,” Father
says. “As long as you get seated with a well-equipped guild, the job is
less dangerous than a cop. Definitely less dangerous than being a pizza
driver.”


I shake my head. “I don’t think I’ll be seated with a
powerful guild.”


“And why is that?” Dad looks up from his newspaper.


“Blue Anima is a really weak spirit. I was only assigned to
be an Adventurer because they need people.”


“I don’t know much about Adventurers,” says Mom. “But I know
you like to watch them on TV.”


“It’s an obsession,” adds my father.


I shake my head. “I won’t be on TV. My spirit is weak and
I’ll probably be placed with a lesser-known guild.” I pause. “I have my power
assessment today at two.”


My mother gives the baby another spoonful of baby food. “And
do you need a ride?”


“I can take the subway.”


Mom nods. “Good. It’s good to be an independent young man. I
have high hopes for you.”


“Well, you’re my mom.”


She frowns at me. “And what does that have to do with
anything?”


I stand to leave. “I’ll be
going now.”


“You haven’t had eggs yet!” says my father, still working by the stove.


“I’m not hungry. Plus, I have to get there early and tell my
teachers what’s going on.”


“Are you going to have to go to a special school?” Mom asks as I get ready to leave.


“I don’t know. I may not even continue going to school.”


“They have to educate you,” insists
my mother. “Not having a high school education is a serious impediment in this
world.”


“I’m sure they’ll do something.” I put on my backpack,
checking that all my homework is there before heading for the door.


“Tell me how it goes!” says my mother as I leave.


Once out of the apartment building, I head towards the
subway station. School is just three stops down. While riding the subway, I try
looking at people beside me and figuring out if they have companion spirits,
and if they do, what they are. It’s tough — there are no obvious signs. It’s a
habit of mine that I’ve been practicing ever since I understood there were
spirits. Most people hide their spirits. But some people, the lucky few who can
brag, are all about showing off. I like watching them.


The headline on the newspaper of the person sitting across
from me reads Jane Bossman Acquires Thousand-Year Spirit!


I feel a little bit of pride at that. I’ve been following
Jane Bossman for a while now. I even have one of her limited-edition dungeon
cards. It’s not signed. If it was it would be worth thousands. I’m happy that
she has finally gotten what she has deserved. A thousand-year Spirit Circle!
Feeling a little giddy about the whole affair, I get off at the stop closest to
my school.


Newman Academy. A school that appears more like a prison
than an institute of education. Metal detectors, barbed wire, the works.


Most of that is simple inner-city design. I’m pretty sure,
though, that at least a bit of the fortress-like atmosphere is to protect the
students in the case of a portal break. But this is New York. I don’t think
that will be happening any time soon!


I enter the school building. The halls are not that crowded
— it’s early — but I try my best to stay low. There are the people who come to
school as kings, and there are the people who come to school as paupers. I am
one of the latter. I had been hoping that my awakening would change my status,
but with a weak spirit like Blue Anima, I doubt I’ll be able to rise up the
ranks.


The least I can do is try to step out of the target of the
Spirit Wielders’ club. They’re a bunch of entitled bullies who I don’t want
anything to do with.


Aaron Jammie appears, walking around a corner. He is not a
member of the infamous Spirit Wielders’ Club, and is salty about that, taking
it out on anyone he can get away with bullying.


I avert my gaze. It doesn’t work. Aaron approaches me with
his usual intense swagger. “I heard you had your awakening this past Sunday.”
He pushes me up against the lockers. “You probably got some stupid spirit, like
a spoon or an Anima or something like that.”


“Yeah…”


Aaron’s face displays an inordinate amount of pleasure. “Ha!
So you’re still weak, even after getting a spirit.”


I turn my face away. “I’m sorry.”


“Sorry?” says Aaron. “What do you have to be sorry about?”
He grins. “Of course, I would apologize too, if I were as weak as you.” He
grips my chin. “Come to the alley after school. If you don’t, you know what’s
coming to you.”


“But I have my assessment at two—”


“Doesn’t matter. You aren’t going to score high enough to
earn a place on the draft.”


I don’t know what to do now. Aaron is bigger, stronger, and
has a valuable companion spirit. A pure elemental. Copper. With it, he can do
things like conduct electricity, create heat, and form copper with his mind. I
have no chance standing up against him — not because of the physical power of
his spirit, but because of his sponsor. Anyone who goes against him will feel
the wrath of the sponsor’s “Men In Black.” Families ruined, houses foreclosed
on, jobs lost with no warning. Corporate sponsors have that much power, and
pure elementals are that valuable.


“Okay…” I pick the easiest route out. I’m sure the Association
will understand why I don’t show up for the assessment. It’s not like I’ll end
up with a high score, after all. The cryptic words of the bartender are
knocking around in my head, but I don’t have the faith to believe in what he
said about me being special. He is just a guy who serves drinks.


The whole of the school day, I am dreading the last bell at
one-thirty. When the final bell rings, I grab my backpack, walk into the hall,
and start heading to the alleyway. I plan on telling my teachers as little as
possible before heading out. I just want to get the next hour over with.


In the middle of the hall, though, stands Judge Erin. He approaches me, radiating an aura of
power. I can almost see the psions flowing off his skin. He nods at me, waving me
over. I freeze. What now?


“Is there a problem?” asks
Erin.


I shake my head. “No. I just have something to do.”


Judge Erin narrows his eyes. “What is more important than
taking an assessment test? You realize that this is a high-priority assignment,
right? You could face legal consequences if you don’t cooperate.”


“No, it’s not that. I want to go, but…”


“Is it something with family?”


I shake my head. “No…”


“Then what is it?”


I turn away. “I can’t go. Not today.”


“Who’s this meathead?” says Aaron from behind me.


I spin around. “Um, no one, um—”


Judge Erin cuts me off. “Excuse me. This is a conversation
between me and this young man here.”


“Eh?” says Aaron with a nasty grin. “You’re his grandpa or
something?”


A flash of something dangerous crosses Judge Erin’s face.
“I’m giving you a chance to apologize. I’ll be the adult here, but only if you
give me the chance.”


“Hah!” says Aaron. “I can have my sponsor beat the crap out
of you if I want. No teacher here can oppose me. Not with my spirit!”


“You’re not an Adventurer, are you?” says Judge Erin. “Who
awakened you?”


Aaron pauses, apparently uncertain. “Judge Westley.”


“Ah, Westley. I thought I trusted his Judgment.” He smiles
ever so slightly. “Looks like I’m going to have to give him a talk next chance
I get.”


Aaron thinks for a moment. I can see it in his eyes. Then he
grins. “If you don’t move out of the way so I can pummel this kid here, I’ll
get my sponsor to ruin your life.”


“But you can’t do anything physical with your spirit, can
you?” says Erin. “Otherwise you would be appointed as an Adventurer.”


I cringe. That’s Aaron’s soft spot.


“And what?” Aaron’s face twists with rage. “You’re saying
this bean-sprout is an Adventurer? With an
Anima spirit?”


Erin nods. “I made the decision. I’m sure Westley would have
made you an Adventurer had he detected the slightest bit of potential in you.” His
lips curl up. “As it stands, I doubt you are suitable to whatever job
assignment you were given. And I would like to let you know that I am, as it
stands, the VP of public relations for SMART Industries.”


Aaron’s face goes white. “SMART…”


“Yes, SMART Industries.” Erin does not appear smug — only a
little bit saddened. “I did not realize that a pinprick like you had gotten
through our rather comprehensive personality screening procedure. Ah, perhaps
it is time to do a little weeding out of corruption in
the Talent Acquisition Program.” He pauses. “You remind me of someone.
Are you, in fact, the son of Ryan Simmons?”


“He’s my uncle.” Aaron brightens.
“He’s more powerful than you are! He can get you fired!” It is clear that Aaron
is grasping for straws here.


Erin nods sagely. “I see. Well, I’m going to have to be
doing a lot of paperwork in the near future. As it stands, however, I will not
tolerate anyone interfering with the government business of acquiring
Adventurers. They are our lifeblood, and anyone who stands in the way of the
system will be pushed aside.”


The principal, Mr. Freedman, approaches cautiously from down
the hall. “Excuse me, sir, do you have a visitor’s pass?”


Erin flashes his official Adventurers’
Association badge. “I want you to deal with this student here. Detention, expulsion,
whatever you deem appropriate.”


The principal turns ghostly pale. “I’m sorry, sir, but I
can’t do that with…”


“With his sponsor, I’m aware,”
says Erin. “I’ll put it in writing as soon as possible, but from this point
forward SMART Industries will no longer consider this student to be a part of
our Talent Acquisition Program. We will no longer be his sponsor.”


The principal looks at Aaron worriedly. “But sir, I must ask
you what this student has done to offend you.”


“You shouldn’t need to be told. With behavior this obvious,
my only conclusion is that you have been ignoring it. Shall I remind you that
SMART Industries is a major donor to this school, both financially and
politically?”


The principal bobs his head. “Yes, sir, yes, sir.” Then he
turns to Aaron. “Mr. Simmons, come with me.”


Aaron’s face is both scared white and flushed red with
anger. I won’t be escaping his wrath if, or when, he gets back to school.


Judge Erin seems to grasp what I am thinking. He smiles at
me. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be transferred to a specialized school after
your draft selection. You probably won’t ever see this place again after
today.” He pauses. “That is, unless you go to your high school reunion.” He
smiles again. “But you don’t strike me as the
type to remember high school fondly.”


I shake my head. Relief is falling over me like a waterfall.
“Are we going to the Association now?”


Judge Erin looks at his watch. “We will be a bit late, but I
can explain the situation to the assessors.”


“Am I the only one being tested today?”


He nods. “You have probably not heard this before, but
Adventurers are a rare breed. Even here in the city of New York, with its
millions of people, we only get perhaps ten Adventurer-qualified Awakenings a
month.”


“I heard there weren’t many,”
I say.


Judge Erin glances down,
genuinely surprised. “Who did you hear this from?”


“A bartender who works at a small bar a block away from the
Association building.”


He chuckles. “And I assume Jim wants you to meet Glen.”


I open my eyes wide. “How did you know that?”


His smile is knowing. “You don’t have to worry about that.
Just know that, among possible mentors, Glen is a strange and, perhaps,
thoughtless choice.”


“I didn’t say anything about mentors,” I say.


Judge Erin claps me on the back. “I can’t know what fate has
in store for you, but know that finding the right mentor can greatly affect
your growth and your future. Anyone who recommends you talk to Glen would have
that goal in mind, most likely.”


I nod eagerly. “Okay.” I follow him
through the streets and to the subway station, where we ride the subway for a
couple of stops and get off near the Association building. When we enter, a
pair of black-suited men approach us. They seem to have been waiting for our arrival.
The one on the right nods.


“Sorry for being late,” says Judge Erin. “We had a little
trouble getting him out of school.”


The man nods again. “Dr. Irr is waiting.” He turns and
begins walking to the elevators.


Judge Erin gives me a little push. “Though I don’t have much
to expect about your power and potential, I am rooting for you. Wherever you
end up, if you want someone to help, just contact me.” He pulls out a little
business card from his jacket pocket.


The Men In Black pause. I
take the card. It radiates psion particles, converging to show a little
animation of a rearing wolverine. I slip it in my pocket.


Following the Men In Black into
the elevator, I watch Judge Erin as the doors close. He nods understandingly
one last time.






3 The Meaning of Anima


 


The elevator doors open with a ding. We are far, far underground,
with no way to know how deep from the buttons on the elevator. I could feel the
drop in my stomach once we went below floor negative twenty. From how heavy the
atmosphere feels, we must be very deep.


The room I step out into is tiled with large, white squares
from the floor to the ceiling many, many feet up. A glass-paneled command
center sits halfway up the far wall. Inside it, I can just barely see Mason
Irr. He meets my gaze.


The two Men In Black behind me walk to the right side of the
room, where a small stage holds equipment and wires.


Dr. Irr’s voice booms from above. “First,
we will test your physical traits.”


A hole opens in the ground and a tube rises out. It is made
from glass, with a sweeping metal arm inside rotating at a constant speed. The
arm stops, and the glass slides open.


“I’ll guide you through what is happening,” says Dr. Irr.
“You will now be subject to a Psion Resonance Imaging process. Don’t worry,
it’s not like an MRI. We don’t have to check for anything, like metal.”


I step inside. The tube slides shut. The metal arm rotates,
slowly at first, and then faster and faster and faster. Soon it is just a blur
around me. Warmth blossoms through my body. A heady feeling comes over me, like
when inhaling too much oxygen.


After about two minutes the machine slows down, stopping
after another thirty seconds. The door opens and
I step out, a bit unsteady.


“Now we shall test your spirit,” says Dr. Irr. “Please
manifest your spirit indicator.”


I hold out my hand. I know what to do, even though I’ve
never done it before. A blue light shimmers above my palm. It feels a bit like
I am pushing cheese through the cheesecloth that is my skin. A bit of whey
simmers in my mind. I am becoming a cooked meal and the blue stuff is an apple
pie.


It's the weirdest sensation, and it goes away after a couple
of seconds, leaving behind a bit of ash and a highway in my bloodstream through
which this Anima matter flows.


“Thank you,” says Dr. Irr.


A poster, like the ones at an optometrist’s, appears on the
far side of the wall.


“What can you see?” says Dr. Irr.


A series of colors swirl around my vision. It’s a considerable
effect, and I know I’m the one who manifested it. The poster is plastered with a
patchwork of colorful indicators — mostly shades of blue, but some red, some
yellow, and some green.


“All I see are colors.”


“Very good,” says Dr. Irr through the speaker. “Please
describe the colors and their shapes to me.”


“Um, there’s a big yellow triangle at the top right corner.”


“Um hm.”


“And there is a lot of blue. But it’s not all the same.”


“Yes, as expected,” says Dr. Irr.


“And there’s this… black
dot at the very center.” It’s all I can comprehend. The rest of the colors are
too crazy for me to explain. I think this is enough explanation, anyways,
gauging by Dr. Irr’s expression up there in the observation room.


But this time, Dr. Irr is silent.


“Is everything okay?” I ask after a long, strained pause.


“Please repeat your last observation.”


“A black dot,” I say. “Near the center.”


Dr. Irr falls silent again. The Men In Black at the control
station are looking at each other, as if something is happening that is not
supposed to.


“Very well,” says Dr. Irr. The poster slides back to where
it came from. “You have performed well. As well as could be expected.”


“You aren’t going to make me do anything else?”


“You’re an Anima spirit. There isn’t anything else your
classification can do. Unless you want to try the other tests. I am obligated
to perform whatever test you request. You know your power better than I do.
However, don’t expect results.”


I shake my head. “I’m fine.”


Dr. Irr steps out of a door on the side of the control
tower. It appears he is standing on air, but there is a little cushion of light
keeping him aloft. He floats down to the ground floor and approaches. Smiling,
he puts his hand on my shoulder and leads me towards the exit. “I’m not supposed
to interfere with your mentorship choice, but I do want to know more about your
specific color of Anima. My interest is not really related to what you can or
cannot do. It’s just that you are a curiosity.”


“Okay. What’s special?”


“Just, well, your Anima color. I have never even heard of a
blue Anima before. Most Animas are either red or green. One or two have been
recorded as yellow. But I have never heard of blue being manifested.”


He seems to be angling toward becoming my mentor. I shake my
head. “I already know who I am going to choose to be my mentor.”


Dr. Irr looks a bit miffed. However, he seems to take it in
stride. “May I ask who?”


“A man named Glen.”


His face immediately sours. “Dr. Barrimore?”


“Is that Mr. Glen’s last name?” I say. “He’s a doctor?”


“Regrettably.” Dr. Irr sighs. “Well,
if there’s nothing I can do to influence your
decision.” He stops, motioning towards the two Men In Black, who have returned
to the doorway. “I will be seeing you in manipulation class soon, I presume.”


The Men In Black shuttle me into the elevator. They are
silent.


“So, um, where am I going next?”


The man on my right looks down at me. “The written portion
of your examination.”


“Oh,” I say. “Should I have studied?”


The man on the right shakes his head. “This test is designed
to be fair, like an intelligence test. No studying is required.”


The door to the elevator opens. We are on the fifty-first
floor. The elevator’s upward momentum had barely registered in the time it took
to ask my questions. My ears hadn’t even popped.


I step out of the elevator into a plush hallway lined with
striped wallpaper. At the end is a pair of doors that appear to have been taken
straight out of a high school.


The Men In Black open the doors
for me and hold them as I step through. As the doors close, they bow and
back away, exiting the room as the
doors click shut.


“Greetings, Mr. Red,” says
a female’s voice behind me.


I turn and see a short, childish-looking woman wearing a
white lab coat.


She smiles. “My name is Dr. Bordagard. I am the psionic physics professor here at Ixtham Academy.”
She points to a packet of papers on one of the seats in the front row of the
classroom. The chairs are those single-unit desk-chair combinations that I know
all too well.


I sit down. The outside of the packet is blank, plain white
like those standardized tests we take every year.


“This is your written examination, doubling as both your
assessment score test and your entrance examination to Ixtham. You must score
at least a seventy-five percent in order to be allowed into this school. How
high you score above seventy-five percent will
determine your placement among the classes. Ixtham has no grade levels; like a
college, it is class- and credit-based.” Dr. Bordagard flips open a booklet and
begins reading the directions, the same sort of standardized fluff that
proctors read before every state test. How to bubble, reading everything fully,
fifteen minutes per section. When she is finished, she motions to me. “You may
begin.”


The first section is all math, with a focus on word problems.
Instead of relying on previous mathematical knowledge, they are more based on
raw analytical ability. I don’t have to use a single memorized formula. As I
work, I experience little distractions of flowing color swirling around my
peripheral vision. I know it has something to do with my Anima spirit; I don’t
know what it means, but I am sure that it is trying to tell me something.


I don’t have the tools to interpret the flashes, however. I
do my best to ignore them. They are quite distracting, though, and I barely
manage to finish the portion before the time is up.


The next portion is reading comprehension; the next,
analytical reasoning. There is even an essay portion.


The strange stuff comes last. It is a series of questions
based on my “manifestations,” questions such as “Are you suddenly able to read
minds?” or “Do you feel like information is coming from somewhere specific?” or
“How much more powerful do you think you are, physically, than you were before
your Awakening?”


I answer all these questions to the best of my ability. No,
I can’t read minds. Yes, I am sensing things I haven’t before. No, I don’t
think I am any physically different than I was before. When the time is up, I
sigh, leaning back in my chair.


Dr. Bordagard takes the booklet and places it on the podium.
She pulls up a seat across from my desk. Holding a tablet, she positions her
touch pen above the screen. “Let me ask you first, how brave do you think you
are?”


I pause. “I don’t know.”


“Please answer to the best of your ability,” says Dr.
Bordagard. “Even if you aren’t sure, answer how you think you would feel or
react.”


“I’m not very brave,” I say.


“It’s good that you’re honest,” she says. “How well can you
handle pain?”


“Not well. I don’t like getting hurt.”


“No one does. Let me be more specific. If you lost a hand in
combat, would you be incapacitated?”


“I don’t know.”


“Again, answer to the best of your ability.”


“I…” I pause and think.
“I’m split. Half of me says that I would freak out, the other half says I’d
keep fighting.”


“Good. A very measured answer.” She makes some notes on her
tablet. “Next, if you discovered that someone in your party was stealing item
drops, what would you do?”


“Probably report them to the party leader.”


Dr. Bordagard nods. “Next, the party member working with you
has been killed by a particularly strong monster. I know with your ability that
you don’t have much of a chance going up directly against a powerful monster.
What, in your mind, is the best choice of action?”


I think for a moment. “I would fight to save them. But I
don’t know if I would be brave enough in the moment. I don’t even know how I
would be able to help, with my spirit.”


Dr. Bordagard nods. “We have a system in place that
regulates this kind of situation so that everyone knows what they are supposed
to do, which maximizes the effect of their abilities. After your test results
come in, we can discuss what your role in a conflict crisis is.” Dr. Bordagard
pauses. “With your power, you might not actually have to fight anything.” She
taps a few times on her tablet. “Last question. Do you have any sort of
objection to any aspect of being an Adventurer?”


“No,” I say in a heartbeat. “I’m willing to do whatever it
takes.”


Dr. Bordagard smiles, putting away her tablet. “Good. You
should be emailed your results, both from the physical and written exams, by
tomorrow afternoon. The next Adventurer draft is one month from now. For the
time being, you can attend Ixtham as a trial attendee. However, your course
load will be limited. Until you find a guild to host you, you won’t be able to
reap the full benefits of this academy.” She stands up. “Go home and have a
nice rest. You’ll probably start attending the day after tomorrow. I can tell
from how you worked that you most likely passed the written portion of the
exam.” She bows slightly and exits the room.


The two Men In Black enter. “Lets go,” says the man on the
right. They lead me out of the room, into the
hall, and down to the elevator.


When it opens, there’s Jane Bossman, my idol, recent winner
of a thousand-year Spirit Circle. She is leaning against the elevator wall,
wearing street clothes, her hands crossed above her stomach. We interrupted her
trip down, but she barely seems to notice me. The two Men In Black slide
between me and her before I get a chance to say anything. I open my mouth to try anyway, but after a glare from the man on the
left, I close it.


Jane eyes me, her mouth curled downwards. Her eyes are ice
cold. As soon as the fast elevator reaches the ground floor, she steps in front
of the doors like she is eager to leave. The doors open and she strides out.
“You better be ready,” she says without looking back.


I turn to the Men In Black, wondering what she meant.


The one on the left glances at the one on the right. Left
one nods. “Ms. Bossman is the practical class instructor at Ixtham.”


“And there isn’t a drill sergeant in any army in the world
who is as tough as she is,” says a voice coming from the entry hall.


I turn around. A strikingly bald man meets my gaze, smiling
broadly. He extends his hand. I hesitate.


“My name is Glen,” he says. “I heard about you from Jim, and
I wanted to see you for myself.” He grins. “I heard from Dr. Irr that you
already decided on me to be your mentor.” He claps me on the shoulder. “I’m
flattered. But first I have to know — do you really want to be the best that
you can be? It will be a long and hard road, and you’ll want to quit many
times. You can’t, though, after you make your choice.”


Whatever this decision means, I will take it. I will do
whatever it takes to become an Adventurer. I don’t care what I have to do. I
nod. “You’re an Anima spirit, right?”


Glen nods at the two Men In Black. “Randy, Blaze, I can take
it from here.” The two men bow and walk away. Glen waves at me. “Come. Let’s
get a drink at the Half Moon. On me.”


We walk out of the building and through the streets to the alley
where Half Moon hides. Walking through the door, I
catch sight of Jim, who smiles broadly.


“Hey, Glen,” he says. “You find him?”


Glen motions for me to sit. “I did.”


Jim eyes me. “How did the assessment go?”


I shake my head. “I don’t know. I’m going to get the results
back tomorrow.”


Glen smiles. “I have great faith in you.”


“Why? You just met
me!” I sit down.


He lights a cigarette and examines it before puffing once.
He leans one arm on the bar, the other hand holding his cigarette. “You found
this place. It’s not supposed to be discoverable by people who don’t have fate
on their side.”


“Fate?”


Glen draws again. He turns to Jim. “Jim? Can you explain?”


Jim nods. “Yes. This bar has a spectral shroud surrounding
it. Only people who have a recommendation are able to remember this place’s
existence. Otherwise, the memory fades from their mind like fog on a warm
spring day.” Jim’s lips perk up. “Very few people are able to discover this
place on their own.”


“What does fate have to do with that?” I say.


Jim shrugs. “It’s just a myth surrounding this place. Some
prophecy a drunk medium gave a decade ago.”


“That drunk medium was Alfred Kingsman,” says Glen. “The
most sapient idiot who ever wielded a Newspaper spirit.”


Jim shrugs again.


“Alfred Kingsman!?” My eyes widen. “He came here?”


“He was a regular, actually,” says Jim. “A lot of famous
people are regulars here. You just haven’t met them yet.”


I have a question I really want to ask. However, I don’t
feel like I should. I ask anyway. “Does Jane Bossman come here?”


Jim’s face becomes inscrutable. He turns to Glen.


Glen shakes his head. “Jane is a strict non-alcoholic. She’s
never had a drop in her life.”


“This is a bar, after all.” Jim pauses. “You are the first
minor who has found this place on their own, though. I don’t know what that
means. You can keep coming here even if you don’t drink anything.” He pauses
again. “But only if you agree to be Glen’s pupil.”


“I agree,” I say without hesitation.


Glen looks slightly taken aback. “Are you sure? I can be a real driver. You might want to quit
after what I’ll put you through.”


I shake my head. “I’ve been wanting to be an Adventurer for
my whole life. I would never quit.”


Glen slaps me on the back. “That’s the spirit!”


Jim looks happy. “Here.” He passes
me a cup of the same orange juice he gave me before. “On the house.” He winks.
“Last free one you’ll be getting here.”


“Is this place expensive? I don’t have any money.”


Jim looks at Glen. “Are you going to give him the same
offer?”


Glen tilts his head, seeming to think for a moment. “Yeah.
You seem smart enough.” He pauses, and then
tilts his head. “You’re not opposed to being a research assistant, are you?”


I nod vigorously. “I can help!”


Glen smiles, though his expression has a tint of sadness to
it.


I look at Jim for an explanation. He exchanges a meaningful
glance with Glen. Then Jim sighs. “Glen has been looking for an assistant for a
while now. He’s tried three others, but they’ve all left him.”


“Why?” I can’t help but ask.


Jim exchanges another glance with Glen, then says, “Glen’s
research isn’t exactly… orthodox. Not many people agree with or even understand
what he’s trying to do.”


“What is he trying to do?”


“Circle-spirit interaction,” says Glen. “Specifically, how
the addition of a Spirit Circle to a low-class companion spirit can change
their usefulness and effectiveness.”


Jim nods. “The culture right now is very proprietary regarding
Spirit Circles. The people with the most powerful companion spirits get the
most powerful upgrades. Since powerful Circles are so rare, their use is
husbanded.”


Glen sighs. “I keep trying to tell people that the increased
versatility afforded by the options powered-up low level spirits give will be
worth the expenditure.”


Jim shrugs. “No one believes him. He barely has any funding,
and that only because the dean of Ixtham is fond of him.” He sighs. “Glen is
kind of an outcast… and, truthfully, I wanted to introduce him to you because I
knew you would be the perfect test subject. You’re probably the weakest Adventurer
given the job title in several years.”


That assessment hurts. I don’t know what to think about it.


Jim seems to understand that. “I don’t mean that your value
isn’t the same as anyone else’s. Plus, I sense a very high amount of psions flowing out of your nodes. But there’s not
much meaning to that. It possibly indicates some hidden potential, but without
a reliable way to awaken it, we can only hope for a freak occurrence.” He
sighs. “As you are now, your value to the Adventuring
community is purely as a statistic.”


I understand what this means. I am the lowest on the ladder.
I won’t have much opportunity given to me. Working with Glen is my best chance.
“I want to work with you.”


Glen claps my shoulder. “Good. I can be ornery at times, but
I want to say that I have hope in your potential.”


I smile. “I’ll try my best.”


Jim turns to Glen. “Your usual?”


Glen nods.


Jim begins making a cocktail out of a strange-looking fluted
glass.


“So I’m really that weak,” I say.


Jim motions to Glen. “If you want, he can make it clear for you.
He is a doctor of spectral studies, after all.”


Glen shrugs. “The Anima is one of the more common
manifestations of what is known as visible-spectrum recoding. It involves the
restructuring of the perceptive experience, which can manifest as a new kind of
information being visible to the individual. Basically, that means you can see
unseen things.” He flicks his now-ashen cigarette. With the same motion, he
reaches for the cocktail that Jim has just passed to him. “Red Anima allows the
user to see distributions of power. An example would be knowing exactly how
many volts are running through wire. Green Anima allows users to see slight
differences in nature. An example would be judging the chemical composition of
a liquid. However, Anima users do not know how to interpret what they see after
they are awakened until they either learn or are taught. Thus, their ability is
useless without inordinate amounts of training.”


I nod vigorously. “So what can Blue
Anima users see?”


Glen shakes his head. “I have never heard of Blue Anima
manifesting. And I’m probably the chief expert on this subject, at least in the
United States.” He shrugs. “So you could be seeing anything.”


“I have to ask,” I say. “Why was I assigned to be an Adventurer
despite my spirit?”


“Anima users have some use in an adventuring party,” says
Glen. “Though they perform horrendously in all other
roles, they perform slightly above average in the thief role.”


“Probably because being more aware of your surroundings make
you a better thief class,” chimes in Jim.


Glen sips at his cocktail. “Right. So the choice of whether
or not to assign the Adventuring job class to
an Anima spirit depends on the current need for manpower and the individual
discretion of the Judge who awakens you.”


“Every thief who is an Anima user means one more useful
Adventurer to add to the front lines,” says Jim.


“Thieves are…” I squirm. “Okay, I guess.”


“I would say they are the most underappreciated class,” says
Jim. “Even though they get paid less and don’t have a share in the kill bounty,
they are still an essential part of any adventuring party.”


I sigh. “So that’s it? I’m weak. Do I even have any useful potential?”


Jim shrugs. “Your psion
aura is very strange, but I don’t know if that’s good or bad. And you’re a
never-before-seen Anima color. A curiosity. But besides that…”


“With my help, you will at the very least be able to survive
Ixtham for four years,” says Glen. “I can guarantee that.”


It will take time for me to sort out the strange mix of excitement
and disappointment I feel. I stand up. “I should
go home now.”


Glen nods. He hands me a plain
white business card. “That has my number, my office address, and my
email. Come to my office the first chance you get, and I can start advising you
on how to approach schooling at Ixtham.”


“Thank you.”


He smiles. “And don’t worry. You’ll be getting paid as my lab assistant.” He pauses. “Just not much.”


I bow and leave the bar.


On the way home, I daydream about my success as an
Adventurer despite my low power level. I dream about suddenly receiving enough
power to become the best Adventurer in the world. Even though I know it will
never happen, I find some measure of satisfaction from the
fantasy.


After getting off the subway, I head home. However, as I
arrive at my neighborhood, I see someone that makes me stop in my tracks.


Aaron. He is standing beneath the streetlamp about a block
down from my house, along my usual route, as if waiting for me. Before I can
duck into a shadow, he catches sight of me. As he starts stalking my way, three
bulky men wearing leather jackets studded with metal peel away from the wall of
the building beside him and trail along behind.


I stop. Aaron continues to approach. I try walking
backwards, but the street is behind me and the light is the wrong color. I stop
at the curb’s edge.


Aaron gets within striking distance.


A phantom fist flies at me from where Aaron will be in two
seconds. I dodge the phantom fist instinctively, and Aaron’s actual punch
swishes a foot from where I had been two seconds before. Stumbling, I back into a lamp post.


Aaron kicks me in the gut. Even though I see the same blue
phantom, this is one attack I can’t avoid.


The three burly thugs surround me. One of them cracks his
knuckles. “You ruined his life.” He motions to Aaron. “Now we are going to ruin
yours.”


“Wait, wait,” I say. “What did I do? Aaron is the one who—”


Another of the thugs slams his fist into my sternum. I
double over in pain.


Aaron leans close. “I heard you got into Ixtham.”


I shake my head vigorously. “No, I just took the entrance
exam—”


Aaron grabs my chin. “You destroyed my life. I’m going to
destroy yours.” He flicks a switchblade open and dramatically licks the edge.
His eyes are glazed over — he is probably high. “I wonder what I should write
on your forehead?”


The three thugs laugh and applaud like they are enjoying
this.


As Aaron repositions himself to get a better shot at my
forehead, I see a phantom blue mark appear at his side. Somehow I know he is
going to let up the pressure on me in just a few moments — there.


I punch with my newly freed hand, sending Aaron reeling. He
drops his knife.


Following the blue phantom, I dodge through the grasping
arms of the three thugs and book it. The phantom is leading me somewhere. I
don’t know where, but I follow it blindly, hoping
it leads me to salvation.


I am not a very fast runner. I can sense, behind me, Aaron
and his friends gaining.


I might not make it. I throw the last of my energy into my
sprint and hope the salvation I am waiting for
comes soon.






4 Adventuring is a Profession


 


I turn the corner at breakneck speed. I am running faster
than I ever have in my entire life. Even at this speed, though, it will not be
long before my pursuers catch up.


I was always the slowest runner in school.


“Help!” I yell, hoping to get someone’s attention. “Help!”
In this neighborhood, however, that doesn’t mean anything. Most people here
will simply bolt their doors and close their shutters when something is
happening.


I turn another corner, heading towards a street where I know
there will be people.


Five seconds before it happens, I see another blue shadow
that seems to be hinting at what will happen next. I skid to a stop and whip
around.


A girl in green Spandex lands right in front of me, between
me and Aaron’s thugs. She holds out her hand. “Halt!”


Never have I ever been so grateful for the Civilian Adventure
Patrol.


She’s skinny, with crimson hair pulled back in a ponytail.
“Why are you chasing this kid?” she asks the four thugs.


Aaron approaches her boldly. “This ain’t your problem, miss.
I suggest you get out of our way.”


The girl sighs. “That doesn’t help your case.”


Aaron turns and looks at his thug friends. Then he spits and
drags his feet on the ground. The thugs fan out and crack their knuckles, ready
for a fight.


The girl flicks her fingers. A bright yellow ring, adorned
with mystical lettering and arcane shapes, forms around each of her fists. A
wisp of colorful energy surges around her torso.


I gasp. I know what this is. This is a Spirit Circle. It is
the first time I have seen one in real life. I see them on TV all the time, but
something is different about its presence when right in front of me.


The girl laughs. “You’re attacking me?” A wind picks up,
giving a low growl that sends shivers down my spine. Leaves and paper scraps
float from the gutter and rise, undulating, as they swirl around the girl’s
Spirit Circle.


All at once the winds concentrate and then blast forward
with an impossible noise. It picks up Aaron and the three thugs and smashes
them against a dumpster. They fight to move but are unable to stand against the
withering gale.


She flicks her wrist. A rope uncoils from a satchel at her
side, twirling and snaking along with the wind. With a swinging motion, it
trusses up the four bullies. When the wind dies down, they’re hanging from the
top of a streetlamp, swaying gently in the leftover breeze.


Only now do I notice the police sirens. I look around. All I
see is devastation. Several dumpsters have been thrown across the street, their
contents strewn about willy-nilly. At least a dozen lampposts are bent or
crooked. A transformer box is crackling, looking like it is about to explode.
The windows on the building closest to us are cracked, some of the panes
missing.


“Oops.” The girl turns to me, grinning like a maniac. “Run!”


Before she can even take a step, Blackjack — a local
Adventurer I know well from TV — lands beside her with a thump. He grabs her
arm and plants his feet.


“Nooo!” she says. “I’m sorry!”


Blackjack sighs. “Look, Esla, I know you were meaning to
help, but you have to learn to control your powers.”
He glances over at me. “Sorry about that. She has a habit of going overboard.”
He examines the four hanging figures, uselessly struggling to free themselves.
He sighs again. “I’ll take care of these four bozos. While I’m at it, I want
you at the police station. Now.”


Esla, which I assume is her name, scuffs at the ground.
“But—”


Blackjack slams his foot down, sending a wave through the
concrete.


Esla shrinks back. “Okay.”


Blackjack rolls his eyes at me, apologetically. “I’m going
to need your statement, too. If you don’t mind. Just follow Esla here to the
local station.”


The walkie-talkie at Blackjack’s side flares up. “We have a psion wave convergence at Fifth and Main. A dungeon
has been forecasted. The Black Cats have been assigned to clear it. Over.”


Blackjack grimaces. “As you can see, I’m busy.” He peers at
me. “Be careful out there. The police can handle the trussed-up idiots there.”
With a kick, he jumps ten feet up and begins running against the side of a
building, climbing to its top, and leaping away.


Esla smiles sheepishly at me. “Sorry. I get carried away
sometimes.” She motions towards the nearest street. “Asalo station isn’t too
far away.”


With one last glance at Aaron and his thug friends swaying
gently beneath the streetlight — better there than loose and hunting me — I
follow her along the sidewalks and towards the police station. I live here, so
I already know where it is. “You’re an Adventurer, right?”


“In training,” says Esla. “I’m a junior at Ixtham Academy.”


“I’m going to be going there soon,” I say.


Her eyes light up. “Really? Congratulations!” She holds her
hand up.


I pause.


She seems disappointed. “High five?”


I reluctantly give her a high five.


“Yeah!” She pumps her fist. “Fighting for justice!” She
tilts her head. “What did those bullies want with you anyways?”


I shake my head. “It’s nothing. They just don’t like me.”


“There has to be a reason. No bully assaults a pedestrian in
broad daylight without a reason.”


“I…” I pause, debating about whether or not to speak. “I got
him kicked out of SMART’s youth program.”


“Ouch,” says Esla. “I’m sure he did something to deserve it,
though, right?”


“He… he’s always been a bully. He just happened to try to
bully me in front of the Judge who awakened me.”


“Ha! It seems like he got what he deserved.”


We turn the corner and reach the local police station.


Esla’s attitude becomes somber. “Look, whatever you do,
don’t look suspicious. I don’t want any trouble.”


I nod vigorously. “Of course. Of course.”


Esla pauses. “You look scared.”


I shake my head. “No. I’m not.” Though I really am. It’s the
first time I’ve ever been in a police station
for something bad, even though this is more of a kiosk than an office.


Esla grins, and then shrugs, appearing to regain some of her
liveliness. “First time for everything, eh?” Then she waltzes through the front
door.


I follow.


The cop at the desk looks up, appearing annoyed. “What is it
this time, Esla? Did you ruin another streetlamp?”


Esla looks sheepish. “Well, a little bit more than that.”


“Ha,” says the cop. “You were the cause of the disturbance
call just five minutes ago, then.” He scratches his head. “What did you break
this time?”


“I don’t know,” she says. “A lot of stuff? There were some
sparks, a lot of glass, and… and some bad guys I left tied to a lamp post.”


He rubs his temple. “As long as the academy covers the
expenses, I can’t actually do anything to you.” He pauses, seeming to notice me
for the first time. “Is this the person you, eh, saved?”


I nod. “Yes. She saved my life.”


He sighs. “I’m going to have to take both of your statements.”
He clicks a couple times at his desktop computer. “Come on in. It will only
take fifteen minutes.”


Twenty minutes later, feeling more frazzled than I ever have
in my entire life, I step out of the police station beside Esla.


She turns to me. “You said your name was Markus, right?”


I had, during the questioning. I nod.


Esla grins broadly. “Call me Esla. My spirit is a Typhoon.
What’s yours?”


“Er,” I say. “Blue Anima.”


She doesn’t seem fazed. “So you see stuff?”


I nod.


“What kind of stuff?”


I shrug. “I think it has something to do with space… and
time… Maybe space-time?”


She laughs bubbly-like. “So you’re the next Einstein?”


I shake my head vigorously. “I’m not nearly smart enough. I
just barely managed to get in. I haven’t even got the results of my entrance
exam back.”


Esla smiles at me. “I’m sure you’ll get in. You seem like
the kind of guy who makes the best of things.”


I don’t know what to think about that. Am I really making the
best of things? Of course I know that I am weak, stupendously so from what almost everyone is saying. But how am I
reacting to that? Have I tried taking my future into my own hands yet?


I don’t know.


Esla extends her hand. This time, I don’t hesitate to shake
it.


“I’ll see you at school,” she says, winking. Then she turns
around and ambles away. At the corner, she turns back and waves. “You’ll get
in! I know it!” With a twirl she vanishes around the corner.


I stand motionless in front
of the police station for a couple of seconds, then I shrug and head towards my
house. A police car passes by, coming from the direction of the incident. I
think I catch sight of Aaron in the back. At the very least, no one is hanging
from that lamp post any more.


Once home — it’s a short distance from the station — I go up
to my apartment and enter. My mother is on the living room floor playing with
the baby. My dad isn’t home from work yet.


“How did it go?” Mom asks without looking up.


“I took the test. But I’m not sure yet if I passed it.”


Mom coos at baby Sandy. She is not yet old enough to walk,
and so she crawls around the safe space on the living room floor while our
mother watches her.


I go to my room and toss my backpack on the bed. As part of
the written exam, I had filled out some information, including my address,
phone number, and email. Email was how they were going to send me my results.


I check the Dungeon Keeper’s forums online to see what is
going on in the Adventuring community. Three
new dungeons have opened up in the greater Tri-City area this afternoon. That
is not unusual. There is some video footage of the one that was cleared by the
Red Birds — I watch everything. Usually, high-profile guilds bring media
personnel with them to film their work. The “sport” — which isn’t actually a
sport but rather a public necessity like firefighting and police work — is
nevertheless filmed for entertainment. At least, a lot of people treat it like
that. I’m pretty sure the actual people involved in filming treat it more like
wartime correspondence than televised sports. Analysts instead of announcers, a
sixty-second live delay, and ticker tape running along the bottom of the
screen.


I get to see Drew Clerk, the healer for the Red Birds’
A-team, obtain a triple-digit Spirit Circle. It is from a gigantic snake-like
monster that takes them half an hour to bring down. The analysts call it an
Orange Toeless Monitor. I check the usual forums, and after dinner play some
video games. A night like any other.


I go to sleep at my usual time, eleven PM.


When I wake up my phone is blinking. It’s early, too early
for the alarm to have gone off. I grab the phone and check it.


An email. It has just arrived. Even though it isn’t even
seven in the morning, it appears to have been no more than five minutes since I
received it. Strange, I think. I open it up.


Congratulations. You have been accepted as a trial student
at Ixtham Academy. You will start the day you receive this message. Please
don’t be late.


Today?! That’s too quick!


The message continues. Your draft
scoring is as follows:


Dexterity: 5


Constitution: 6


Strength: 6


Intelligence: 14


Charisma: 5


Wisdom: 9


Spirit Rating:


Versatility: E


Power Output: F


Combat Rating: F


Priority: E


Notes: Unusually high psion emission rate.


It isn’t anything I wasn’t expecting. I know from watching
dungeon crawling on TV that these stats are below average in everything except
intelligence, which is five points above average, and wisdom, which is average.
This isn’t much to work with. If anything, it proves that I am not going to be
very useful for whatever guild selects me.


I may not even be selected at all. That is a possibility.


F is also the lowest grade possible for a combat spirit. E
means I am just barely above the non-combat spirits in terms of battle power.
It’s discouraging, and everything seems to sink inside me.


I do feel a little bit happy, though, that I at least have a
more powerful spirit than Aaron. Though his spirit is probably more useful,
overall, than mine. Just in a different field.


But Adventurers are more respected than engineers. And I
don’t think Aaron is smart enough to even be an engineer.


A mixed bag, to be honest. But I know what I want. I want to
become an Adventurer. I always have. This is, at the very least, an opportunity
to take hold of.


I look up the address of Ixtham on Google Maps. It’s in the
same building as the Adventurers’ Association. As I get ready, I make extra
sure that I don’t forget anything. The email includes a list of starting
supplies, so I gather what I have handy.


In the kitchen, I realize I’m the first one up, which is
rare in a household with a loud-mouthed infant. As if on cue, Sandy starts
bawling.


My bleary-eyed dad shuffles out from the hall and stops,
startled. “You’re up early.”


I smile. “I got in to Ixtham.”


He hugs me. “Congratulations. When do you start? Next week?”


“Today.”


His eyes widen in surprise. “They aren’t giving you any
time, are they?”


I shake my head. “But I think I’m going to be fine.”


He releases me and heads to the kitchen. “Do you want
breakfast before you leave?”


“No, thanks.” I shoulder my bag. “I should probably be there
early.”


Dad checks his watch. “It’s only seven. Are you sure you
don’t want to wait?”


I shake my head. “If I’m early on my first day, I’ll make a good impression.”


He shrugs. “Okay. Tell me how it goes.”


“Gotcha.” I head out the
door.


The trip to school is uneventful. I pass where Aaron attacked
me yesterday and find myself smiling at the memory of him dangling beneath the
streetlight. When I arrive at the Association headquarters — also the campus of
Ixtham — I approach the man sitting in the guard kiosk beside the entrance.
“Hello. I just got accepted into Ixtham.”


The guard smiles. He types a few words into his computer. “Name?”


“Markus Red.”


“Address?”


“Ten-twelve Second Street.”


“Day of birth?”


“June seventh, 2003.”


“All right.” He gives me a hastily printed card. “Please go
to the administrator’s office so we can handle your intake. There, you’ll
receive your ID and your class sheet.”


I thank him, enter the
building, and follow the signs to Ixtham Administration Office. There, I go
through a series of processes that include paperwork, a photo for my ID, and gathering
several textbooks.


Before I leave, I am handed a blank class sheet. “Mr. Red,”
says the receptionist, “Dr. Barrimore has already informed us that he has
elected to be your mentor. Therefore, you won’t have to go through the usual
mentor selection process. Fill out this class sheet as he advises and hand it
in when you are finished.”


I take it and start towards Dr. Barrimore’s office. I figure
I should start thinking of him as such now that he is my mentor and teacher. I
know where his office is — he gave me his card,
after all. It’s on the seventh floor, room 708. When I arrive, I knock.


“Come in,” calls Dr. Barrimore.


I enter. The room is the same size and layout as Dr. Irr’s,
but instead of dog photos, the place is covered in pictures of fractals. I
recognize one of them as the Mandelbrot set.


“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Dr. Barrimore notices me looking at
them.


I nod. “Math is cool.”


“My research does use a lot of math. But I have those up
mainly because I think they tell us something about our universe.” He leans
back in his chair, smiling a welcome. “So you’re here to be advised, right?”


I nod.


“Have you ever been advised before? I mean, in a college-like
academic setting?”


“No,” I say.


Dr. Barrimore nods. “Ixtham is a specialty school and is
chartered by the New York Adventurers’ Association.
While we do have basic education classes, they are only to the point where one
can pass the GRE. Our mission is to get you to pass that test as soon as
possible.”


“So what do you teach here?”


“Spectral analysis.” Dr. Barrimore turns to his computer.
“What math were you taking at your high school?”


“Trig.”


He nods. “You’re fifteen, right?”


“I’m going to be sixteen in a month,” I say.


“Good, good. At least you have some maturity. As far as
Awakenings go, yours was not that early.” He types a few things into his
computer. “So, let’s set you up for Lit II and History II, as well as let you
finish trig. Once you pass those classes, you can move on to take the GRE.”


“Am I going to be taking any adventuring classes?”


“Yes, of course. You have six hours left in your schedule.”
He hands me a sheet of paper. “These are the classes that you can take as a
newcomer. You won’t be able to change your specialty until after you are
drafted by a guild, so don’t worry about that.”


I look at the class selections and their descriptions.


Portal Theory I


Monster Taxonomy I


Spirit Circle Identification and Renumeration


Practical Party Management


Signs and Signals


Dungeon Mapmaking I


Spirit Circle Acquisition (Practical)


General Spirit Theory I


Spirit Anatomy


Mixed Martial Arts (Practical)


Equipment Management


Field Experience (Practical)


Psionic Physics I


Spirit Field Manipulation


Spectral Analysis I


It’s a lot and I feel overwhelmed. I turn to Dr. Barrimore.
“Can you help me?”


He rubs his chin. “I would take General Spirit Theory first, as
you’re going to have to take that eventually.” He pauses. “And I would also
take Spirit Anatomy or Spirit Circle Id-Rem. Both of them would help you find
your specialty.”


“Spirit Circle, er, Id-Rem sounds good.”


Dr. Barrimore makes some marks on a sheet of paper and
enters something into his computer. “Good. Your first classes start in…” He
checks his watch. “Fifteen minutes! Go on and have some fun. Come talk to me
after all your classes are done for the day and we can discuss your part as my
lab assistant.”


“Okay!”


Dr. Barrimore prints out a paper with my schedule. Smiling, he hands it to me. He’s a lot less ornery
than I was told, I think. Maybe he’s just that way towards people who don’t
believe in his research?


After returning to the moment, I raise an eyebrow. My first
class is General Spirit Theory One. Room 1409.


I just hope I won’t be in over my head.






5 Draft and Consequences


 


A month passes.


At first, since I started in the middle of a semester, I am
piled to the top of my head with makeup work. Somehow, I manage to get through
it, and eventually I start to understand what is happening in class. I am not
close with anyone. Occasionally, I see Esla in the halls of the Association
building, but I don’t talk to her much since she isn’t in any of my classes.


I mostly keep to myself during breaks. Whenever I have free time, I work with Dr. Barrimore
on his projects. His latest project is a study utilizing spectral analysis to
prove that non-combat spirits can become useful after absorbing Spirit Rings.
I, of course, double as his only lab assistant and subject number one. I split
my time between measuring and being measured. Dr. Barrimore’s research is
difficult, complex, resource-intensive, and very, very poorly funded. We
haven’t yet had any breakthroughs that would give us the funding we need to
complete the project.


Dr. Barrimore is a slave driver. I’m constantly working
until midnight after school, twelve hours a day on weekends. His reputation is
well-earned.


However, his work ethic means that he comes in before I do,
leaves after I do, and probably spends most of his nights sleeping in his
office.


The only respite I get is my daily visit to Half Moon.
Though I don’t drink the alcohol, I am enough of a regular that Jim keeps a
stock of soft drinks and juice just for me. The bar, I learn, isn’t just for drinking,
like other bars out there. It is a gathering place for the in-crowd among the Adventurers. Several times I have
crossed paths with famous people — though house rules prohibit me from
initiating contact with them unless they talk to me first.


So far, that hasn’t happened. I presume this rule is to
maintain the feeling of isolated calmness this bar fosters.


The day of my draft approaches. I learn that there are seven
other prospective Adventurers who have been Awakened and assigned in this city
since the last draft. There is no quota for the guilds to maintain, so it is
possible that all of us get chosen or none of us do.


I spend my days uneventfully and, eventually, find myself
before the door of the same penthouse temple where I was Awakened. Obviously, I
got a reprieve from classes due to the draft. Seven other teenagers arrive, one
by one, and sit down in the waiting room. I make eye contact with some of them,
but most are nervous. Some arrive and sit together, apparently friends.


Except for one. He looks to be about nineteen, and he comes swaggering into the room wearing a leather
jacket and skinny jeans. His ears are pierced and his hair is tied up in a
ponytail. My Anima vision swirls heavily around him, and I interpret it to mean
that he is very, very powerful. Each movement he takes is clearly marked, as if
he is sauntering through space-time where
other people blunder blindly.


His eyes sweep the room and fall on me. “You’re that Anima
kid.” He sits backwards on a chair in front of me, wrapping his arms around the
back support. “The one who works for that coot, Dr. Barrimore.”


I shake my head. “He’s not a coot. He knows more about
spirits than anyone else in this city.”


The leather-jacket kid laughs. “My name is Dres. You look like an interesting kid.” His eyes are
razor sharp. I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. At the very
least I don’t want to get on his bad side.


Dres taps his fingers on the edge of his chair. He doesn’t
say anything. His eyes flicker up and down my body, watching me.


“Is something wrong?” I ask.


“I’ve seen you at Ixtham.”


“Oh. I don’t remember seeing you.” I pause. “Sorry.”


“That’s okay,” says Dres. “I’m mostly in higher-level
classes due to my previous training.” He starts drumming on the chair. “Do you
want to join the shooting club?”


“Shooting?”


Dres grins broadly. “Yeah. You heard me. The shooting club.”


“I thought guns didn’t work in dungeons.”


“Who said we would be shooting with guns?” he says. “We use
bows.”


“But then why is it called the shooting club?”


Dres shrugs. “Dunno. The founder just called it that.”


“My spirit is an Anima,” I say. “I wouldn’t be of any help.”


Dres shifts in his seat. “That’s exactly why I’m asking you
to join! Shooting doesn’t care what spirit you are!”


I think for a moment. “Okay. I’ll think about it after… if…
I get drafted.”


Dres twists his face with excitement. “Yeah! Man, you’re not
going to regret this!”


I shake my head. “I haven’t decided yet.”


“I know you will.”


The door to the room opens. Dres winks. “Looks like it’s
time. I’ll be seeing you.”


Though I know I’ll be able to make at least some time for
clubs, I doubt what Dres said about shooting not requiring a powerful spirit.
Without a powerful spirit to compensate for my dismal physical skills, I don’t
think I’d succeed.


The man who enters the room is a Judge in full regalia. He
glances at a paper on the clipboard he carries. “Joseph Ryan?”


One of the kids in the room rises.


“Follow me,” says the Judge.


The kid obliges. After the door closes behind them, there is
a tense period of time, where all I can hear are muffled voices. No one in the
waiting room speaks.


After about ten minutes, Joseph comes out. He appears
distressed, not to the point of crying, but it is obvious he wasn’t selected
for his first choice.


The Judge returns. “Daniel Beth?”


Another boy gets up and follows the Judge in. Ten more
minutes pass. My palms are sweating. I feel a fever coming on.


Daniel comes out, clearly elated. He shares a high-five with
another one of the kids in the waiting room and hugs her briefly. After
whispering something in his friend’s ear, he leaves.


“Dres Antoin,” says the Judge next.


Dres rises, giving me a thumbs-up. He follows the Judge into
the draft room. Ten minutes later he’s back, a huge smile on his face. That was
the obvious outcome, after all. I could sense Dres’s power the moment I met
him. He makes eye contact with me, nods, and leaves.


“Katie Gillmore,” says the Judge next.


The girl who high-fived Daniel gets up and follows the
Judge. This time, the selection process takes only five minutes. When Katie
leaves, she is bawling. She hugs a friend and I hear her whisper something
about not passing.


This is bad news for me. As the weakest spirit in the whole
room, and with my dismal scores in all aspects except intelligence, I doubt
I’ll be able to top her.


“Markus Red,” says the Judge.


I get up. My knees crack, and I feel a sense of vertigo
coming up. I follow the Judge into the room behind the door, the same room in
which I had my Awakening. In the floor-to-ceiling windows, the whole of New
York spreads out behind the panel of Judges.


There are twelve people seated in
a half-circle before the windows, representing the twelve registered
guilds of the Greater Manhattan area. I recognize three of them from their
insignia, the Black Cats, the Red Birds, and the Pearlash Diggers.


If I can get in with one of them — a longer shot for me than
winning the mega-millions — I will be set for life. But the best I can hope for
is a mid-list guild. Most likely I won’t even be getting that.


All four Judges of the Manhattan area, including Judge Erin
and Judge Westley, are sitting behind the tables in the center of the arc of
chairs.


“Markus Red,” says Judge Erin, “your physical abilities are
the lowest we’ve seen in a long while, but you have one in a thousand
intelligence. Please make a case for why we should consider you with these base
stats.”


“Erm, I suppose if I’m one in a thousand intelligence-wise,
and ten percent of people awaken spirits, and only ten percent of those awaken
combat-capable spirits, then I would actually be one in one hundred thousand.”


The Judges look impressed. “So you say,” says Judge Westley.
“Your scores so far on the Ixtham midterm have been remarkable, despite your
mid-semester entry. As well as this, Dr. Barrimore has given us a glowing
recommendation letter.” Judge Westley’s face becomes grim. “However, as you
probably already know, you are the first E-priority spirit to have been
assigned Adventurer status by our panel in three years and seven months. Do you
have an argument as to why a guild should accept you despite this assessment?”


“I am willing to work as hard as I can to make up for my
poor priority,” I say. “I don’t care how much I’m paid or appreciated.”


“That’s good,” says Judge Westley. “As long as you understand.”
He taps a gavel on a podium. “Therefore, we will proceed with the draft
selection.”


There is silence for a long moment. Then a voice from the
right side of the panel speaks up. “The Riding Valkyries are willing to put
forth three gil.”


I have absolutely no idea what gil are. I know, though, that
I probably will learn that in one of my classes at Ixtham. As such, I refrain
from asking.


There is a long silence. No one else offers up anything.


“Very well,” says another Judge on the panel. “Markus Red is
assigned to the Riding Valkyries as an apprentice Adventurer.”


I feel warmth spread through my body. This is what I have
been waiting for. This is the moment that will change everything.


Judge Westley gets up and leads me out into the waiting
room. He is not the same Judge who led me in. I am smiling and happy enough to
be skipping — though I refrain because of the circumstances. Judge Westley
slips me a piece of paper. I look it over — it is the room number of the leader
of the Riding Valkyries, Andrew Tuffman. Judge Westley nods and calls the next
kid up to the panel.


I leave the courthouse holding the Awakening Room — a few
blocks down from the Association HQ building — and head back, arriving ten minutes later. No one is in the hall — it’s the middle of
class. Paper in hand, I head up to room 4012. I have never been this high in
the Association building before, and the view out the corridor window is
amazing. Feeling a little dizzy, I approach the door and knock.


A soft voice says, “Hello? Come in.”


I open the door.


A lady wearing glasses and a bun looks up from a computer.
“Ah, are you Markus Red?”


I nod. “I was just drafted by the Riding Valkyries’ guild.”


She smiles at me. “Since Andrew is at the draft right now,
I’ll be the one showing you around our floor.” She gets up and straightens her
blouse. “Follow me. My name is Mary.” She walks past me, through the door, and motions for me
to follow. “Who is your mentor?”


“Dr. Barrimore.”


“Mm hm,” she says. “You’re lucky, then.”


“No one else has said that. They all say I’m making the
wrong choice.”


“You’re Dr. Barrimore’s only student, right?” says Mary.
“That’s not the case with the more popular professors. Dr. Winding has over a
hundred students. Each individual student can only get maybe ten minutes a week
with him.”


“Oh, wow,” I say. “Why is Dr. Barrimore so unpopular?”


“Because of his research.” Mary opens a door at the end of
the hall. “This is the Riding Valkyries’ lounge. We
can talk about Dr. Barrimore later.”


The lounge is a cozy place, with a fireplace that’s purely
for decoration and plush sofas. Whoever was in charge of the interior design
had a liking of Victorian-era fashion. The wallpaper is of flowers and vines,
and the floor features a large Persian rug. I admire the room before Mary leads
me through another door.


The common room, in deep contrast to the plush lounge, has
the atmosphere of a den. The floors are concrete. There are various game tables
arrayed at random. A tiki clock hangs on the wall, all kitsch and plastic. I
can’t believe the rooms are in the same building, let alone connected. Two guys
hang around a billiards table, shooting pool. A rather beautiful girl of
perhaps eighteen sits and reads in a beanbag chair next to a small bookcase.


“How many people are in the Riding Valkyries’ guild?” I ask.


“You will be the fifth apprentice, and we have a total of
eight full Adventuring members. Just enough
for one party.”


“Wow,” I say. “So you guys are small.”


“We barely take up one
floor. The Black Cats, on the other hand, take up five floors. They have over
five dozen apprentices and two hundred full-fledged guild members.” Mary leads
me through a door on the common room’s far side. “You can meet the rest of the
apprentices later.”


We walk along the hall running the length of the floor and
she stops at room 4021. “This will be your dorm. Since the Riding Valkyries are
so small, you will have a room all to
yourself.”


I knew from chats with full-fledged students of Ixtham that
I would be living in a dorm after my draft. I just hadn’t expected it to happen
so soon. “What about clubs?” I ask. “Am I allowed to join now that I’m considered a long-term student?”


Mary nods. “Of course you can. I assume you already have a
club in mind?”


“The shooting club.”


“That’s a good choice for an Anima spirit.” Mary doesn’t
seem to hold me in any lower regard when she says it. She smiles and hands me a
card key. “This is for your room. The Riding Valkyries eat all their meals in
the communal cafeteria. Of course, you won’t have to pay anything.”


“Wait,” I say. “Why not? Will I be working?”


“Has no one told you?” asks
Mary. “Once you sign on with a guild, you will be going on dungeon crawls with
us.”


I blink and stare at her. “But I haven’t had any practical
classes yet! And I’m not strong, either! I mean, an Anima!”


Mary laughs. “Don’t worry. You’ll be working as a porter.
You know, like a mule? All apprentices hold that job until they gain their
first Spirit Ring and finish at least three semesters of Field Prac.”


“I already have a job with Dr. Barrimore, though. Will I have to give that up?”


“You can still work with him,” Mary
says as we walk back towards her office. “There are twelve guilds and
only twenty or so portals opening in a week under our jurisdiction. Most guilds have at least half a dozen teams, so we Riding Valkyries only sortie out a couple of
times a month.”


I breathe a sigh of relief as we
enter Mary’s office. My time at the Half Moon won’t be cut short, I can still
work with Dr. Barrimore, and I’ll probably have enough time for a club.


“Now, I’ll have you sign some paperwork…”


My parents have already been informed of everything that is
happening — I didn’t skip that part before heading to the draft — and I hand
over all the permission forms they had to complete.
After signing several lines and filling out boxes and boxes of information, I
am finally done. I don’t feel particularly nervous, as my house is just a
couple of stations away.


“If you have any classes left today,” Mary says, “you can
attend them. Otherwise, the time is yours. The Riding Valkyries’ meal time is
at six-thirty.”


I nod. It’s only three-thirty, so
I decide to check out the shooting clubhouse. Dres’s fired-up spirit and
cordiality really made an impression on me.


The clubhouse is actually a large open area on one of the
sub floors, just like the one where I took my physical exam. I approach the
sign that says Ixtham Shooters.
Dres is standing at the entrance, talking with a tall, spindly girl with
blue-highlighted hair. As I approach, Dres notices me.


“Hey! It’s Markus!” He strides over and claps me on the
shoulder. “I knew you were coming.” His smile is big and genuine. As before, he
radiates an aura of psionic power. “Let me introduce you to the club leader, my
sister Rey.”


The blue-haired girl looks at me smugly. “So you’re an Anima.”


“Yeah, I guess so.”


“What’s your dex stat?” she asks.


“Five.”


“Sheesh. What’s your strength?”


“Six,” I say.


Rey sighs. “With that kind of stats, you’re going to have to
work with the lowest draw weight we have.” She hands me a piece of paper. “Your
club registration form.”


I fill it out against the wall with the pen hanging from the
notice board and hand it to her.


Rey takes it, grinning. “Great!”


I examine the shooting range. It is as expected. Several targets at the end of a long range, a
staging area, walls lined with arrows and unstrung bows. “Where are all the members?”


Rey looks sheepish. She shrugs. “Everyone either left or
graduated. You and my brother are the first two to join since three seniors
left last semester.”


I pick up an unstrung bow from the lineup. It looks exceedingly
modern, with lots of pulleys and divots and wires.


“Whoa, there,” says Rey. “You aren’t ready for a compound re-curve bow right out of the gate.” She picks up a
simple, plain-looking wooden bow from the other side of the range. “This one is
better for you. A draw weight of only twenty-five pounds.” She takes a
bowstring, places the bow against her feet so that it rises up her side, and
strings the bow. I have never seen it done before — it’s almost magic. She
unstrings it. “Now you try.” She hands me the bow and the string.


I put it behind my feet and try what she did. The string,
though, just doesn’t seem to be long enough.


Rey approaches me and helps me push the bow just a little
bit harder. The string slips into a notch, and I hold up a newly strung bow.
Satisfaction fills me.


“Have you ever seen someone shoot a bow?” asks Rey.


“Yeah, on TV.”


Rey holds up her own bow, one of the compound re-curves she was talking about. She pulls the string
to her ear and releases. The arrow flies straight and true.


For some reason, the fast-moving object seems to slow down
as it passes me. Blue lines radiate outwards from its center, and I even catch
the arrow wobbling a bit. Before I can understand what I’m seeing, the arrow
has embedded itself in the center of the target on the other side of the range.


“You try,” says Rey.


I oblige. Holding the bow, nocking an arrow, I try pulling
the string to my ear.


“Hold the arrow to the string like this.” Rey shows me a
peculiar three-fingered hold.


I arrange the arrow like she says.


“Align the feather that is out of alignment with the others
to your left,” she says.


I notice that one of the feathers is at a different angle
than the other two. I position the arrow like she said, pull the string to my
ear, and release. The arrow zips, but in slow motion like the one before. It’s
like my eyes are high-speed cameras.


I miss the target completely. The arrow embeds itself in the
ground halfway down the range.


Rey places her hand on my shoulder. “You have a long way to
go.”


My arm already hurts.


Rey straps a leather gauntlet-type thing to my arm. “This is
for prolonged use. Sometimes the string will snap back and hit your arm. This
will keep you safe.”


I nod. “Can I keep practicing for the rest of the day?”


Rey shares a glance with Dres. Both of them smile. “Sure.”


“I have to go at six for dinner, and then I’ll be working
with Dr. Barrimore until midnight. Is this place open after midnight?”


Rey seems impressed. “You have some work ethic.”


I smile, even though I don’t feel that exceptional. “It’s
the only thing I have going for me.”


Rey puts her fist into her palm. “I can teach you now.” She
pauses. “And if I’m still awake at midnight, I’ll come here and teach you some
more.”


I spend the next two hours working on my shooting basics.
The draw weight of the bow — even though it’s light, comparatively — begins to
grind on my bones and stretch my muscles. By the time six rolls around, I am
bone tired. I say my goodbyes to my club mates and head towards the cafeteria.


Once I get there, I look for the Riding Valkyries’ section.
It’s around a corner and in a portion of the room I’ve never been to, sort of
like the bar round back of a family restaurant.


Three people are sitting at the Valkyries’ table. There’s
the girl I spotted in the common room when being showed around, and two people
I don’t recognize. All of them look to be at least a couple years older than
me.


“It’s the useless one,” the older girl scoffs when she sees
me arrive


One of the other apprentices elbows her. “Don’t be mean. I’m
sure the guild master chose him for a reason.”


“Whatever that reason is, it’s probably not worth it,” she
says.


“I’m sorry,” says the one who scolded the girl. “My name is
Evan. This is Sarah.” He points to the silent third member. “This is Rick.”


Rick nods.


“He doesn’t talk much,” says Evan.


Rick nods again, returning to his food.


“You can get your food and sit with us,” says Evan.


Sarah looks like she is about to say something. Evan shakes
his head, putting his hand on her shoulder. She sighs, turns away from me, and
begins to eat.


“You guys, the Riding Valkyries, have five apprentices,
right?” I ask. “Who are the other two?’


Evan smiles. “You’ll get to know us all. The two others are
Blake and Tom. We’re pretty tightly knit, all things considered.”


Sarah scoffs again. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to get
along with this one.”


Evan frowns at Sarah. “You don’t even know his name yet.”


Sarah glances at me, clearly miffed. “So? What’s your name?”


“Markus.”


Sarah scowls at Evan. “There. Happy?”


Evan sighs. “You might as well grab something to eat.”


With a quiet sigh, I walk to the serving counter and grab my
food. As I walk, I think about how I’m going to make a good impression. It’s
funny. My mind is blank. And I’m not sure if I’ll ever manage to get along with
these people.
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Back at the Riding Valkyries’ table, I sit down next to
Evan. Sarah stands up as soon as my butt hits the bench. She takes her
half-finished meal and dumps it in one of the bins.


Evan reaches for her. “Hey.”


Sarah pushes him away. “I’m sorry. I’ll be working out at
the gym.”


Evan sighs. “I’m sorry about her behavior.”


I smile as best I can. “It’s okay. I’m useless, after all.”


Evan seems to be deep in thought. Then his eyes light up.
“But I heard you have a genius IQ.”


“Genius? No one ever told me that.”


“What, you didn’t get your intelligence stat when you got
your card?”


“I did,” I say. “I even made a comment about it during my
draft.”


“Your stat is fifteen,” says Evan. “That’s means you’re as
smart as a genius.”


“I… That won’t help me in a dungeon. My strength and dex are
much lower than average.”


Evan takes a bite of his chicken patty. He chews, thinking.
“Some day that intelligence might save you.”


I shake my head.


Evan shrugs. “Well, it’s good to be humble.”


I turn towards my food. It’s a Salisbury steak with mashed
potatoes and canned beans. I start picking at it. I’m not that hungry, but I
force myself to eat. I notice Evan has finished his food yet hasn’t gotten up.
I get the sense that he wants to keep talking.


“You’re young,” he finally says. “I was seventeen when I got
accepted here.”


I hadn’t noted the ages of the people around me when I was Awakened,
but I did notice there were a considerable number of people older than me at
the draft. “Does that make me special?”


Evan raises one shoulder. “It’s up to you.”


I shake my head. “I think that just gives me a handicap. I
don’t have as much life experience as everyone else, and I also haven’t
received the same schooling.”


Evan lays his hand on my shoulder. “I understand you. I’m
the youngest person to ever receive a fourth-degree black belt in Taekwondo
from my studio. I really felt that weighing on me for years.”


I feel a little better, though impressed better
describes my mental state. “What club are you in?”


Evan finishes the last of his chicken and clatters his spoon
on his plate. “The Taekwondo club, of course.” He looks at his watch. “Speaking
of which, I have to be there in fifteen minutes.” He gets up, sliding his tray
off the table. “If you ever want to talk about anything, you can reach me in
room 4013. Just knock before you enter.”


“Thanks.” I really am appreciative of his advice. I feel
like, among the members of the Riding Valkyries, I will get along with him
best.


I finish my meal in silence — Rick refrains from speaking —
and get up to head to Dr. Barrimore’s lab. Rick gives me a single nod as I pick
up my tray.


After cleaning up, I take the elevator to Dr. Barrimore’s
office. It’s a nondescript room on one of the floors dedicated to housing
faculty, and it used to be a chemistry lab. I knock on the door.


“Come in,” says Dr. Barrimore.


I enter.


“Ah, yes, you’re just in time. I heard you were selected by
the Riding Valkyries.”


I nod. “I don’t know much about them. I’ve never even heard
of them before.”


Dr. Barrimore raises an eyebrow. “You didn’t do your
research?”


“I did! It’s just that they don’t appear on TV or any of the
aggregate web sites. When I did my research, I didn’t find a thing about them!
They weren’t mentioned anywhere!”


“They are indeed small, but I think that will suit you
better. I gave you a very positive letter of recommendation to the draft
committee, and an even more positive one to Tuffman. Perhaps I should have told
you about it?”


I smile a bit. Dr. Barrimore is to thank for me being placed
at all. “No, I liked it better as a surprise. I’m just happy that any guild
accepted me. The candidate before me wasn’t selected. She was really messed up
about it.”


Dr. Barrimore’s perpetual frown softens. “I don’t like the
draft format, it leaves so many people disappointed after publicly putting them
on the line, but I can’t do anything to change it.” He unlocks the door to the
lab, separated from his office. “Well, then, shall we begin where we left off?”
He smiles a little — I’ve only ever seen him do that before in his lab. The
comment about the draft system seems to be weighing on him, so it wasn’t as
bright as usual.


I know what to do; I’ve been doing it for a month. I get
into my lab gear and head for the lab’s far side.


The wall is lined with terrariums containing the dungeon
equivalent of lab mice — red slimes. The slimes meander around their little
homes, absorbing the last of the little bug bits I fed them yesterday. I reach
into a sack containing more bug bits — ick — and feed the whole wall, one terrarium
at a time.


By the time I’m done, Dr.
Barrimore has set up the Spirit Ring reader with a system of magic he
encountered while on a furlough in Japan. The Spirit Ring reader is a
complicated device covered in open wires. Installed laser technology reads the
effects of spirit and psion interactions. A paper talisman containing Chinese
characters sits in the center of the device’s operating table. The talisman is
a substitute for a human, an inAnimate object that is capable of absorbing
Spirit Circles. Dr. Barrimore is the only one in this school who uses one. It’s
not a secret; it’s just that most research done here doesn’t require a human
substitute in this capacity. Not to mention, with our
very tight budget it is useful that all a talisman takes is a piece of paper
and some Kanji lettering.


“Find me a six-year slime.” Dr. Barrimore is already
immersed in the output filling the console screen.


I look at the labels on the terrariums and find the one so
labeled. I use a special pair of slime tongs — kind of like noodle strainers
attached to long chopsticks — and pick up the specimen.
I bring it over to the talisman and place it in a special holding tank. I’m not
exactly sure what Dr. Barrimore is trying to prove here — it’s too technical
for me to understand — but I do know that what is about to occur will be
amazingly cool.


The slime bumbles around for a bit before settling down at
the east corner of the holding pen. Dr. Barrimore makes some notes. He then
turns a big dial on the side of the machine. A high-power laser shoots out from
a divot on the machine’s interior, vaporizing the slime in a puff of goo. A kernel
of light rises from the remains.


“O great light in the heavens, please allow my proxy to
absorb this gift from the gods,” says Dr. Barrimore, holding his hands out in
prayer.


The kernel of light turns into a ring about a foot in diameter
and decorated with ancient, inscrutable lettering. Its complex webbing pulsates
with light.


It’s like watching gold glitter, or the aftereffects of a
Disneyland fireworks show. Veins of bright light
twist through the webbing and energy explodes from every rune. All this from a
six-year Spirit Ring! But it was a beautiful, impressive display to very little
effect. Any good Adventurer would turn their nose up at it in a dungeon
setting. The only thing it’s good for is spirit cheese. Even so, I can’t get
enough of it. I watch as the circle is absorbed by the talisman, becoming a
rotating Saturn-esque adornment.


Dr. Barrimore nods, appears
pleased, and the experiments continue. Six hours later, the clocks announce midnight. Dr.
Barrimore allows me to leave.


I take the elevator down to the sub floor to the shooting
club. When I arrive, Rey is leaning against the wall. “So you really came.”


I nod.


She sighs. “I made a bet with my brother about whether or
not you would. I guess I owe him twenty bucks now.”


“Why wouldn’t I?”


Rey shrugs. “I dunno. I really haven’t worked with anyone
crazy enough to sacrifice sleep for practice. I’m pretty much the only one who
cares enough about the sport for that.”


“So you’re used to working nights?”


“I’m a champion. I have to defend my title.”


I nod. This is one girl I can empathize with. Hard work
makes everything better. “You can teach me, then.”


Rey nods back.


We practice shooting until the wee hours of the morning.
Finally I head to my room and sleep for maybe three hours before class starts
again.


Two weeks pass. My time is divided between classes, Dr.
Barrimore’s lab, and practicing on the range. I sleep maybe four to six hours a
night. I don’t have to study much, so I have more free time.


Two weeks after I get drafted, the Riding Valkyries get a
dungeon assignment. It’s a D-class, which I learned about in General Spirit
Theory.


Basically, dungeons are classified by how much spiritual and
psionic interference they put out. The classes are rated F, E, D, C, B, A, S,
and SS+. The scale is a logarithmic one, meaning that a D-class is ten times as
powerful as an E-class. It’s called the Mallory Scale. The more powerful a
dungeon’s emissions, the more powerful its monsters and traps.


F-class portals usually contain monsters that a child can
beat. These monsters are little more than the animals one would find outside.
Not even like a lion. More like a moose. You know, it’s possible to be killed
by a moose, but you’d have to be stupid or unlucky to die that way. E-class
dungeons contain monsters as dangerous as a lion, and also have between one and
three boss monsters. They also never contain more than three levels. D-class
dungeons can have up to five levels and the monsters are equivalent to hippos.
It’s a factoid that hippos are the most dangerous animal, by kill number, in
the world. C-class dungeons are dangerous enough to kill about ten percent of
all adventurers who enter them. We’re lucky that they only appear one in fifty
opened portals. B-class portal dungeons kill forty percent but are only one in
a hundred. An A-class kills sixty percent but are only one in five hundred.
S-class portal dungeons have been known, more often than not, to wipe out
entire guilds. Luckily for us, very few of them have ever opened. They’re also
the reason Hawaii has a two-hundred-kilometer exclusion zone around it. SS+ is
a theoretical maximum, and if a portal of this power opened, it would mean the
end of the world.


Our little group of eight
Adventurers plus six apprentices — including me — gather in the staging
area on the alley side of the Association headquarters. Mary, our thief, stands
in front of the group. Mr. Tuffman, a tank, stands in the center of the
full-fledged Adventurers. Surrounding them are Jesus
Lorenz, a marksman; David Spinner, a healer; Fera Willcox, a DPS or
damage-per-second fighter, dedicated to dealing as much damage as possible in
as short a time as possible; Turner Williams, another DPS; Gilly Sanderson, a
multi-class; and Bismark Chrone, a technician.


The apprentices are me, Evan, Sarah, Rick, Blake, and Tom.
Each of us carries a large backpack that will eventually get filled with loot.


I haven’t taken any practical classes yet, so I am placed in
the middle for safety. Once I learn how to fight and “crawl” properly, I can
join the actual formation. For now, I am just dead weight.


We head towards the dungeon. It’s not too far from Central
Park, tucked away behind a little office block. Not prime real estate, but not
a bad neighborhood either. The dungeon’s portal shimmers in the center of an
alley. Dungeon portals only appear where there is enough space — which is
usually outside on the street. This one is no exception.


The dungeon we enter is covered in ice. Sounds bounce around
clear, glacial walls and echo far into the darkness ahead. The air swirls
around in flurries of ice-cold gasps.


My breath clouds in front of me as
I pull my jacket closer, thankful that Evan recommended
I grab it before we left the guild floor. It had been hot, wearing it in
the New York summer. Now I’m grateful to have
it.


Mary holds up a hand. “Contact.”


A couple ice golems approach. I feel adrenaline spike
through me at my first view of a dungeon creature. But nobody else seems
concerned and our two DPS members put an end to the
monsters’ existence, cool as frozen cucumbers.
A couple of magic bullets later, and all that’s left are item drops and
floating circles. It’s the first time I’ve experienced actual combat. Despite
the monsters’ relative harmlessness, my hands are still shaking with
adrenaline.


It is the apprentices’ job to collect the item drops and
help our technician, Bismark, vacuum up the circles with his weed-whacker-esque
spirit vacuum. The items in question are crystallized forms of a monster’s physical essence.
Circles or rings are concentrated spiritual power.


I know from Spirit Circle Id-Rep (or at least from the
book’s lists of illustrations and descriptions) that these were low-double-digit monsters, perhaps between ten
and twenty. Spirit Circle Id-Rep pretty much covered
everything I need to know about Spirit Circles in order to deal with them. Not
to mention what working with Dr. Barrimore taught me.


No Adventurer in their right mind would absorb such circles.
Any ring below fifty or so that is actively absorbed into an Adventurer’s
psyche will destroy any potential their companion spirits have. It’s like
opening with the Paris defense in chess. A total misstep. These unwanted Spirit
Circles are instead processed into spirit cheese by Adventurers. Spirit cheese,
a sort of pureed Spirit Circle, is a powerful industrial product. When refined,
it has both physical and psychic properties. It can be turned into a variety of
useful products, including industrial lubricant and low-cost, high-energy
nutritional shakes.


On the other hand, items, the physical manifestations of
dead monsters, have special properties that make them different from any
physical object originating in our dimension. Their origin and composition are
mostly a mystery, despite decades of research, so even
the ones from low-value monsters are valuable. A drop
from a twenty-year monster can go for over a hundred dollars on the wholesale
market.


It seems hardly worth it to risk life and limb for such a
trivial amount of money, but dungeons have to be cleared anyways. Items
generally help reduce the operating costs for the guilds.


It only takes a few minutes to clean up the items and
circles, and then our party is on the move
again. The drops are split among the apprentices; I carry a single radiant
icicle in my backpack. It’s a lot heavier than I would have expected, but it’s
not more than a thick textbook. Heavy, but just light enough to be portable. A
complex feeling.


With the mess cleaned up, the party continues through the
crystal ice dungeon. Evan flicks a piece of bone between his fingers as we
cross through a passage within a wall of ice. The reflections coming off the
smooth blue surfaces make everything seem realer, as if they exist in some sort
of super existence.


“Can you not do that?” says Blake. “My Wolf spirit keeps
diverting its attention to the bone.”


“What, do spirit dogs like bones now?” says Evan.


“It’s not funny!”


Tom chuckles. “It is a bit.”


“I said it before; I’ll say it again,” says Blake. “My
spirit is not a dog. It’s a Wolf. A proud lupus.”


“Lupus meaning wolf in Latin,” deadpans Sarah.


“I know.” Evan pauses. “I think I heard something. It’s
coming closer.”


Jesus, the marksman, crouches. He has long hair, scarily
similar to his namesake, and his mustache curls up with wax. His eyes are amber
and his nose has a small but noticeable scar on it. He is wearing a leather
jerkin and carries a compound bow, a mixture of modern technology and ancient
purpose. An arm circlet on his left arm carries the symbol of the Riding
Valkyries, a Viking helmet Skyrim-style. He doesn’t have to wear it, but still
does. No one else in the small party wears it. “It is a polar golem,” he says.


Mr. Tuffman stops the party. “Gilly, you’re the kite.”


I learned from watching Dungeon Crawling on TV that
to “kite” means to draw a monster out of one area and into a defensive line
where everyone will be already in position. This makes defeating monsters
safer, as we have already positioned ourselves.


Gilly is a multiclasser. Her ability is split between warrior
and magician, making her technically an Eldritch knight. Her hair is short-cut,
blonde, obviously dyed, starting to grow black at the roots. She is wearing a full
suit of plate armor. Even so, her agility does not seem to be compromised. Her
STR stat is clearly very high. She has the aura of a biker girl. On her feet
are leopard-skin boots that clearly do not match her armor. They’re boots of
agility. She’s going to need all the agility she can get to do a proper kite
maneuver. She runs — amazingly fast — towards the next corner, and disappears
around it.


Evan stops fidgeting with the shard of bone, putting it in
his pocket. The whole party is silent.


Within seconds, Gilly comes careening back around the corner
with a rumbling monster at her heels. Two more follow. They are huge golems
formed of ice and hold icicle clubs.


“Fire!” yells Fera, one of the DPS fighters. She materializes
axes in her hands and throws them. Four of them can be in the air at one time
at her speed, which is a bit staggering to me. DPS fighters really can dish out
the damage.


One ice golem breaks off and heads straight towards Mr.
Tuffman. Mr. Tuffman slams his huge shield into the ground in front of his
body. The ice golem collides with the shield, which emits a spirit energy in a
circle around it. The ice golem pushes to try and crack the shield. The shield
emits a gelatinous substance that climbs on the emitted energy and begins to
wrap around the ice golem.


The second ice golem comes straight for me. Its eyes lock
with mine. I am more afraid in that moment than I ever have been. I stagger
backwards.


“Shoot!” yells Evan. “Fire your weapon!”


I fire the cheap bow that I had been given as a precaution.
My arrows clank uselessly against the ice golem’s tough side.


Gilly slides in between me and the charging golem and
smashes it with a well-placed spell sigil. The beast shatters into a million
crystals, leaving behind a single item that appears in the air and floats
downward on a tuft of wind.


“Gotcha,” she says, winking. In that moment I realize she is
quite attractive.


I shrug the feeling off — she’s twenty years older than me —
and manage a gasp, glancing around. While I was preoccupied with my own
impending death, the first golem had been defeated, its shattered pieces
dissolving into magic smoke.


But Bismark is having a tough time avoiding the third
beast’s attacks. His only weapon is a complicated-looking cannon that he seems
to be having trouble with. It’s coughing up black smoke instead of deadly
projectiles. I guess his experiment, whatever it was supposed to do, has
failed.


Just before Bismark bites a club to the face, Mr. Tuffman
rushes up to the golem. Mr. Tuffman emits a pulse of gel energy and the third
ice golem stops in its tracks. Gilly touches the golem’s side and it
disintegrates.


Three intricate, beautiful circles of pure energy rise up
from where the golems died. They spin with the elegance of a ballet and float
up and down as if on a breeze. They seem too beautiful to be true, but I know
that they are only fifty-year circles, at best. Not much more than spirit
cheese.


I sigh as Bismark hoovers the circles up with his Ghost
Buster-esque device.


The battle has lasted less than two minutes, and I’m already
shaking. I’m not sure that I’ll be able to handle an entire dungeon. Actually
being here, rather than watching on TV, is so much different than how I
expected it. I’m not the heroic superhero who goes in and singlehandedly
defeats a five-hundred-year spirit. I’m a grunt. I’m a red shirt. Nothing more,
and it’s scary.


We continue through an icy canyon, the ice rising hundreds
of feet on both sides. Little monkey-like creatures jump in between hollows in
the ice. One of them lands in front of me and tilts its little head.


Several of the adventurers draw their weapons.


“Steady,” says Mr. Tuffman. “They won’t hurt us.”


The adventurers put away their weapons, but it is hard to
miss their unease. We leave the canyon and the little beasts behind, entering
into a maze made of ice and crystal. Mr. Tuffman holds up his hand. “David,
roll the string.”


David lets a ball of yarn fall from his hand. He is a
clean-shaven young man with blue eyes and an eager expression. His class is
healer, and I believe his spirit has something to do with strings, a category
that includes blood vessels, apparently.


The ball of yarn leads us through the maze with little
trouble. We eventually come to another long canyon-corridor with idols carved
in permanent ice lining its sides. Double doors mark the end of the corridor,
crystal ice, blue veins tracing through carved bas-relief. Mr. Tuffman places
his palm against the doors.


“Apprentices, stay back,” warns
Mary. “Fera, take point. Andrew will draw fire. David — you know what to do.”


The doors open with a dramatic flourish. Blue fire erupts
from at least a hundred torches in ice sconces arrayed around a massive, misty
room, radiating chill. The dungeon’s guardian sits at the top of the hall. A goat-like
head, covered in blue fur, sits atop an immense
boar’s torso supported by incredibly huge dragon’s
legs. Six arms extend from the monster’s giant
sides, four on one side and two on the other. Completing
the effect, a pair of bat’s wings springs from the monster’s gnarly
back. It holds a gigantic Warhammer, the size of a small car.


The monster to top all monsters stands,
bellowing.


Four smaller mobs — kobolds — appear out of the mist and
charge the party. They are nasty little creatures, with gnarled jaws and beady
little eyes. Their fur is matted. Their teeth are yellow. They wear nothing but
leather cloths over their privates. Saliva drips to the ground as they
approach, clubs and daggers swinging.


The big boss trundles forward behind them.


“Gilly! Magic missile — level seven!” yells Mr. Tuffman.


This means it’s serious. Using a level seven spell is a huge
expenditure.


Sixteen red arrows form above Gilly’s head and fly across
the room, four impacting each kobold. Not much happens — the kobolds power
through, screaming and waving their weapons.


“Andrew!” says Mary. That’s Mr. Tuffman’s first name.


“Right!” Mr. Tuffman plants his shield between the party and
the kobolds, a blue spell growing in his hands. “Lorenz!”


“Blast of lightning!” Lorenz sweeps
his hands. Pink lightning rockets forth, striking the boss monster on the
snout. Trails of electricity jump between its
hairs.


The boss monster raises its Warhammer and roars. Ice
crystals spike outwards from its feet, jutting taller and taller until they’re
over my head and still growing, speeding towards us.


Andrew finishes his defense spell. The result is a gorgeous
ice wall between us and the spikes. The spikes slam against the wall of magic,
spraying cold sparks everywhere. Two kobolds go for a flank.


“Turner!” yells Andrew.


Turner throws several shuriken, which grow exponentially in
size as they fly. One takes the head off a kobold. The other kobold dodges, and
the car-sized shuriken slams into the ice wall behind it. An impressive spray of glittering blue frozen water spits outward. The dodging kobold leaps for Turner.


“Fera!” yells Turner.


Fera sweeps her staff around. “Block!”


The attacking kobold rams
into a green force field. Stunned, it staggers backwards.


Turner steps through the force field and points his palm at
the kobold. “Chill touch!”


Black sludge spews out from Turner’s hand and covers the
kobold. It screams in pain. Miasma rises from its thrashing body.


The second to last kobold takes another
magic missile to the face, splattering blood all over the icy ground. One
drop touches the boss’s snout. It eyes us evilly as
it wipes the droplet off.


The fourth kobold backs up towards its boss. The boss raises
its Warhammer and slams the impossibly large weapon against
the ground. Again, waves of icicles race towards
the party.


“AOE!” yells Mary.


Andrew pulls off an emergency local block, but Gilly and
Bismark are not behind it. Bismark whips out a small metal plate that spirals
out to become the size of a house’s front. The ice rips into the metal, tearing
it up. By the time the ice has shredded the metal, Gilly and Bismark are out of
the AOE attack’s range. Stray ice spears shoot out of the ground a couple of
meters from where I stand.


“Hey.” Evan points behind us, back in the corridor leading
to the doors. “Looks like we have company.”


I glance back. A couple of
ice slimes are approaching our rear.


“We must have missed them.” Sarah motions to me. “This is
something you can handle, right?” A tinkling explosion reverberates from deeper
within the boss room, punctuating her remark.


These slimes are between twenty and thirty years. For a
full-fledged Adventurer, they might not be a threat. But for apprentices, they
can be lethal. There are seven of them. I pull my bow out from my pack and
string it.


Sarah stares at my face, then holds her hand out in front of
me. “Never mind. You’re not strong enough. You’ll just hold us back.”


I wonder what she saw in my expression. I lower my bow but do not put it away.


Evan slides off his pack and takes a martial stance. He is a
monk-class, meaning that he fights with his fists and feet. His spirit is,
conveniently, Bone — and his fists are full of
the stuff. His black belt serves him well.


Sarah pulls out a staff. She is a sorcerer — she fights with
heavy attack magic. Her spirit is a Venus Flytrap.
Beside her, Rick materializes a gigantic metal shield and a spear. He is a
paladin, mixing defense with magic. His spirit is a type of shield known as a Buckler.


Blake, the beast master, summons
his companion spirit. Naturally, a wolf steps out of a portal. And Tom’s
hands begin crackling with electricity. His spirit is the most esoteric of all
of us — the concept of Amperage. Unlike its
cousins, voltage and resistance, his power is strong enough to kill. He is a
technician/mage dual class.


I have no class — they are assigned after one semester of
Practical Party management. The only thing I can do is turn on my Anima vision.
Blue and green shapes fly around, giving me info like wind speed, monster
strength, and hints at future movements. I’ve been practicing withstanding the
barrage of information and interpreting it. I angle my bow downwards, though I
keep an arrow nocked.


Evan gives a “kiyap” and does a turning kick.


Tom holds up his crackling hands. “Lesser lightning!” he
yells as tesla coils zip from his fingers and
encapsulate the slimes. One of the slimes takes a direct lightning hit and
explodes into cold, grey goo. The six remainders approach in their slimy,
undulating fashion.


An explosion reverberates from behind us. Commands, muffled
by walls of ice and fire, zing about.


Sarah makes a sign with her fingers. “Fire Spear!” A halo of
fire pops into existence around her wrists. She pulls her hands back,
straightening it into a long spear. Like an ancient Spartan, she throws the
spear overhead, sending it flying directly into the center of the approaching
slimes. An explosion of epic proportions rips a slime apart, damaging the rest.


The five remaining slimes prepare for the classic slime
attack: tackle. Their wet, sack-like bodies tense backwards, gathering force at
their ‘feet.’


Rick slams his shield in front of us. A line of yellow force
extends outwards. Two slimes bump into the shield and undulate backwards. The
other three leap over the barrier and land among us. One of the slimes plops
down in front of me. I grab the first sharp thing I have — an arrow — and try
stabbing it. The slime grabs the arrow and sucks it out of my hand, a sizzling liquid splattering around me.


Useless. I’m useless.


The other five apprentices are too busy to help.


My hand begins to burn with icy cold. Slime acid — ice type
— crawls up my arm. Frostbite encroaches upon my fingertips. Pain shoots
through my bones.


The slime spits more ice acid in my face. The vision in one
eye goes black. The other stings. I can’t breathe. Waving my bow around wildly,
I try to get the slime off me. The slime opens its
cavernous feeding hole. It widens and widens, and then it lifts over my head
and starts to come down around me. I’m going to be swallowed. I can’t
believe that I’m about to be defeated by a lowly slime.


A blast of fire incinerates the slime, sending ice acid
droplets spiraling through the air. I pant in relief.


Sarah approaches me. “You owe me one.” Her eyes are filled
with contempt. “Can’t even face a lowly slime, can you?”


Evan, also covered in ice acid, puts his hand on Sarah’s
shoulder. “All’s well that ends well.” He turns back to the boss room, which
has become silent.


The eight main party members are discussing something. Mr.
Tuffman is pointing in the direction of the four dead
kobolds. Jesus stands before the boss monster’s
corpse. From my Spirit Circle Id-Rep class,
I can tell that the monster is at least a five-hundred-year mob. The kobolds
are between one fifty and two hundred each.


Jesus sits down by the boss monster and begins the
absorption process. Four other party members do the same for the four kobolds.
Five rings rise out of the corpses of the five monsters our team defeated, and the five Adventurers chant the same mantra. The
rings bestow themselves onto the Adventurers, rising from
the fallen and falling onto the victors.
With a snap, they are absorbed into their spirits. Each individual spirit
manifests its image above the absorbing adventurer. Some are easily
recognizable, but others are complex and hard to determine based on their
manifestations.


Bismark walks over to us, holding the ring vacuum. He points
to the dead slimes. “You killed them, ya?” His accent is clearly German.


We nod.


“It wasn’t much,” says Sarah.


Bismark nods with enthusiasm and turns the vacuum on. With a
sweeping motion he collects the seven rings from the seven dead slimes. We porters collect the little geodes the monsters dropped. Then we head into the boss room to collect
the loot. It isn’t much — it’s a D-class dungeon, after all — but it’s probably
worth a pretty penny. By the time we’re finished, my backpack is almost full
from all the low-level items we collected.


Mary directs us back into formation. She walks up to a
rather large crystal floating where the boss monster sat before we arrived.
With a regular hardware store hammer, she smashes it.


The world shimmers and bam, we’re back in the alleyway where
we started. The portal is gone. Without even blinking, Mary takes out a paper
planner and a pen. “Apprentices. Count your loot.”


It’s been half a minute since we left the dungeon and it’s
already time for business. We are a for-profit company, after all. The six of
us drop our packs to the ground and begin counting, under the Mary’s
supervision. I assume this is standard procedure — I haven’t taken PPM, so I
don’t know for sure — but it makes sense to immediately catalog the item haul
to prevent cheating and stealing.


After we count out our items, we put them back into the
packs and head for the Association building. We go to the treasury and deposit
our items in the guild account, and then we are free for the rest of the day.
We will get paid for our work at the next pay period. Food and living expenses
will be deducted, of course.


Four hours, the clock on the common room wall tells me. The
whole adventure took four hours.


And so life continues at Ixtham Academy.






7 School for Preps


 


I finish my first semester at Ixtham without anything
unordinary for an apprentice Adventurer. Every week or so I head off to the
dungeons with my guild. I do research with Dr. Barrimore, who, despite several
papers that should have revolutionized the field of Spirit Circles, remains
stuck publishing in a backwards, tiny journal that nobody reads. Somehow he
manages to collect enough funding to continue at least his basic research. As I
learn more about the field, I begin to understand how revolutionary his ideas
are. They just go against the grain of accepted dogma.


It’s as if a scientist tried telling the world DNA is a triple-helix,
not a double one. Without any clout to back him up, the only things people see
when they read his papers are his mistakes. He doesn’t make many, but every
single paper he writes has some sort of flaw that allows the mainstream to
dismiss it. Even though the biggest one is no more than a nitpick, it has
grounded Dr. Barrimore’s influence and career.


I also spend a lot of time at Half Moon, socializing. I’m
half a decade away from drinking age, but the place just seems to calm me down.


As I work harder at my
shooting skills, I begin to show results.
Though I’m nowhere near the power level of Rey and Dres, I can at least land
all my shots within the second ring of the target at standard shooting range.


And after Fall break, I find myself taking the Practical
Field Experience course.


I stand in the middle of a group of about twenty students.
Jane Bossman arrives five minutes before class starts. The classroom isn’t
actually a room, but rather an entire floor
down in the basement levels dedicated entirely to what appear to be obstacle
courses. In one corner is a simulated jungle. In another is a crumbling castle. There are also simulated
oceans, an icy cavern, and a volcano surrounded by a lava moat. The whole room
must be at least ten football fields of space. I’m surprised a room this size
could exist in the city of New York.


Ms. Bossman surveys the students before her with a grim
expression. “I expect at least a quarter of you to drop out of this class.” Her
voice is iron hard. She unsheaths her sword
and plants it in the gravel in front of her, movie-style. “I will not give
quarter. If you fail, you will be kicked out of the academy. I have every
discretion when it comes to deciding your fate. And so you must work. This
class is designed to weed out the soft from the strong.” Her deep blue eyes
drill into the class. “Your spirit will not protect you here. I don’t care if
you are a Dragon or a Polar Bear. Everyone goes through the same thing here.”


The whole class seems stunned. I was warned about Ms.
Bossman’s drill-sergeant teaching method, but seeing it up close is
intimidating. I shrink back in myself and try not to be noticed.


Ms. Bossman lifts up her chin. “I will give you ten minutes
to find a group of five. You will stay with this group for the rest of the
semester.” She points to one of the testing areas. “These areas you see here
are portals that lead to full-dive environments, some the size of an entire
city. Your final exam will be surviving a week in one of them. Until then, I
will drill so much survival and combat knowledge into your brain that you will
be leaking hardtack out of your ears.” She crosses her arms.


I take this to mean that she wants us to gather into groups now.


No one says anything. But everyone splits off.


I spot Esla in the corner of the crowd and gravitate towards
her. “Hey,” I say as I approach her. “You’re a junior, aren’t you?”


Esla nods, a sheepish grin on her face. “Yeah.”


“Why are you here in a phase one class?”


Esla shrugs. “I just put this class off for a while. You
know, since everyone said it would be so hard.” She claps my shoulder. “Don’t
worry, though. I’m not stupid or weak. I just happen to be somewhat of a… careful person.”


I nod. Though Esla’s self-description is suspect, knowing
what I know about her, I continue unfazed. “So, do you want to join my group?”


“Of course,” says Esla. “You and
me together. No one can stop us.”


“My spirit is an Anima,” I deadpan.


Esla shrugs, saying nothing.


A group of three students approach us. “You two know each
other?” asks the apparent leader. He is tall, blonde, with a dark complexion —
he might be Filipino. He extends his hand, a healthy smile on his face.


Esla shakes it without hesitation. “Hey! I’m Esla. This here
is Markus.” She slaps me on the back.


I bob my head, almost a bow but not quite. “Hello.”


The tall blonde guy grins even bigger. “My name is Corbin.”
He points to a red-haired girl who has a bit of stock to her. “This is Koen.”
He points to a short, muscled student with a thick goatee. “This is Mattys.”


“Hiya, nice to meet you.” Mattys extends his rather meaty
hand.


I shake his solid grip.


“Now that you have all chosen your groups,” Jane Bossman’s
voice carries over the collected students, “tell each other about your spirit.
You have five minutes. After that you will face your first challenge.”


Corbin nods, taking charge of our group. “My spirit is
Steel. Specifically, Martensite.” He holds up his hand and a steel rod appears
in his palm. He wraps his fingers around it. “I can change this weapon to any
form.” He flicks the rod and it turns into a scimitar, long and curved. “At the
moment it takes a lot of effort to assume a new form, so I only have three that
I cycle through.” He flips the sword around and it dissipates back into psion
energy.


There is an uncomfortable silence. Then Esla steps up. “My
spirit is a Typhoon.” She claps her hands together and a wind picks up,
tussling the clothes and hair of everyone in the class.


“I said talk about your powers.” Ms. Bossman’s eyes fill
with fire. “Not give us all wind chill.”


“Oops.” Esla smiles sheepishly.


“Ha! That’s quite the power!” Mattys slaps his hands together
and bends over, planting his palms on the ground. A layer of ice shoots out,
creating a thin, slippery road. Mattys then stands up and surfs the road,
moving much faster than any human is capable of running.


As he is skating across the room, throwing at least a foot
of ice road ahead of him, he holds his fingers out in a surfer dude symbol. He
rides the ice back towards us and stops in a puff of little white spots. “My
spirit is Ice. Specifically, Ice-Friction. It’s kind of complicated but I can
move things fast by changing their coefficient of friction using my spirit.” He
winks at Esla.


Esla mutters and rolls her eyes.


Koen, the red-haired girl, snaps her fingers. Within five
seconds we are standing in a cage made of tall, green bamboo. It happened so
fast I’m not even sure how it got there. She nods, appearing pleased, and then
snaps her fingers again. The bamboo retracts into the ground, as if it had
never been there. She grins.


“As you can see,” says Corbin, “her spirit is Bamboo.”


There is another awkward pause. I wait for it.


“What can you do?” Corbin asks me.


I shrug. “My spirit is, well, Blue Anima.”


Corbin tilts his head. “And?”


I point to where Jane Bossman is standing. “She’s going to itch
her nose in about five seconds.”


Corbin stares at me, appearing perplexed. Then he looks over
at Jane Bossman. At that moment, she itches her nose.


“So you see the future.” Corbin takes it in stride.


“Not necessarily. I’m just really sensitive to fluctuations
in space-time.”


“And that’s a fluctuation in space-time,” says Corbin.


There’s a lot more to it than that — I learned a lot about
my power from Dr. Barrimore’s research — but it’s
more like how they handled their technicalities.
I refrain from discussing how consciousness and space-time interact and shrug
instead.


“Well,” says Corbin. “I suppose we can use that.” He pauses.
“Occasionally.”


“All right,” says Ms. Bossman. “Your time is up. For your
first lesson, you’ll be learning how to navigate our first terrain type, a
forest. This is basic stuff. About twenty-five percent of dungeons are some
kind of forest-based environment.”


Ms. Bossman proceeds to give us instructions on how to
navigate forest terrain. About an hour later, at the end of class, my head is
stuffed full of information about forests. Foraging, bushwhacking, climbing
trees. Tomorrow is our first field test.


After work, club, and visiting the Half Moon, I go to sleep
at three in preparation for waking at seven.


After Portal Theory I, Monster Taxonomy, and Equipment
Movement, it is finally time for my first field exam. I arrive about five
minutes before Ms. Bossman. The rest of my group, including Esla, all arrive
just before class starts.


Esla holds up her hand. “High five?”


I give her a high-five reluctantly. I don’t understand what
she is so fired up about.


Esla tilts her head. “What’s wrong? You don’t look too
excited.”


Mattys puts his hands on his hips. “Yeah, man. Esla here is
all ready to go and here you are, bringing the mood down.” His eyes glimmer
with cheer.


Corbin sighs. “We can’t have you bringing us down. I know
today is probably going to be easy, but if you’re not up for it you may as well
drop out now.”


A clink of armor sounds behind me. I turn around, and
there’s Jane Bossman standing with her arms crossed over her steel breastplate.
“Who said it was going to be easy?” Ms. Bossman taps
one finger on the arm of her other hand. “If that’s the attitude you have, you
won’t be getting anywhere in this class.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Corbin bows. “I apologize.” His attitude turns
quick.


Ms. Bossman seems to be placated. The corners of her lips
turn up. “Good. Since you seem so eager to go,
you can go first.” She raises her voice and faces the whole class. “Your first
mission is to clear the simulated arboreal dungeon in under an hour. There will
not be any monsters in this class, but neither will there be support if you get
stuck or lost. The time limit is strict. Break it and you will get an F for
this assignment.” She turns to my group. “Door three.” She points to a small
patch of forest in the center of the gigantic field. “We will be sending two
teams per class period. One hour each.” She nods at my group, her lips tightly
pursed.


“All right, then,” says Corbin. “Let’s go.”


“Yeah!” Esla pumps her fist. “We can do this!”


Mattys nods, and then shrugs, an amused expression on his
face.


Koen turns away and starts walking towards the patch of
forest. I follow with the rest of the group. The atmosphere among them stays
jovial. I am at its edges and keep feeling like I’m not accepted. But that’s
usual for me. I’m not going to cry about it.


Our group reaches the artificial portal in the center of the
forest block. From what I have learned in Portal Theory so far, this portal is
the man-made equivalent of an F-class portal. The yellow color and specific
triangular markings give it away.


Corbin steps up to it, pulls out
his steel rod, and forms it into a spear. “Let’s go.” The portal
swallows him with a soap-bubble like effect. A ripple passes through it and disappears.


Esla shrugs, her eyes glittering. “Now or never.” And she steps through, followed by Mattys, cracking his
knuckles, and Koen, with a tilt of her head.


I am alone in front of the shimmering gateway to the forest
realm. I count my blessings, take a few deep breaths, and pass into the world
of the green.






8 Field Exam


 


After fifteen minutes of hard hiking, I am barely managing
to keep up with the group. We whack through dense underbrush, ford rapids, and
climb steep hills that seem to never end. The trail, at times, is barely
visible — on purpose, it seems. Every time we get lost, all we have to do is
remember the tricks we learned in class and we’re
back on track. Direction of moss, animal prints, deer trails, and all that. Through my Anima vision, I can tell
the whole place is, in fact, very well kept. All the obstacles have been
placed, painstakingly, by examiners.


Still, it is tough going. I keep pace, but it’s wearing me
down. I am glad we must finish in less than an hour. I don’t think I’d be able
to handle anything longer.


Ahead of me, Esla glances at her watch. “It’s been sixteen
minutes. At this rate I think we’ll make it.”


“Not if what’s up ahead has anything to say about it.”
Corbin, in the front of the group, has stopped.


We gather around him, staring into the maw of a ravine that
stretches as far as the eye can see on both sides. It is at least twenty meters
wide with no visible bridge.


Corbin leans on his steel spirit tool. “How are we going to
get across this?”


“Did we learn anything about ravine crossing?” I ask.


Esla tilts her head and shrugs. “Not that I can remember.”


“I think this is a test.” Koen’s face is deadly serious.
“Bossman wants us to get across this ravine using a combination of our powers.”


This is the first time I’ve really heard her speak. Her tone
is less burly than I expected from her appearance. She sounds like a high
school girl. I don’t know what I was expecting from her, but it wasn’t this.
Maybe I should stop judging people based on their appearance.


Koen points to an outcropping of rock on the other side of
the ravine. “Do you think we can make it across if we attach, like, a rope to
that?”


Esla shrugs. “We don’t have anyone with a power who can
reach it. If we had someone who could throw a lasso or fly, that would work.”


Koen looks like she wants to say something, but doesn’t.


“Hrm.” Mattys rubs his hands together and cracks his neck.
“I might be able to do something about this.”


Corbin nods, his arms crossed. “Let’s see it.”


“Hwa!” Mattys plants his hands on the edge of the ravine. A
sheet of ice shoots out, spreading across the open air. The sound of crunching
snow and tinkling icicles bounces around. A freezing chill rises from the
ground and forms crystal snowflakes that meander back down towards the soil
beneath us.


In front of us is a bridge made of ice. But before we can
begin to cross, it cracks. Within seconds, it crumbles. The ice bridge falls
apart and collapses into the ravine in less time than it took to make.


“Well,” says Koen, “that didn’t work.”


Mattys shrugs. “I guess my Ice spirit isn’t exactly suited
for this. It’s all about movement, after all.”


“Let me try.” Koen seems to make a decision. “My bamboo
probably won’t make it across, but it would be strong enough if it did.” She
places her hands against the soil at the ravine’s edge.


Bamboo coils along the ravine on our side. Reaching out, it
flows towards the opposite cliff face in a mess of growing, tangled leaves. The
bamboo sags less than a third of the way across. Clearly it won’t make it.


“How about you try twisting the bamboo pieces, like rope?” I
suggest as the bamboo reaches its breaking point.


“Hm.” Koen’s expression changes to one of thoughtfulness.
“You mean like this?”


The bamboo coils around itself and instead of reaching out straight,
it forms a suspension-bridge-like structure that grows forward at a quickening
pace. Just as the bamboo is about to snap, it reaches the other edge. The tips
of the grown bamboo spear the wall and wrap around the rocky outcropping. Puffs
of dirt and rock explode from where the bamboo pierces the granite.


“Huh,” says Koen. “You can be useful after all.”


I shrug. “Your spirit doesn’t say everything about you.”


Koen snorts, though she seems more amused than anything. She
stands up and brushes her hands on her pants. “So?” She points a thumb towards
the new bridge. “Shall we cross?”


“Just a moment.” Mattys claps his hands together. “My powers
don’t limit me to making things slipperier.” He moves his hands in a round
circle and a ball of ice forms in his hands. “Since you experimented first,
it’s my turn next.” He rolls the ice like a bowling ball, sending it floating
across the bridge, leaving behind a layer of ice. The rope bridge gains a
sandpapery texture. It’s counterintuitive, and probably won’t work in any
natural situation, but my Anima vision has no problem with it.


“It’s going to be easier to grip now,” he says. “Don’t worry
about how it works.”


I make eye contact with everyone in the group. “Well, then,
since I’m the least valuable member here, I might as well go first.”


Esla shakes her head. “You’re not—”


Corbin holds his hand out in front of her. “Let him be
humble. At the very least, he knows that he can’t really be of much physical
help. Though I have to commend him for the idea of twisting Koen’s bamboo like
a rope. That alone proves he is useful.”


I share a thankful glance with Corbin. Truthfully, I don’t
really mean it when I say things like that, but my own uselessness has really
started grating on me lately. I’m starting to understand how Dr. Barrimore
feels.


With a careful balance, I walk across the bamboo-ice bridge.
The ice is just sandpapery enough to keep me from falling off either edge of
the smooth bamboo.


“Yeah! You can do it, Markus!” yells Esla from behind me.


I’m halfway over. My heart is beating like a drum and I feel
a sense of vertigo coming on. The rapids down below are a lot further than I
thought they would be. I feel like I’ll trip and fall at any moment.


The bamboo shifts. A popping noise starts up beneath me. If
I had been more athletic, if I had a higher dexterity stat, I would have stayed
upright. But as it is, my foot slips, my
balance goes wonky, and I tumble sideways. As I grasp for a handhold, my wrist
hits the bamboo and cracks. I spin out of control and land in the water a
couple of seconds later. I can’t see anything. The world is roiling liquid,
muddy silt, and white-water rapids. I can’t
seem to get my head above water.


A spike of bubbles erupts in front of me and Esla appears
out of its center. She grabs me by the collar and rips me above the rapids. I
take gasping breaths as Esla paddles me to shore. After dragging me onto the
sand beneath the cliff face, she turns upward. “You guys go ahead!” She turns
to me. “Are you okay?”


I shake my head, too stunned to think properly. “Leave me. I
can’t help you.”


“Who cares if you can help me or not? You’re my classmate. My
group-mate. I’ll do what I can for you.”


I cough. “I can’t do anything right. It’s my fault that I
fell.”


Esla, distressed, takes me by the cheeks. “You didn’t choose
your abilities. And you were made an Adventurer for a reason. I don’t know you
well, but I know that you are stronger than you think you are.” She stands up,
holding out her hand. “Come on. We can climb up this cliff and join the others.”


I try to stand up, but a piercing pain lances through my
wrist, my chest, and my heel. I may have broken some things. A lot of things.


Esla sighs and grabs me by the sides. She lifts me onto her
back and stands up with my arms draped over her shoulders. She looks up at the
three students remaining on the cliff. “You can cross!” she shouts. “It’s not
dangerous! Markus just slipped!”


“You shouldn’t have been able to!” yells Mattys. “I made
that bridge extra clingy!”


Corbin holds his hand in front of Mattys. “I understand.
We’ll cross, finish this, and get you some help.”


Esla nods, holding out a thumbs-up. “You don’t have to! We
can find our way out in less than an hour!”


Corbin nods, a serious expression on his face. “If you’re
not out by the time the assignment ends, we’re coming back for you.”


Koen seems like she wants to say something — I can tell even
from here at the bottom of the ravine. I make eye contact with her and do my
best to smile, though it’s a little difficult with the pressure my broken rib
is putting on my chest.


Koen tilts her head as if to ask, Should
I help?


I shake my head no. Koen nods knowingly. I know that she
could produce enough bamboo to allow a functional person to climb back up the
ravine, but I am not functional. Esla also can’t climb with me weighing her
down. We could arrange something to carry me up, like a system of pulleys or
something, but that would cut dangerously into our time limit.


I wave with my good hand. “We’re fine.”


The three above us nod and face the bridge. After two
uneventful minutes, they’ve safely crossed.


“You can get back up there, too,” I say to Esla.


Esla jostles me and I am unable to suppress the whimper.
“I’m staying with you. You can’t be left on your own in this state.”


“Thank you.”


Esla doesn’t answer.


“We’re going on!” yells Corbin from the other side of the
ravine. Then he, Mattys, and Koen turn and start towards the end of the course.
Just as they are about to disappear behind the rock face, Koen turns to me and
nods. I smile as best I can. Then the three of them are gone.


I cough, sending pain shooting through my chest.


“If only we had a healer. When
we get out of here, I’ll make sure to get you one.” Esla looks up at the sky,
questioningly. “If this actually happens to count as a dungeon, the rules may
apply.”


Healers can only cure injuries obtained within a dungeon.
The place we’re in may or may not count as one. I hope it’s the former. I don’t
want to waste weeks in a hospital recovering from this.


Esla carries me down the length of the ravine, following the
riverbank. The sloping floor is covered in boulders and muddy silt. Several
times she stumbles and almost falls. Each time I hurt more than before. I pass
in and out of consciousness. I must have received a concussion when I fell.


The ravine’s sides grow shorter, the river wider. The rapids
are behind us. The water in front of us flows straight and clean, carrying
little bits of driftwood.


We walk out onto a river delta flood plain. Ten meters from
the end of the ravine, a lake begins. The opposite side is shrouded in mist.
The river water meets the lake water in a churning estuary that ripples across
the flat, pristine surface. Esla turns towards the beach that runs alongside
the lake. The beach is a strip ten to fifteen meters thick that lies underneath
a twenty-meter-tall cliff. As the distance from the canyon grows, the cliff
lowers to meet the beach.


Esla carries me towards that meeting point. “We’re off the
trail. I don’t know if I’ll be able to find it again.”


I shake my head. “We’re not going to make it.”


“What? You want to wait for
someone to rescue us?”


I can’t shake my head any more. It hurts too much. “Thank
you for rescuing me.”


“We’re going to make it,” says Esla. “Whether or not we find
the trail again. We’re going to push through. Can you see where the portal is
with your Anima vision?”


I try my best to cast my Anima vision as far as it will go.
There seems to be a blue sort of glow in the distance. Maybe. “That way.” I
point, feeling that direction is better than
the rest. At least we’ll be going somewhere.


Esla shifts her hold on me. “Then let’s go. I trust your judgment.”


“Aah.” I try my best to stay aware. But my vision is
doubling. The chirp of birds and the shuffling of tree branches fill my ears.
Esla’s breathing is regular and hard as she struggles to walk while carrying
me. She is a pretty small person, after all, and I am at least five ten. This
must be difficult for her. I close my eyes and try not to vomit. All the
shaking is making me dizzy, but I don’t want to tell Esla because she is
working hard enough as it is. I have no concept of the amount of time that
passes.


“Esla! Markus!” Corbin’s yell comes from the forest up ahead
after a seeming eternity. He appears through the bushes, followed by Koen and
Mattys. All three of them are breathing heavily, covered in sweat and dirt.
“Koen caught sight of you guys along the lakeside five minutes ago. We can lead
you to the trail.”


“We only have ten minutes left,” says Esla. “I don’t think I
can go fast enough to reach the end with Markus on my back.”


“You guys can go without me,” I say. “I don’t want to be the
reason that all of you fail.”


“We’re taking you with us,” says Corbin. “That’s final. We
can switch up who carries Markus so that none of us gets too tired to keep
going.”


I am ready to cry. I haven’t experienced friendship like
this since my assignment as an Adventurer. “Thanks.”


“No problem. We need to hurry if we’re going to make it.”
Corbin leans forward. “Give him to me, Esla.”


Esla transfers me to Corbin’s back. It’s painful, and
several times blackness threatens to become permanent. But instead I continue
to drift in and out of consciousness. At one point I close my eyes while on
Corbin’s back and open them on Mattys’ back.


The exit portal appears ahead of us. With a final spurt of
effort, we pass through and are dumped onto the floor of the classroom.


Ms. Bossman is standing in front of the exit, her hands
crossed. She takes a sport timer and clicks it. “Fifty-nine minutes, twenty seconds. You made it.” She makes a wry expression. “I assume
something happened. Write an expedition report and have it turned in by
next Wednesday.” She turns to the rest of the class. “Okay! Group two, get
ready!”


Corbin grins at me. “We did it!”


Esla was carrying me when we went
through the exit portal. Now she puts me down and
approaches Ms. Bossman. “Markus is injured. He fell off a bridge and into a
river. I think he has several broken bones and a concussion.”


Ms. Bossman raises an eyebrow. “This course is designed to
be as benign as possible.” She kneels down beside me and, with an expert touch,
finds all my broken points. “Concussion, fractured wrist, broken ankle, two
broken ribs. You are lucky that the classroom expedition environment is
T-positive.” She pulls out a company phone. “Hello? Yes, this is Jane. Um hm. I
have an injured student. Yes, he was injured inside the test dungeon. Um hm.
Thanks. He’ll be up there shortly.” She hangs up, looking at my four group
members. “I assume you students carried him all the way through the dungeon?”
She appears a little bit amused, though I can tell it’s not because she doesn’t
care. “I appreciate the teamwork. That’s the kind of stuff that makes being an
Adventurer worth it.”


“I’ll carry him up,” says Esla.


Ms. Bossman nods. “Good.” She turns to the class. “Hurry
up!” she shouts. “The timer’s going to start if you don’t enter now!”


The next group of five students plunges into the portal.


Ms. Bossman’s lip curls up a bit. She looks at Esla. “Can
you handle him?”


“I’ve already carried him at least two miles,” says Esla.
“If I couldn’t make it to the healer’s office, I wouldn’t be worth the name of
Adventurer.”


“Thanks.” I close my eyes against the bright light.


We take the elevator and, five minutes later, Esla places me
on a cot in the infirmary. The healer is a short, blonde woman with a motherly
feel to her. She puts her hand on my forehead. A pearl of blue light surrounds
me, and all my pain clears up, my thoughts straighten, and a wave of relief
flows through my body.


“My, my, you took quite the beating,” says the healer. “I
haven’t had to heal this much damage from a classroom in years.”


“It’s all because I’m weak.” I can hear the bitterness in my
voice.


She shakes her head gently. “No, honey. You are as strong as
you want to be. Every mistake you live through only makes you stronger.”


I sigh, let my head rest against the pillow, and close my
eyes. The whole scene floats before me. The crackle, the vertigo, the feeling
of falling. I don’t cry, though I am shaken up. Mostly I am just glad my
injuries have been healed. The minutes trickle by as I rest.


When I am ready, I open my eyes and get up.


The nurse smiles. “All ready to go now?”


I nod. “Thank you.”


Outside, Esla is leaning against the corridor wall. She
walks towards me and slams her hand against the wall, boxing me in. “You’re an
idiot, you know?” Her eyes are fierce. “I don’t know what you think you know
about your powers or your strength, but it was stupid to go over the bridge
first. You’re not useless. You have as much potential as anyone else. You’re
not just a sacrifice we can throw away.”


I turn away. “I can’t do anything to help, though.”


“You’re the one who came up with the idea to twist Koen’s
bamboo. You’re the reason we were able to cross that ravine.”


I shake my head. “I don’t—”


Esla slams her other hand against the wall, enclosing me
there. “You do. Whatever you think of yourself, I think you’re worth having in
any party, in any guild. Don’t listen to what those cynical dumbos in charge
say. Doing what they expect you to do will only hurt you.” Esla lowers her
head. “I don’t know you very well, but I care about you.” She grins, though it
is clear she is about to cry. “I saved you once, I saved you twice, and I’m not
going to throw away someone I risked my life for.”


I avert my gaze again. “The only reason you guys listened to
me is because we’re students. No guild would take advice on how to use their
powers from me.”


“Then learn,” says Esla. “Get a degree. Get something. If
you think convincing people to listen to you means putting some fancy letters
after your name, then do it. Once people start listening to you, then you’ll
understand how much you’re worth.”


I nod. “Okay.” Only then do I notice that she is breathing
hard and sweating.


“Do you get it?” Esla wipes her forehead.


“I get it.” I pause. “Now, can you get off me?” I smile a
bit.


Esla chuckles and pulls away. “Don’t tell anyone I got
emotional. I have a reputation to uphold.” She turns away, holding up her hand.
“Ms. Bossman says you’re free to go for today. Come to class as usual
tomorrow.”


“Okay. I’ll be there.” Even
though I’m not feeling up to it, I turn around and head towards Dr. Barrimore’s
office.






9 If you Have the Wherewithal


 


“So, I heard you had your first practical exam.” Dr. Barrimore
sits in his lab staring into a microscope.


I nod, donning my lab coat and safety gear. “I got injured.
I almost made everyone else in my group fail.”


“Hm,” says Dr. Barrimore. “You succeeded, though.”


“Only because everyone else acted like good teammates.”


Dr. Barrimore adjusts his microscope. “That’s the best we
can hope for, though, right?”


I sigh and sit down next to
him. “I suppose so.”


“Electic acid, ten mil,” says Dr. Barrimore.


I prepare a suspension of Electic acid and hand it to him.
He takes it without moving more than his arm. I catch him look in my direction
for a split second. “Hrm.” He takes a pipette
and draws out a small amount of the Electic acid. With a careful touch, he
drops about half a milliliter onto the slide he is looking at.


“Yes, yes.” He makes a note. “Just as I expected.”


I wait for him to explain what he is doing, if he wants to.
He doesn’t. So I wait for another order. Dr. Barrimore spends an inordinate
amount of time dropping various liquids onto the microscope slide. I have
nothing to do except twiddle my thumbs.


Finally Dr. Barrimore takes several beakers and pours a
concoction into a potion bottle. It changes from green to blue, then red. He
looks at it against the light. His smile is broad, and I get a weird feeling.
“Are you ready to do a little bit of off-the-record experimentation?” he asks.


“Erm, okay? As long as it doesn’t kill me or make me sick.”


“Tell no one about this.” Dr. Barrimore hands me the bottle. “Drink it.” His smile changes.
“Only if you want to, though. Do you want to help an old man make a
difference?”


I nod. I’m not sure what he means by his statement, but I’ve
been working with him long enough to know that
he is exceptionally careful and thoughtful. He wouldn’t give me anything that
had even a remote chance of hurting me.


I drink the potion. It tastes a little like orange juice and
a lot like medicine. When it is gone, I hand the empty container to Dr.
Barrimore.


Nothing happens.


“How long does it take to have an effect?”


Dr. Barrimore nods once. “It already has. However, you won’t
see the results until several conditions are met.”


“Okay. What are they?”


“One.” Dr. Barrimore holds up a finger. “You are in mortal
danger.”


“Well, that’s—”


“I’m not done yet.” He
holds up two fingers. “Two. You have to be in the presence of a strong psionic
energy, such as from a powerful monster.”


Confused, I wait.


“Third. You must be prepared to have everything about your
existence changed.”


“Okay, I guess. I don’t
really get what all those conditions are for, though. Can’t the potion just
take effect?”


“There are a lot of scientific reasons for these three conditions,”
says Dr. Barrimore. “Would you like to hear them?”


“Do the best you can to explain it in words a high schooler
can understand.”


“Well, psions are the manifestation of Anima. You’ll learn this
in Spirit Anatomy.” He holds up a hand. “Before you ask, yes, that is the same
Anima as your spirit. Having an Anima spirit is like if your spirit is plain
yogurt or vanilla ice cream. A pure manifestation of psionic power that has no
lens through which to distort itself. Thus, it is discounted.” Dr. Barrimore
puts down his hand. “Anima has a mind of its own. The weave, or the
distribution of Anima throughout reality, is hypersensitive to thoughts and
emotions. It could be called the crystallization of intent. Thus, in order to
create a large disruption in the Anima weave, a strong emotion needs to be
present. This can be any emotion, good or evil. This is the origin of the first
condition.”


He holds up two fingers. “The second condition is based on
the fact that powerful monsters tend to create a sort of Anima gravity around
them, enhancing and changing its effects.” Three fingers. “And the third
condition is for you to think about. If you choose to activate the latent
energy of this potion, your entire life will change.”


Surprisingly, I understand
everything Dr. Barrimore has said. It makes a lot more sense than I thought it
would. “So what does this potion do?”


“I do not know,” says Dr. Barrimore.


Great. “Then why did you give it to me?”


Dr. Barrimore holds up his hands. “Just like everyone has a
different spirit, potions made of Anima have totally different effects on
different people. Thus, I cannot guess what effect it will have on you.”


“Can you at least tell me what it might do?”


Dr. Barrimore thinks for a moment, and then shrugs. “All I
know is that you will be very special, from a conventional standpoint.”


“That doesn’t help.”


Dr. Barrimore shrugs again. “You drank it already, so I
can’t change anything. Just trust my judgment.”


“Okay. So, will you be measuring me?”


Dr. Barrimore shook his head. “Not until the change
happens.”


I glance at the clock.
“It’s this late?” It’s about time for me to go to club — time has passed much
quicker than I thought.


Dr. Barrimore turns back to his microscope. “If you start to
feel as if your pinky finger is turning green, come to my lab immediately.”


“Um… okay.” I head for the door.


When I’m almost out of range, Dr. Barrimore speaks again.
“And, um, if you happen to suddenly believe that you are a papaya, well, if you
have the wherewithal… come to the lab.”


I can’t help but chuckle, even though the reality of the
statement is rather frightening. “I will.”


I take the elevator down to the shooting club’s basement
room. Dres and Rey stand and talk in the corner.


“No, I’m telling you, it’s more complicated than you think.
It’s not just a run and gun game where you shoot generic bad guys. It’s so much
more than that!” Dres tells Rey, gesticulating. He catches sight of me. “You
know Bad Happening, right?” He points towards Rey. “This idiot thinks that Bad
Happening is a bad game.”


“I’ve never played it before. But I’ve read reviews.” I walk
to the rack where the bows are stowed and pick mine up. Walking to the range, I
look at Dres. “Do you play a lot of video games?”


Dres grins. “Of course. They call me Dreadfingers.”


Rey elbows Dres. “That’s the most idiotic thing I’ve ever
heard.”


“But it’s true!”


I string my bow. “All right,
I’ll believe you.” I knock an arrow. “But regionals are coming up, and we don’t
have much time to play.”


“All right, all right.” Dres brings his bow to the range.


We spend the rest of the night shooting on the range. I am
getting a lot better at this than I ever thought I would be. At one in the
morning, I unstring my bow and head upstairs towards my dorm. As the elevator
car approaches the ground floor, muffled noises, voices and pounding feet,
bleed in around me. I prick my ears and think about stopping to see what’s
going on. Before I decide, the elevator stops at the ground floor without my
help.


When the doors open, everything is in chaos.


“Where are the Black Cats?” yells a woman, one of the
professors.


“We don’t know! They must be in the center of it! There’s a
blackout bubble!”


Dozens of Adventurers are running back and forth in the
lounge, obviously on important errands. At least ten people are lying on cots
on the ground, some of them bleeding profusely. Sirens wail in the background,
and gunshots pop in the distance.


“What happened?” I ask as I step out of the elevator. I
didn’t mean for it to sound so forceful; it just happened automatically.


Ms. Bossman grabs me by the shoulder. “Markus. You’re awake.
Call everyone in the Riding Valkyries and tell them to come down here.”


“What—”


Ms. Bossman’s eyes are filled with fire. “An A-class portal
prolapsed.”


“What? How did that
happen?”


“It opened in a warehouse on the bay. No one noticed it
because it’s a stealth type.” Ms. Bossman turns away. “Hurry! We need everyone
we can get!”


“Balrog!" someone yells from the other side of the
room. “It’s a balrog!”


Shivers go down my spine. A Balrog is the ultimate
manifestation of demonic terror. Only the S-class tiamat is scarier, and those
are only supposed to occur in S-class dungeons.


But an A-class opening in the middle of New York? I’ve never
heard of anything like it.


The power shuts off. Emergency lights flicker on after a
moment, but I know I won’t be taking the
elevator now. The ground shakes and a roar of hellish proportions resonates
through the air. Tanks roll past the Association building, and I hear
helicopters fly overhead. The blast of a jet aircraft screams from above.


I take out my cell phone and hope for a signal. There is one
— the cell tower system must be really hardy. I call Evan. The phone rings
twice.


“Hello? Markus, is that you? What the hell is happening?”


“Come down! Wake everyone and tell them to get down here.
There’s a balrog in the city!”


“Well that’s unexpected.” There is a short silence. “Where
are you?”


“On the ground floor. I’ll be fighting on the street.”


“We’ll be there as soon as possible.” I hear cloth rustling — Evan must be getting dressed.


“Be careful. The power is out. You won’t be able to take the
elevator.”


“Thanks,” says Evan. There is a click.


I run up to Jane Bossman. “What happened to Mr. Tuffman?”


“He’s on the front lines,” says Ms. Bossman. “He’s with the
first line of defense. The Upper West Side. You’re an apprentice, so you should
stay here and clean up any fiends that make it through the lines.”


“I need my bow.”


Ms. Bossman picks up a bow from beside a wounded Adventurer
and hands it to me. “Be careful. Since we’re in the real world, healing magic
won’t work. I doubt you’ll be able to do anything the military can’t.”


I examine the weapon Ms. Bossman gave me. It’s a compound
bow, with a system of pulleys and wheels holding the string, as well as a
scope. I pick up a quiver of arrows leaning against a low wall. “I’ll be off.”


“Not without me you won’t.” Esla approaches from the main
hall. Behind her is Corbin, both of them equipped with armor. Esla carries a
long leather whip.


“I didn’t see you.”


“That’s because we’ve been out there. The Civilian Adventure
Patrol was among the first responders.” She rolls up her whip and tucks it
under her arm. “It’s lucky that you’re here. We need more manpower. There are
thousands of lesser devils running around. The military and National Guard
can’t even handle half of them.”


“Even with tanks?”


Esla shakes her head. “Even a lesser devil has the power to
destroy a tank. Those tanks just aren’t equipped to deal with magic.” She turns.
“Come on!”


I hold my bow and hurry after them. The minute I leave the
building, I am faced with chaos. Hundreds of people are running away from
explosions.


Dread washes over me. My parents live in that direction. I
take out my cell phone and select my mom’s phone number. As I run towards the
action, the phone rings, and rings, and rings. No
response.


“This is bad.” I slide my phone back in my pocket.


Pushing through the crowds, with Esla and Corbin behind me,
I race for my home. I won’t be able to use the subway at a time like this, but
I need to know my family is all right. At the end of the street, a single
lesser devil stands, shooting fire out of its mouth. A
lesser devil is a B-class monster. It’s about the toughest enemy the Riding
Valkyries could take as a team. But it’s not our entire team facing this devil.
It’s just me, Esla, and Corbin.


Perhaps this encounter was what Dr. Barrimore, in a fit of
clairvoyance, had prepped me for. Staring at the demon, I hope so.


A military helicopter blazes overhead. Air pushes down on
me, giving the world a sense of heaviness. Papers and trash flutter everywhere.
A ridiculously loud bruuuup explodes
from the helicopter’s main gun. The lesser devil is forced backwards, but even
the full force of a chain gun can’t penetrate its magical defense layer.
Bullets and magic just don’t mix. The attack helicopter climbs and flies away,
clearly called to some more important strategic location.


I nock an arrow to my bow,
fully prepared to make this my last stand.


Esla steps up beside me. “I can go all out, right?” Yellow
rings adorned with ancient lettering come into existence around her wrists..
She holds her hands up and a violent wind rises.


I remember that I never asked Esla what her spirit’s rank
was. Judging from the power radiating from her body, it must be at least a high
C.


Esla yells and a huge maelstrom of wind roars, flowing
through the skyscraper canyon with enough force to shatter every window.
Debris, picked up by the gale, darts about in pockets of explosive shrapnel. It
bends around the three of us, heading straight for the devil.


“Whoa!” Corbin yells over the howling wind.


“I know!” Esla seems surprised at her own strength.


The gale whirls through the street, gathering ammunition.
Along with the shattered window glass, it finds hundreds of metal bits — the
fractured remains of a dozen destroyed cars. With a last shriek, the wind
blasts over the devil, and the shrapnel perforates it. The devil rocks back
toward the nearest building, shouting.


My Anima vision catches a single spot, about a millimeter
thick, where the demon’s vitals are showing through its injuries. Without
thinking, I nock an arrow and fire. The arrow flies true and straight, the wind
backing it. The arrowhead slips into the small point and buries itself to the
end of the shaft. The devil grunts and falls to its knees.


Corbin pulls out his steel rod, shapes it into a javelin,
and throws it with a mighty swish. The javelin pierces the devil’s face,
spraying blue blood all over the concrete. The devil collapses, blood pooling
on the ground.


I remember what Ms. Bossman said about these monsters.
“There are thousands of these things?”


An Abrams tank rumbles down the intersection in front of us.
It stops, the hatch opens, and the commander stares out as us. “Get out of
here! Run!”


Esla holds up her Adventurer badge. “We’re Adventurers!”


He does a double take. “Then get on board! We need all the
manpower we can get!”


A fighter jet zooms past, letting loose a pair of Sidewinders.
They trail smoke through the fire-lit night towards the balrog rampaging
through the city. We’re closer to the main battle than I would like. My family
is even closer, if they haven’t already evacuated.


I recall my purpose as an Adventurer. If I want to keep my
family safe, I have to protect the city. Remembering this, I focus my concern
on the battle itself. I climb onto the tank along with Esla and Corbin.


My pinky finger begins to turn green. A beautiful, radiant,
mossy sort of green.


I groan. Dr. Barrimore said to go to him if that happened. I
don't think I am going to make it. Instead, I am headed to a balrog.


Oh, no. At this rate, this is not going to end well.






10 Greenfingers


 


As my hand turns greener and
greener, the tank takes us closer to the balrog’s rampage through the city.


“What is this, a Godzilla movie?” yells the tank commander,
whose top half is sticking out of the hatch. He bellows over the engine’s roar.
“Left!”


The tank takes a left at the next street. We grip the
equipment around us, hanging on. The barrel straightens into the new street,
and a couple of lesser devils stand in our way. The treads of the tank are
tearing up concrete as we move, spraying it behind us. We careen through an
unoccupied car, exploding its gas tank and sending shrapnel everywhere. The
devils don’t move.


“Smash them!” yells the commander.


“You won’t be able to kill them!” Esla yells back at him.


“We’re not trying to!”


Corbin looks afraid. “We didn’t get to absorb the ring of
the devil we just killed.” Unlike the tank commander, his voice is almost
drowned by the noise.


“Why is that important?” I yell over the sound of the tank’s
engine.


“I don’t know,” says Corbin. “But I have a bad feeling about
it.”


The tank swerves around another intersection. I didn’t know
tanks could move like this. It’s like a ballet-dancing sumo wrestler. With a
fierce acceleration, we bowl over the three lesser devils. As we roar past, the
tank’s main gun swivels and fires back at one of the devils. The round smacks
into a shield of magic and sends a rain of sparks falling onto the ground.


The three lesser devils begin to chase us. Three people with
Spirit Rings and Adventurer badges appear from a doorway and engage them. A
couple seconds later, the tank turns again and I lose sight of the conflict.


“Where are we headed?” Esla asks the tank commander.


The tank commander says something into his mic. Then he
turns to Esla. “The front lines! We’ve got a command to get as close as
possible!” He signs with his hand to his crew, and then looks back at us.
“We’re carrying some valuable cargo!”


“Tell us about it!” yells Esla.


“You guys don’t need to know!”


“The why’d you tell us!?” yells Esla. “If we knew, we’d be
able to help!”


“You guys are Adventurers, right?”


“Yeah!”


“The boss just told me to hand it to the highest ranking Adventurer
I could find! But you guys are apprentices!”


The tank sideswipes a pizzeria and flour flies everywhere. I
almost lose my grip and fall off. The tank swerves onto another street.


“We’re the best you got!” Esla climbs towards the commander’s
open hatch.


The commander thinks for a moment. Then he gives Esla a
headset, placing it over her head. He gives one to me and one to Corbin as
well. “We have a big stinker that can pierce magic.” The commander’s voice
comes clearly through the headset. “But it needs to be guided because of some
stupid rule of magic or another.” He gives another command to the driver.
“We’ve got the guiding platform.”


We take another turn at high speed, trading paint with
parked cars. Sparks fly from the contact of metal with metal. We pass another
tank going in the opposite direction. The commanders of both tanks signal each
other.


The balrog’s feet appear between two buildings. It rounds
the corner towards us, belching fire from its two heads and setting the
buildings around it alight. A tenement crumbles to the ground, falling in an
explosion of brick and steel. A crowd of lesser devils spread out in front of
its feet, cackling and spitting fire everywhere. Two missiles dart into the
fray and explode against the balrog’s skin, doing no damage. Bodies litter the
ground, including at least one group of unfortunate Adventurers. The noise is
incredible.


“We’re going to have to hit it on its head,” the commander
explains through the headset. He looks around. “Where the hell are the Rangers?”
He holds his hand to his headset — it appears he is getting info. “Well, damn.”


The balrog takes a step closer. Both heads stare down at us.


“The Rangers got knocked out,” says the commander.


Esla looks at me, then Corbin. “We can do it.”


The commander pauses and then nods. He reaches down into the
tank and pulls out what looks like a bulky laser pointer. He hands it to her.
“Hold the dot on the monster’s head. You’ll need to be at least twenty stories
up.”


Esla rips off her headset and gives a thumbs-up. Corbin and
I follow her.


“Good luck,” mouths the commander.


The three of us nod and jump off the tank at the same time.
The tank backs away as soon as we hit the ground. The balrog is a block and a
half away, striding through the streets with the presence of a movie monster.


Corbin kicks in the door of the building closest to us and
points to the interior. “I’ll stay here and keep the devils out!”


Esla nods. She and I run inside and start climbing stairs.


I’m happy that I’ve been working out lately. If I hadn’t, I
wouldn’t be able to keep up with her. As it is, I barely manage. We reach the
twentieth floor just as the balrog passes by the nearest window. Esla holds up
the laser device. There’s a timer. A minute and twenty seconds. She runs to the
window framing the balrog and points the laser at the spot between its horns. I
make sure my bow is in its place on my back.


A green dot appears on the balrog’s head. Half a second
later, it stops and looks straight at us. With a single meaty hand, it claws
out the nineteenth floor. The ground begins to tilt. Steel groans.


Esla manages to keep her balance, and keep the dot trained
on the balrog’s head.


The balrog rips out another floor beneath us. I’m starting
to slide, but manage to lean against a pillar and hold on.


Esla is not so lucky. She slides towards the window, feet
first, and hits the glass. The glass shatters and she falls out. Grabbing the
ledge with one hand, she uses the other to toss the device. “Catch!”


I catch the device — a feat I have never managed before in
my life. Holding onto it with my free hand, which is now completely green, I
notice the time is almost done. Quickly, I point it back at the balrog’s head.


10… 9… 8… 7…


The roar of a huge drone blossoms overhead.


6… 5… 4…


The balrog smashes the building with its side, sending
ripples through the concrete. It is so close, its heat haze drifts over the
floor. Worse, I can see the whites of its eyes.


3… 2… 1… 0…


A blast of fire with the intensity of the sun rips through
the air and slams into the balrog right where the light is shining. Molten
metal and rock flies everywhere. The balrog reels. The pillar I am leaning
against collapses, sending me sliding straight towards the firestorm in front
of me.


I am in a life or death situation.


I am near a huge monster.


And I don’t even care about what will happen to me next as
long as I survive.


I brace my heels against the floor, stabilizing myself for a
half-second, then grab my bow and nock an arrow. The fire around the balrog
slips down its body, revealing a patch of its head where the red crackling
slade-rock armor has been broken. The balrog is still very much alive, and is
turning to me with its gigantic, devilish eyes.


My Anima vision spots a tiny point. It’s where the missile
hit, about the size of a penny. There, the balrog’s very essence is exposed.


I fire my bow. My entire body turns green, and I am suddenly
convinced I am a papaya. A piece of fruit sliding off a grocery store shelf.


My arrow buries itself inside the balrog, diving deep. The
balrog’s eyes go wide. A light switch flicks in its brain. It staggers, rips
some holes in the buildings around it, and stomps on a tank. The flames around
it erupt in a display of fireworks that shoots
hundreds of meters into the air. The balrog moans, roars, and then
collapses to the ground. I slip off the tilting floor and float into the open
air.


I am aware of everything. Yet I know nothing. A beam of
light cuts open the balrog’s body. A blood-red ring floats out of its chest,
spinning, and wraps around my stomach. I am floating, not falling.


Unimaginable power flows through me. My entire being
explodes into magic, pain, and the pure essence of reality. I scream without
making a sound as I float towards the street.


I land with a bump. My vision snaps back into focus, and so
does reality. I am no longer a papaya, and my hands are back to normal — except
for the blood-red cracks running through them. They shimmer with a starry
radiance, almost as if they are alive.


Esla kneels beside me. “Caught you.”


I stagger up and glance around. We are not in a good
situation. At least fifty lesser devils surround us. They climb over the body
of their master, spilling out of alleyways and dropping from the buildings
above. They don’t approach us directly. Instead they form a circle around us,
chattering to each other in whatever language they speak.


A stirring of power erupts in my chest. I embrace it. It
begins gathering in my hands, a glob of deep blue energy that contains the fury
of a thousand lightning bolts.


One of the devils approaches. I do not know what is going to
happen — all I know is that they are not attacking. The devil bows before me,
lowering itself to one knee. “You have defeated our master,” it says in a
guttural, rocky voice. “You have absorbed his soul. We are now yours to command.”


“Um…”


Esla turns to me, her eyes wide. “You killed the balrog? Not the military?”


“The military softened him up.” Confusion fills me. “But I
was the one who killed him.”


The devil lifts its head, still on one knee. “My name is Jirgrar.
I am at your command, as is my legion.” He points to the ball of lightning in
my hand. “If you wish, we shall store ourselves away within your personal
dimension.”


“Personal… ?”


Jirgrar bows. “Yes. I smell your power. It was not an accident
that you killed our previous master.”


I lift up my hand, looking at the ball of plasma in my palm.
“Okay, then. I guess you guys can… do whatever
it is that you do.”


“As you command,” says Jirgrar.


Without warning, a light shimmers deep within the plasma
ball. All at once several hundred beams of curved light shoot out from it and
surround the devils. As one, they shiver, twist, and disperse into a blue light
that collects inside my plasma ball.


And then there are no more devils. The sounds of battle fade
away.


I know the number of devils within me instantly. There are
two hundred and fifty-one of them, comprised of five different types. I will
probably learn more about them later.


Esla looks to me. “You should, uh, probably not tell anyone
about what just happened.”


I get the feeling I am being watched. “Yeah. Keep it secret for me.”


She nods.


The tank that drove us here peels around a corner and stops
in front of us. Its engine winds down, then dies away with a clatter. The
balrog’s body lies on the street, leaking fiery energy. The tank commander pops
out of the top hatch and peers at us, shielding his eyes. “You did it!” His
voice carries over the suddenly quiet landscape. “We killed the balrog!” He
squints. “I guess the brass made a good investment, eh?”


I look at Esla, and she looks at me. We both nod. The
missile killed the balrog, not I.


Esla holds out the glorified laser pointer. “Here.”


The commander climbs out of the hatch, walks up to Esla, and takes it from her. “I’m going to recommend
all three of you for a medal.” He looks around. “Where’s the tall guy?”


“Right here!” Corbin hangs out of a broken second-story
window. He jumps out and slides along a cloth awning, landing on the ground and
thumping it with his steel rod. “I just got done fighting a devil. All of a
sudden it disappeared.”


Esla and I exchange another look. We don’t have to talk.


“When the balrog died, it took all the devils with it,” Esla
explains.


Corbin peers at the burning landscape around us and
whistles. “Whoa. That missile or whatever sure did some damage.”


“I’m just glad it worked,” says the tank commander.


“Hey!” yells a voice from half a block away.


I turn around. A group of Adventurers are approaching. All around us people are popping
out of the woodwork, some Adventurers, some soldiers, and a couple of
civilians. I can’t identify any one guild, but I recognize several of the
faces. These are all powerful, well-known Adventurers.


Mr. Tuffman is among them. He reaches us first. “I recognize
you. You’re with my Riding Valkyries, aren’t
you? What are you doing here?”


The tank commander edges between me and Mr. Tuffman. “This
boy and his two friends helped the military kill the monster. You should be
praising them.”


“What happened to its Spirit Circle?” says Mr. Tuffman.


Esla glances at me, eyebrows up. I nod.


“Markus is the one who held the laser,” she says. “So I’m
pretty sure he absorbed it.”


“But you shouldn’t be able to absorb energy without a
ceremony,” says Mr. Tuffman. “The body is still here!”


As if on cue, the body starts to crumble.


I take this as my own cue. “Dr. Barrimore gave me a potion
yesterday. You can talk to him if you want to know what happened.”


“Dr. Barrimore?” scoffs Mr. Tuffman. “You mean that hack who
thinks Spirit Circles should be given to bad companion spirits?”


“Well, you guys can test me.” I bristle, wanting to defend
my mentor who has been working so hard to prove his theories. “I absorbed the
circle, and I think my powers changed. A lot.”


The tank commander waves an arm between us. “We should carry
out this conversation later. We need to report in.”


“Don’t worry about that,” says an Adventurer behind Mr.
Tuffman. “We have that covered.”


A couple of police helicopters chop-chop-chop overhead. More
and more vehicles are arriving at the scene.
Two news vans screech around the corner and stop next to the fast-decaying body
of the balrog. A dozen cameramen and reporters climb out of the vans and
approach the group of Adventurers hanging around.


“Alex Rim!” says a reporter, shoving a microphone in the
face of one of the more famous Adventurers in the group. “Who landed the
killing blow?”


The tank commander pushes his way through the crowd,
displacing Alex Rim. “My name is Lieutenant Anders. I can tell you that the
government deployed the weapon that destroyed the balrog. Since this young man
here—” he points to me— “was the one to manage the guidance laser, and the
missile was fired by a drone, he was the one to absorb the, ah, Spirit Circle.”


Mr. Tuffman nods his head in dawning understanding. “I don’t
know how that would work, to be honest. We’ll have to do more research. In the
meantime, we need to get in contact with the doctor who caused this… bizarre
transfer of energies.”


“Dr. Barrimore,” I say pointedly, hoping the camera picks up
his name.


Mr. Tuffman nods. He turns to the camera. “It looks like, as
in a dungeon, the monsters dissipate once the boss is dead.”


I nod along with the story.


The reporters then turn to the rest of the Adventurers,
singling out the rock stars. I assume they know the people watching TV want to
know about their favorite celebrity Adventurers, not some rando like Mr.
Tuffman or me.


The tank commander — Lt. Anders — claps me on the back. “You
did good, kid. I’ll recommend you for the highest award an Adventurer can
receive.” He turns to Esla and Corbin. “And you guys, too. I know how much you
helped.”


“I didn’t do much,” says Corbin.


“You held off the devils while we were climbing,” says Esla.
“That deserves an award.”


I sink to my knees. “Guys, I’m kind of tired…” The expenditure
of energy I made, as well as the scare of almost dying, has taken me over.


The world fades away and I feel a pair of arms surrounding
me. “Thanks, Esla,” I say as I collapse from exhaustion.






11 A Hero’s Welcome


 


I wake up a hero.


The morning news, showing on the TV in the common room,
displays footage of me almost falling out of the twentieth story of a building
with the balrog beneath me. Then comes the missile strike. When the smoke
clears, the balrog is dead and I am floating downwards on a gust of Esla’s
wind. The newscaster talks about my bravery and how I saved the city of New
York.


In the common room with me are three of the other Riding
Valkyries’ apprentices, Sarah, Evan, and Blake. Sarah’s attitude towards me
seems to have taken a complete one-eighty. Where
before she was cold, standoffish, and uncaring, now she is happy to smile at me
and congratulate me with a high five.


“Thanks,” I mutter. I finish talking
to the people in the room and sit down on a couch. The news continues on and on about the devastation, showing the missile
strike at least five times in ten minutes. No matter how closely I look, I
can’t see the moment when I made the fatal shot at the monster’s vitals. It is
obscured by fire and smoke.


There is a knock on the door. It opens, revealing Mr. Irr
and a troop of doctors, at least five of them including Dr. Barrimore. Dr.
Barrimore is smiling like never before, his eyes sparkling. It seems his part
in this incident has not gone silent.


As they surround me, he claps me on the back. “Leave it to
Markus to figure out how to use my potion not two hours after taking it.”


I do my best to grin. “Yeah. My hand turned green, and then
as I was sliding, I turned into a papaya…”


Dr. Barrimore makes a strange face. “Let’s not tell people
about that,” he murmurs.


I nod. I like how things turned out — there’s no use
speculating. Besides, I couldn’t really remember what being a papaya felt like.


“Markus,” says Dr. Irr, “you realize what you’ve done,
right?”


I shake my head.


“If the aptitude test we are going to give you turns out how
Dr. Barrimore predicts, it may prove his hypothesis.”


“The one everyone rejected as nuts.” Dr. Barrimore seems to
want to drive that point home.


Dr. Irr tugs me towards the door. “We can’t waste any time.
We have to evaluate your new powers as soon as possible.”


I agree completely.


In the gigantic testing room, two of the polite Men In Black
guide me to the room’s center. A whole host of objects, looking like a
high-tech obstacle course, is arrayed around the room.


“First,” says Dr. Irr, standing with the other doctors inside
the glass observation box, “we need to reevaluate your physical
characteristics. Please step into the judging device.”


I step into the same tube-like device that scanned me the
first time I was here. The long arm rotates around me, filling me with a
strange kind of magical warmth. After about a minute, the machine stops and I
step out.


There is a long silence. The doctors in the observation room
discuss something.


Then Dr. Irr looks back down at me. “Thank you. Now, would
you please project your spirit manifestation towards the calibration device.”


A wall with a mounted television covered in wires lights up
underneath a spotlight. I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to do, but I
imagine myself projecting something. To my
surprise, a ball of blue light extends from my hand and arcs at a glacial pace
towards the wall. It strikes the wall with a heavy thud. I am somewhat
disappointed at that. I had imagined my new power to be something like Esla’s,
but it appears my projection, whatever it is, is
a slow-moving kind of power.


The doctors in the observation room discuss amongst themselves for another few minutes. Then a
new series of spotlights lights up a platform about a foot off the ground.
“Stand in the center of the testing platform.”


I step onto it.


“Generate as much material as you can in sixty seconds,”
says Dr. Irr. “You may begin.”


I hold out my hands. At first, nothing comes out. Then my
hands grow those red cracks I noticed when I first gained my new powers. The
cracks get bigger and bigger. A blob of bluish-green jelly leaks out of my
palms. My arms and then my whole body gushes out this wet, sticky substance. It
is not disgusting, but it does make me feel kind of tingly. After sixty seconds
the whole platform is covered in the gel. Rainbows that resemble the ones on
oil slicks crisscross the floor.


Again, the doctors take a long while to discuss. Then the
spotlights direct me to a series of pillars arranged in a circle. “Attempt to
knock down these pillars,” says Dr. Irr.


I step into the center.


“You may begin.”


“What was that goo that came out of me?” I ask.


There is a silence. “We will debrief you after the testing
has ended. Please continue to comply.”


I hold out my hands and imagine lightning shooting out of my
palms and knocking over the pillars. Instead of lighting, though, that same
thick, viscous goo slops out of my palms and collects in a pile on the ground.


For a split second I have a flashback to the hours of
training I spent on the shooting range. The goo coming out of my hand takes
shape, forming into a copy of my favorite bow. For all intents and purposes, it
is a perfect copy. I form several arrows out of goo, aim them at the pillars,
and release them. The arrows explode into jelly when they hit their targets,
spraying the platform with bits of blue-green ick.


I get an idea. I form the goo into a sledgehammer. It is
heavy in my hand. I swing hard and smash the pillars, one after the other. By
the end, the hammer dissolves into goo, but I have destroyed all the pillars. I
stand in the middle of a pile of icky blue-green substance. “Sorry about the
mess.” I say.


There is a long silence. “It’s fine,” says Dr. Irr. “We will
clean your Anima excretions later.” The spotlights illuminate a track with a
cube on one end and a wall on the other. It runs the length of the room,
approximately half the length of a football field.


“Stand where designated, facing the cube.” With Dr. Irr’s
words, a red spotlight puts a circle on the wall end of the track. After I step
into position, Dr Irr says, “You are to stop this cube using whatever method
you can.”


The cube starts towards me at the pace of a walking human.


I form a long metal pole out of my Anima excretions and use
it like a pike to stop the cube. It is surprisingly easy.


The cube pulls back to its starting position.


“We will now increase the power of the object,” warns Dr.
Irr. “It will approximately double each instance of this test. The test will
end when the cube touches your body.”


I nod. I reform my metal rod into a thicker, more powerful
one. The second test comes easy, but not as easy as the first. The third is
quite difficult. By the fourth instance, I am unable to stop the cube with my
initial approach. I get the idea to use friction, and toss a glob of my goo
onto the ground in front of the cube. I then turn the goo into a cement wall
block.


The cube stops at the block, unable to break through.


The fifth instance begins. The cube travels toward me at the
same walking pace. This time, my concrete block does not stop it. Thinking
fast, I tie a web of my goo, formed into steel wire, to two pillars on either
side of the track. I extend the web across the path of the cube. The cube is
stopped, though the steel is straining. This approach won’t work next time.


The cube returns to its position. At the signal from the
observation platform, it starts moving.


I can’t think of any way to stop it. I simply watch it approach
me, waiting for it to touch my body. It stops at the red line right in front of
my feet and gently presses against me.


“The test is now concluded,” says Dr. Irr. The doctors in
the room have another long discussion. “We have decided to give you this next
test because of your performance on the standard gauges. Walk to where the
spotlight points.”


The spotlight points to a bare circular platform near the
corner of the room. It doesn’t look like it has been used much, its edges crisp
and the paint new. I step onto it. A piece of paper slips up out of a small
slit on the platform. I pick it up — it is some kind of blueprint.


“Please follow the instructions.” Dr. Barrimore takes Dr.
Irr’s place. “I have developed this test specifically for your case. Do your
best.”


So that my theory can be recognized, I hear his tone
implying.


The blueprint is more like an IKEA instruction manual than
the blueprint for a house. It’s easy enough to follow. Step one: generate
two kilograms of iron.


I pour a pile of goo onto the ground. Somehow, my mind’s eye
seems to be connected to the stuff. I form the goo into two blocks and turn
them into pure elemental iron. I try picking one up. It’s heavy, but I can
still hold it in one hand.


Step two: mold the iron into four wheels. The spoke
diagram is pictured in high resolution, as well as all of the engineering
tolerances.


I take the elemental iron and use the diagram as best I can.
The wheels don’t come out looking exactly like the diagram, but I believe they
are stable enough to work for the next step.


Step three: form a body for a vehicle out of wood.


Apparently I’m building a go-cart. I imagine my jelly taking
the form of a wooden go-cart. The wood turns out to look more like cheap
plywood than anything else, but I test it with my leg and it doesn’t bend. I
then form two axles and place the wheels on them. Instead of bolting or screwing
the wheels on, I simply weld them by turning the contact points into goo and
then solidifying them.


The instructions go on for several more steps. When I am
done, I have a crude-looking but mostly functional go-cart. While I wouldn’t
ride it down a slope myself, I could imagine a kid in middle school building
something similar for his town’s cart race.


“Is this good?” I ask the observation room.


“It’s good,” says Dr. Barrimore. “Your testing is over.
Please exit and head to room B345.”


The two Men In Black guide me out and lead me to B345. It’s
an empty classroom, desks stacked up against
one wall and a one-inch stage on the far side with a podium. There is a
projector screen and a hanging projector. Alone,
I sit in the only desk not stacked up, facing the podium.


Dr. Barrimore and Dr. Irr finally join me. Dr. Irr steps up
to the podium while Dr. Barrimore heads to the computer counter and sets up the
projector.


“We usually give power debriefings several days after
testing, but your case is special,” explains Dr. Irr.


The projector comes on, displaying that clean filter warning
that always seems to be there. Then Dr. Barrimore clicks, and a hastily-made
PowerPoint takes its place.


Dr. Irr leans onto the podium. “First, I’m going to tell you
the obvious. You have absorbed a spirit that, by our estimation, is at least
ten thousand years old.”


This is a bomb drop. I can’t help by feel my eyes bug out. “Ten
— ten thousand?” I’ve heard that fewer than fifty Adventurers in the entire
world have absorbed a ten-thousand-year spirit.


Dr. Irr raises an eyebrow and clicks his tongue. “Usually,
absorbing a too-powerful Spirit Circle ends in the recipient’s death. One must
gradually climb the spirit ladder, starting at two digits and adding a
calculated number to the maximum safe age of absorption. Thus, it takes many Adventurers
years to gather the power acclimation required to absorb very old Spirit
Circles.”


“So it was Dr. Barrimore’s potion?” I ask.


Dr. Irr’s lip turns up. “I do believe he broke ethics regulations
when he gave you the potion. Considering the
outcome, we have decided he should only be given a metaphorical slap on the
wrist.”


Dr. Barrimore grins sheepishly at Dr. Irr. “You call a ten
thousand dollar fine a slap on the wrist?”


“At least you haven’t had your license stripped,” says Dr.
Irr. It appears this is a point of contention between them.


Dr. Barrimore shrugs.


Dr. Irr leans back onto the podium. “Your power is something
we have not seen before. You are now able to mimic what a conjuration spirit can
do, but with an infinite range of possible subjects. You’ve seen this happen,
no?”


“I have.”


Dr. Irr smiles. “We don’t
know exactly what limits the subject matter of a conjuration spirit holder, but
we know that the rules surrounding an individual’s ability to conjure different
objects are different for each person. Some people can only conjure very
specific things. Others can conjure a vast array of things related to their
spirit.”


Dr. Barrimore clicks the PowerPoint. The new slide shows a
series of graphs.


“What you see here,” says Dr. Irr, “is an analysis of your
Anima excretions. You haven’t taken Spirit Theory Two yet, so I’ll explain what
this means. Anima excretions are created by every conjuration-class spirit. In
most cases, a conjured object is in the Anima phase for less than a hundred
milliseconds. Thus, it is not a very well-known substance.” He points to one
graph. The bar above my name is ridiculously tall compared to the others. “This
is your production capability compared to others.” He points to another graph
with the same theme. “This is your flexibility.” He points to yet another.
“This is the Beller gauge readings of your conjuration phase, that is, a
reading of how much latent energy is within your excretions.”


“So I can basically make anything out of my, er, Anima
excretions?”


“We don’t know. Further testing and experience in the field
will reveal a lot more.” Dr. Irr turns to Dr. Barrimore. “As your case is
critical to the understanding of spirits, Anima, and magic, you will be followed
on all exams, expeditions, and activities relating to your spirit. Dr.
Barrimore has volunteered to take this position.”


Dr. Barrimore crosses his arms
smugly and smiles at me, and then clicks over to the next slide.


Dr. Irr says, “We have done an analysis on the fidelity of
your conjurations. It appears that, while the objects look similar to their
real counterparts, they have features the real objects do not.”


The screen pulls to a picture that looks like a
cross-section of a honeycomb. “This is a picture we took of the interior of the
axle you created in your final test.”


“It looks like a bird bone,” I say.


One corner of Dr. Irr’s mouth hikes up. “Yes. That is
exactly what we have concluded. There must be some aspect to your power that is
capable of maximizing structural stability while minimizing the use of Anima
and its excretion.” Next slide. “We have seen things like this, but never have
we seen it so pronounced. You are the first case where the entirety of your
conjuration is webbed or honeycombed to this degree.”


The next slide shows stats. “Your physical stats have almost
doubled. This sort of transformation happens whenever any Adventurer absorbs a
Spirit Circle, but it is usually a small increment. I think the mind-boggling
change in your latent spirit power when you absorbed the balrog’s ring has done
its work on your body as well.”


I hold up my hand. “I don’t feel stronger.” Although I did
for a while, after it had first happened.


Dr. Irr shakes his head. “Trust me. The judging chamber does
not lie.” The projector goes dark. The briefing is over. “You will be given an
honorary status as a full-fledged Adventurer. This has precedent; any student
with the requisite amount of physical and magical power can become one, as long
as they perform some sort of exceptional service to the Adventuring Community.”
Dr. Irr presses a button and the projector screen retracts. “This is
contingent, however, on your graduation from Ixtham Academy’s Adventuring
program.”


I look at Dr. Barrimore.


He gives me a thumbs-up. I have never seen his eyes twinkle
like this.


I know I am in for something special.






12 A Golden Goose


 


I sit in Mr. Tuffman’s office. He faces me across a cheap
wooden desk mounted with two monitors. “We are going to put you through the
training that professional conjurers usually go through. That is to say,
formation practice. I heard you can create weapons from iron and wood, and possibly
steel, with your Anima.”


I nod. “I can make a lot of things.”


“You get better at it in this class. It’s graduate-level.
Normally undergraduate or high-school aged students would not go through this.”


“Why is that?”


“Most conjurers are able to create enough things without
practice that they don’t really need to expand their horizons. This class is
mostly used for research and development-based spirits.”


“So, they mostly aren’t Adventurers?”


“Right,” says Mr. Tuffman. “Ixtham Academy has two other
courses beside the Adventuring course. Have you ever asked your fellow
classmates in, say, General Spirit Theory what their spirits were?”


“No,” I say. “I assumed they were all Adventurers.”


“That class has about a thirty-three percent rate of Adventurers.
The rest are from the two other courses we provide, Spirit Engineering and
Spirit Arts.”


“Ah.” I have known my whole life that spirit wielders are
not always Adventurers. Some create awesome engineering marvels, while others
contribute to the world of art. If someone had, say, a clarinet spirit,
wouldn’t the arts be a natural place for them?


Even though I always knew this, I have never thought about
spirits this way.


Mr. Tuffman types some things into his computer. “Advanced
Conjuration is a seminar-style class. It is taught by Dr. Winding.” He pulls
open a drawer and takes out an envelope. “This is your temporary Adventurer card.
You will receive a permanent one once it is made.” He slides the envelope
across the desk to me. “You will participate in the Riding Valkyries’ dungeon
clearing operations as a full-fledged member of the party. As such, you will be
compensated as a full Adventurer.” Mr. Tuffman looks sheepish. “I’m sorry to
say that our pay rate is considerably lower than that
of the big guilds.” He smiles. “But I’m glad our guild has someone as
powerful as you on our side. We might become a lot more prominent if you deliver
on your potential.”


I take the envelope and open it. Inside is a piece of paper,
sort of like a provisional driver’s license, that has all my information and
status as an Adventurer.


He taps his finger on the table. “Your assignment to Advanced
Conjuration will not preclude you from taking your ordinary classes. If you
have any scheduling conflicts, it would be best to bring them to your actual
advisor.” Mr. Tuffman types some more stuff into his computer. “I tried to make
the class work with your schedule.”


“Thanks.”


Mr. Tuffman looks at his watch. “About time for your next
class.”


Sounds like a dismissal. I say thanks and leave.


But the class is in chaos. Everyone seems to want to ask me
questions. I get the feeling that most of them aren’t really impressed — they
just want to get the feel of someone powerful. After all, the official story is
that the only reason I absorbed the ring was because I was closest to it when
the missile hit. The military and government are getting most of the credit.
I’m just a middleman who did what anyone could have.


It seems that Dr. Barrimore’s potion is still a secret for
now. And every other class I go to has the same energy, filled with people
wanting to ask questions.


After classes, I head to Dr. Barrimore’s lab. However, the door is locked and there is a piece of
paper taped to it. Markus, my office has been upgraded. Please head to room
5014.


Well. This was expected. Since his theory has been proven —
by me — he has probably received a lot more attention and funding. Upgrading
his office would be the logical move. I take the elevator to the 50th floor and
knock.


“Come in!” says Dr. Barrimore.


The new office is at least three times larger than the old
one. Since he has just moved in, the furniture and decorations are pretty
sparse. A door in the side of the office leads to a lab. I put on my lab coat
as two attendants in lab coats greet me. They both shake my hand.


“This is Amber, and this is Gren,” says Dr. Barrimore.


Amber is a normal-looking teenage
girl with black hair and brown eyes. There is nothing obviously spectacular
about her. Gren is wire-thin. His lab coat droops over his body like an
oversized cape. His blonde hair is filled with gel and shimmers like the scales
of a fish.


Dr. Barrimore takes my shoulder and leads me to a small copy
of the judging chamber I used during both of my ability tests. “Since you are
the personification of my research, you will be the subject of our study.
Please stand in the judging chamber.”


The chamber has no closing mechanism; the machine is open to
the air. Amber and Gren stand by on both sides. Amber fiddles with the judging
device — it appears she is pretty experienced.


Dr. Barrimore gives me a container that looks a lot like the
urine jars used in drug tests. “Fill that with Anima excretion.”


I fill the jar with a blob of my strange new power’s excretion
substance — or whatever it is. As always, the red cracks running along my hands
expand whenever I create the stuff.


Dr. Barrimore stands at an expensive-looking computer terminal.
Amber takes the jar from me and places it in a separate scanning machine.


Gren hands me some sunglasses. “Please put these on.” Since
Dr. Barrimore and Amber are both putting on their own pairs, I comply, and Gren
puts on his. We look like a strange sort of rock band, all wearing sunglasses
indoors.


The jar of blue-green icky goo lights up like a magnesium
starter in a bonfire. “Whoa!” I say.


Dr. Barrimore chuckles. “This stuff is almost pure psion
particles. I’ve never seen this much of it in one place. Plus, it looks like
you can create a hundred times this amount without much effort.” He whistles.
“Wow. That is a crazy Rohemm reading.” He turns the machine off and the Anima
gel stops shining, but it continues to give off a soft light.


I tilt my head. “Mr. Tuffman says that all conjured objects
are made of this stuff.”


Dr. Barrimore nods. “Yes. But usually the transformation is
quick and only the amount needed to create the object is produced. It’s very
hard to get a pure sample of Anima excretion.”


“Would this be worth, like, money?”


Dr. Barrimore freezes. He appears almost frightened. He
turns to Gren and Amber. “You two head on out. We’re done for today.” He nods
at me. “Wait here.” He then shuttles Amber and Gren out of the lab, out of the
office, and makes sure they are down the hall before returning. He puts his arm
around my shoulder. “I’ve been thinking. I think you should hide the full
extent of your power as much as possible.” He points to a metal table. “Produce
an ounce of gold.”


A ball of goop forms in my palm and I turn it into a gold
coin. The facing is a mess and it’s not uniform, but I cannot mistake the fact
that it is real gold.


“That, right there, in your hand, is worth over a thousand
dollars.” Dr. Barrimore looks around himself. “And how much effort did it take
to create?”


“Almost none.” Then I realize the enormity of what I have
been given. “Um.” Just to test, I create a platinum bar. It takes less than ten
seconds. I am suddenly very, very afraid.


“I’ve got this all figured out,” says Dr. Barrimore. “Those
two assistants will leave this room and start rumors, about how you can create
pure Anima fluid. This is good, as I’ve already prepared a scientific paper on
the stuff and it needs to be public. However, most people think that you have
limits to what you can conjure. The top faculty at Ixtham have all decided to
keep it this way. Only a couple of them even know that you can create objects
without print-webbing. I’ve got some artificial limitations that we can place
on you to keep this farce going. You are a very valuable asset. People will
want to do bad things with you and to you.


I nod. I know enough about economics to realize that I could
totally upend any market if I were to create large amounts of precious or
valuable items. As well as this, I could be kidnapped and forced to work for
whoever kidnapped me.


I am a literal golden goose.


Dr. Barrimore consults a notepad. “I’ve come up with several
limitations that could explain why you will — as far as anyone knows — be
unable to produce anything of major intrinsic value. The first is this: you
have a set library of creatable objects and elements. Thus, you will be
marginally better than a dual conjuration spirit wielder.”


I nod. “I think that will work. I
created iron and wood and steel.”


“Let’s keep it to that. Here, why don’t you also create some
copper, some water, and some common grass. I’ll show these to the review board
and say that it was all you could create. I’ll revise the paper I mentioned and
make it official that Anima spirit users will only receive at most a dozen different
conjuration themes.” Dr. Barrimore makes eye contact with me. “The government
cannot learn of your true power. Even though you are perfect proof of the fact
that Anima spirit users, among others, are valuable in the Adventuring field, I
doubt that people will see things that way once everything calms down. I’ll do
everything I can to soften the impact you will have on the world. I don’t want
the economy to be broken by a fountain of precious metals and objects.” He
stares me in the eyes. “You must promise that, if you use your power for your
own gain, you do it secretly, humbly, and without doing anything illegal.”


“I do. I won’t do anything that will attract attention.” I
pause. “But I will be taking a class on conjuration with Dr. Winding. Should I
show him everything?”


“I’ll talk to Dr. Winding later today and figure out where
he stands on this matter,” says Dr. Barrimore. “We’re going to have to be
careful. I’ll tell you what I think you should do tomorrow.”


“Thanks,” I say.


Dr. Barrimore smiles — a little painfully — and nods once.
“Go to your club practice.” He pauses. “But first, make me a copper bar, fill
this beaker with water, and grow some grass.”


I do all three in less than a minute.


Dr. Barrimore’s lips curl up. He seems to be deep in
thought. “Now get out there and head to your club.”


Down in the basement, Dres and Rey are standing beside the
range entrance, doing what they usually do before practice.


Dres’s face lights up. “Hey! It’s the man of the hour, the
savior of New York!” He holds up his fist. “Fist bump!”


I fist bump him.


Rey, leaning against a wall, shakes her head a little. “I
underestimated you, Markus.”


“I think everyone did,” says Dres. “I wouldn’t have been
able to do what Markus did. Getting up close to the balrog and all that.”


“Were you guys okay? Did anyone in your family get hurt?”


“Nah,” says Dres. “Our family doesn’t live in the Manhattan
area.”


Rey smiles. “So what new powers did you acquire?”


I form a bow and arrows in my hands. The red cracks shimmer
once and then return to normal skin.


“Whoa,” says Rey. “Can I try that out?”


“Sure.” I hand the bow and arrows to Rey.


Rey takes the bow and stretches it. “It feels off.” She
nocks an arrow. “The arrow seems fine.” She holds the bow down, walks to the
range, and returns to firing position. She releases and barely hits the target
— which is very rare for her.


She shakes her head. “You’re going to have to work on that.”
She hands me back my bow. “For now, I think it would benefit you most to use an
actual physical bow.” She shrugs. “Though if you formed your own arrows, that
would ease the club’s budget.”


“Sure.” I form a dozen arrows, one after the other, and
slide them in a quiver.


Rey grabs one and nocks it to her own bow. She fires —
bullseye. “Now, these are pretty accurate. Maybe because they’re so straight?”


“You could sell these!” Dres grabs another of my created
arrows and fires it down the range. “I know most other conjurers have a side
business selling the stuff they conjure.” He pauses. “Though I heard conjuring
takes a lot of energy, so they can’t really make that much stuff.”


My energy has, to my knowledge, been coming from some sort
of infernal devilish storage battery that the two hundred and fifty-one devils
I absorbed brought with them. So I haven’t been pulling on my own power. Which
is another thing I should probably keep secret.


“I’d pay a premium for these arrows.” Rey nocks another one.
“Maybe twice what I would pay for a good ash arrow?” She sighs. “It’s a shame
carbon-fiber arrows don’t work against magic.”


I shrug. “Magic is mysterious.”


“You can say that again.” Rey takes another arrow and runs
her finger along its shaft. “What is this arrow made of?”


“Wood,” I say. “And a steel tip.”


She frowns. “But it feels like more than that. I’ve shot
plenty of wooden arrows with steel tips. This one feels… lighter, but at the
same time more solid.”


I smiled. “I’ve created it with what’s called print webbing.
Like how a 3d printer fills in solid objects. It makes things much lighter and
just as strong.”


Rey nocks her third arrow. She fires and splits the second
arrow straight down the middle. “Wow! I’ve never done that before.”


Dres whistles. “Let me try.” He takes one of my arrows.
After taking aim, he releases, and the arrow flies straight and true. A perfect
bullseye.


“How many of these can you make?” asks Rey.


I remember Dr. Barrimore’s warning. “Maybe two dozen? I’m
not sure I can do more than that.”


Two dozen, eh? comes a voice in my head. I recognize
it; it’s Jirgrar.


What about it? I think back to him.


Nothing. I was just wondering why my new master would go
so far to limit himself.


I’m sorry, I respond. I have a life to live.


You have two hundred and fifty demons to defend you. No
force, human or otherwise, can contend with that.


Jirgrar’s tone tells me he’s probably testing me.


I don’t want to shake things up for now, I say. Maybe
when I am done with school, I can do something big. I’m trying to be as
non-confrontational as possible.


“Hey,” says Rey. “Are you okay? You look a little glazed.”


“No, sorry.” I hold out my hand. “I’ll make as many arrows
as I can.”


“And I’ll buy the lot for twenty bucks an arrow.” Rey turns
to Dres. “Does that sound good?”


Twenty bucks an arrow — with two dozen, that amounts to
almost five hundred dollars. It’s the biggest single transaction I’ve ever
made.


My pulse seems loud as I create exactly twenty-four arrows
and hand them to Rey. She takes out her wallet and — surprisingly — pulls out
five hundred-dollar bills.


“Where’d that come from?” I ask.


She looks coquettish. “I keep a lot of money on me for
situations like this.” She hands me the bills. “But that’s all I have. Don’t
ask for more.” She winks.


“Bleh,” says Dres. “Don’t listen to her. She just got paid
from her part-time job.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m a waitress at a bar.”


“Some of the customers are rich and give big tips.” Dres
elbows her.


Rey grins. “It’s because I’m attractive.”


I sigh.


After spending two hours on the range, I pack up my bow and
take the elevator to the Riding Valkyries’ home floor. It is about one in the
morning, and I want to go to bed so that I don’t wake up too tired to do
anything. The reconstruction effort is being talked about on the TV in the
Riding Valkyries’ common room when I walk through. A lot of the city was
damaged during the battle. I don’t see much about myself — for which I am
thankful — but I do hear that the estimated damage is in the billions.


I enter my room and collapse onto the bed. In half a minute
I am sleeping.


I enter a dream. I stand on the main street of a town that
looks like a mixture between a western frontier settlement and an eighties
video game texture pack. Dozens of normal-looking citizens are walking back and
forth.


A man in a black suit with sunglasses approaches me. He kneels
before me. “Master.”


I recognize the voice. It is Jirgrar. I am confused. “Why do
you look like a human?”


Jirgrar stands up, still bowing, this time like a butler.
“We fey can take whatever humanoid form we wish. We simply adjust ourselves to
the taste of our master.”


“Well, okay.” I take a look around town. “Is this place
where you live?”


“We do not technically live like you would as a human
in the real world. This town is a façade to facilitate interaction with you. Is
it not to your liking?”


I shake my head. “I like it, but it’s a little sparse. It
feels like I’m in a video game.”


Jirgrar stands up. “What would you prefer this town to look
like?”


“Er, I think it’s okay,” I say. “At the very least it feels
like an alternate dimension.”


“Very well. We shall keep it this way.” Jirgrar pauses. “Do
you wish to learn about the power of your minions at this time?”


“You mean, like what you guys are capable of?” I ask.


Jirgrar smiles, revealing sharp teeth. “Of course. Understanding
the capabilities of your fighting force is integral to winning any battle.”


“Okay then. Show me.”


Jirgrar snaps his fingers. Five devils dressed in the same
costume as Jirgrar appear in a semicircle around me. Jirgrar points to the
left-most devil. “Summoners can summon a number of familiars to fight alongside
them.”


The summoner devil makes a sign with his hands and a wolf
pops out of a small portal.


“Next,” says Jirgrar, “we have warlocks.”


The second devil, a woman, forms a ball of fire and sprays
one of the buildings alongside the street with it.


“Warlocks,” says Jirgrar, “can generate magical abilities
based on their spirit.”


The third devil, holding a bow and arrows, steps forward.
“Snipers can hit far away targets,” says Jirgrar. The sniper shoots a flaming
arrow all the way down the football-field-length street and hits a pre-placed
target with perfect accuracy.


“Assassins do what assassins do.” Jirgrar points to the
fourth devil.


The devil bows, and then disappears into shadow.


“And knights fight on the front lines,” says Jirgrar.


The fifth devil kneels before me, holding up its sword.


I can’t help but be a little afraid. I am in control of an
army that is powerful enough to go toe to toe with the biggest Adventurer
guilds — and it’s all my own.


“It seems as if you’re dissatisfied with this arrangement,”
says Jirgrar.


I shake my head. “No, I’m not.”


“One last thing,” says Jirgrar. “Just like human spirit
wielders, we fey can absorb the Spirit Rings of defeated monsters. We will
manage this ourselves, but if you have anything you want to command us to do
about Spirit Rings, we will obey your every word.” He smiles again, showing his
teeth. “It appears that it is time to wake up. When you are awake, simply
asking us to appear before you will be enough to draw us out of your pocket
dimension. We can do many things for you.”


The world shimmers, blanks out, and I wake up in my bed with
the sun streaming through my window.






13 CCC


 


Conjuration class begins at twelve noon. I enter the class,
a small room with five empty chairs arranged around a desk.


A normal-looking man with a beard turns to face me. “You
must be Markus.” He extends his hand. “My name is Dr. Winding. I’m a professor
of conjuration studies here at Ixtham. Please, take a seat.”


I sit down in the left-most chair.


Dr. Winding pulls out some papers. “I’ve told the other
students in this class that we won’t be meeting today. I need to talk with you
about some very sensitive things, and as such we can’t have company.” He
pauses. “I assume Dr. Barrimore gave you the talk about artificial
limitations?”


I nod. “Did he consult with you about this?”


Dr. Winding taps his papers
against the desk. “Yes. I was also one of the professors who analyzed
your Anima excretions.” He arranges the papers on his desk. “You can, as far as
we can tell, create an infinite array of items. Dr. Barrimore has informed me
that your limit is about two thousand calories in the period of an hour.”


“Calories?” I ask.


“Yes. You’ll learn this in class, but the system of measurement
used to describe the objects conjurers produce is the same as food calories.
This is because conjuration spirits convert food energy directly into matter.”


I understand. It seems that Dr. Barrimore is hiding the fact
that I can produce an almost infinite amount of material on command from even
his trusted colleagues. “So, how much stuff is two thousand calories?”


Dr. Winding writes something down. “The best conjurers have
creation limits in your range, between two thousand and three thousand possible
calories per hour. Most of these, however, are not dual theme conjurers.” He
makes another note. “You have an infinite array of possible objects. This
includes restricted materials. The full list is right here. I will explain the
law behind restricted materials after you read this.” He hands me a paper.


United States List of Restricted
Conjuration Themes


1. Any metal with a value per troy ounce greater than ten dollars
or any gemstone worth more than ten dollars a carat


2. Any mind- or body-altering substance


3. Any kind of assault weaponry, as defined by US law


4. Dangerous poisons


5. Patent-protected inventions


6. Copyright-protected material


7. Antimatter


I finish reading the list. “So, what does this mean?”


Dr. Winding finishes with another note. The stack of papers
in front of him keeps growing. “Normally, one would have to do this at the
Department of Spirit Services, but since you are a minor and your case is so
special, I shall be filing as your proxy.” Dr. Winding shuffles through the papers.
“As far as we have experienced, conjurers fall under one, at most two
restricted themes. You fall under all seven. There are differing degrees of
restrictions for each category. I assume it is obvious why these seven themes
are restricted.”


“I guess the government doesn’t want me making meth or an AK-47,”
I say.


“Precisely.”


“How will they enforce this?”


“Every conjurer has a signature that they cannot remove from
their conjured objects,” says Dr. Winding, “a conjuration fingerprint. We
already have yours — we took it during your most recent testing. However, you
still have to sign some forms to pledge that you won’t break these restrictions
and that you know the rules.” He takes a few papers out. “I’ll read you the
restrictions, down the list.” He shuffles the papers in his hand. “For any
metal, alloy, or material worth over ten dollars per troy ounce, or any
gemstone worth more than ten dollars a carat, you will have a quota of two thousand
dollars-worth per month. All created materials must be processed through the
Spirit Association — you cannot sell your conjured precious materials on any
public market. A violation of this rule will result in a fine ten times the
amount of the metal sold off-market. Any metal, alloy, or material worth under
ten dollars per troy ounce has a much higher limit of sale, capping at twenty
thousand dollars per month. It is recommended that you sell non-restricted metals
to the Spirit Association, though not required if you have a license. An
exception to these rules will be made for strategically important materials,
such as uranium, plutonium, and various rare-earth metals. Details about these
exceptions can be found in…” Dr. Winding pauses. “Well, we can talk about that
when we get there.” He switches papers.


“Any amount of a controlled mind-altering substance assigned
to schedule one that is traced back to an individual conjurer will result in
the same penalties as if said conjurer had sold them normally. Schedule two
drugs may only be produced with explicit permission from the government, and
are subject to many unique regulations. Let’s see, let’s see…” Dr. Winding
pauses, switching papers. “Schedule three and four drugs still require
permission from an entity, though for these it doesn’t have to be from the
government. A corporate sponsor will suffice. Any other prescription drugs will
fall under this category as well. Over-the-counter drugs can be sold to the
Spirit Association at fair market price.”


Dr. Winding switches papers again. “Assault weapons, as
categorized by US law, will result in civil penalties if traced back to an
individual conjurer.” He pauses. “Well, let’s just say that you’ll get in
trouble if you make any gun that the US doesn’t allow on the open market. Even
legal guns require a lot of paperwork for you to be able to sell them.” He
shrugs. “Since very few people ever receive a spirit manifesting as a modern
weapon, the rules are sparse and case-by-case.” He licks his finger and flips
the page.


“On to dangerous poisons. If someone dies because of your
poison — no matter how — and it is discovered, you will at the very least be
responsible for manslaughter unless there are extenuating circumstances.” Dr.
Winding puts down the papers and picks up another stack.


“Patent-protected inventions and copyrighted material — of
any kind — will be prosecuted as if you had infringed on them normally.” Dr.
Winding then picks up a single small sheet of paper. “And no antimatter. Ever.
Don’t even think about it.” He pauses. “You know why, right?”


“Yeah. Of course I do.” Half of Detroit no longer exists. As
well as the only antimatter spirit ever discovered, and two million people.


Dr. Winding puts down his papers. He then hands me a
clipboard with at least a dozen pieces of paperwork clipped to it. “Sign
wherever it tells you. I’ve already filled out the requisite information.”


“Shouldn’t my parents give permission?”


“You are an honorary Adventurer,” says Dr. Winding. “Thus,
you have power of attorney over yourself, even if you are a minor.”


It takes me five minutes to sign everything.


He smiles and takes the papers, filing them away in his
desk. “Now let’s head to the conjuration practice room.”


I follow Dr. Winding to a small room on the same floor as
the class. It resembles Dr. Barrimore’s new office in size and choice of
equipment.


“I know Glen — Dr. Barrimore — will be doing a lot of
research on you. I, though, want to satisfy my own curiosity.”


“I have a question first,” I say. “I sold two dozen arrows
to one of my club members. I made five hundred dollars. Did I break the law?”


“Arrows?” asks Dr. Winding. “No, I don’t think it will be a
problem if it’s just that incident. What were they made of?”


“Wood with a steel tip.”


“Well, that’s fine. That doesn’t infringe on anything restricted
and once we get you a conjurer’s sales license, everything will be okay. The
law gives a little bit of room for entrepreneurship when it comes to less
valuable metals and objects.” He sits in a chair behind a row of computer
monitors. A periodic table of elements appears on the wall, projected from the
other side of the room. “We’re going down the periodic table, from hydrogen.”
He points to a big counter in the center of the room, covered in hundreds of
bottles, flasks, scales, and tubes. There are three labels: gas, liquid, and
solid.


“Hydrogen is a gas,” says Dr. Winding, “so start with that.
Please produce two moles of hydrogen.”


“Moles… moles… I don’t know what a mole feels like.”


Dr. Winding points to a metal cube on his desk. “That is a
mole of iron.”


I pick it up and weigh it in my hand. “Okay. I think I got
this.” I take a mental image of the cube and place it back down. I then hold my
hand over the gas flask. Red cracks run along the back of my hand. Anima goo
seeps out of my palm and turns into wisps of smoke that disappear before they
reach the bottom of the flask.


Dr. Winding whistles. “That’s pure hydrogen. One hundred
percent.” He pauses. “Now helium.”


We walk through the entire periodic table. For radioactive
elements, there is a lead box for my creations. For radium, which manifests as
a gas, there is a special apparatus that sucks it up and protects me from
radiation.


“Be careful not to produce anything radioactive when you
don’t have the right equipment,” Dr. Winding warns me. “You’re not immune to
it.”


Next we move onto alloys. Dr. Winding gives me a breakdown
on how metallurgy works, in terms I can understand. From what I hear, I figure
working with metal is a lot more complicated than I think.


Dr. Winding has me create bronze, then brass, then steel —
small amounts of each. Every time I create something, Dr. Winding clicks a
small pitch counter.


At some point, after about twenty minutes, Dr. Winding puts
the counter down. “Are you tired?”


I nod. “Yes,” I lie. I have been keeping track of how much
energy I have supposedly been outputting. While I can’t match up my usage to an
exact scale, I know when I’ve created enough stuff that a normal conjurer would
have to stop.


“Good, good,” says Dr. Winding. “I’m going to have to
analyze everything you have created. In the meantime,” he pulls a textbook from
his desk, “read this. We’re on chapter four right now and I want you caught up
by the end of the week.”


I sigh. It’s a pretty thick book. At least I don’t have
to pay for it, I think as I take the book from him and put it in my
backpack.


Dr. Winding looks out the window,
seeming pensive. Then he returns his gaze to me. “And if you have any
questions about conjuring, please ask me. My office is room three-two-oh-five.
Office hours are from two to four every school day. I can make appointments
outside office hours if you email me. My email is on the syllabus, which I’ve
slipped into the textbook I gave you. Please go over that as well.”


I press the textbook against my
chest. This is going to be tough, but I’m no stranger to studying.


“Oh,” says Dr. Winding. “If you’re up for it, do you think
you’d be interested in joining the conjuration construction competition team?”


I pause. “What is that?”


“Basically, it’s like a bridge-building team at a technical
university. The CCC is where conjurers compete to build various structural and
technical objects.”


“Tell me more.” I am genuinely interested in this competition.
This sounds cool, exciting, like something I could get into.


“Do you have time?” Dr. Winding looks at his watch.


“I do.” My next class is in an hour — and technically this
one is still going.


“Sit,” says Dr. Winding. “The CCC is a competition where
teams compete to build three different kinds of objects. One stress-tested
structural mechanism, which usually takes the form of a bridge; one object to
test engineering tolerances, such as a perfect gear; and one transmission box
or other complicated moving-part mechanism. The materials used can be anything
under the umbrella of conjuration. I’ve seen students build bridges out of
rice, wool, and even flowers. It’s a test to see how well you can utilize your
conjuration theme and make it match up to that of your team’s.”


“I’m in,” I say. “How often do we meet?”


“Great!” says Dr. Winding. “I know you’re in the shooting
club, but we only meet once a week — our next meeting is tomorrow night,
actually — for two hours to discuss and then everyone has their own personal
work to do.” Dr. Winding begins stuffing papers into a folder. “You can go now.
Remember, tomorrow we are having class with everyone.”


I step out of the room and straight into the face of a reporter.


“Markus Red!” says the woman, who is about my height. “Reporter
for ABC New York. Do you have anything to say about your heroic saving of New
York City?”


Dr. Winding pushes past me. “I’m sorry, we don’t allow
reporters in this building.”


The reporter holds up a media pass. “Dr. Irr has allowed me
through.”


“I’ll have to talk to Tess about this.” Dr. Winding sighs
and walks towards the elevator, past the reporter. He turns around and shrugs
at me.


I shrug back.


The reporter pushes a microphone into my face. “Tell me what
happened when you killed the balrog yesterday.”


“I, um, I pointed the laser pointer thingy and the missile
came down. Then I fell and was carried to the street by Esla’s wind.”


The reporter looks a little bit disheartened. “So you don’t
have any special powers?”


“I’m an Anime spirit,” I say. “What kind of powers would I
have?”


“I heard that you can now conjure several different themes.
Is this true?”


“Yes, to a degree. I can conjure iron, steel, wood, copper,
water, and common grass.”


“That’s a lot!” says the reporter. “Anything else?”


I shake my head.


“Well, thank you!” She pulls a business card out of her
pocket and hands it to me. “If you ever get more info, give it to us first!”


The card reads Jennifer Rowley, assistant correspondent.
Her number, email, and fax are on the card.


I slide it in my pocket. “Thanks. I will.”


I then push past her and head down the hall. The reporter
follows me, taking the same elevator as I am. I get off before ground level,
heading to my next class. I’ll be early, but I have nothing else to do for half
an hour.


The reporter nods at me as the elevator doors close. It
hasn’t happened often, but dealing with the press is beginning to grate on me.


I look forward to my first Advanced Conjuration seminar
class, and I’m walking fast when I arrive. Two girls are chatting in the circle
of chairs in front of the desk. One of them waves at me. The other smiles.


The one on the right, a redhead with a pointed nose, stands
up. “So you’re Markus. My name is Garnet. I have an electrum spirit. If you
don’t know what that is, it’s an alloy of silver and gold with a little bit of
copper.” In a flash, she forms a small coin made of the material. It looks kind
of like bronze. She flips it at me. I catch it — my new reflexes help. “You can
keep it.”


I don’t tell her I could make a dozen of them in less than a
minute. Well, not exactly. The coins I’d make would be a lot cruder than hers. At
least for a while. I examine the coin closely. It has a picture of Kermit on
one side and the Cookie Monster on the other. I shrug and pocket it.


“Don’t sell it.” Garnet grins lopsidedly. She sits back down
next to the other girl.


She smiles. “My name is May. Nice to meet you.”


“Are either of you in CCC?” I ask.


Garnet points to May. “May is.” Garnet pauses. “My element
wouldn’t work well as a construction component. May here, though, can make
anything out of pine wood.”


May nods, but pauses. “There are two more in CCC,” she
finally says. “The other two members of this class.”


“Brandon, who uses bone,” says Garnet, “and Alexia, who uses
antimony.”


“Antimony?” I say.


“It’s a metal,” says Garnet. “Used in a lot of alloys. Not
worth much.”


“About fifty cents per ounce,” says a male voice from behind
me. I turn to face a very flamboyantly dressed guy with hair dyed half bright
red and half deep blue. He is even wearing platform shoes. He extends his hand
and I shake it. “Alexia. You must be Markus.”


After the initial shock of his appearance, I can tell he is
a friendly guy simply by his facial expression and tone of voice.


Another student, Alexia’s exact opposite, follows him in.
This student wears a black suit with a red tie and has close-cropped hair.


“Brandon!” says Garnet. “How’s it going?”


It is clear that Brandon and Garnet are friends. Brandon
heads over and sits next to her, then turns to me. “I heard you got up and
close with a balrog.” He seems disappointed. “I would have loved to see his
bones.”


“You and your bone fetish.” Garnet elbows him.


“What?” says Brandon. “My spirit is Bone. Of course I like
bones.”


“So,” I say, “can you conjure any kind of bone you want? Or
is it limited to a certain species?”


“The bone I create does not match the DNA of any known
species. So I don’t know the answer to that. This is pretty common in the
bone-conjuring world.” He furrows his brow. “I heard you were a multi-theme.
Can you create bone?”


“Stop it.” Garnet elbows him again.


Alexia laughs and sits down in one of the two empty seats. I
take my seat on the other end.


Just as I do, Dr. Winding enters, carrying a stack of papers.
“Ah. It seems we’re all here.” He sits at his desk. “Markus is exempt from this
because he hasn’t had the time, but have you brought your finished assignment?”


The four students besides me nod in unison.


“Very well. Let’s start with Alexia.” Dr. Winding arranges
the papers on his desk. “Let’s see. You were tasked with creating an axle
assembly with a tolerance of less than half a millimeter.”


Alexia rummages through his backpack and pulls out a small
set of wheels attached to an axle, all made of antimony. “Antimony is pretty
hard to work with in its pure form on an industrial scale,” he tells me, “but
because I’m working with the conjurer’s boon, I can create things like this.”


I have read enough of my textbook to know what that means.
It means, simply, that objects that would take an inefficient amount of time to
make through additive or subtractive processes are easy for conjurers because
of how Anima matter forms into material.


Dr. Winding takes the axle assembly and places it on the
desk. “Next, Garnet, you were tasked with creating a ten-inch by eleven-inch
bas-relief of whatever subject you wished.”


Garnet takes a heavy panel made of pure electrum and shows
it to the class. The picture is, of course, the Cookie Monster.


“Very good,” says Dr. Winding. “The detail work is precise,
as per directions.”


It seems the assignment was supposed to develop accuracy in
conjured objects.


“Next, Brandon, you were to replicate a human hip and femur
interlock.”


Brandon goes to the back of the room and picks up several
large bones that he most likely placed there before class. It is, as far as I
can tell, a perfect representation of a human femur. It is a little macabre and
makes me feel uncomfortable.


“Good, good.” Dr. Winding turns to May. “And you were to
make a series of interlocking wood pieces.”


May pulls out a rather small puzzle box and hands it to Dr.
Winding.


He examines it and places it on his desk beside the others.
“Good. Now that we have turned in our assignments, let’s discuss high-accuracy
conjuration techniques…”


After the day’s classes, I head to the room where the CCC
team is located. The door, hidden away behind a maze of halls, is worn down and
filled with pockmarks. I knock.


“Come in,” says Alexia through the door.


I enter. The CCC room is tiny and cluttered. There is barely
enough room for four people with all the equipment everywhere.


“Hey!” Alexia points at me with a wrench. “I knew you would
come.”


Brandon gives me a small smile. “We’ve been working on what
to do with your conjuration themes.”


May taps an unfinished construction that resembles a big
toothpick bridge. It is made out of pine wood fastened with antimony bolts. At
some structural points, the whiteness of bone shines in the room’s bright
lighting.


“So, let’s get this straight,” says Alexia. “You can create
iron, steel, wood, copper, grass, and water. Can you mix and match to create
hybrid materials?”


“I think so,” I say.


Alexia brushes a bunch of tools off a machine that resembles
a drill but isn’t quite built like one. “This is the stress tester. We’re going
to have to test all the materials you create so we can know exactly what to use
your conjured matter for. Of course, Brandon and I will be doing the actual
calculations. You’re just a high schooler, after all.”


Brandon kneels beside the bridge. “We’re mainly focusing on
the bridge portion right now. I think, with an iron-steel conjurer, we’re going
to be a lot more competitive.”


“Don’t most schools have an iron-steel conjurer?”


“About half do,” he says. “But that doesn’t matter in a
contest. The bridges are tested according to what materials they are made from.
Different sets of materials will receive different score modifiers. It’s just
that there’s a lot more documented research on the structural properties of
iron and steel.”


“Okay,” I say. “I think I can try making some alloys.”


“Right.” Brandon stands up, touching the bridge with one
hand. “We probably won’t be using your wood, grass, or water conjurations —
wood because we already have enough from May’s spirit. However, we can probably
form some pretty nice alloys out of iron, steel, and copper.” He pauses.
“Should I give you a run-down of how this competition works?”


“Sure.”


“Well, the main point of this competition is that we conjure
all of our entries on-site, under a time limit. I think Dr. Winding has told
you about the three categories. The basic principles they are testing are
structural stability, precision, and complexity. Thus the three categories.”
Brandon sits down on an upturned box. “Each team can have five conjurers that
work on a project, but the competition is balanced so that smaller groups can
also participate.” He chews his lip. “You’re a special case. Usually the
regulations require that a conjurer be at undergraduate level or higher. They
make exceptions, but only on the recommendation of a professor.” He turns to
Alexia. “Did I explain it right?”


“Yeah.” Alexia turns to me. “Now let’s start forming some
alloys to test. First off, there aren’t very many good alloys of copper and iron
or steel. But I know that you could probably make something special that no one
has ever had the chance to make.”


I think for a moment. “Do you think I can create Rearden
metal?”


“Er.” Alexia turns to Brandon.


Brandon shrugs.


“I take it neither of you have heard of Ayn Rand,” says May.
“Rearden metal is a fictional alloy of iron and copper that is super strong.”
She shakes her head. “While we can call whatever alloy you create Rearden
metal, it won’t have those properties, as the metal is entirely fictional.”


“Aw,” I say.


May lifts an eyebrow. “But I’m surprised that you’ve read Atlas
Shrugged. That’s a tough book for anyone to read, let alone a high
schooler.”


I do my best to smile. “Thanks.” Then I turn to Alexia. “Can
I try making a few bars of alloy?”


Alexia nods. He hands me a small metal rod. “Make it in this
form. This is a rod specifically cut for stress testing.”


I make a work surface on an oil-stained desk by pushing away
the junk, then hold my hand over the desk. Red cracks flow along my hand.


Alexia whistles. “Wow. I’ve never seen Rawley Rivers so
pronounced before. And that’s a nice Spirit Ring.”


Looking at myself, I see something I hadn’t noticed before.
A red ring, covered in arcane symbols, is floating around my waist. Since I am
not using much power, it is just barely visible, but I know it can get very,
very big if I use enough.


Through my spirit, and from Dr. Winding’s explanations as
well as reading the textbook, I have an innate understanding of the mechanical
and chemical properties of what I summon. My mind, playing on autopilot, finds
three different kinds of iron-copper alloy that would be better than straight
steel. I don’t know if these alloys have been discovered; all three of them
utilize very specific crystal structures that I believe would be
extraordinarily hard to create through a normal forging process.


All three test cylinders plunk onto the desk.


Alexia picks up the first one and holds it to the light.
“Wow, that’s a nice color.” He then sets it up in the testing machine. Two
arms, one on top and one on the bottom, hold the bar in place. He flips the
machine on, turning a dial slowly. At first, he seems calm. Then his brows
furrow. Then he glances at me several times.


I can’t see the bar deforming or bending in any way. Is this
normal? I don’t know.


Several minutes pass in silence.


Finally, the bar begins to get thinner in its center. The
thin part stretches like playdough until it finally snaps with a loud pop.


Alexia drops his top half onto the machine in a dramatic
collapse. “That was amazing. Your alloy is stronger than anything I’ve ever
seen or heard about.” He pauses. “How much of it can you make?”


“About two thousand calories worth,” I lie.


Alexia whistles. “With this, we can totally win.” But then
he seems to think of something that makes him frown.


Brandon sighs. “If only there was no diversity rule.”


“Diversity rule?” I ask.


Brandon shakes his head. “With the four of us, only
twenty-five percent of all of our submissions can be made by one person.”


“This is to prevent the ace in the hole problem,” says May.


Alexia picks up the second bar. “Some conjurers are vastly
more valuable than others. I think it’s a fair rule.” He grins, placing the
second bar in the machine. “Are you ready to start building?”


I am. I am ready to win this competition — though I do feel
a bit guilty about lying all the time.


Oh, well, I think. I’ll get used to it.
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Construction at the CCC lab goes as I expect for the two
hours I’m there. When I leave, it’s with an assignment to practice conjuring
the same piece of alloy at least ten times a day to improve my accuracy.
Because I ask, Alexia names my new alloy Rearden metal.


Life goal achieved!


Alexia also mentions that he would like to do further research
on the Rearden metal alloys — up to and including a master’s thesis. Alexia is
a graduate student, after all. I agree and leave him with a small amount of
each of the three alloys I produced. I spend the rest of the day practicing my
bow work, being studied by Dr. Barrimore, and working on my conjuring accuracy.


That night I have another dream featuring my army of devils.


Jirgrar approaches me in the same fashion as before, wearing
a suit, surrounded by video-gamey houses. He bows before me. “I and my fellow
arch-devils have devised a plan to serve you better. If you would allow a
number of us into society to make the world a better place for you, we would be
willing to do anything to further your glory and renown.”


“Er, what kind of things are we talking about?”


“As you are aligned with the side of good, we cannot take
any actions that would smear your honor. However, there are many things that we
can do to earn you fame, wealth, and success that will not cause you any moral
pain.”


“I’ll think about it.” I honestly feel afraid of letting a
bunch of devils out into the real world — I do trust Jirgrar’s statement, but I
don’t know what the effects really would be.


“Very well,” says Jirgrar. “We have devils who can do many
things. Profitable things.”


“How about this,” I say. “You and five other devils can
leave and do your thing in the world for a week. After that I want a full
report.”


Jirgrar bows his head. “As you command.”


And then the dream ends. When I wake up, Jirgrar and five
devils are standing around my bed like butlers.


All of them bow at once. “We shall be on our way,” says
Jirgrar. Two of the devils disappear into smoke. One walks through the wall.
The other two leave using the front door.


Jirgrar remains. He bows again. “I shall safeguard your
fame, your finances, and your reputation.” Then he sinks into the floor.


I am feeling nervous about this whole setup, but if these
devils can do things for me, then at the very least I will be in for something
interesting. I stay in bed a little while longer, considering the possibilities,
and then get up.


A slip of paper pops into existence on my nightstand. I
have acquired a cellular phone. My number is XXX-XXX-XXXX.


Well. I put the number into my phone and shoot Jirgrar a
text — an action that makes me feel exceedingly strange. This is my number.
Are you going to keep me updated through text?


Jirgrar: For small updates this is a good system.


I shrug and tuck my phone in my pocket.


There is a knock at the door. It’s Evan. “Hey, Markus. Looks
like the Riding Valkyries have a dungeon to crawl today. Meet in the staging
area at eleven.”


Classes are canceled on dungeon crawl days for the members
of the guild called to clear them. With that in mind, I get dressed for the
dungeon, not for classes, and head towards the elevator. As I am walking
through the hall, I see one of my devils, dressed as a janitor. He makes eye
contact with me and nods.


I pass him without doing more than acknowledging him. If the
devils can infiltrate this building’s staff as fast as that, I wonder what kind
of other stuff they can do. There are only six out there and I have two hundred
and forty-five still inside me.


Crazy.


I meet Mr. Tuffman and the rest of the Riding Valkyries in
the staging area of the Association HQ. It’s a lot like a bus garage or the
room of a fire station. Lots of equipment is racked up on the grey concrete
walls. Two big garage doors are fitted onto the street side.


The Association buses are parked along one side of the room.
Today we are taking one instead of walking — we take one about half the time,
depending on how far away the portal is. This one is at least ten miles away,
in the suburbs.


I climb on board, behind Sarah and Mary, the thief. But
before I can get up the steps, Mr. Tuffman stops me. I step back down.


“Markus,” says Mr. Tuffman, “we have fitted you with some
armor and given you the designation of damage-per-second. We’ve also brought
your bow from the shooting range.” He motions towards a series of racks that
hold light armor and my trusty bow. There are no arrows.


I put on the armor. Since it is of the lightest class, it
doesn’t take much to manage it. I’m done before the rest of the guild has
boarded the bus. Carrying my strung bow, I sit down in the middle.


We start moving after a couple minutes. The trip to the
portal location is uneventful. Soon I am standing in front of a rather large
D-class portal that has appeared in the middle of a white-picket-fence grass
lawn. The owners of the house and the residents of the street have been
evacuated, and the Adventurer support team is keeping traffic out.


This time I am standing with the Adventurers, not the
apprentices. I form an arrow in my hand and keep it close to my bow.


Mr. Tuffman stands before the group and holds the usual
strategy talk. Since I am one of the Adventurers, this time I get to
participate.


“Markus,” he says, “this is your first actual crawl as an
Adventurer. We know your stats are now higher overall than any of us. In fact,
if you had been this powerful from the beginning, our guild would have never
been able to recruit you. Despite this, I want to put you in the back where we
usually put new Adventurers. Is this okay?”


I nod. “It’s fine. I’m in no hurry.” In this position, I am
only one or two steps above my previous place as apprentice. However, this
position has room for advancement if I show my worth.


The strategy meeting continues for fifteen minutes. It’s
routine stuff, and I don’t play a large role. All I am told to do is take
whatever shots present themselves. My Anima vision will help with this for
sure.


We enter the dungeon at 12:30 PM. The dungeon theme this
time is a graveyard with a medical twist. The enemies will be ghost and undead
types. Crypts rise out of the ground, covered in used hypodermic needles,
medical equipment, and bones. Dried blood spatters cover all the stone
surfaces.


A crowd of clattering skulls approach from the front.


“Contact!” yells Mary.


The team’s two DPS members form up. I stand between them.
Mr. Tuffman throws up a gel shield — his spirit is an organic molecule that
forms tight floating barriers. The skulls split into two streams, going around
the gel shield. I nock an arrow and fire at an approaching skull. The arrow
strikes it right in the forehead. The skull explodes into bone dust.


“Brandon would love this dungeon,” I mutter under my breath.


“Hm?” says Fera, one of the DPS members bedside me.


“Nothing.” I nock another arrow.


The skulls split into three streams and flow around the gel
shields that Mr. Tuffman is still throwing up. Gilly — a multi-class — and
Jesus — a marksman — move to counter them. I fire another arrow and blow
another one to pieces. There are still at least two dozen, and they’re getting
closer.


One skull flies straight at me. Before I can nock an arrow,
Turner — another DPS — shoots it out of the sky. I dodge flying pieces of bone.


Gilly throws out an AOE spell. At least a dozen skulls go up
in a pillar of flame. The rest of them back away, and then disappear into the
graveyard hills.


Bismark, the technician, goes into action and starts sucking
up all the skulls’ Spirit Rings. These skulls can’t be more than twenty years
old. Essentially, they are trash circles, good only for industrial purposes,
like spirit cheese.


Since I’m no longer a porter, I don’t have to carry anything.
I don’t even have to carry arrows — I can shoot as many of them as I want. I
suppose that is why I was assigned “damage per second” instead of “marksman.”
An ordinary bow user would be assigned to the marksman role, as their limited
arrow count would keep them from shooting at everything as fast as possible.


The whole dungeon smells of disinfectant, and not in a good
way. In the distance a baby screams. Medical alarms beep, and every now and
again a heart monitor flatlines.


I approach an empty, bloodstained bed. The other adventurers
fan out to secure this room. It will be a while before the kites return,
pulling mobs.


The bed shimmers.


I leap backwards.


The bed erupts into a mountain of syringes.


“Mimic!” yells Gilly.


The mimic darts out and grabs my ankle. I kick it away and
conjure a dagger. The dagger is deflected out of my hands and the mimic latches
on again. Just as a dirty needle is about to penetrate my skin, the whole thing
is obliterated in a ball of orange fire.


I breathe heavily, resting on my knees. “Thanks, Gilly. I
owe you one.”


Gilly slaps me on the back. “You’re powerful, but you lack
field experience. Maybe in two years you’ll be at the top but right now you
still don’t know to not approach suspicious objects in a dungeon.”


I scratch my neck. “Yeah, I got that lesson.”


“Mimics are tough.”


Gilly pauses, watching the hallway. “Looks like the kites
are returning.”


Someone from around the corner yells. It’s the kites. Three
party members race around the wall and enter our ranks.


“Form up!” yells Mr. Tuffman. The tanks take the first line
of defense. The air is electric.


A gelatinous blob of chemicals careens into the room. The
smell of antiseptic overwhelms me.


The monster hurls a glob of medical waste at our tanks. I
dodge bits of hissing liquid and fire off two arrows. They sink into the blob
and do no damage.


“Looks like it has immunity to physical attacks!” yells Mr.
Tuffman. “Gilly! Can you figure out what it’s made of?”


Gilly rolls to avoid a splash of acid. “Nope! No idea!”


“Then can it burn?”


“I’ll try!” Gilly lights up a fireball and the monster disappears
into acrid smoke.


“Gas masks!” yells Mr. Tuffman.


I hurriedly pull my gas mask out of my pack and strap it on
just as a wave of noxious fumes rolls over me. Man, it smells so bad.


“Bogey down,” says Mr. Tuffman. “Check for casualties.”


We perform a roll call and wait until the fumes dissipate to
go forward.


We reach the boss room without breaking any records. It’s a
gigantic crypt surrounded by a fairy ring of gravestones. Misty purple gas
floats around the edges, and the ground is strewn with biohazardous waste.


“Here we go!” says Mr. Tuffman. He steps into the fairy
ring.


The crypt explodes into a mass of stone shards. A gigantic
bull skeleton rises out of the ashes, its bones clacking with angry menace. Two
dozen small skeletons leap out of the graves surrounding the crypt.


“Fera!” yells Mr. Tuffman. “Take Markus and handle the
minions!”


Fera looks at me. I nod. We begin to shoot at the minion
skeletons. I fire an arrow at the point my Anima vision tells me to. I make two,
then three and then four kills.


One skeleton pops out of the ground behind me. I turn around
in surprise and jam an arrow into its jaw. The skeleton clamps the arrow shaft
with its teeth, its eyes filled with infernal blue fire. I push the skeleton
away, trying to nock an arrow. The skeleton snaps the arrow in its mouth and
grabs me by the shoulders. Its clattering mouth hovers inches from my nose.


A hammer smashes the skeleton’s skull and sends fragments
flying. It is Gilly.


“Thanks,” I say.


Gilly swings her hammer in a circle. “That’s what I’m good
for, right? Smashing things up and turning them into fireballs.”


I form a steel dagger out of my Anima matter and store it in
my belt. I’m not making the mistake of not having a close weapon again.


At least a dozen minion skeletons remain. I shoot arrow
after arrow, each missile hitting its exact mark — the spot where my Anima
vision tells me to shoot.


The minion skeletons are soon gone. The gigantic bull — the
size of a house — continues to rampage through the graveyard, horns down and
swinging at us. We haven’t had any casualties yet, but at this rate we won’t
keep getting lucky.


I fire a dozen arrows as fast as I can. Even hitting the
boss’s vitals, the arrows don’t do much good. Fat DPS I am.


Bismark signals the group. “We’re almost done! Keep
pushing!”


Mr. Tuffman forms a gel shield in just the right place. The
bull skeleton stumbles, driving its horns into the ground. Gravestone particles
fly everywhere.


I continue to shoot my arrows. The bull tries to get up.


Gilly swings a final hammer blow and crushes the bull’s
skull. Bone shards fall to the ground, tinkling. The monster is dead. The
atmosphere chills.


“It’s yours,” says Mr. Tuffman to Gilly.


Gilly sits bedside the skeleton in a meditative pose. “Oh, god
of the hammer, I ask you to imbue me with the power of my conquest…”


A large ring, probably around two hundred years old, lifts
out of the dead skeleton-monster’s body and surrounds Gilly. It snaps into her
chest, leaving behind a snow of falling particles. Gilly stands up. She flexes
her fingers.


Mr. Tuffman turns to the apprentices, who have been waiting
outside the boss zone. “We’re done. Pick up the items and let’s get out of
here.”


My first dungeon crawl as an Adventurer has been successful.
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One week later, I am in my bedroom studying when Jirgrar
rises out of the floorboards and bows to me. “As you asked,” he says, “I have
come to report on what we have been doing to further your cause.”


I turn around in my chair, feeling a little bit strange that
this is all happening. “Okay. What have you done so far?”


“We have been working political and business connections to
grow your finances. I assume you have received the transfers we have made to
your account?”


I turn around and check my bank account status — I haven’t
done that in a while because all my living expenses are paid for by my guild
and the government. One hundred thousand dollars. My account has a fat 100k in
it. I feel a little weak in the limbs. “Um, where did this money come from?”


“Bounties,” says Jirgrar. “Of many kinds. As well as
high-speed trading on several world stock markets.” He bows again. “I have a
humble request to ask of you. We need at least ten more operators to work our
various… activities.” He pauses. “Which are not unethical in any manner.” He
seems to be mentioning this to make a point.


I sigh. “Okay. You can have ten more.”


“Very good,” says Jirgrar.


Ten devils manifest in a ring around my bed. They bow as
one.


This is making me feel very strange, almost afraid, but I
don’t know how else to handle it. And that fat $100k in my bank account does
speak wonders about what they are doing.


The devils leave in much the same way the last batch did. I
return to studying, though it takes a while for me to stop wondering what,
exactly, all those devils are up to. I just hope that it won’t get me in
trouble.


The CCC approaches. I am having a hard time keeping up with
everything, and so I ask Dr. Barrimore to let me work fewer hours. I’m not
really doing actual work there anyways. I’m just standing around being tested.
Dr. Barrimore agrees, but only if I promise to keep to my artificial
limitations and not discuss anything that happened in the lab.


I haven’t been to the Half Moon in a while, and I probably
won’t be going any time soon. My schedule is just too full.


As the semester comes to a close, the CCC event is
scheduled. It will take place, this year, in London. The scope of the event —
it’s worldwide — didn’t really sink in until I signed for the plane ticket.


The number of worker devils that I let out into the world is
slowly increasing. Every week I release another couple of them, as per
Jirgrar’s request. At the time of the CCC event, there are about fifty devils
wandering around the world, doing their thing.


Jirgrar tells me there are other networks of portal beings
that my devils are fighting and negotiating with. My own devils have named
themselves “Wagner’s Right of Way.” My bank account continues to grow. I
purchase a nice car for my parents, and even offer to pay for a new house. They
decline, saying they can take care of themselves and that my money is precious.


Not that I did any hard work for it.


The day comes when I board a plane bound for London. I sleep
through the flight and don’t wake up until we land.


London is beautiful, but also kind of dreary. With my CCC
teammates, I spend a good portion of my first day there being a tourist and
taking photos. The competition starts the day after we arrive, in the
auditorium of the London Adventurers’ Association building.


Over sixty schools gathered here to practice their conjuration.
Ten are from the US, and the rest are from all around the world. There is a
Japanese team, five Chinese teams, and a team from the UAE.


The sound of chatter fills the auditorium. All sixty teams
are standing in staggered rows, each team gathered around its dedicated
construction spot.


The structural competition is first. We have forty-five
minutes to conjure and assemble the bridge. My alloys are used strategically at
strong points in order to avoid running afoul of the diversity protocol.


We begin with the legs of the bridge, formed to support the
bridge’s main structure. There are seventeen strong points where my Rearden
metal alloy is used to maximize its effectiveness. Somehow, I manage to make
all seventeen parts without screwing up. The rule on conjured screw-ups is
“five strikes and you have to use it.” That means, we can only throw out five
conjured parts.


The strategy, then, is to use the remaining throwaways that
are left when construction is finished to replace parts that are good enough
but not perfect. Kind of like a mulligan in a card game.


The Ixtham team manages to create the entire bridge with
five throwaways left. All five of the throwaways are used by me, which was
agreed-upon beforehand, to strengthen the fasteners and tension points. We step
back from our bridge five minutes before time’s up.


The room grows silent. Five teams of Judges hauling wagons
full of weights enter the auditorium through its garage-type doors. They approach
from all sides, starting at the four corners and the center.


I watch the team from India, as their bridge looks like it’s
the most exotic one being tested first. It seems to have been made out of
grass, woven like a basket and glued with some sort of epoxy or resin. Whatever
the case, it handles quite a lot of weight — which doesn’t directly translate
into points, as material modifiers need to be calculated.


The rules state that the moment you lose isn’t when your
bridge collapses; instead, it’s when the first point of failure occurs. A
single mismatched interlock that slips early and your bridge is out of the
game.


After all, that’s how real engineering works.


The Judges go along the rows of bridges, testing each one
with their weights slung in harnesses beneath the arch. Several bridges fail
outright in collapsing mounds of strange materials, metals clanking and lighter
stuff like paper and grass floating throughout the auditorium. Other bridges
creak under the weight but hold. I notice more than one team not breathing
while the Judges work.


They reach our station near last, as it is in the middle of
the room. One Judge, a white-haired man with a long beard, places the harness
on our bridge and begins loading it with weights.


Ten kilos. Twenty kilos. Fifty kilos. Seventy-five kilos. A
hundred kilos. Our bridge still stands. No creaks, either.


Our bridge holds so much mass that the Judges run out of
weights. The white-haired Judge extends his hand. “I can take care of this.” He
holds out his hand and conjures several big pieces of metal. They are weighed
on a portable scale and then added to our bridge.


After an insane amount of weight, our bridge deforms enough
at one of its joints to end the test. The whole room is silent. I look around;
almost everyone is watching us.


The Judge clears his throat. “Well, then. I’ve never seen a
bridge like this before.” He points to one of the joints where my Rearden metal
alloy forms an attachment. “What kind of metal is that?”


“Rearden metal,” says May. “It’s one of our own proprietary
alloys.”


“Do you mind if I have a sample?” asks the Judge.


May looks at me, then the Judge. “Is that allowed?”


“Yes,” says the Judge. “It’s part of Judge’s discretion.
You, of course, have the ability to refuse.”


I shake my head. “I’d be happy to give you a sample.”


“Very good. Come to the front desk after the contest is over
and we shall do the transaction then.” The Judge bows. Turning around, he and
his attendants leave for the Judges’ box.


Several dozen black-shirted workers remove all our bridges
from the testing room using carts, shovels, and forklifts. The conjured
materials will be broken down and used for research.


The next round, the perfect gear competition, starts in an
hour. In the meantime, a large buffet is wheeled into the room — normal
conjurers use a lot of energy to create their material, and so must eat more
than your average human. I am not using my own energy to create objects, but I
eat as much as I can stomach anyways to keep up the illusion.


The perfect gear competition starts. Plastic tables are set
up for each school. We have ten minutes to produce one perfect gear for each of
our team members. This year’s “gear” is an impeller with four blades and a
five-centimeter diameter. We, the contestants, did not know this beforehand.


I form my impeller perfectly the first time — which is a
fluke. I don’t think I can do any better than that, so I sit down in the
provided chairs and watch my teammates work.


Alexia is done right after me. His impeller shines with a
strangely solid metallic color.


Brandon and May finish at about the same time. May scratches
her head. “Wood isn’t really built for precision.” She sighs, sitting down next
to us.


Brandon says nothing, his expression stuck at a half-smile.


The time is up, and the Judges come by again, using laser
measuring tools to size up the entries. Again the white-haired Judge stops at
our booth for longer than usual. It’s my alloy again — the second type, the one
I designed for manufacturing accuracy.


The Judge’s lip turns down. “This is a different alloy. I’d
like to study it as well.” His eyebrow raises. “I expect you’ll be using a
third for the gearbox challenge?”


I nod.


After he leaves, I sigh. May pats me on the back. “I knew
you were special,” she says.


“Don’t forget he killed a balrog,” says Brandon.


“I didn’t really…” I say.


Brandon shrugs, smiling slightly. “Whatever the case, it was
you who absorbed his Spirit Circle.”


I smile as best I can, feeling a little bit weird.


The usual buffet comes through, this time for half an hour.
Everyone is eating like a horse. I try my best to blend in.


Then comes the assembly test. We are handed a packet
defining the working of the assembly — a reel for a fishing rod. We don’t
really need it, though, as we could study for this one. Our team snaps into
action, conjuring the parts needed for each step of the assembly process.


I am tasked with the worm gear and several of the gears that
will take the most stress. We are given an hour, and we are done in about fifty
minutes. A good time, as we’ve been practicing and timing ourselves ever since
the blueprints were released.


The Judges come by for a third time and collect the reels.
They will undergo usage testing, where a machine will cycle them until they
break. This process usually takes a week — we won’t be getting those results
until later. But the bridge and the perfect gear competitions are announced immediately.


“In third place for the bridge portion of the CCC, we have
Rendorian Academy from Chicago, in the United States. In second place, we have
Ba-Kamut Academy from Patna, India. In first place, we have Ixtham Academy,
from New York, in the United States.”


Our team rises and cheers. Alexia is cheering the hardest,
and I can barely match him even with all my energy.


The prize for the bridge section is a trophy and a cash
payout of twenty thousand dollars.


We make seventh place on the perfect gear competition, which
isn’t that disappointing considering that there are sixty competing schools.


Remembering my promise to the white-haired Judge, I separate
from my team before the award ceremony and head to the reception tables. He’s
sitting at one table, writing in a notebook.


“My name is Dr. Rihner.” He extends his hand.


I shake his hand.


“Your name is Markus, correct?”


I nod.


“You are registered as a multiple-theme conjurer?”


I nod again. “Do you want me to list my materials?”


He shakes his head. “I read your application file.” He
pauses. “If I’m not mistaken, are you the same Markus Red who defeated the
balrog in New York a couple of months ago?”


“I did.”


“Hm,” says Dr. Rihner. “And you absorbed its circle?”


“Yes.”


Dr. Rihner folds his hands. “This competition is not just
for fun. We Judges are looking for innovative materials and methods that can be
used in the real world. Conjuration as a science has advanced much since
twelve-one. But there is still a lot more we don’t know.” He brings out an
official-looking box. “Here. Conjure the alloys you used during the bridge and
perfect gear portions of the competition.”


I conjure about ten ounces of each material and place them
in the box. Dr. Rihner nods, smiling. “I have a proposition for you. If I show
this metal around to some investors, do you think you could create a steady
supply of it?”


“I think so.” I suddenly have an unsteady feeling in the pit
of my stomach. “Um, what kind of investors are you talking about?”


“It’s nothing special, but one of the companies I do research
for has put out a request for strong conjured alloys.”


I think about it for a minute. Since I’m classified as a
full Adventurer, I have power of attorney over myself. But it’s still a big
decision and I need to think about it. “You have my contact info, right?”


“It’s in your paperwork,” says Dr. Rihner. “I will email you
if I find anything out.”


“Thanks.”


When I return to the booth where my team is waiting, they
all stand up and crowd around me.


“Hey! It’s the man of the hour!” says Alexia.


Brandon smiles as if he really means it.


“It’s because of you we won the bridge portion,” says May.
“And I have high hopes for the gearbox challenge.”


I sit down in a plastic chair beside them. Taking out my
phone, I check to see if I have bars. Good. I specifically paid for
out-of-country service before embarking on the journey to London. I shoot
Jirgrar a text. Are you or one of your devils here right now?


Jirgrar: Yes, we have two devils watching you at all
times.


Me: Are you the one who got the company interested in my
conjured alloys?


Jirgrar: We have fingers in many things. Take this as
proof that we really can change things in your favor. Use the opportunity as
you wish.


Me: Sure, thanks.


Jirgrar: Is there anything else you wish to ask?


Me: No. That’s it.


Jirgrar: Very well. Contact me if you have any more
questions regarding our work.


I slip my phone back into my pocket.


“Who’s that?” May sits next to me.


I shrug. “A friend.”


She seems satisfied, gives a thumbs-up, and turns around.


We wait for the award ceremony in happy silence. It seems
we’re fine just basking in the glory of our achievement.


The head Judges climb up to a podium on a raised platform. “Prize
winners! Come up to receive your trophies!”


“I’ll go up,” I say.


“It’s only right,” says May. “You were the one who got us
the win.”


After waiting in line for the second and third place winners
to get their trophies, I receive ours. It is a model bridge with a plaque
reading CCC 2020. London, England.


I smile and pose for the camera before I head back to my
team. We leave as a group and go out for dinner at a nice city restaurant. I
pay, of course — though we will receive our prize money through the mail in
about a week, so it really doesn’t matter. Plus, I have several million dollars
in my bank account by now.


Not my regular bank account, of course. Most of the money
Jirgrar earns for me is either tied up in investments or hidden away in an
overseas bank. I’m happy to leave it that way. Truthfully, I am surprised that
nothing big has happened yet.


In the hotel that night, I open my laptop and connect to the
hotel internet. I see a new message in my inbox.


Markus,


This is Dr. Rihner from the CCC event. I’ve sent your
samples in for analysis and they are unlike any I have ever seen. Would you be
interested in forming a business partnership with Esmex International? If so, I
would like to talk to you. My number is XXX-XXX-XXXX, country code XXX. Do feel
free to discuss this opportunity with your parents and advisors first.


I turn to Brandon, who is sharing a room with me. Alexia —
being gay — is with May in another room. “I’ll be going out for some fresh
air,” I say.


Brandon nods, not even glancing up from his phone. He
doesn’t talk much, anyways, so I wasn’t expecting more.


I write down the phone number for Dr. Rihner and head out
into the hallway, down the elevator to the lobby. “Hey,” I say. “Dr. Rihner,
right?”


“Yes,” says Dr. Rihner. “I have some good news for you.”


Thus it begins.
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“So,” says Dr. Rihner through the phone I’m holding up to my
ear. “The CEO of Esmex International would like to meet with you. Now.”


“But—” I start to say.


“Now,” says Dr. Rihner, as if I hadn’t spoken, “we have sent
a car for you and it will be arriving shortly. Please be outside your hotel
within five minutes. We will discuss more later.”


The phone clicks. The sinking feeling in my stomach sinks
further. This isn’t going to be something big, is it?


I walk to the front doors of the hotel. Right when I get
outside, a limousine pulls up to the doorway. The driver steps out — I
instantly recognize him as one of my devils. Man, they are everywhere!
Reassured by his presence, I get into the car and he closes the door. He
returns to the driver’s seat and we roll along the London roads. On the left
side, of course, which is a little disorienting.


We arrive at a tall building in the City, also called the
Square Mile, London’s central downtown area. This building is of the neo-relic
architectural style, with lots of shining crystal glass and overhanging
platforms. There is even a waterfall going down the building’s outer façade. It
makes the building’s entrance seem like one of those secret waterfall treasure
rooms in video games.


The limo stops at the front entrance. The devil driving has
said nothing to me during the entire trip. He gets out and opens the door for
me.


Two men in suits stand beside the door. Both nod at me and
motion with their arms for me to enter. I go with them.


“Markus!” says a man dressed in a tan pinstripe suit. I have
never seen him before. He walks up and claps me on the shoulder. “Heya! I knew
you would come!” He motions to the elevator. “Let’s take the express.” He looks
really into his speech, and winks. “I know you’ll love it.” His accent is distinctively
Londoner.


We step into the express elevator. The back half of the
shaft is bounded by glass. As it rises, I watch the London skyline sinking and
spreading out beneath me. It’s as big as New York, maybe bigger, and seems to
extend to a horizon that never ends.


The man in the pinstripe suit rubs his hands together. “The
name’s Crayton. I’m the CEO of Esmex International. We do lots of things, but
one of the things we’re very proud of is our research into conjuration.”


The elevator arrives at the building’s top floor. We step
out onto a glass bridge through which the entirety of London is visible. At the
end of the bridge is a door. The waterfall on the building’s outer wall flows
beneath us.


Two Men In Black step out of a door I hadn’t noticed and
open the penthouse for us. It’s a beautiful panoramic living room with
high-class modern-style furniture and, if I’m not mistaken, an actual Picasso
hanging on the wall. Staring, I approach for a better look.


“Don’t touch,” says Crayton. “That’s Picasso’s Little
Flower.”


“Um, how much is it worth?” I ask.


“I don’t know. Who counts these days anyways?” Crayton winks
again. He sits down on the modern couch and pulls Champagne from an ice bucket.
“Would you like a drink?”


“I’m sixteen. There’s no way I would be allowed to drink
that.”


“No one will know.”


I shake my head, not comfortable with his cynicism.


He pours for himself then return the bottle to the bucket.
“Then sit. We have many things to discuss.” He rubs his hands together. “Like
this Rearden metal you happen to have.”


I sit down. “Um, yeah. I developed it to help with the CCC.”


“Well, you did the world a big favor, buddy, because your
Rearden metal has a higher tolerance of stress and strain than any other known
metal, while being about a third the weight of titanium. I don’t even know how
you managed to create it out of pure copper and steel.”


“Well, it’s all about the crystalline structure—” I say.


“Yes, yes, I know, I studied mechanical engineering before I
became a CEO. I just want to understand how you came up with such an alloy.
It’s almost alien.” Crayton’s eyes gleam. “And I can see it being very
valuable…” He sighs. “But, alas, you can only produce so much of the material.”
He strolls to the window, swirling his Champagne in its fluted glass. “The good
news is that I can obtain a number of copper-steel dual class conjurers. If you
would be willing to train them to produce this metal, you would be very handsomely
compensated.”


“I already have a lot of money,” I say.


“Yes, I know. I did my research. Somehow, a sixteen-year-old
kid from New York happens to have several millions of dollars on the stock
market as well as another cool ten million sitting in Swiss and Cayman bank
accounts.” He sips from his glass. “I’m not talking about monetary compensation.
I’m talking about power. Connections. The freedom to do things that one would
normally not be able to do. I can grant your every wish.”


I shake my head, thinking about Dr. Barrimore’s warnings. “I
don’t even know what I would do with power.”


Crayton puts his hand on my shoulder and leads me towards a
door. The other side resembles the Batcave, but with Ferraris. Three supercars
sit on rotating podiums. A car elevator is installed in one corner, presumably
to get the cars from the penthouse to the street. Expensive trophies and signed
home-run balls line the shelves.


“This is wealth,” says Crayton. “But this, this decadence,
is just a means to an end.” He meanders past the supercars and opens a small
door hidden amongst expensive art prints.


I follow him. The doors close, and the walls turn transparent.
I feel myself rising. The city shines around us. A simple glass room, appearing
to float in the sky, contains a single wooden table. Crayton sits. There are
two chairs, facing each other across the surface. Crayton pats the wood. “Come,
sit.”


I pull my chair up. “Is this what you wanted to show me?”


Crayton shakes his head. “This room is just to build
ambience. This is where I take my most valuable clients and those most
beautiful of women.”


“Oh, women.” I feel a little strange about that.


Crayton nods with a little bit of a knowing grin. “Yes, but
you probably don’t understand those subtleties yet. I’ve met presidents, prime
ministers, and royalty here.” He waves his hand, pointing to the skyline around
us. “And you, a little sixteen-year-old boy from the States, are one of the
most special.” Crayton winks. “And I don’t tell that to everyone.”


“Okay.” I finally decide to take charge of my destiny. My
future is something I need to manage for myself, without leaning on my parents
or Dr. Barrimore. “What do you want from me?”


“Obviously money won’t motivate you. But I know you have
some sort of network that is working for you. I haven’t been able to pin any of
your agents down, and because of this I know they are all experts among
experts.” His eyes darken into dangerous territory. “Who did you hire? The KGB?
MI6? Mossad? The CIA? Well, not that one. No good spies work for the CIA.” He
sighs, watching the City beneath and around him. “Whatever your connections, I
know from your minions that you are an especially powerful person.” He pauses.
Then he slams his fist against the table. “But why? You came with me like a
rabbit after a carrot.” His eyes blaze. “You have no sense of danger. You do
not know who you have caught the eyes of. Dangerous people are after you, your
power and your ability. The only reason why you are not working as a slave to
some mafia don is because of this infernal… network that you have working for
you.”


“Wait,” I say. “Did you say mafia?”


Crayton appears irritated. “Yes! Of course! Your powers are
no real secret! The mafia, the triad, the yakuza, the Russkies — they’re all
after you! Well, the governments are too, but they don’t pose any real threat.”
Crayton sighs, reaching for a Champagne bottle placed on a clear glass stand
next to the table. He pours himself a glass. “I want to be the first to
capture… No, obtain?… No, work with you to create a better world for
everyone.” He sighs. “I’m bored. I haven’t had fun in ages. I want to do
something spectacular, even if that means gaining the ire of the underworld.”
Crayton turns to me. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”


I think I do. But I don’t know how to put it into words.
“I’m not the person you think I am. I have no idea what’s going on with my…
network. If you can call it that.”


“Oh, yes, you can call it that.” Crayton sighs. “I thought
as much. You don’t seem the kind of person to have enough guile to pull off
some of the stunts your network is pulling off.”


Whoa. I hadn’t expected Jirgrar and his devils to be this
effective. I want to ask what has happened, but I know it will only make me
look weaker and stupider. I’ll ask Jirgrar for a full rundown of what he’s
doing when I get the chance. Maybe I should have been paying more attention.
“Okay. I’d like to make a deal with you.”


“Name the terms,” says Crayton. “You know that old ‘half the
kingdom’ bit? I’m thinking on that scale right now.”


I mentally reevaluate the value of what I have been given.
“This is going to get complicated, right?” My phone buzzes. “I’m sorry.” I know
who it is before I look.


And I’m right. It’s Jirgrar. Don’t make any decisions.
Let our lawyer handle it.


Me: Thanks. When is he going to be here?


Jirgrar: Stall for two minutes.


I look up from my phone. “Sorry, that was my parents.”


Crayton looks offended. “Obviously it wasn’t.” He scowls.
“Why did you think I would believe that?”


Well, this tangent is as good as any. “I don’t know. I’m
just a stupid sixteen-year-old without any experience in the real world.”


“You’re stalling, aren’t you?”


“Well, what if I am?”


Crayton sighs, rubbing his temples. A beep sounds on his
pager. He picks it up. “Hello? Yes, yes.” He frowns. “Let her in, then. No,
don’t keep her out. This was going to happen anyways. The kid is smarter than
we gave him credit for. Barely.” Crayton looks up at me.


Our eyes meet and I’m not tempted to smile. Looks like I
don’t have to stall for long after all. Jirgrar sure works fast.


Crayton is still talking into his phone pager. “I’m having a
hard time reading him. Be ready for anything.” Crayton then hangs up and
steeples his fingers. “We’ll wait for your lawyer to arrive. Mine will, too.
Then we can discuss this on the record.” He pauses. “Let’s be clear. I want
your recipe, and I know you are capable of producing more. More of the same
caliber. This is what I really want. I want a monopoly.” His eyes are
sharpening by the second. He taps his fingers on the table. “And though I don’t
have the power to take it from you — because of your damned good intelligence
network — I can at the very least offer you the sweetest deal you will ever
see. I can make you famous.” He grins. “I can make you powerful.” He looks at
me with an expectant expression and then turns to the door.


Two people walk into the glass observatory room. One is a
strikingly beautiful woman, the other a balding middle-aged man with a paunch.
Both are wearing elegant suits.


The woman approaches me. “Markus, I have been hired as your
lawyer. As your lawyer, I recommend that you immediately leave with me so that
we can have a discussion with the other party in an official context.”


I stand up. “Seems legitimate to me. You, uh…”


“Lacy. Lacy Stevens, head partner of Stevens, Mallard, and
Duck.”


Seeing that no one is laughing at this, I take it to mean
that the company is very prestigious. This is not a funny situation.


Lacy stands with her Redweld and nods at the other lawyer
and Crayton. “Come.” She extends her hand to me.


My phone rings. I pick it up as I join Lacy near the door.


“Markus!” It is May. “Where did you go? Brandon says you
left to get some air and haven’t come back!”


“I’ll be there in a minute. I just went for a ride to see
the Thames.”


“Did you take a cab? Do you even have that kind of money?
Oh, wait, we do. Hum. Well, get back here as soon as you can.”


I hang up, bowing to Crayton. “Well, it seems like my
teammates are missing me.” I walk away from the room in the sky with my lawyer
next to me.


In the elevator, Lacy frowns. “You have some powerful people
on your side. It’s not often I get called this late for a new client. I wasn’t
going to accept until a member of the Lords asked me to do a favor.” She sighs.
“Since you are obviously the child of some important people, I will say this
once, and you can figure out what to do with me. I don’t like dealing with
spoiled brats who don’t know anything about the world.”


I shake my head. “My parents are office workers in
Manhattan. They’re not rich or important.”


Lacy looks confused. “But you can’t have bought out someone
that high up in government without some sort of pull, and you’re a
sixteen-year-old Adventurer from out of the country. I don’t understand.” She
rubs the bags under her eyes. “I read the report. Apparently, you created some
sort of new metal alloy that could upset the world market. I think you called
it… Rearden metal?” She grimaces. “I don’t really understand your taste. I
mean, Ayn Rand?” She shakes her head.


“Um, Crayton offered me, like, power or something?” I say.


Lacy looks troubled. “Look. Crayton is a bona fide industrialist.
He brought himself from a college dropout to one of the richest men in England.
He’s exactly the kind of guy Ayn Rand would have loved. But he’s not a good
guy.” Lacy sighs. “He’s after entry into…” She pauses. “Let’s not talk about
that.”


We reach the ground floor. As we step out, I notice one of
my devil-agents dressed as a security guard standing beside the main entrance.
I am starting to get wierded out by how pervasive they are around me. What are
they getting up to without my knowledge?


Well, for the moment, at least, they seem to be holding my
best interests in mind. I decide to defer judgment until I ask Jirgrar what’s
going on behind the scenes.


Lacy calls a taxi and hands me a twenty-pound note. “The
hotel you’re staying at is close. I’ll pick you up tomorrow in order to start
negotiations. You’ll need to stay here in London longer than you probably
planned. Talk to your parents to see if this is possible. I’ll contact you by
phone and tell you when I arrive.”


“I, um, have honorary Adventurer status. I don’t know if
that will change things, but…”


“Yes, I know. I still want you to talk to your parents. You
might need them if your visa preparations go south.”


“Visa?” I say.


The taxi pulls up. “Yes, visa. As well as a host of other
things.” Lacy pauses as I get into the cab. “Stay safe.” she adds.


She watches as the cab pulls away.


Five minutes later we are at the hotel. I give the driver
the twenty. “Keep the change.”


“Well, thanks, lad!” The cabbie drives away.


May is waiting bedside the hotel entrance. “Thank the
universe!” She runs to me. “I thought you had been kidnapped.”


“Kidnapped?”


She appears scared. “There were all these Men In Black, they
said they were from the government—”


“The government?” I don’t see any government people hanging
around.


“They left ten minutes ago. They told me to ask you to come
to an address…” She pulls out a piece of paper. “I don’t know how spy stuff
works, but I think it has something to do with your power.” She hands me the
paper.


There is an address written on it, as well as a time. It
will probably overlap with the negotiations I’m going to make with Esmex if I’m
not careful. I slip the paper into my pocket. I am suddenly very tired.


May looks sheepish, casting her gaze around. “I think there
might have also been mafia.”


I feel a distant danger approaching me. I am getting in
much, much deeper than I ever thought I would.
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“So you’ve been operating a… spy network?” I am standing in
front of Jirgrar, next to a dumpster outside the hotel. Garage doors line the
wall, and trash is piled up next to the bin.


Jirgrar bows like a butler. “Yes. Would you like a description
of our methods?”


“Please.” It’s the least of what I want to know.


“We have sent infiltrators into every major group in the
criminal underground. They are working to keep these organizations from
realizing their plans for you. We have also infiltrated several national
governments around the world, using completely legitimate methods, of course.”


“Like what?”


“Perhaps an old representative wants a mistress. Or perhaps
he is known for getting close to his bodyguards. He could even be convinced
that a reporter has some footage of him performing an unseemly act.”


“That’s the definition of underhanded!” I am almost yelling.


Jirgrar bows again. “Perhaps you would like to explain an
easier and more effective way of achieving political power without being
elected to an office? Elections, mind you, take years to prepare for. We do not
have years. I am, at this moment, certain that as devils we could acquire power
legitimately through that method. But that would leave you vulnerable for far
too long. Our priority is your safety.”


I grimace. I must admit — the only reason I have not been
tied up in the back of a van and knocked out by chloroform is because of
Jirgrar and his team. I can’t chastise him because he’s probably saving my life
a dozen times a day. I turn away. Mixed emotions — anger, humiliation,
gratitude — fill my face with a heat that I haven’t experienced in a long time.
“Fine. But just do exactly what it takes to keep me safe. I don’t want money; I
don’t want power. I just want to live my life and contribute to society. I have
a gift that can change the world, and I want to protect it.” I cross my arms.
“I’m tired of lying, of hiding my abilities. I know this is selfish, but I just
want to see what I can do for humanity because I think it would be cool and I
want to help people. Not because it gains me anything.”


“Politics is a powerful force,” says Jirgrar. “Shaking the
status quo, no matter your intentions, will always gain you powerful enemies.
You need to be strategic with your… gifts to the world.” Jirgrar’s eyes bore
into me.


Defeated, I look away.” Fine, then. But I want to make it
clear. I don’t want to gain anything personally from my power or you. I just
want to make the best scenario possible for how I can help the world and do
things with my powers.”


“Very well. We shall change our modus operandi to suit your
mission.” Jirgrar pauses. “Anything else you wish to understand?”


“I’m good.” I turn to the back door of the hotel, which I
was let through by a devil working as staff. “My team is probably missing me. I
have to explain to them why I’m staying in London, and then contact my
parents.”


“Very well,” says Jirgrar. He stands, motionless, as I return
to the hotel.


Once I’m in the lobby, I dial my mom’s number.


“Hey, sweetie,” she says. “How are you doing in London? I
heard you guys won a prize.”


“We won first place in the bridge portion of the competition,”
I say. “And seventh in the perfect gear competition. We’re still waiting for
results from the gearbox challenge.” I pause, collecting my thoughts. “I’m
going to have to stay in London for a little while. The rest of my team is
going home.”


“What happened?”


“A major company is interested in my conjured alloy. The
deal could be worth a lot of money.”


“More than you make as an Adventurer?” says my mom.


“A lot more.”


“I’m proud of you. Giving your old folks a new car and all
that when you just made your money.”


I think for a moment. “Is there anything else you want?”


“Well, the water heater broke and we’re having trouble
repairing it.”


“Done,” I say.


“Aren’t you going to ask how much it would cost?” she asks.


“It doesn’t matter. I’ll pay for it.”


“I’m glad I raised such a generous son.” I hear my baby
sister crying on the other side. “Well, I’m going to have to go now. Please be
careful, and make sure you don’t get mixed up with the wrong folk. Bye-bye!”
The phone clicks.


I let my arm fall, taking a few breaths, then sit down in a
couch in the foyer and lean back. The ticking clock above the reception desk
takes all my attention. It’s all I want to think about. If only managing two
hundred fifty-one devils was as easy as fixing a water heater.


I don’t know how long I sat there before Brandon walks
around the corner from the elevator hall. He sees me and waves. “Hey! I heard
you got a lungful of that sweet night London air.”


“Hah. It wasn’t that good. The Thames is dirty.”


“It always has been.” Brandon drops onto the sofa beside me.
“What? You look troubled.”


“I’m going to have to stay here in London,” I say. “For a
while. Esmex International wants to buy the formula for my Rearden metal
alloy.”


Brandon grins. “That’s good, right? If you can secure a job
there, you won’t even have to finish school. You’ll be one of those success
stories about dropping out.”


“I don’t think I’m going to drop out, exactly,” I say. “I’ll
just be here for a while. Besides, summer break is here. I’ll probably be done
and home before summer is over.”


Brandon nods with an understanding expression on his face.
“I get it. You could call it an internship.”


“Yeah, an internship.” I sigh. “Do you have any advice for
me?” My anger at Jirgrar has calmed down a bit.


Brandon gives the sofa a sour look — it really isn’t all
that comfortable — and shifts to a recliner next to a potted plant, leaning
back and studying the ceiling. “Sure. As an upperclassman, I can probably think
of some advice to give you.”


I stick with the couch. “If you have a friend, someone who
protected you from something bad but did it by hurting someone else, what would
you tell them?”


Brandon seems to think for a moment. “I would thank them but
tell them to be more careful in the future. Well, that depends on how badly
they hurt that person and who that person was.” He examines the chandelier.
“Did this friend of yours do something illegal? Something that could get you in
trouble?”


“It was a hypothetical—”


Brandon stops me. “I don’t know how you got into whatever
mess you’re in, but I do know that you’re probably in deeper than you can
handle.” He tilts his head. “Your conjuring power did upset the competition,
after all. That Rearden metal probably put more eyes on you than you realize. I
think it’s good to have some friends who can get rough with your enemies.” He
shrugs. “I wouldn’t worry about it unless your conscience tells you that you
have to do something about it.”


I shake my head. “It’s not that bad. I was just wondering if
I made the right choice.”


“If you’re still alive, aren’t in trouble, and have a
future, I think you’re going to be okay.” Brandon unfolds from his chair. “I’ll
be going to bed now. Be quiet when you enter the room.”


I sit on the couch for a while longer, staring at the clock like
before and trying not to think about anything. As time goes on, more and more
rich folk begin to flow through the entrance. These are not ordinary rich
people; these are the ostentatious kind of rich people that England, and
especially London, is known for. Diamonds, furs, and Louis Vuitton purses.


One of my devils, dressed as a butler, approaches me out of
seemingly nowhere and bows. He is holding a set of folded clothes in his arms.
“Master, your dress for tonight’s social.”


“What?” I say. “Social? What are you talking about?”


The devil presents the clothes. “My name is Togaar. But for
now, you can call me Sebastian. I will be your attendant for the evening.
Please, put on these clothes.”


I take the clothes. It is a full tuxedo, complete with diamond
cuff links. I look at the brand. “Armani. Where did you get this?”


“As master knows, our finances are perfectly capable of
absorbing the cost of a simple party dress.” ‘Sebastian bows again.


I stroke the material. It’s silky soft. “Can you help me put
this on? I’m not sure I’ve ever worn a tuxedo.”


Sebastian motions towards the bathroom connected to the
foyer. In there, I undress to my underwear and place my arms through the
undershirt.


“This is how you button a formal shirt.” Sebastian shows me
how to make it look neat. Then I put on my pants, my belt, my cummerbund, my
bow tie, my black socks, and my dress shoes. When I look at myself in the
mirror, I am surprised at how professional I seem.


Sebastian hands me a tin of mousse. I run it through my hair
and pull it back to look fancy. I have a slight cowlick that won’t go down, but
I think it will be okay. He adjusts my bow tie and checks the cuff links.


When I leave the bathroom, I feel like everyone is watching
me. It’s most likely just my imagination, but I can’t shake the feeling.


Sebastian leads me to the entrance to the hotel’s ballroom.
A doorman stands bedside the doors. He holds out his hand. “Your invitation,
sirs.”


Sebastian duly presents a letter that, I assume, is our
invitation.


“Please.” The doorman opens the doors for us.


I step into a scene straight from a princess movie. Beautifully
dressed ladies dance around with straight-looking, professional gentlemen.


“So, what’s this party for exactly?” I ask Sebastian, who
hovers behind me.


“This is the gala for the donors to the CCC foundation.”


“Well, then. Why am I here?”


“You are the star of the hour. Your alloy performed so much
better than the copper-steel standard that your reputation has already spread
through the gentry. You are famous, at least for the moment.”


“Mr. Red!” says an elderly gentleman approaching from the
side. “My name is Peter Worthfile. Please remember the name! If you ever have
anything you need help with regarding construction materials, I’d be happy to
assist!”


“You don’t have to remember their names,” says Sebastian,
just softly enough so that only I hear.


“Right,” I say to both of them.


A flood of dignitaries, politicians, and philanthropists
parade by until all I can hear is a violin playing words with a posh British
accent.


After the flood has abated, Crayton approaches. He is
smiling with his mouth, not his eyes. “Markus! Glad you could make it. I wasn’t
aware you were coming!”


I nod. “Um, yeah. My network arranged for me to be here.”


“Well we’re very lucky, then. This is the place to be if you
want to make connections.” Crayton shoots me finger guns. “You Americans are
always up to something!”


“Haha…” I say. “I don’t really think me being American has
anything to do with my situation.”


Crayton winks. “Like I’ll ever believe that. You were smart,
getting a lawyer as prominent as Lacy Stevens. I’m still wondering how you did
it. She’s got a really golden track record.” He puts his arm around me and
leads me to the center of the room.


A gorgeous high schooler, about my age, stands alone sipping
a drink. Her beautiful auburn hair flows around her
shoulders. Her light peach dress accents her pale white skin in such a way that
it appears to sparkle. Even her ostentatious pearl necklace makes her seem more
lovely, rather than being lovely itself. Heterochrome eyes, one blue and one
green, take in the world with an intelligence that is equal to the greats of
science and discovery.


I never believed in love at first sight, but in this moment,
I am proven wrong.


“Alice!” Crayton pats my back. “This is Markus!” He turns to
me. “Markus, this is my daughter Alice.”


I am stupefied. I cannot speak. I want to say something but
am unable. Tongue-tied only begins to explain my inability to do more than hang
my mouth open.


Sebastian leans close to my ear. “Master, do you want me to
take over?”


I nod. I don’t trust my voice.


Sebastian bows to Crayton. “My master has informed me that
he wishes to dance with you daughter.”


Lightning passes through me. Dance? No, um, I can’t
dance! I haven’t ever danced with a girl! I skipped all the proms and school
dances I ever had a chance to go to!


But instead of saying something, I leave my face plastered
with an idiotic grin.


Sebastian nods with a knowing expression. “Though I must
warn you, Mr. Blanche, my master has not had formal training in ballroom
dance.”


Crayton laughs. “No matter! It’s normal for a Yankee to
bumble around the dance floor!” He gently pushes his daughter forward.


Alice curtsies. “I hope to cultivate a wonderful business
relationship.”


Um, business? Relationship? Uh…


“Okay,” I say.


“Extend your hand,” says Sebastian in my ear. He then takes
out a small ball of magic and places it in my ear like an earplug. Suddenly I
can hear his voice inside my head. I will give you instructions. Please
follow them.


I make eye contact with Sebastian. Thanks, I mouth. I
hold out my hand. Alice takes it.


Her hand is cold, almost icy. An electric shock goes up my
arm. I can’t stop staring into her beautiful multicolored eyes. How does that
happen, anyways? I don’t know, but whatever the case is, it makes her twice as
beautiful as she would be otherwise.


But even though we’re holding hands, Alice stands still.


Sebastian: She is waiting for you to take the initiative.
Lead her to the dance floor.


I gently tug on her hand. She slips her arm between my elbow
and shoulder — the same kind of hold I see the other couples using. The pit of
my stomach is turning over and doing gymnastics.


Sebastian: Put your right hand around her back and hold
her arm up with your left hand.


I do as I am told. It’s the closest I have ever been to a
girl. I feel weird about it, but she smells like a million good things. Wow, I
am thinking weird thoughts. And I never knew my stomach was such a talented
gymnast.


Sebastian: Focus. Step forward slow, quick-quick slow. Weight
on your left foot. Forward right-left-right.


That’s too complicated! I take the steps as directed,
and somehow I manage to keep it up — it must be because my physical stats were
doubled after I absorbed that ring. I would never have been able to do this
before.


Sebastian keeps feeding me instructions. I pick up quicker
than I thought I was capable of. Thank you, dead balrog.


“My father says you have a valuable ability,” says Alice.
“Where did you get it?”


“I, um, helped defeat a big monster, a balrog. Then I absorbed
its ring.”


“Wow!” says Alice in a posh British sort of way. Her accent
is really getting to me. “I myself am a water spirit. I once absorbed a
fifty-year circle, and I hear that is rare among non-Adventurer types.”


“I, well, I think so?” I say.


Sebastian: Be more confident. No verbal fillers.


Okay, okay, I get it.


“My father is interested in you. There are not many people
who he respects, especially people our age. My entire life he has been pushing
away suitors after my hand, and now he tells me to get close to a boy.” Alice
puts on a devilish smile. There is a depth to her dialog that makes me think
she operates on the same wavelength as her father. It is obvious she is
planning ten steps ahead.


Sebastian: Mention that you think she is beautiful.


Wait, what? How the hell am I supposed to say that
without screwing up? I’m not that confident! I’m a bumbling idiot! I
frantically make eye contact with Sebastian.


Sebastian: The statement is not to advance your petty infatuation.
You need to appear confident and experienced in front of the gentry. Many eyes
are on you.


Oh. I gather my strength. “You…” I pause. “You look very
beautiful tonight.”


“Why, thank you,” says Alice.


Sebastian: Twirl.


How the hell am I supposed to do that? Holding my breath, I
lift my hand. Alice twirls. It is the most natural thing I have felt all
evening. I hear some chattering flow across the room. Everyone really is
watching me.


“My father has told me that, as a high schooler, you are
already a millionaire.” Alice’s eyes are glinting.


“Er, yeah,” I say.


Sebastian: Mention your donation to the Foundation For
Endangered Species.


Uh… What? Donation… Donation?! How much? I clear my
throat. “Yes, well, I have donated much of my, um, finances to various, uh—”


Sebastian: Confidence!


“I like to spread my money around to places that need it,” I
say.


“Like what?” Her eyes gleam more brightly.


“The Foundation For Endangered Species, for one,” I say.


Alice’s eyes show surprise for a split second. Then her face
is back to its pretty mask. “My. And why did you pick that particular
foundation?”


Sebastian: Because you care for pandas.


What? Um… I take the leap. “Because I like pandas and
don’t want them to die off.”


This can’t be right. I must look like a buffoon right now.


But Alice’s eyes light up, and she appears to be considerably
happier than she was when we first started dancing. “Oh, pandas?” Her eyes
soften. She giggles with a British accent, covering her mouth with one hand.


Cute, cute, cute!


Before we resume dancing, another man, aged maybe twenty,
taps me on the back.


Sebastian: He’s cutting in. Disengage.


I let go of Alice, although I don’t want to.


She curtsies. “It was nice dancing with you.” She then takes
the other man’s hand.


Wow. As my world twirls around me, I sit down in a plush
chair at the edge of the ballroom.


This, I imagine, is going to get very interesting.
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Sebastian walks up to where I am sitting and offers me a
glass of some sort of bubbly liquid in a fluted chalice.


“Um, I don’t think I can—”


“It’s non-alcoholic. Hold it like this.” Sebastian demonstrates
how to hold the glass.


I take it from him and hold it in the correct way, and then
I bring it up to my lips. It’s a fruity beverage that sparkles like soda.
“Thanks.”


Sebastian bows. “Anything for you, master.”


Crayton slopes up and sits beside me. He is holding a
Champagne glass. It’s a part of his persona. “How did you like my daughter? She
is very handsome. Many men are after her. Not just for her beauty, but for her
dowry as well. She can sew, play the piano, and is a master flower arranger.
Everything one would want in a wife.”


“Um. Am I seriously being considered as… a suitor?”


“You are a hero and have enough financial backing to make a
marriage work. You are also very valuable to my company.” Crayton’s voice turns
darker. “But there are more things that are special about you.” He sips and
savors the Champagne, popping bubbles against his teeth. “It all depends on how
the negotiations tomorrow pan out. I trust you realize what is riding on this
deal?”


All too well. “Yes.”


Sebastian shifts from behind me to beside me, giving off a
menacing aura that I am happy to have backing me up. At the same time, I can’t
help considering Crayton’s offer. Basically, if I make a sweet deal with
Crayton, I’ll get to marry a beautiful woman?


Wait. There’s something wrong here. Something in me senses
danger. It’s a too-good-to-be-true kind of situation. “Sebastian, do you mind
accompanying me to the restroom?”


Sebastian bows. “As you wish.” I can tell from his expression
that he knows what I am up to.


I bow to Crayton. “Thank you for allowing me to dance with
your daughter.” I then lead Sebastian across the ballroom and back into the
beautifully decorated bathroom. At the moment there is no one here.


“This is a trap, isn’t it?” I say to Sebastian.


Sebastian appears satisfied. “You are much savvier than our
previous estimation if you were able to deduce that.”


“What does Crayton want?” I ask.


“Your alloy,” says Sebastian. “As well as any other recipes
that you create in the future.”


“That’s obvious. Why is he using his daughter as a pawn?”


“I’m sure Alice is much more than a simple pawn,” says
Sebastian. “If that were the case, he would have married her off a year ago
when she came of age.”


“How old is she?”


“Seventeen.”


“So, one year older than me. Wait, I should stop thinking
along those lines.” I scratch my head furiously. “Ah! I don’t know what to do!”


“Shall I offer you advice? Go along with whatever Crayton
proposes, but stay away from any talk of marriage until you are in a better
political position. My fellow devils are working on a large-scale project that
could immensely improve your leverage.”


“Okay,” I say. “About the negotiations tomorrow. Will you be
there to assist me?”


Sebastian bows. “If you wish. Though I make no promises.”


“Okay,” I repeat. “I’m not going to be able to work this if
I don’t have backup.”


“Your lawyer is plenty of backup, I believe.”


I sigh. “Can you at least tell me what to expect?”


“Negotiations like these normally take place in boardrooms.
You will be before a panel of board members and various important people.
Naturally, both sides will have lawyers. Your lawyer will do most of the
speaking for you.”


“Great. I think I’m better now.” I won’t have to say much
and can let other, more knowledgeable people handle things. Sounds good. “Let’s
go back to the party.”


We leave the bathroom after Sebastian makes sure that my
suit isn’t dirty or rumpled. Back in the ballroom, he follows me around in
silence. I spend the rest of the night socializing with rich, powerful men and
women dressed in a stunning variety of expensive jewelry.


When I get back to my room, it is almost two in the morning.
I collapse onto my bed and go to sleep in less than a minute.


Then I’m in the video game town of my dreams. Jirgrar stands
before me with his hands behind his back. A stunningly beautiful female devil
is beside him.


“We shall now teach you etiquette,” says Jirgrar. “I assume
you have realized its importance?”


I nod.


“Good. Then stand before Aahlia here and do as I tell you.”


Over what feels like several hours, Jirgrar explains British
etiquette. My head is chock-full of information by the time I am allowed to
slip into a deeper sleep. I have no idea how long I actually sleep, but it
feels worth it. No one will ever have a smug social advantage over me again.


I awake to Brandon shaking me. “Hey! The team is ready to
leave. Are you going to be okay here alone?”


I get up, rubbing my bleary eyes. “Yes, I think so.”


Brandon nods. He is carrying his suitcase, while mine is
still spread out on the floor. “Is there anything you need?”


I shake my head.


“Great. I’ll be seeing you when your internship is over.
Good luck.” He hesitates, and then he leaves the hotel room.


Silence floats above the twin beds. I lay back on my pillow
and stare up at the ceiling. Man, Alice is beautiful. I can’t stop thinking
about her. Her eyes float around in my mind, staring at me.


But I have to inform my guild and Ixtham that I am staying
in London. I pull out my phone and dial — it’s around ten in the morning, which
means it’s five in the morning in NYC. I decide to wait for a while so that
they’ll at least be awake on the other end.


After breakfast, I dial my guild first.


“Hello? You’ve reached the office of the Riding Valkyries.”
It’s Mary.


“Hey, Mary, it’s Markus. I’ve got an internship at Esmex in
London and I won’t be coming back for the summer.”


“All right. I’ll inform Andrew.” She pauses. “Looks like
your paperwork is already filed. Good luck out there.”


I hang up. That was easy. Of course, I have my “network” to
thank. Next, I dial Dr. Barrimore.


“Markus!” says Dr. Barrimore. “I heard you won part of the
competition! When will you be back?”


“That’s the thing. I’ll be staying in London for a while. I
have an internship with Esmex London as a conjurer.”


“Well, that’s great!” says Dr. Barrimore. “I’ll inform the
dean! Is there anything else you want to talk about?”


“How has your research been going?”


“As well as can be expected. The hype around you has been a
lot smaller than I thought it would. It’s almost as if there’s some sort of
government cover-up. Do you know anything about this?”


“No,” I lie. Of course I know who it is.


“Well, then. Is there anything else?”


“That’s it,” I say.


“Then I’ll see you when you get back!”


We hang up.


Staring at the ceiling again, I sigh. I reach into my pocket
and pull out the piece of paper given to me by May. Apparently it’s from the
government. They want me to be at a certain address at three PM. Hopefully
today’s negotiations will be over by then.


My phone gets a text. I check it; it’s Lacy. I’ll be at
the hotel to pick you up in fifteen minutes. Please be ready.


I see a suit folded next to my bed.


It is not the same one I wore last night — it’s a tan blazer
with a bright orange tie. The tie, conveniently, is clip-on. I manage to put
everything together without needing help.


When I open the door, Sebastian is standing beside it. He
bows to me butler-style.


“I will not be able to accompany you for the negotiations,”
he says. “We, your servants, have made some compromises to get you in a better
position. Ms. Stevens will be able to guide you through this process without
our help.”


I sigh. “All right. You said you could make no promises, so
I’m ready for this.” Or at least I tell myself I’m ready for this, while I kill
ten minutes downstairs in the lounge area.


When Lacy arrives in a black sedan, she’s wearing a black
business suit and sunglasses. She lifts them, looking me over with an
inscrutable expression. “You’re dressed for the occasion. Good.”


I walk to the car’s front seat.


“Other side,” says Lacy.


Oh. This is England. I walk around the car and step in
through the passenger side door.


Lacy drives out of the hotel driveway and onto the street.
“I assume your butler has briefed you on what is going to happen today.”


“Not really enough,” I say.


Lacy sighs. “Well, then. We have ten minutes before we get
to the place where we are holding our negotiations.” She shifts into a
different gear — the car is manual. “First. Don’t say anything stupid, or for
that matter, anything at all unless you absolutely must. I’ve had clients lose
huge deals because they couldn’t keep their traps shut. Second. Stay
professional. Don’t pick your nose or do something else that a Londoner would
consider uncouth.” She shifts again. “Third. I have studied your case in depth
and know a lot more about your position than I did last night. I am being paid
a lot for this, and I aim to make that cost worth it to you.” She taps the
steering wheel. “I need to ask you some questions.” She seems to be waiting for
me to respond.


“Okay,” I say. “Ask.”


“Do you have any other conjuration recipes that you have
created that you think will be worth something?” Lacy pauses. “And do you think
you might be able to come up with more?”


I nod. “I think so. It wasn’t that hard to create Rearden
metal.”


“For you. I want to let you know now that you should not,
under any circumstances, reveal that fact to Esmex or its CEO.” Lacy frowns,
thinking. “In fact, let’s tell a little white lie. We’re going to say that you
spent two years developing the material along with Professor… Barrimore? Was
it?”


“I haven’t known Dr. Barrimore for two years,” I say.


“Well, then, make it so that you started working on the
material the instant you met him.”


“No good. I’ve only been able to conjure copper and steel
for a couple of months.”


Lacy grimaces. “Fine. A couple of months it is, then. We’ll
say that you had the input of many professors and spent hundreds of hours
perfecting the material.”


I nod. “Okay. I’ll put it that way.”


“Just out of curiosity,” says Lacy, “how long did it actually
take you to develop the three versions of Rearden metal?”


“Um, I just thought to myself ‘I want a strong metal made of
steel and copper’ and sort of, put my mind to work. Then it came out.”


Lacy raises an eyebrow. “So you would be able to create
something similar within minutes.”


“Yeah, probably.”


Her face twitches. “Do not disclose this fact to anyone. Ever.”


“Okay, I get it.”


“I am legally bound to work in your best interest,” says
Lacy. “But most people are not. In fact, most people will try to manipulate you
in order to gain something from you.”


I stare straight ahead at the road. All of a sudden, the
cars driving on the wrong side of the road creeps me out.


“I trust that you understand the depth of what you are
getting into,” says Lacy.


“I think so.”


We spend the rest of the drive in silence. Soon we pull into
the parking garage of a soaring building without any distinguishing features.
Lacy opens the door and gets out first. I brace myself and follow her.


Two Men In Black welcome us at the building’s entrance and
lead us inside. “We’re sorry,” says one of them, “but we’re going to have to
search you for weapons.”


Isn’t that stupid? I could, if I wanted to, summon a
plethora of weapons out of nowhere, and these guards are checking me?


But Lacy holds up her hands. The guards wave a metal
detecting wand around her. She clears. Then they wave the wand around me. I’m
also clear.


The two men motion towards the hall. “Master Crayton is
waiting.”


Lacy pushes past them. “We can find our own way.” She leads
me to the elevator and selects the seventh floor. “I might not have to tell you
this since it is obvious, but don’t use your powers during the negotiation.
Especially don’t conjure any sort of item that could be construed as a weapon.”


I understand completely. “Okay.”


Lacy sighs. “I never know when it comes to Americans and
their weapons.”


“I get it,” I say. “Gun culture and all that.”


The elevator doors open. Yet another Man In Black leads us
to a meeting room at the corner of the building, where two walls of windows
look out over the street.


Five people are already in the room. Lacy pulls up a chair
for me at the seat closest to the door, and then she sits down next to me. I
recognize Crayton’s lawyer from the night before — a big, paunchy man with
piggy eyes.


Crayton’s lawyer folds his hands. “The name’s Billard. You
can call me Bill.”


“Lacy,” she says.


Billard ogles Lacy without even trying to hide it. Lacy
holds her arms in front of herself defensively. Billard clears his throat.


“We will now begin negotiations on my client’s behalf.” Bill
shuffles his papers. “If you would direct your attention to article three of
our proposed contract…”


And so begins a long, long day.
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I am utterly bored for the vast portion of the negotiations,
even with the stake I have in its outcome. I just can’t get my mind fully
wrapped around the waterfall of legalese and super-specific conditions. Halfway
through I find out that the other people in the room are from the UK Bureau of
Conjurers and Adventurers, the government bureaucrats who make the laws about
conjuration and the sale of its products. This being the UK instead of the US,
the laws are a bit different.


As Lacy told me, I don’t have to say anything. I just watch
the negotiations take place. But a few hours in, I need to go to the bathroom.
I lean towards Lacy. “I need to go.”


Lacy nods without taking her gaze off her copy of the contract,
now covered in scribbled notes and corrections. “Don’t forget our requirements
for section three—”


I’m grateful to walk, even if it is for a short distance.
The bathroom is easy to find — there are signs pointing to it.


I am peeing in the urinal when a man in a black suit takes
the spot next to me. “I have a proposition for you,” he says.


Ick, I hate urinal conversations. But this one seems to be
important. “Yes?”


“Your powers are worth much more than Esmex and Crayton
could ever hope to give you.” He maintains his gaze towards the wall.


I zip up my pants. “Um, who do you work for?”


“You’re not the only one with a network of portal beings
working for you.” The man zips up and turns around.


At the sink, in front of the mirror, we both wash our hands.
He places a business card on the counter and then pulls a few paper towels out
of the dispenser. He does not look at me.


“Do what is best for yourself and your country.” And then he
walks out.


Well, that was cryptic. I finish washing my hands, grab the
business card, slip it into my pocket, and return to the meeting room.


When I enter, Lacy faces me. “Good timing. Markus, we’re
wrapping up. All we need is for you to review the contract. This won’t take
more than ten minutes.”


I sit down. “Okay?” My mind is still on that encounter in
the bathroom.


Lacy puts a stack of papers in front of me. “This is the
rundown.” The people on the other side of the table watch quietly. Lacy points
to a couple paragraphs. “First, money. You will receive a ten percent cut of
all sales of Rearden metal for thirty years in exchange for giving up the
recipe. Esmex will then hold the actual type two patent for the material. Does
this sound good?”


“Yes.” I’m not certain I actually understand it.


“Next, we’ll talk about what you’re going to have to do. It
will be your job to train the twelve copper-steel conjurers acquired by Esmex
to produce Rearden metal. Your deadline is two months. Is this satisfactory?”


“It is.”


“As well as this,” says Lacy, “you will receive a portion of
ownership of the new company Esmex is creating to handle Rearden metal. If you
choose to work for Esmex’s subsidiary as a researcher, you will be placed in a
position of high authority and have a large laboratory budget.”


“I’m sixteen. I can’t do research.”


“You created Rearden metal.” Her tone is droll beneath her crisp
accent. “That is enough to make you a viable investment. Even the, ahem, small
chance that you may create another alloy of similar value is enough for Esmex
to put a lot of money into your case.”


I nod. “Okay. What about Adventuring? What about my guild?”


Lacy shakes her head. “You’re going to have to make a
choice. For now, you’re the only one with the recipe for Rearden metal, so you
are much too valuable to send into a portal. However, after you teach the
creation method to others, you won’t be needed as acutely. You could, if you
wished, return to your life as an Adventurer.”


“Okay,” I say. “I’ll think about that.”


Lacy nods. “The London Adventurers’ Association has declared
you an S-class.”


“What? S, um, S-class?”


“For some reason,” says Lacy, “you were nominated for that
category and it passed with no disagreement. The class rating system is
universal, so you’ll be S-class no matter where you are in the world.”


This must be the leverage that Sebastian was talking about.


“For now,” she continues, “Esmex has also backed your
confirmation as an S-class. This is in order to allow you access to various
confidential information. The contract we negotiated states that, if you agree
to work for Esmex, you will become part of their sponsored guild, the Blue
Dryads. I realize that you have school to get back to and a guild of your own
that I know you are fond of. This arrangement will be temporary. You could
think of it as an internship, though you are much more valuable than any
intern.”


“So I’ll be done before school starts again?” I say.


“Probably. And if you do choose to become a sponsored
researcher, Esmex will be able to provide you with a lab in their name at your
school. Nowadays it’s easy to work overseas.”


“Okay.”


Lacy’s lips curl up a bit. “Do be careful, though. This
contract is subject to change. I’ll be on call for you for as long as
necessary.” She clips her Redweld closed. “That’s it. Now for the signatures.”
She hands me a pen.


It takes about five minutes for both sides to sign all the
paperwork. I read what I can, but I also trust Lacy’s summary of the contract.
We are done by two.


“London cabs take card, right?” I say to Lacy as we stand up
to leave.


Lacy nods. “But I can drive you back to your hotel. And
Esmex has also arranged a temporary apartment for you to live in. I can take
you there, if you prefer.”


I shake my head. “I’m just going to be a tourist for a
while.”


“I would tell you to be careful, but you are an S-class
Adventurer,” says Lacy. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”


Outside, as I am flagging a cab, a limousine pulls up in
front of me. One of my devils steps out.


That’s right! I have an army of super-secret agents who can
also drive limos! Plus, I’m a millionaire. This is the first time I am
genuinely happy to have actual infernal demons on my side. They know everything
I want before I want it.


The demon driver is Sebastian. He bows and opens the door
for me. “I assume we are heading to the location given by the government
agents?”


“Yeah,” I say, getting in. I hand Sebastian the paper — the
one given to me by May last night, not the business card given to me twenty
minutes ago. That business card will be a whole different problem. “Let’s make
this quick.”


Sebastian gets into the driver’s seat and starts the engine.
“There is a drink bar for your refreshment.” He glances at me through the
rearview mirror as he drives away.


In the center of the luxurious facing sofas is a minifridge.
I open it up — it is full of sparkling grape juice. Well, I guess I’m too rich
for normal soda. I spend the rest of the ride sipping the stuff and feeling
like a real millionaire. Soon we pull into an empty lot near an industrial
park. I step out of the limo.


Sebastian puts a finger to his ear, listening. He hands me
the same magic earplug that he gave me during the gala. We have one sniper
on target, but the government has three. Be careful. There’s a game of cat and
mouse going on.


I nod, approaching the door at the back of the lot. It opens
before I reach it. A man in black steps out. Man, am I getting tired of Men In
Black. “You came,” he says.


“I did. Are you with the British government?”


The man smiles. “I am. I want to make you a deal. I know you
have already signed a contract with that dismal excuse for a company known as
Esmex, but this conversation is not about that. We have a problem. One that I
believe you can fix.”


“Um, I’m sixteen and I don’t know that I can solve any
problems an entire government can have.”


“We know your network of agents is currently in positions of
power all across the world,” says the man. “We don’t care about your metal. We
have enough money to simply purchase it off Esmex, and it’s better to leave
goods to the private sector. We need intelligence.”


“Okay? How can I help?”


“First, I have to ask. Were you contacted by Brine Ward?”


I think for a moment, and then touch the business card in my
pocket. Yes, it was for Brine Ward. Sebastian! Help!


Sebastian: You’re going to have to pick a side.


Um, what? What am I getting involved in? Who are the good
guys? Who is Brine Ward? I shake my head. “I have to think about this. I
don’t know if I can help you.”


“You don’t even know what our problem is,” says the
government agent. “My name is Barley Smad. I’m the director of the organized
crime unit here in London.”


“Um, I’m Markus.”


“I know,” says Barley. “I can tell you some things now.
First, we are at war with a criminal organization that uses portal beings as
agents.”


Is that my devils? I turn to Sebastian. But he shakes
his head.


“We believe these beings are Shinigami,” says Barley. “That is,
Japanese death gods.”


“So you’re having problems with, um, yakuza?”


He shakes his head. “This organization is Russian in origin.
We’ve traced the operatives to a single prolapsed A-class portal in the
Siberian wilderness.”


“So, when a portal prolapses…” I say.


“Yes,” says Barley. “Even a B-class monster is as capable as
a highly-trained assassin or spy if allowed to gain corporeality outside a
portal.” He glances at Sebastian. “It is rare, but sometimes when a human
absorbs a boss’s Spirit Ring, the underlings obey that human as
their master — but only after the boss has exited a prolapsed portal.”


I glance at Sebastian. Oh, I think. So I’m not the
only one.


Barley lowers his head. “We need the help of your network.
Gaining a powerful ally like you will further our fight immensely.”


“So, we’re dealing with mafia here?” I ask.


“Yes.”


Sebastian: It looks like there is a third party
observing. We’re attempting to bring him down. It’s probably the mafia you’re
talking about. There is a pause. This agent is good. He’s no human. We need
backup. It’s fine to summon in front of this man.


I nod. “My butler says there’s a mafia sniper trying to pin
us down.”


Barley puts his hand to his ear. “Um hum,” he says. “Yes.
Indeed. I’ll cut things short.” He drops his hand and nods at me. “Let’s
continue this conversation in a safer place.”


“Just a minute. Sebastian, who should I summon?”


“I’ll call them out,” says Sebastian.


In my personal dimension, I feel the three devils Sebastian
marks. I let them free. They appear around me in a puff of mist. All three of
them bow, and then they disperse in a cloud of smoke.


Barley wipes his forehead with a handkerchief. “I’ve never
seen that happen before. How many more of them do you have?”


“Should I tell him?” I ask Sebastian.


“Wait until we know what the government is going to do,”
says Sebastian out loud, presumably for Barley’s benefit.


Barley slips his handkerchief into his pocket. “Well, then.
We have an armored car waiting for you.” He looks at the limo. “If you, um…”


Sebastian shakes his head. “Our car is armored.”


Barley takes out his handkerchief again and wipes his
forehead. “Well, then, I suppose we can just let you follow us.”


At his words a black van pulls up behind my parked limo. Two
police officers with rifles and body armor step out. Barley gets into the van.
When he is halfway through the door, he leans back out. “Just follow this van.
The journey won’t take long.”


Sebastian walks to the limo and holds the door open for me.
I step in; he enters and starts the car. We follow the black van through the
streets of London until we leave the big city for the suburbs, finally reaching
a warehouse on a mostly empty industrial estate. We stop there, and the government
van unloads.


I get out of the limo with Sebastian. We both follow Barley
into the warehouse. It’s filled with computer equipment and at least two dozen
people buzzing about, typing, speaking, doing spy stuff. Barley leads Sebastian
and I up to a second-floor conference room, closing the blast-proof door behind
us. “Take a seat.”


Instead of expensive conference room chairs, these are
folding metal. I tuck it in at the table as I sit.


Barley sits across from me. “This room is ordinarily used
for information gathering. It’s the most secure room in this city.” He leans forward,
tapping the table in front of him. “This is where you need to make a choice.
Help us, or leave the country.”


“Um, but I have an internship with—”


“That doesn’t matter. With the amount of power invested in
you, you can easily destroy public peace. Allowing you to team up with Brine
Ward would be detrimental to the safety of this country.” His eyes are
piercing, different from the bumbling aura he gave off when we were in the
empty lot.


An explosion sends deep vibrations through the room. Barley
turns to the door. “Bloody hell.”


A government lackey sticks his head through the door. Barley
glances at him. “What’s going on?”


For a supposed spy, the lackey appears frightened. “They’re
attacking. Monsters! We can’t see them!” Then his face freezes. A sharp claw
protrudes from the lackey’s stomach.


“You shouldn’t have opened the door,” growls a dangerous
voice. The lackey collapses atop the clawed hand, revealing a portal being —
spiked hair, ghost-white skin, and long claws with knife-sharp edges. Tattered
leather clothing. Piercing teeth. Bright red eyes colored with intelligence and
hatred.


The Shinigami tosses the dead lackey aside. A peep comes out
of Barley’s mouth.


Sebastian stands between me and the monster. His arm is held
out to stop me from getting close.


My Anima vision spots a second monster as it sneaks into the
conference room past the first — one that’s invisible to the naked eye. I
conjure a blade and stab the monster in the side. Its blood sprays visibly — it
appears as if it is coming out of nowhere. The monster pulls away. I know where
it is, but I can’t exactly see what it is doing.


“What’s happening?” says Barley. “Where’s this blood coming
from?”


Sebastian engages the visible Shinigami in a sword fight.
Sebastian is a knight-class demon. The two clash together, sending up fountains
of sparks from their blades.


I watch the invisible Shinigami, making sure it stays away
from Barley. When the invisible monster charges, I do a turning kick and land
my foot in its jaw. With my newly doubled strength and my Practical Field
Experience training, I crack its bone and send teeth flying into the wall. The
teeth patter to the floor. The invisible Shinigami backs towards the door.


“No, you don’t!” I form a throwing spear. I throw it at the
Shinigami and it pierces the monster’s shoulder. It shakes off the spear and
retreats through the door, followed by the one Sebastian is fighting.


The room is silent except for heavy breathing. Sebastian
sheathes his sword and it disappears. He bows to me. “I apologize, master. We
seem to have underestimated the enemy.”


“It’s fine,” I say. “They’re powerful, too.”


Barley clutches his chest. “They got it. The portal key.” He
rushes to the door.


“What portal key?”


Barley stops at the door. “It’s confidential. I’ll tell you
once you agree to work with us.” Then he rushes out through the hall. I hear
his footsteps fading.


“The workers,” says Sebastian. “I believe there have been
casualties.”


Together we leave the conference room and head onto the
catwalk that surrounds the control room. The place is covered in blood. At
least a dozen people are dead. To one side is a badly injured government worker
leaning against a mainframe. After running down the stairs to ground level, I
kneel beside him. He is losing a lot of blood from deep slashes in his arm. The
wounds to his torso seem more shallow.


I form a sterile rag, some antibiotic powder, and painkillers.
Since the worker is too deep in pain to notice where the stuff came from, I
think it’s okay. I know how to do first aid — I learned it in Practical Field
Experience. After stabilizing the man with a tourniquet to his arm, I stand up
and survey the room. There is a lot more damage down here than I thought. All
the computers are smashed. Sparks spurt out of exposed wires.


The enemy sure worked fast. “So they were after this… portal
key?” I ask Sebastian. I take the Brine Ward business card out of my pocket.
“And they didn’t say anything to me.”


“I believe they think you have already made your choice,”
says Sebastian.


My lips curl up. “But what if they haven’t?”


Sebastian’s eyes light up. “Indeed, master. This could be a
perfect way to gather some intelligence. We should talk to Barley about this.”


“Barley and the government are the good guys, right?” I am
pretty sure they are — after all, the other side is a mafia family — but I
don’t know exactly what the government wants of me.


Sebastian bows. “According to our research, the government
is doing some things you would not find palatable. However, these actions have
nothing to do with Barley’s mission for you. The portal key he mentioned is to
a dormant S-class portal in Wales. Perhaps Brine Ward wants to capitalize on
its destructive power to leverage a political goal.”


I shake my head. “An S-class?”


Only five S-class portals have ever opened. Three of them
rendered entire regions uninhabitable — Iceland, Hawaii, and South Africa. The
other two were cleared at huge cost after they prolapsed. The Sou’frican wall
is what keeps the baddies out of the rest of the African continent, and of course
Hawaii and Iceland are islands.


“So we’re going to have to take back the key,” I say.


Sebastian lifts an eyebrow. “Do you wish to put yourself in
danger for the government’s cause?”


An elevator door opens on the command floor. Barley and two
lab-coated scientists walk out. Barley is visibly sweating. “We need you more
than ever. They took the key.” He pauses. “I need you to agree to work with us.
Now. I won’t make you sign anything. You’re in a position of power compared to
us.” He wipes his wet forehead with his hand. “We need your help. The entirety
of the British Isles might fall if things go as Brine Ward plans.”


I take the Brine Ward business card out of my pocket.


“That!” says Barley. “You were contacted by them?”


“They wanted me to work with them. But I don’t like the idea
of working for a crime family. I have a proposition. I’ll work with you as long
as you allow me to stay with Esmex and train the conjurers. I have a deadline
for that and it’s important to me.” I flick the business card. “I think I’ll be
able to pretend that I want to join them, get in as an agent, and be able to
recover the portal key and cripple them.”


Barley’s face melts into an incredulous expression. “You’re
talking about being a double agent.”


I nod. “That portal key is important, right? If someone
opens that portal in Wales—”


“Bloody hell!” says Barley. “How did you learn about that?”


“Um, my network?”


Barley heaves a sigh and leans against the wall. “We
underestimated you.” He peers at me through half-closed eyes. “Fine. I’ll take
your word that you’ll work with us. I’ll also talk to my superiors about you
becoming an agent. Until then, we need to keep you under constant
surveillance.”


“I’m okay with that. I’ll meet with Brine Ward tomorrow,
after I work with Esmex for a bit.”


Barley’s breathing is heavy. “That might work. I need time
to figure things out.”


One of the lab-coated men hands me a black flip phone.


“Um, thanks,” I say.


“This is our secure line,” says Barley. “No one can tap it.
I’ll use this to call you when I’m ready.”


I open the phone. It’s a normal one, though a bit outdated.
I close it. “Let’s do this, then.”


I am as ready as I will ever be.






20 Sparkling Grape Juice


 


I stand in front of twelve conjurers, wearing a perfectly
fitted lab coat. Only one is younger than I. The oldest is seventy-five — part
of the first wave of spirit manifestations forty years ago. Every single one of
them is a copper-steel conjurer. There are five women and seven men.


“Okay, um,” I say, “today we’re going to be learning about
the, uh, the crystal structure of Rearden metal. I think that, um, most of you
probably know about that…”


No one answers.


“Does anyone have a materials engineering background?” I
say.


Two of them nod.


“Okay, um, what have you been doing up to this point?”


“We’ve been working as slaves,” says one man, a rather
skinny fellow with red hair and an Irish accent — Archey Dempsey.


I shuffle through the profiles I have stacked in my hand.
“Okay, Archey. You worked as an… extrusion specialist at Mandy Metals. Can you tell
me what that means?”


“It means I was paid a pittance to produce metal for
building material,” says Archey. “Damn near bankrupted myself with how much I
had to eat.”


I frown. “Okay, so you’ve never tried to make an alloy
before?”


“Eh?” Archey says. “All I did was make what they told me.”


“Okay.” I have prepared a PowerPoint. I click it on, and the
first picture is a microscopic view of Rearden metal type one. “You see those
little crosses?”


“Yeah,” says Archey. “They look like bathroom tile. Like
they’re made for pissing on.”


The other conjurers chuckle.


“Well, this is why it’s so strong,” I say. “This is type
one. It’s got a really high resistance to stress and strain.” I click to the
next slide, a picture of long, overlapping crystals. “This is type two. This
type is for really high-tolerance uh, extrusion. If you wanted to, you could
control exactly how many of these crystals overlap at any point.” I click the
slide again. This one shows a sort of jagged, triangular crystal structure,
very regular. “This is type three. Built for places where it will experience a
lot of interaction. Like car motors or jet engines.” The next slide shows a
diagram. “You take your Anima extrusion and you imagine the type of effect you
want. Then you mix your copper and steel spirits and get them to like each
other and repel each other at the same time.”


“I think I get it,” says one of the women conjurers,
Samantha Warren. “So you make your spirits like each other.”


“Exactly!” I point to a lab table. “Would you like to try? Try
creating Rearden metal type one.”


Samantha approaches the table, holding out her hand. A small
bar of misshapen metal extrudes and lands on the surface.


I take the bar and put it in the testing machine. It doesn’t
even stand up to a quarter of what Rearden metal can. I sigh and cut a small
sliver with a water saw to place under the microscope. “It looks like your
crystal structure is way too haphazard.” I glance up from the microscope. “Though
it probably would be about as strong as steel in a building application.”


“Well, what use is that if we can already produce steel?”
asks Archey.


“Um, I’ve never been able to produce good steel,” says
another of the women, Blaire Gumshoe. “All the steel I try to produce is
brittle.”


“Where did you work before this?” I ask.


“At a power company, making copper cables. I never really
used my steel ability,” says Blaire. “I just thought that something was wrong
with my conjuring.”


“Um,” I say, “you’re probably going to have to figure out
how doing it right feels.”


Blaire shakes her head. “I don’t know if I can do it. I
really don’t feel qualified for this job.”


“Well, it’s my job to help you work through this. We have
plenty of time. Two months, to be exact.” I turn to the table. “I’ll make a
sample of each of the three types.” Red cracks run through my hands. Three bars
of metal extrude from a small light in the center of my palm and land on the
table with a clink. I pick up one bar. “This is type two.” I hand it to Blaire.
“Just get a feel for it.”


Blaire nods and holds the bar in her hands. She squeezes it
and closes her eyes. Then she opens her eyes with a surprised smile. “I think I
have it!” She extrudes a small bar onto the testing table.


I take it and sigh. This isn’t going anywhere. The metal is
not nearly the strength of Rearden metal. Though it is about equivalent to
steel.


Why was it so easy for me to produce Rearden metal? What
things did I do right? The balrog I defeated must have something to do with
that.


I spend the rest of the day teaching the twelve conjurers
about Rearden metal. By the end of the session, I am no longer sure that I’ll
be able to teach them in two months. Maybe if Esmex hired a professional
conjuring instructor, and I first trained the instructor?


After we wrap up, with the sun almost setting, I leave the
Esmex lab for my limo. Sebastian is driving. “So what have you found?” I crack
open a sparkling grape juice. I’m getting a little tired of it. “Before that,
can you stock this fridge with diet root beer?”


“Diet root beer?” says Sebastian. “Are you sure you want to
offer guests that kind of plebian drink?”


“Um, it’s probably not healthy for me to drink this much
sugary stuff.”


“It would be equally unhealthy to drink that chemical-laden
diet soda. If you do really wish to drink, ahem, diet root beer, then we shall
acquiesce. However, we must keep it in a separate compartment. Champagne and
classic whiskey are what we should be serving guests of age, and this particular
brand of non-alcoholic beverage is quite popular among the gentry. Especially,
say, the young teenage daughters of wealthy billionaires.”


I am struck by lightning. “Great!” I hadn’t forgotten about
Alice during all the happenings recently, but I hadn’t been thinking
specifically about her and what it would look like to have her as a guest. “But
keep the diet root beer in a hidden place, because I like that stuff.”


“As you wish,” says Sebastian. “Now about your question. We
have discovered that the leader of Brine Ward, Gena Anatolievich, is the one
who controls the Shinigami. She used her portal minions to create a crime
empire that spans most of the globe.”


Could I do the same? Well, if I did have an empire, I would
want it to be an empire of good — despite the fact that devils are, inherently,
aligned with the lawful evil side of the alignment chart. I’ll have to figure
out a workaround for that. I don’t want them running amok.


Sebastian continues. “Gena wants to absorb the minions that
would spill out of this S-class portal when it is unlocked. By my prediction,
she has some method of destroying the boss that would emerge, thus enslaving
all the A-class monsters to her will. With that, she would be able to enter—”
He pauses. “Well, we can talk about that later.”


“Um, is this the same later that Lacy was talking
about when she didn’t tell me what organization Crayton wants to join?”


Sebastian shakes his head. “This knowledge is a memetic
hazard.”


I understand what that means — I learned it in Monster
Taxonomy I. It’s basically a piece of knowledge that hurts you somehow when you
know it. Like a book that causes pain when you read it. I sigh. “Well, if it
will hurt me, I don’t want to know.” I lean back in the comfortable all-leather
limo seat. “We’re heading to the place on the Brine Ward business card, right?”


“Indeed,” says Sebastian.


“Good. I don’t really have a plan, but I do want to see what
I can do by talking to them.” I take out the phone I got from Barley, flipping
it open. There is only one phone number stored in its memory.


“Barley,” I say when the phone connects, “I want to work
with you. I’m heading to Brine Ward’s front business building.”


“Good,” says Barley. “I was expecting your call. We’ll have
a handler meet with you at the address I’m sending you. Go there first.” He
hangs up. A minute later, a text appears displaying an address far from the
city center.


We cross the Thames, then head to where we will meet the
government handler. Sebastian pulls us into a dirt lot surrounded by old
fencing. There is an unmarked car parked there, along with three government
agents. One of them is one of my devils — though I doubt the government knows
this.


I step out of the car. One agent approaches me. “Markus,
correct?”


“Yes, that’s me.”


The agent extends his hand. “My name is Josh Parry. It’s
nice to finally meet you.”


I shake his hand. “So what am I supposed to do?”


“Get as much information as you can. We will be monitoring
you with this.” Josh pulls out a small wire mic. “Be careful. We don’t know
what their agents are capable of, as they are not human.”


“I think I can handle it,” I say. “I have help of my own.”


“Don’t be too trusting of your agents. Be careful out there.
That’s my number one maxim. Staying alive and free is better than any gain you
can make through subterfuge.”


I understand this. My stomach is curling in on itself — I am
about to infiltrate a mafia family. One that has aims to conquer the world and
join the ‘rich kids’ club’ that everyone keeps hinting at but not talking
about.


Sebastian bows. “Master, I have an idea that I would like to
share with you.” He looks at Josh. “In the vehicle.”


I smile at Josh. “Are we good?”


“Let me test the wire.” Josh clicks a few buttons on a
walkie-talkie-type device. “Great. You’re good to go.”


“Thanks.” I get back in the car. Sebastian drives us out of
the lot and onto the street. “What were you going to share with me?”


Sebastian is silent for a moment. “You can manipulate light,
right? I do not know as much as I should about your ability, but I do believe
that the testing you were put through at Ixtham was incomplete.”


I think for a moment. I get a flashback to the Shinigami
attack. “You mean, you think I can go invisible?”


“It would not hurt to try,” says Sebastian. “Some of our own
agents can manipulate light in this way.”


I concentrate. Light waves flow around me, reflecting off
me, warming me. I concentrate on bending them around my body. When I try to
look at my hand, I cannot see it. In fact, I cannot see any part of my body.
But a disorienting nausea fills my skull and I can’t even sit correctly. “Looks
like I’m going to have to practice this.”


“I believe you will be able to do it in the time it takes to
reach our destination,” says Sebastian.


“How far is that?”


“Three hours.”


“So, then, outside London.”


Sebastian looks at me via the rearview mirror. “Indeed. It
would not make sense for a major crime operation to be in plain sight in one of
the most surveilled cities in the world.”


“Ah, right. London cameras and all that.” I lean into the
comfortable long seat in the center of the limo as I turn off and on my
invisibility. It takes me a few tries, but eventually I am able to maintain the
cloak for about twenty minutes. I also take the time to change into my business
attire while resting between tries. We reach the location of Brine Ward’s front
business three hours after leaving London.


After straightening my tie, I step out. Sebastian follows
me. “I will be your bodyguard for the official negotiations,” he says. “We
can’t be too careful.”


A smartly dressed woman flanked by two Shinigami in human
form approaches me. She lifts up her sunglasses. “Markus, correct?” she says
with a slight Russian-British accent.


I nod. “Indeed.”


“And this is a devil?”


Sebastian bows. “As you can tell, that is who I am.”


The woman lowers her sunglasses. “Good. My name is Gena.”


I look up at the building behind her. It is a mattress store
— Bloomer Mattress Sales! Twenty percent off! I had always harbored
suspicions about mattress stores and front businesses.


Gena turns and starts back toward the building. “Follow me.
We need you to see something. And get that government wire off your shirt.
Those bumbling idiots don’t need to hear what we’re going to talk about.”


“Oh.” I take the wire — about the size of a penny and hidden
well — off my jacket. I glance at Sebastian. “Well, that was quick.”


Sebastian nods and hands me the same magic earpiece as
before. Again, I must stress that you are careful. I will generate an
apparition of you when the time comes, so that your presence will not be
missed. However, you must watch vigilantly and be ready to pull out at any
time.


I look at Sebastian and nod. My mission is to find the key
using my invisibility and steal it back. I’m going to need all the help I can
get.


I step into the mattress store, clenching my fist. One mistake,
and I’m dead. I’m not dealing with humans any more.


I’m dealing with a whole different world.
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Gena takes me past the mattress store front and into a back
room that leads into an elevator. The elevator descends without her input and
soon we are falling at a stomach-churning speed.


After thirty seconds the elevator stops and the door opens.
A hangar, like the one in the Death Star, expands beyond the entrance. At least
a hundred Shinigami in human form and maybe five hundred humans stand in rigid
lines. They all salute as one.


“I’m a believer in using what you have,” says Gena as we
walk through the rows of soldiers. “What I want to know is why you aren’t using
all of your portal beings to their utmost capacity.”


I shake my head. “I’m, um, not very ambitious. I just like
playing video games and helping people.”


Gena snorts. “You’re lying to yourself. What you really want
is power. No one can escape its allure.”


“But—” I say.


Gena holds up her hand. “I won’t believe otherwise. If you
hadn’t wanted power and wealth, you wouldn’t have released any of your portal
beings into this world.”


I have to think about that. What do I really want out of
this life? Well, no matter. I’m only sixteen and I have more than half a
century to figure that out. For now, I have to disagree with Gena on principle.


“I see that you are uncomfortable,” she says. “Don’t worry.
I won’t hurt you. First, you are far more valuable than any ordinary kingpin.
Second, you have an army of devils who will protect you, and I just don’t want
to mess with that problem.” She sighs, rubbing her neck. “I have enough problems
as it is.”


“So, uh, I heard you were trying to open the dormant S-class
portal in Wales?”


Gena chuckles. “Not exactly. You see, I have found a way. A
very special way.” She smiles at me, though her eyes are penetrating. “I will
be one of the chosen.”


“Okay?” My nervousness increases — which is obvious, since
I’m deep inside a mafia army base. How am I going to sneak around this
place?


Gena leads us through a door underneath a catwalk and we
enter a long, narrow corridor with doors on either side. “This is where we keep
all our important things.” She stops and knocks on one door. “Hey, it’s me.”


The door opens. A human in a lab coat leans out. “Ah. Gena,
you’re here.” The man has a very heavy Russian accent — presumably he is
speaking English for my benefit.


Gena smiles and pushes past him. “This is Valya. He’s a
portal researcher.”


Valya nods. “Indeed. Shall I show your guests what we are
working on?”


Gena grins. “Sure.”


Valya turns to a table in the center of the room. On it is a
single human femur bone, blackened with age. “This is it.”


“Okay?” I say. “What about this is ‘it’?”


Sebastian: Pretend to pay attention. First, you’re going
to have to find an excuse to leave temporarily.


“Ah, yes,” says Valya. “The dormant portal in Wales has been
here long enough that I have had time to analyze its wavelength. I know which
boss monsters will come out. And so I have devised a… what do you call it? Solution.
Yes, solution to defeat the boss monsters.”


“So you’re going to wait for the portal to prolapse,” I say.


Sebastian: We’re going to switch you with your apparition
when your escorting guard isn’t looking. After that, find the key and get out.
We’ll follow you when they allow us to leave. We will make promises, but we
won’t keep them.


I understand. Valya talks a bit longer about technical
stuff. Finally,


“Um,” I say. “I need to go to the bathroom.”


Valya sighs. He turns to Gena, and says something in
Russian.


Gena shakes her head. “You can go.” She motions to one of
her Shinigami guards. “Go with him.”


Sebastian: I’ll give you the signal. The apparition will
overlap your body perfectly for a few seconds. Use that time to go invisible.


As the guard, Sebastian, and I walk through the halls, I get
the signal. A fuzzy feeling fills my body. I assume this is the feeling of the
apparition.


I go invisible. I have the uncanny experience of seeing
myself walk out of my own body. The switch is perfect. I break at the first
branch and walk far enough that I probably won’t be heard.


Success.


I keep to the walls like I’m playing a stealth game. Although
it’s not a game; what’s at risk is my life. The lights above me are harsh. I do
not have a shadow; I am depending mostly on my Anima vision to navigate. Being
unable to see my own nose is making me feel weird.


Two human guards walk around a corner. I press up against
the wall.


“Ey, you heard that guy screaming at night?” says one of the
men. He is not Russian, and he speaks with a Yorkshire accent.


“Ho, ya! That bloody screaming keeps happening at the most
ungodly hours,” says the second man. He sounds Scottish.


They pass, not touching me. I wonder what they’re talking
about, but soon conclude that there’s some torture going on.


Sebastian: One of our agents has hacked their map database.
Turn right two intersections down.


I steel myself and walk down the hall, turning where
Sebastian tells me. Two more guards pass, though they do not speak.


As I approach the destination Sebastian is leading me to, I
hear the screams. Not only screams, but demented laughter as well. The sounds
send a shiver down my spine. Someone seems to be in agonizing pain, and someone
else seems to be enjoying it. A lot.


Sebastian leads me closer and closer to the screams.
Finally, I am before a door, and they are clearly coming from behind it. The
hallway is empty, though well-lit.


Sebastian: This is it. Pick the lock.


How the hell am I supposed to do that? I sigh and conjure
a lockpicking kit — taking inspiration from what I’ve seen in video games.


Sebastian: Hurry. They are getting suspicious.


I frantically try to pick the lock like I see it done in movies.
The lock clicks open. I have no idea how I did it, and I am very surprised.


The door creeps open. The demonic screaming and laughter
dies down. I step into a dark room. Cast in shadow, a single man sits in a
chair, tied down. His eyes blaze with deep fire. He grins. “Welcome. It’s not
often that you feed me.”


I shake my head, stepping further into the room. “I didn’t
come to feed you.” I pause. “Though I can if you’re hungry.”


The man tilts his head. “From one master to another, I
suppose.” He emanates an aura of deep power.


“Er, what’s your favorite food?” I ask.


“Wine,” says the man. “Bring me wine.”


“Okay.” I close my eyes, imagine a bottle of wine, and
conjure it. It probably won’t taste good but it will do in a pinch.


The man’s eyes are tracking across the whole room. He then
locks onto me. “Are you going to stay a coward and keep hiding yourself?”


“Oh.” I forgot. I turn off my invisibility. The wine bottle
is still in my hands.


“You’re just a kid.” He stares at me. “How did a kid like
you get involved with that woman?”


I shake my head. “I’m here to, um, try and stop them.”


The man laughs. “Ah, yes, indeed. You’re that powerful force
I felt entering this compound not too long ago.” He grins. “I assume you’re
looking for the key.”


I frown. “It’s somewhere in this room, right?” I look at the
room. It is empty except for the chair and the man sitting in it.


The man reaches out his hand as far as he can through the
straps binding him. “Wine.”


I hand him the bottle.


He uncorks it with his teeth — an amazing act of oral
dexterity — and takes a swig. His eyes light up. “Hm. This is good wine.
Where’d you get it? For me, it looks like ya pulled it out of your willy.”


“I’m a conjurer. I can make stuff out of raw Anima.”


“Well, then, you’ve got a business on your hands, kid!” says
the man. “This stuff tastes like fifty-year-old vintage from the best vineyards
in Left Bank Bordeaux.”


I sigh. One big revelation after another. What can’t
I produce?


“In return for feeding me the best wine I’ve had in a while,
I’ll let you in on a little secret.” He grins. “The key you’re looking for
isn’t physical.” He points to his forehead. “It’s mental.”


“Okay?” I say. “Do you have it?”


“I do.” His grin falters. “I’ve held it for too long. I’m
willing to give it to you if you help me escape this hellhole.”


“Were you, um, captured by the government before this?”


“Not exactly captured like I am here,” he says. “Just, well,
held in containment. The conditions were a lot better there.” He rattles the
straps holding him to the chair. “You picked the lock to get in here. So can
you release me?”


I conjure another set of lockpicks. The locks tying down the
man are not that difficult to pick, as my Anima vision tells me exactly how to
hold the pick and tensioner. I get all five locks — one on his neck, two on his
arms, and two on his legs.


The man takes a swill of the wine. “My names Rarden.” He
stands up. “You’ve helped an important man. I’ll remember you.” He walks towards
the door. “Do you think you could help me? I can handle the guards, but I don’t
know the way out.”


I put my hand to my ear. Sebastian.


Sebastian: I’m on it. We’re clear, already leaving the
building. They suspected something but we were able to convince them. Stay
invisible!


This might be a problem. I don’t know if Rarden can sneak as
well as I can if I’m invisible.


Rarden puts his hand on my shoulder. “I told you I could
handle the guards.” He throws back his head. A scream of monstrous proportions erupts
from his body as a thousand ghosts roil around him.


In half a second I have conjured earplugs and shoved them in
my ears.


Rarden gives me a lopsided grin. “Sorry!” he mouths, though
I cannot hear him.


The ghosts begin laughing with the same demonic energy that
I heard coming from the room. I have no idea what spirit Rarden is, but
whatever it may be, I won’t be messing with him any time soon. Five soldiers
rush around the corner. They say something but I can’t hear it through the
screaming and earplugs.


The ghosts surrounding Rarden strike. The five men fall to
the ground within seconds. Their ghosts — I can see them with my Anima vision —
are pulled into the storm surrounding Rarden. Rarden opens his mouth and a
devastating howl flies out. The paint on the walls begin to peel.


Sebastian: What the hell was that? No matter. Escape
before they send their full force after you.


Looks like we are found out. I turn to Rarden.


Sebastian: Next right. Then left after two intersections.
After that you’ll be in the emergency staircase.


That’s right. I probably won’t be able to take the elevator.


Six more guards run around the corner. Rarden bowls them
over with his ghost howl. I lead Rarden through the corridors and to the door
to the stairs. I guess even secret underground mafia bases have to pay at least
some attention to fire safety. Rarden busts down the door with his ghost howl.
The two of us rush into the stairwell and start climbing. At least a dozen
soldiers are running behind us, the soldiers rapidly being overtaken by four
Shinigami.


“I can handle the humans.” Rarden’s voice is almost gone
underneath the howls of his ghost aura. “But not those damn monsters!”


“It will be fine if we run!” I yell.


We climb flight after flight of stairs. Since my physical
stats were more than doubled after I acquired my Ring, I can handle as much as
Rarden can. We break out of the ground floor door and rush into a small parking
lot in the English suburbs. Rarden slams the door shut beside him.


My devils’ limo pulls up right on cue. I run towards it,
Rarden beside me.


The door behind us buckles.


Rarden turns to me. His ghost aura dies down. “Is that
yours?” He points to the limo.


“Yes, let’s go!”


We reach the limo, and the doors open automatically. I leap
in, followed by Rarden. A couple of bullets hit the limo’s back window. The
vehicle really is bulletproof!


We drive away as a rushing crowd of my devils engage in a
chase-slash-shootout with the mafia goons. Nobody should be following us any
time soon.


“Did you get the key?” asks Sebastian.


“I did,” I say. “It’s inside this guy.”


Rarden laughs. “You sure have powerful allies. I wouldn’t
have expected a young guy like you to be in charge of an organization.”


I lay down on the limo’s sofa, breathing heavily.


“The diet root beer is behind the seat back,” says Sebastian.


I search the area and find a small hidden fridge. There is
at least a case of diet root beer — in bottles — inside. I use the built-in
bottle opener and pop the top of one of them. A little bit of froth escapes.


Rarden sighs, closing his eyes. “Do you have any more of
that wine?”


I am about to offer him some more conjured wine, but
Sebastian stops me with a glare via the rearview mirror. “Inside the fridge,
sir.”


Rarden opens the mini fridge that’s in plain sight. “Ooh,
Yamazaki! Not my top choice, but not bad either.” He opens the whiskey bottle,
grabs a glass and some ice, and pours himself a shot. After tasting it, he
leans back and smiles. “Mmn. I’m glad to finally be free.”


“So, you said you were going to give me the key?” I say.


Rarden nods. “The key is the same kind of thing as a Spirit
Circle. It’s not exactly the same, but there are a bunch of similarities.” He
knocks down the last of the whiskey and places the glass on a small table with
butler rims to keep it from sliding off.


“Does it have anything to do with your, um, ghost spirits?”


Rarden laughs, shaking his head. “No! I just happen to have
a very unique spirit.” He winks. “I won’t tell you what it is because if you
knew, I would have to kill you.”


He sounds serious. And besides, I don’t want to know what
power could cause that kind of blood-curdling screaming. The horrors of his
spirit are fine to me unknown.


Rarden holds out his left hand. “I’m right-handed. I haven’t
told anyone yet, including the government and the mafia, but this key is
transferred by touching both of our non-dominant palms together.”


“So, like a high-five?” I ask.


“Sure. That’s an American way to put it, but it works.”
Rarden holds up his left hand. “Be careful, though. If someone is left-handed
and you touch their right hand with your left hand, the transfer will still
work. That’s how the guy who had this key before me lost it.” He snorts. “But
both parties have to know about the key. So you’re probably safe with normal
interactions.”


I touch the palm of my left hand to Rarden’s left hand. A
little flash of light transfers between us, and I suddenly feel a weight in my
chest. “So if I just walk up to the portal, it will open?”


Rarden shrugs. “Dunno. All I know is that this key has something
to do with the opening procedure.” His expression turns serious. “S-class
portals always have value to many people. If you conquer one, you can obtain
ultimate power. Lots of people will want this key.” He turns to Sebastian. “Can
you drop me off at—” he writes something on a piece of paper and hands it to
Sebastian “—this location?”


“Indeed,” says Sebastian. “Is your goal to flee the country?”


Rarden laughs. “You got me. That’s exactly my goal.”


“All right, then,” says Sebastian. “To the airport we go.”
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We drop Rarden off at London Heathrow Airport. He thanks us,
waves, and disappears into the crowd. After all that, our parting is
anticlimactic. I assume he has some sort of way to get past customs, and to buy
a ticket.


We then drive back to the government base in London and step
out of the car. Barley and Josh are waiting for us.


“What did you find out?” asks Josh. “For some reason the bug
went dark the moment you walked up to the mafia base.”


I shake my head. “Gena knew about the bug. She probably has
some sort of insider information.”


“We’re going to have to fix that.” Josh frowns. “How did the
negotiations go?”


Sebastian bows. “My master declined Gena’s offer to work
with her. He analyzed the situation and decided that it was far too dangerous
for someone of his age and level of experience.”


Josh nods, wearing an understanding expression. “The
government won’t force you to do our dirty work. I should have told you this
before, but the only reason we let you go there was because you are an S-class
Adventurer and we’re fast running out of options.”


Sebastian must have refused Gena’s offer while I was
sneaking around the compound. Good to know, since as usual, I trusted my devils
rather than ask them what happened.


Josh cracks his knuckles. “However, we’re now in a full-on
war with Brine Ward.” He pauses. “Though your portal servants are helping
immensely.”


I nod. About sixty of my devils are running about trying to
combat Brine Ward and other mafias that are after my powers.


The sun is setting, and it’s almost night. I have one more
night booked at the hotel, and after that I’ll be sleeping in an apartment
provided by Esmex. “Is there anything else?” I ask Josh.


Josh nods. “I know you have the key; I can see its aura. But
we’re not going to demand it from you. You are more protected than any
government facility we could put it in, with your S-class rating and army of
portal beings.” He pauses. “We are going to have to remain in contact.” He
smiles at me. “We’ll send a more permanent guard soon. I think that will be
enough for today. You can fulfill your contract with Esmex, and at the end of
two months we know you’ll be back in the States.”


I turn to Sebastian. “Is it okay to go?”


Sebastian nods. “I assume so.” He opens the limo door for
me. I step in.


We drive through the city and stop at the hotel. I step out,
and Sebastian drives away, leaving me feeling alone — though I am certain there
are multiple devils watching my every move.


I look at the palm of my left hand. That’s where the key is.
I can see a small aura radiating from the lines in my skin. Even though the
effect is small, I can tell that it is very, very powerful. So this is the key
to an S-class dungeon. If it were to be taken from me and used, there’s no
telling how much devastation it would bring.


A Man In Black approaches me. He stops and gives me a
British salute. “My name is Zac. I’m a B-class Adventurer with the government.
It’s my job to keep you safe and in contact with the government for as long as
you have the key.”


“Not much help that’s going to be,” says a voice from behind
me.


I’d recognize that voice anywhere. Alice! I turn to her. “Um,
hey! Why are you here?”


“There’s a birthday party for Duke Cantelmore’s daughter
today. I saw you and decided to take a break.” Her eyes twinkle. “After all,
being with you is as good an excuse as any to quit patronizing that awful
brat.”


“So, I’m just your excuse?”


Zac seems amused at what is happening, though he doesn’t say
anything.


Alice grins. “Of course. You’re my escape route.” She leans
on a high table, putting her chin on her hand. “Hey, do you want to go on a
date tomorrow?”


What? I am so shocked that, for five seconds, I cannot do or
say anything. Then I come to and blink a few times. “Why?”


Oops. Wrong! Wrong! I should have said yes instantly!


Alice winks. “My dad seems to have a liking for you. He
wouldn’t stop me from dating you. And tomorrow is that brat’s present opening
ceremony, which I’ll do anything to avoid.”


“So, um, she has two parties?” I ask stupidly.


Alice laughs and I feel magic in the air. “No, she has
three! Three days of partying. That brat is so spoiled that she cried when I
gave her a teddy bear. She said it was too cheap.” Alice grimaces. “Cheap! That
teddy bear was made by my favorite maid!” She sighs. “Anyways, you’re going to
go on a date with me tomorrow and that’s that.”


“Um, okay?” I am still too stunned to think correctly.


Alice smirks at me. “Tata, now. It’s time for me to head
back. Tonight’s party is the one I can’t afford to miss.” She hands me a slip of
paper. “That’s my number. I know yours already. I’ll call you tomorrow
morning.” She smiles, curtsies, and then heads back to the gala room.


Wow, she is beautiful. Her dress, her makeup, her hair,
everything. Just the thought that I’ll be spending time with her tomorrow is
sending my stomach into acrobatics.


Zac clears his throat. “I was about to finish my introduction
when that young lady interrupted us.” He tilts his head. “Though I won’t judge
your taste. She certainly is beautiful.” He sits on the arm of a couch. “I’m
going to be staying with you and monitoring you for the time you are in the UK.
Once you go home, there will be much less risk that your portal key will be
stolen and brought back to Wales. But for the next two months, I hope to be able
to form a working relationship.”


I extend my hand. Zac shakes it.


He turns towards the hotel entrance. “I will be staying in a
room near you.”


“Okay.”


“You’re pretty fortunate to be able to rent the royal
suite,” says Zac.


“Wait, royal suite?” I put my hand to my ear. The ball of
communication magic is still there. Sebastian! What’s all this about a royal
suite?


Sebastian: You are an important person. It is paramount
that you act like one.


Hm, okay? But I’m still boggling at how much one
night in that suite costs. I suppose, since I’m a literal multimillionaire,
that I can handle one night in a high-class hotel room. I sigh. “Sure,” I say
to Zac. “I’ll try not to be a nuisance.”


Zac smiles.


On the hotel’s top floor, Zac opens a door to one side of
the royal suite’s carved mahogany doors. “I’m in the servant’s quarters.” He
closes the door, leaving me alone on the top floor of a prestigious hotel.


I approach the grand mahogany doors. They resist my push for
a moment and then unlock and open without a key, maybe due to some sort of
facial recognition feature. I step into a plush multi-room suite with a wall
window that looks over the entirety of London. I lean my hand against the glass
and look at my faint reflection. The lights of the city twinkle, beyond my reflected
face, as if grounded stars are shining through me.


I really am rich! The fact hits me all at once. I take a
moment to contemplate it but even the thought is too much to handle. I decide
to deal with what I think of it later.


I find my luggage already placed next to the table in the
lounge room. I take out my computer and set it up at the desk in the parlor’s
corner. After connecting to the internet, I do a little bit of research into
Esmex, this hotel, and London’s Anti-Crime agency. I also do research into
exactly what limitations conjurers normally have. It’s pretty much the same as
at home, and for some reason that makes me feel better.


When I am done, I go to the bedroom and lay down on the
way-too-big bed. Tomorrow is day two of trying to get a bunch of conjurers to
understand Rearden metal and how to create it. I wonder again about hiring a
professional conjuring professor to help.


I conjure myself a can of root beer and pop it open. I take
a drink; the stuff tastes good, yes, but it’s like no other. Is this better? Or
is this just different? I don’t know, so I finish the root beer and toss it
into a trashcan near the bed. Why is it so easy for me and so difficult for my
Esmex students?


Soon I am asleep.


I stand in the same video game town as always. It looks like
it has been renovated recently to look more like the main street of a certain
famous amusement park. There is even a statue in the middle of a plaza. Jirgrar
is in front of me, bowing.


“Master, our war with Brine Ward and the Shinigami is going
well. However, we have not been able to avoid casualties. Two of your devils
have died, and several more have been severely injured. We, though, will not
stop serving you.”


I nod. “Thank you, and I’m sorry for your losses. How
powerful are these Shinigami?”


Jirgrar’s lips curl up. “Not as strong as we are. They lack
the adaptability of our agents, as well as our wide range of powers.”


“Okay. Keep working. I don’t know how I can reward you, but
if you want something, I’ll see if I can give it to you.”


“We want more freedom in our operations,” says Jirgrar.
“Your moral limitations are crippling us against an organization that has no
such morals.”


I frown. Letting some of my servants die just because I
don’t like dirty jobs is a problem. “Okay, then. You can do whatever you need
to do in order to defeat Brine Ward. Just make sure not to do anything too
heinous, like destroying half of London.”


Jirgrar smiles and bows again. “As you wish.”


Fight fire with fire, as they say.


“That is all,” says Jirgrar.


I fall into a deep sleep.


When I wake up, the sun is streaming through the penthouse
window. I groan, realizing that I’m going to have to force the idea of Rearden
metal into the heads of those conjurers. I stay a couple more minutes in bed
and then reluctantly get ready. I also pack up all my luggage and bring it with
me.


Zac is standing beside the door when I step out. I nod and
he nods back. Neither of us say anything. As we walk to the elevator, I think
about the freedom I gave Jirgrar. Certainly, doing things clean puts one at a
disadvantage when fighting a ruthless supernatural mafia. I mean, even the police
use undercover cops.


Still, though, trying to justify my decision with platitudes
doesn’t really cover the whole thing. Mostly I let Jirgrar have his way because
I don’t want any more deaths on my side. I know these deaths are of devils who
came out of a portal, but I have learned that they have personalities just like
humans. Maybe they are a little on the inherently evil side, but that doesn’t
change the fact that they are people. All I have to do is make sure they don’t
do anything too stupid or terrible.


The elevator brings Zac and I down to the ground floor. Just
as I step out my phone rings. “Hello?”


“Hey, Markus!” It’s Alice. “Meet me at the London Eye at
two! I’ll be waiting!” She hangs up.


Well, that was quick! I let my hand and phone fall to my
side.


Sebastian has the limo parked right in front of the hotel.
He opens the door for us and we sit on sofas facing each other.


“This is the first time I’ve been in a limo,” says Zac.


“There are drinks in the fridge,” I say.


“Oh, no, I don’t want to get intoxicated.”


I shake my head. “There’s also, um, a popular brand of
juice. I think it was Blendina?”


Zac’s eyes light up. “Of course! Wow, I’ve never been able
to afford Blendina!”


I turn to Sebastian. “For reference, how much does a bottle
of Blendina cost?”


Sebastian keeps his eyes focused ahead. “Sixty-five pounds.”


“Wait, what? For, like, a soda can’s worth? Whoa!”


Zac reaches for the fridge with a hesitant motion. “Are you
sure I can have one?”


“Sure,” I say. “It’s no big deal.”


“Okay.” Zac opens the fridge and takes out a bottle of
sparkling juice about the size of a beer bottle. He examines it before opening
the bottle on the fridge’s built-in bottle opener. Finally he takes a sip. His
eyes close and he smiles. He takes another sip.


Well, if Blendina can make someone react that way, it might
be worth it!


After ten minutes we arrive at Esmex HQ. Zac follows me into
the building.


“Are you going to stay with me during work?” I ask him.


Zac nods. “It’s my job, after all.”


I can’t blame him, I suppose. We take the elevator up.


The twelve conjurers are sitting around the break room
connected to the lab. “All right, people,” I say. “It’s time to get to work.”


I spend the next four hours trying desperately to explain
Rearden metal and how it works. One conjurer, Lincoln Patel, almost manages to
create type two. The rest aren’t even close. I wrap up for the day at around
one in the afternoon. I have my date, after all.


When we leave the building, Sebastian is waiting in the
limo. I step in, and Zac follows. One thought has been niggling at the back of
my mind for the entire class session. This date might be uncomfortable if Zac
is following us the whole time. I don’t know how to fix that, though. Maybe I
should just deal with it?


“I prepared you a suitable outfit for your outing,” says
Sebastian.


A suit bag is hanging from the roof. I open it — it contains
a stylish set of street clothes. I turn to Zac. “Are you going to watch while I
change?”


Sebastian looks at me through the rearview mirror. “There is
a special private compartment at the very back of this vehicle.”


I pull away the curtain at the back that I always assumed
covered a wall. Instead, it hides a small room just large enough for a grown
man to change in. I swap clothing and step out.


Zac looks at me with an approving smile. “That’s some fancy
clothes you have there.”


“I don’t really know much about that,” I say. “I just wear
what my butler tells me to.”


Zac laughs. “Well, you look great. I hope your date goes
well.”


“Are you going to be coming with me?”


Zac shakes his head. “I’ve been trained in stealth and
pursuit. I can watch you without you knowing.”


“Okay, then do that.” At the very least he won’t be an
awkward third wheel.


“You should be careful about the information you divulge,”
says Sebastian. “You still don’t know this young lady very well. She may have a
trick up her sleeve. Her father is Crayton, after all.”


The limo pull up to a small courtyard near the London Eye. I
catch sight of Alice sitting on a bench. I step out of the car, a big grin on
my face.


“I’ll be dropping off Sir Zac somewhere close,” says
Sebastian as the door closes.


Alice looks up at me and smiles. “Hey, Markus! Do you want to
head to the mall first? Or do you want to ride the Eye?”


“Anything,” I say.


And so starts an amazing afternoon.






23 Flash


 


Alice and I enter the Loquireda mall
from the entrance closest to the Eye. This mall was built after twelve-one in order
to maximize protection against monsters, and as such has a rather brutalist
appearance. London has had two prolapses in the time since and both times this
mall has served as a safe place. In times of peace, though, the mall is
spacious, brightly lit, with a roof made of crystal glass that lets the sun
through — when it’s not covered in fog or rain.


Alice drags me from store to store, purchasing expensive
items like they cost pennies. After half an hour I am loaded down with bags of
clothes, makeup, and stuffed animals. I feel like a porter whose only job is to
carry things — I’m getting flashbacks to my time as an apprentice for the
Riding Valkyries. It’s good that my physical stats increased so much, as I
don’t think I would have been able to carry all this stuff otherwise.


Alice keeps up a constant pace of chattering, mostly about
gossip and the stock market. Two totally different things, I know, but she
treats them both the same. It seems that every little change in the stock
exchange matters to her. She has the mind of a broker mixed with that of a
funny, outgoing teenage girl.


I think I’m in love!


Finally Alice brings us to the food court. The place is
crowded, with very few open tables. She selects one that is nestled in a corner
next to several potted plants and a water fountain. Over our meal, we have an
interesting conversation about politics, religion, and business. Not only is
she beautiful — she is smart as well. Alice seems to
have an opinion on everything. Her mind is inquisitive, and she doesn’t seem to
have an aversion to thinking hard.


I am enjoying my time with her immensely. I don’t know what,
or how, but I know that I am head over heels for her.


We finish our dinner and leave the mall. A limo comes to
pick up Alice’s purchases —there are so many that the whole car is full. After
it leaves, we head to the London Eye, a Ferris wheel that dominates the skyline
of London.


After waiting in line for a bit, we get on. Neither of us speak
as the wheel rises. As it starts to fall, Alice turns to me. “Do you want to
hold hands?”


Do I! I nod, trying not to seem stupid.


Alice touches my left hand.


An explosion of light fills the cabin. I am stunned, and I
can’t think straight. Everything goes double and fades in and out. Finally the
cabin reaches the ground and the doors open. Alice curtsies. With a sprightly
step, she jumps from the cabin and winks at me. “Thanks! I’m left-handed, just
so you know!”


I don’t even know what is happening. Alice is picked up by a
black van and is gone before I can stagger from the cabin, too dizzy to walk
straight.


Sebastian: Markus! What happened?


Zac runs towards me, waving. “What in the world?” He looks
me up and down. “Where’s the key?”


I shake my head, ready to collapse. “She took it. She stole
the key.”


“Bloody hell!” Zac pulls out a walkie-talkie. “Black van. No
markings. Yes, it was Crayton’s daughter.”


I fall to my knees. “So she was just leading me on?” My eyes
fill with tears. “She didn’t like me after all? She was just after the key?”


Zac pulls me upright. “We don’t have time for that. We need
to get the key back. You’re an S-class Adventurer. Act like one!”


I wipe my eyes. My innards are boiling. “Okay, okay. But
it’s not my fault! I didn’t know she was left-handed!”


“What do you mean, left-handed?” says Zac. “What does that have
to do with anything?”


Oh, right. Zac doesn’t know.


I shake my head, brushing off my pants. I am still hurting
inside but I realize that, as an official S-class Adventurer, I need to be
strong. I wipe my eyes. “Okay. What do you suggest we do next?”


“Chase the van, of course!” says Zac.


Sebastian pulls up at that moment. He leaps out and opens
the door to the limo. “Get in!”


Zac and I pile into the limo. Sebastian guns the engine and
we blaze through the streets on a course to chase the van. But within minutes,
he slows the limo. “We lost them. They must be using some sort of hiding
magic.”


“Well, then,” says Zac. “What now? I’ve failed in my mission
and must report back to my boss. Take me to headquarters.”


Sebastian nods. “Indeed.”


I must hold the record for shortest amount of time spent
guarding a very important item. I can’t begin to understand the depth of the screw-up
I made.


Zac shakes his head. “Don’t get too busted up about this,
lad. I made a mistake, too. I should have recognized her intentions.”


“You have to know about the key to steal it,” I say.
“Doesn’t that mean she knew beforehand? Was the whole thing a setup?”


“Most likely,” says Sebastian. “We, your servants, were just
as unprepared as you. It is our fault that you were even able to be duped like
that.” It is clear that Sebastian is torn. After all, this may result in great
danger to me, the city, and the nation.


“I think,” I say, “that after dropping Zac off, we should
ask Crayton about this.”


“Crayton is probably in on this, right?” says Zac.


Sebastian appears unconvinced. “Crayton has other goals.
Opening the S-class portal in Wales may not be among them. His daughter has a
legendary amount of freedom, after all.”


“So you’re saying this is all Alice?” I say.


Sebastian shakes his head. “No, I am not saying it. I am
suggesting it as a possibility.”


I sigh, leaning against the arm of the couch.


We pull into the parking lot of London’s Organized Crime
unit, where the key was first stolen. Zac steps out. “Since you no longer have
the key,” he says, “it’s no longer my mission to shadow you. I’ll be wishing
you good luck here. It was an honor to work with you, even though it was for
less than two days.”


I try my best to smile. “Sorry.”


Zac shakes his head.


The door closes. Sebastian drives us away from the HQ and
into the street. “We’re going to Crayton’s work office,” he says. “Is this
acceptable?”


“Yes. I assume Zac is going to brief the government?” I am
feeling a little bit better, enough to where I can think straight about our
situation.


“Indeed,” says Sebastian. “Our agents are already scouring
surveillance footage and using their contacts to discover where Alice is.”


I sit for a couple of minutes, silently, wondering what is
going to happen next. The city passes by, silent, unspeaking. We stop at the
entrance to the Esmex tower, where I was just a couple hours ago. For a moment
I stand in the bathing glow of streetlamps, trying to decide how to handle
Crayton.


Two security guards approach me. “Are you Markus Red?” says
one of them.


I nod.


“Mr. Blanche wants to see you.”


Well, that was convenient. I follow the guard into the
building while the other continues patrolling. The first guard escorts me into
the elevator that takes us to the same top floor penthouse where Crayton first
talked to me.


I enter the beautiful, panoramic room. Crayton is sitting on
a couch, a bottle of expensive whiskey in his hand. “Hic,” he says. “Ah, my
friend, hic, Markus.”


“Um, do you know what happened to Alice?”


Crayton shakes his head. His cheeks are red — he is drunk.
“She left me! That darling girl. I spent all my love on her… hic…”


“So you weren’t part of her stealing the key,” I say.


“Key?” says Crayton. “What key? I don’t remember her ever
needing to… hic… unlock something. I’d unlock it for her!”


I sigh, sitting down in a plush armchair. “Alice has stolen
a key that can open the dormant S-class portal in Wales.”


Crayton takes another swig of whiskey. “Ah, Wales! Her
mother was Welsh… hic…” His eyes close. “Just bring her back to me…” He opens
his eyes and looks at me. “Can you do it? Can you bring her back for me? Hic?”


I think for a moment. “I can. I can try. I’ll do everything
I can to get her back!”


Crayton takes a swig. “Great! The great Adventurer saves the
damsel in… hic… distress!”


“I don’t think she’s in distress.”


Crayton shakes his head. “Go find her, my valiant hero! I
will reward you with gold! Hic! And silver!”


Looks like Crayton is too drunk to hold a conversation. I
sigh, standing up. “I’m going to go look for Alice. Stay here and don’t kill
yourself.”


“Ah, yesh,” says Crayton. “The grand hero!”


I back out of the door and, turning to the elevator, rush
into it. I jam the ground floor button a couple of times. The elevator descends
far too slowly.


When I leave the elevator Sebastian is waiting for me. He
bows. “Master, we believe Alice has boarded a flight to Wales.”


Oh, boy. This isn’t exactly the best-case scenario. In fact,
it’s probably the worst. I have no idea what Alice’s intentions may be. Perhaps
she wants to control the portal beings just like Gena. Or maybe she’s working
for Brine Ward. I remember that blackened bone that Gena showed me. Does Alice
have that as well?


Sebastian leads me to the limo, where we speed off towards
the airport. This is the second time in a day that we’re headed there, this
time not so triumphantly. We pull into the airport’s private parking lot.
Sebastian bows. “Master, we have prepared for you a private plane. I will be
taking my leave here, as I have things to take care of.” Before I can say
anything, two of my devils approach. “Tonan and Jozunen will be working with
you,” says Sebastian.


Tonan is a beautiful-looking woman with long black hair.
Jozunen is a buff military-man looking type with lots of piercings. Both of
them salute.


“I will be piloting the craft,” says Jozunen. “Please, follow
me.”


The three of us walk through a gate that says Authorized
Personnel Only. The two devils lead me to a hangar where a small prop plane
is stored. It has just enough room for myself and the two devils. We taxi onto
a small auxiliary runway and take off.


I can see the whole of London through the window of the
plane. We fly west, towards Wales.


“The portal is in Crickhowell,” says Tonan. “At a small park
in the town’s center. We will be making a landing at a local airport.”


I watch the landscape beneath us scroll past. If the boss
monster or any number of other monsters escape from that portal, the nation
down there will cease to exist. “What if we’re too late?”


“A very real question,” says Tonan. “But one that I cannot
answer. We simply don’t know what will happen when the portal is awakened. It
could prolapse immediately, or it could be like a normal portal opening and
allow us a week to clear it.”


“But it’s an S-class,” I say. “No one has ever cleared an
S-class before it prolapsed.”


Tonan shakes her head. “I don’t know. Everything is
precariously balanced.”


Jozunen lowers the radio mike “It looks like Crickhowell is
being evacuated, as well as other towns in the area.”


“A good move,” says Tonan.


“So Zac did his job,” I say.


Tonan twists around in the pilot’s seat. “The government may
send some guilds to handle this. Since you’re an S-class, any guild would allow
you into their ranks. If you can’t do anything else, then you can help the
response to the portal’s opening.”


“We’re about an hour away,” says Jozunen.


I spend that hour wondering what I’m going to do when we hit
the ground. Is Alice already inside the portal? If so, what is she doing there?
Is she working with someone else? Who?


One stressful hour later, we land at the small airstrip in
Crickhowell. Several other planes are parked on the tarmac as well, making the
area very crowded. When I step out of the plane, at least a dozen Adventurers
surround me.


“You’re Markus, the S-class, right?” says a man with
silver-white hair who can’t be older than twenty-five. “My name is Derwyn. I’m
an S-class, too. There’s one other, but he can’t be here.”


“The UK only has two S-classes?” I say.


Derwyn shakes his head. “Now’s not the time. We have a
three-guild response team gathering by the portal. It’s been opened. Portal
analysis says there’s about twelve hours before it prolapses.”


“Are the Blue Dryads here?” I ask.


“From London?” says Derwyn. “Yes. They’re the second-biggest
guild here, out of three.”


“What guild do you belong to?” I ask Derwyn as we walk
towards the park.


“The biggest one here, Dungeon Solutions UK.” Derwyn looks
at Tonan and Jozunen. “Are these Adventurers with you?”


I shake my head. “They’re not—” But a glare from Jozunen
stops me. “Yes, they’re with me,” I say after a pause.


Derwyn begins jogging. “Hurry. The guilds are preparing to
enter.”


“Were you waiting for me?” I ask.


“Yes. I got word that a powerful Adventurer with newly
obtained S-class was on their way.”


I turn to Jozunen. He nods. I get it; my network is working
for me again.


We pass through a fenced area and enter a small rolling
green park like any other in a first-world country. There is a small
playground, some benches, and a ten-foot tall bluish-red portal. It is open,
radiating the most powerful psion emissions that I have ever seen. It’s almost
blinding.


“So this is an S-class portal.”


Derwyn points to the gigantic group of Adventurers milling
around near the playground. “We have the Blue Dryads, Dungeon Solutions UK, and
the Red Crickets.”


“This is the first time I’ve worked with a multi-guild
team.”


“In the EU,” says Derwyn, “all portals with a rating of A or
above must be cleared by at least two guilds. This is mostly for safety but
also helps with the economics.” Derwyn waves to one of the Adventurers gathered
around the portal. “Hey! Kane!”


A red-haired man with a wiry body joins us from the crowd. “Derwyn!
Are you ending your vacation early to help out the old guild?”


Derwyn nods, shaking hands with Kane. “Of course,” says
Derwyn. “There’s no chance for you lads to clear this portal without your
strongest players.” He points to me. “This is Markus. He’s an S-class
Adventurer from the States.”


Kane looks taken aback. “A young lad like him, S-class?”


Derwyn shrugs. “He took down a balrog in Manhattan.”


Kane whistles. “You must be brave. I’m glad to have you on
our team. What guild are you with?”


“The Blue Dryads,” I say. “Temporarily.”


Kane nods, wearing a knowing expression. “They’re a good
bunch. Got lots of funding, and even the apprentices have good gear.”


“I have to tell you,” I say, “this whole thing was my fault.
I was the one who lost the key.”


Kane shakes his head. “I didn’t hear anything about this
portal being your fault. I don’t know what you did, but we have a job to do,
and nothing changes that.”


The members of the three guilds total about a hundred
people. I’ve never even been in a C-class portal, and now I’m entering an
S-class? This is going to be tough.


The leaders of the three guilds approach the portal’s entrance,
and I prepare for the worst.






24 A Small Park


 


The three guild masters brief us on what we’re supposed to
do. There are at least a dozen A-class Adventurers, as well as three dozen B-class
and sixty C-class. We’re a veritable army. But this is what it takes to clear
an S-class dungeon, and we don’t even know if this is going to be enough. After
all, no S-class portal has ever been cleared before, and the only two that were
ever made safe were defeated after they prolapsed and caused huge damage.


I am assigned to the Blue Dryads and placed near the front,
behind a wall of six tank-class Adventurers. I conjure a compound bow and two
dozen arrows to start with.


The Red Crickets enter first. Wave after wave of Adventurers
disappear into the portal. Dungeon Solutions UK enters second. Then comes the
Blue Dryads, and I march with them. The interior of the dungeon is a sweltering
jungle. The sound of a massive monster howling in the distance reverberates
through my bones.


“Contact!” yells an Adventurer from the Red Crickets, in the
front of the assault. “Two casualties! Three! We need a healer!”


Explosions rock the ground. A wall of fire blasts through
the jungle, and is met with a wall of crawling man-eating vines.


“Casualty!” yells another Adventurer. “Man down, man down!”


Twenty B-class monkey monsters are forming a pincer movement
around us. The six tanks in front of me form a wall that faces three sides. One
monkey throws a crude-looking spear. The spear hits one of the tanks in front
of me and a black hole opens at its tip. Half of the tank-class Adventurer’s
body disappears into a maw of swirling darkness. The other half spurts blood
and falls to the ground.


Damn. Adventurers are dropping like flies.


I hit a monkey right between the eyes and it falls to the
ground, dead. The rest of the monkeys retreat into the forest. In any other
dungeon, this would be where we would absorb the dead mobs’ Spirit Circles. But
now, we have no time. Three technicians suck up the spirits to avoid
contamination and we continue on our way.


We took seven casualties, and this was just the opening
salvo. Several apprentice porters carry the bodies — at least the ones that are
reasonably intact — back towards the exit. Somewhere on the edge of my vision,
a smudge of blue dances, tempting me to turn and look at it. But when I do, it
vanishes.


An A-class rhinoceros, flanked by ten B-class raptors,
charges out of the forest and bowls over our flanks. Two more dead, a dozen
injured. I fire off as many arrows as I can and hit the rhino right in its
sweet spot. A blast of fire magic hits the rhino when it is weakened. The rhino
comes crashing down, throwing up mud and dust.


The ten raptors leap into our lines, their claws ripping
through flesh and armor. We fight them down. I take one out with a shot to the
neck. We take two more casualties before the raptors are all dead.


“Collection!” yells the Red Crickets’ leader. “Maria!”


Even in a survival situation like this, it would be stupid
to leave the spirit of an A-class monster to rot. This rhino probably has a
spirit of around a thousand years, give or take a hundred.


The Adventurer who I assume is Maria receives the spirit,
and ten minutes later we are on the move.


As we are crossing an open mesa, the sky darkens. A gigantic
mushroom monster lands in the middle of our army, spewing poisonous spores. Ten
Adventurers get a face full of the stuff. Two seconds later, their entire
bodies erupt with mushrooms. The rest of the Adventurers do their best to avoid
the spores.


I fire as many arrows as I can at the mushroom monster.
Fireballs, acid attacks, ice and lightning. Nothing seems to bring it down. It
stomps down another Adventurer.


The five remaining tank-class Adventurers in front of me
form a rank. The mushroom monster is heading straight for me, crashing through
the battle lines. I can see its thousands of eye holes, each one hosting an
insect-like bulbous orb.


I fire arrow after arrow. I conjure fungicide and coat my
arrows with them. It seems to work. The mushroom monster, being attacked from
all sides, finally falls to the ground. I fire the last poisoned arrow. The
killing blow.


The mushroom monster screams, shriveling up to half of its
size. A thousand-year Ring rises out of its remains. Since I killed it, I get
to absorb it. I’m already powerful, but the rules are the rules. Whoever
strikes the last blow gets to absorb the monster. Again, if one absorbs a Ring
that is too far above one’s current level, it could cause massive problems. But
I am the owner of a ten-thousand-year spirit. This won’t hurt a bit.


I sit down, meditate, and say the mantra. The mushroom’s
Ring floats away from the corpse and rotates around me, disappearing into my
stomach.


Derwyn claps me on the back. “You’re even more powerful!”


I shake my head. “It was a coincidence. And we’re going to
need all the power we can get to clear this dungeon.” I steel myself. “It was
my fault that it opened, after all.”


Derwyn shakes his head. “Portals are nobody’s fault.” He
flips a long spear around his back.


We continue into the dungeon. Every couple hundred yards, we
meet a mini-boss that is at least A-class. Each encounter costs more lives. Two
more of the tank-class Adventurers defending me fall before we reach the boss
of the first level. “This place has four floors!” says the Adventurer in charge
of the Red Crickets. “We need to prepare for that!”


The first-floor boss room is an ancient Mayan-style temple.
Heavy footsteps sound from beneath the stone monolith. A giant tiger, maybe ten
feet tall, leaps out and glares at us.


“S-class!” yells a member of another guild.


Yes, this is an S-class monster, the first one I have ever
seen. Its aura is disastrous. I can feel the huge roiling waves of power
emanating from its hide. The tiger roars, sending an almost physical shock wave
rushing through our ranks.


“Stay in formation!” yells a commander. “Don’t be intimidated!”


The tiger charges. Three ranks of tank-class Adventurers
form a phalanx. The tiger crashes through all three rows. People and bodies fly
everywhere. The clash of steel against claw rings. The tiger aims for me. There
will be no missile flying in to save me this time.


I raise my bow. The arrow seems tiny, almost pitiful when
faced with the gigantic hulk of feline danger in front of me. The tiger hisses.
I pull back an arrow and shoot. The arrow embeds itself in the tiger’s hide,
and the tiger doesn’t even appear to notice it.


So much for being an S-class Adventurer.


But… I haven’t even come close to my full output. I hold up
my hands and conjure a ball of pure fire energy. Power pours out of the red cracks
lining my hands. I almost lose control of it, but keep it contained between my
hands. I form the power into a dense arrowhead that I place on top of a strong
ash body. The arrowhead gleams with intense, almost nuclear, power.


Derwyn stands beside me. “In the end, it’s just us
S-classes, eh?”


The rest of the Adventurers are breaking formation and
running past us.


A blinding ball of light forms at the end of Derwyn’s spear.
“We aren’t S-class for nothing.”


The nuclear warhead at the end of my arrow simmers. I pull
the string back. Even the vast store of infernal energy inside me is straining
to provide enough magic to power the warhead I’m about to deliver. The blinding
ball of light at the end of Derwyn’s spear shines like the sun.


“On three,” says Derwyn as the tiger tears through the
tank-class Adventurers in front of us.


“One.” The tiger swipes its paw and thrashes an entire
squad.


“Two.” The tiger rips an Adventurer apart between its teeth.


“Three.”


I release. The arrow streaks through the air, breaking
reality as it flies. Derwyn’s spear shoots a bolt of lightning that strikes the
tiger directly in the face. My arrow tears a foot-diameter hole straight
through the tiger’s body, from its left cheek to its right buttocks. The vacuum
created by the arrow’s passage sucks blood and tissue into a vortex of offal.
Derwyn’s lightning bolt covers the tiger’s entire outer body, singeing off all
its hair. Its eyes explode into steaming jelly.


Derwyn and I stand, breathing heavily. I chuckle despite the
disaster around us.


“Now that’s what I call S-class,” says Derwyn.


The tiger’s Spirit Ring rises out of its body. Instead of
coming out as one whole ring, it splits in two, one half traveling to each of
us.


Derwyn holds out his hand. “I trust thee, god of knowledge. Bless
me with this curse.”


I recite my own mantra. “Hey, Dr. Barrimore? Does your
potion still affect me?”


It does. I absorb the half-ring without problem.


Derwyn looks over the decimated adventuring party. “I don’t
think we can continue, though. I won’t be able to pull off another attack like
that for a day or two.”


“We’ve got ten hours.” Kane turns to me. “Markus? Do you
think you can pull that off again?”


I shake my head. The well of energy I thought was bottomless
is not so deep as I imagined. I still have a lot of energy left by conventional
measures but not enough to defeat another S-class monster. And off to the side,
that smudge of blue is back, but when I glance that way, it vanishes.


Kane turns to the remaining Adventurers. “It wouldn’t be
fair to risk these Adventurers’ lives if we simply don’t have enough firepower.
We’re going to have to wait for reinforcements from other guilds, and that
won’t happen for another few hours.” He turns to his guild, Dungeons Solutions
UK. “All right! We’ve cleared the first floor, but we need to retreat for now.
Glenia, Servan, you take the back point for our exit!”


“If Dungeon Solutions is pulling out,” says Carl Stevenson,
the leader of the Blue Dryads, “we need to as well. I heard that the Green
Blazes and the Rocking Shooters are coming to help us.”


“Okay,” I say. “I’ll cover the retreat for our guild.”


“Thanks,” says Carl.


I know that, somewhere in this dungeon, Alice is waiting. I
don’t know what she’s doing but I do know that she’s in here. But for now I
won’t be able to advance without risking the lives of dozens of Adventurers.
Our total casualty list is thirty-five dead. Those injured are easily healed,
but once an Adventurer dies, they’re dead for good.


Thirty-five casualties and we just cleared the first floor!
This is some serious action.


I find that my entire body is covered in sweat. Not only was
the jungle hot and humid, but I was nervous as well. Understandably so, where
so many people died in less than an hour. And that blue smudge… it’s back, and
this time it feels familiar.


Soon, every Adventurer is accounted for outside the portal.
Everyone looks haggard. The portal has been measured at four floors, each one
more difficult than the last. There’s no way we can clear this portal before it
prolapses.


“I have an idea,” I say to Carl. “Can we encase this portal
in some sort of box? We might be able to at least buy ourselves some time.”


Carl thinks for a moment. “If we can stall for two days, the
British government may be able to get their hands on some Striker missiles.” He
turns to the portal. “That’s it. We’re calling in the construction crew.”


I turn to the gathered Adventurers. At that moment, the
Green Blazes guild comes around the corner. I know the Rocking Shooters are not
far behind.


“How many conjurers do we have?” I ask, raising my voice so
that everyone can hear.


The group quiets down. I must command some serious respect
if I’m able to quiet a group of Adventurers who have just been through such
trauma. I clear my throat.


“We’re going to encase the portal in a box to buy some time
for the government to bring in their missiles,” I say.


Kane leans close to me and whispers in my ear. “Those
missiles cost over a billion pounds each, and they’re made with super-rare
materials. I doubt the government will be able to secure more than three.”


Well, this sucks. I also realize how lucky I was to see the
use of a missile that expensive. Considering the damage the balrog could have
done, it was a good exchange, but still. We might be screwed.


Derwyn approaches me with his spear behind his arm. “I’ll
gather as many conjurers here as I can. I’ll also call for some non-Adventuring
conjurers to help produce material.”


“I can get the government to help as well,” says Carl. “If
they bring out the big equipment, we may be able to isolate the portal much
sooner.”


“Let’s get to work,” I say. I know I should obey my artificial
limits, but if things get down to the wire, I might break them. It remains to
be seen if I will need to.


While we were in the portal, news crews arrived. They
approach the Adventurers and stick microphones in their faces.


Derwyn shakes his head. “I don’t do well with press.”


“Neither do I.” I head away from the gaggle of reporters.


Tonan and Jozunen meet me just out of Derwyn’s hearing.


“Markus,” says Tonan, “if you wish, we can use our comrades
to bring assistance.”


“Do it,” I say.


Tonan bows. “As you wish.”


A lot of things are moving at once. But the thing I’m most
worried about is Alice. She is most definitely somewhere inside there.


I wait around for half an hour while hundreds of personnel
arrive at the portal in the park. There are non-Adventuring conjurers, law
enforcement, and even a couple of tanks. Several shipping containers are
trucked onto the grass. Workers begin to cut them up in preparation for covering
the portal.


The sixth S-class portal ever opened is not going to play
easy on us.






25 Deal


 


The wall that will surround the S-class portal in the park
is nearing construction. It’s been five hours since we exited after taking over
thirty casualties. Rows of body bags line the edge of the grass and are being
handled by the local police force.


Firemen, the military, and SWAT teams are standing by to
engage, if needed. There are hundreds of people milling around, preparing for
the moment that will come in five hours, when the portal prolapses.


I wonder what Alice is doing inside there. My Anima vision
picked up a faint residue left by her passing inside the dungeon’s first level —
that blue smudge I could never quite pin down. It was almost too faint for me
to notice, but thinking back on it now, I determine that it must have been her.


I sit on a bench next to Derwyn, Tonan, and Jozunen. We are
simply waiting for what is to come. Not much needs to be said. As the two
S-class Adventurers here, it is our job to be the spearhead when the portal
releases its contents into the world.


Carl joins us. “The military has been able to acquire two
Dungeon Striker missiles.” He hands a spotting device to me and another to
Derwyn. “You two are most likely to survive in an all-out battle. Since portal
beings don’t appear on electronic sensors, you’re going to have to guide these
missiles. The device should give you the exact time the missile is bound to
strike. Make sure to take down the biggest baddies you can.” He tries to smile
but doesn’t quite succeed. “Make them count.”


I turn to Derwyn. His expression is serious. I know that
many people are likely to die during this encounter. It is technically my
fault, but I don’t need to think about what could have happened. Instead, I
need to face forward and deal with the problems at hand.


The box around the portal is capped with a thick barrier of
rolled steel. I hold the missile spotting device in my hand, remembering the
feeling back before I defeated the balrog. This Dungeon Striker missile
couldn’t take down a high A-class monster completely, even with a direct
strike. How is it going to deal with an S-class?


Whatever the case, this is our best bet, besides building
another Sou’frican wall. I don’t think the UK would appreciate a large swath of
its land being controlled by portal monsters. Plus walls like that are
expensive to build.


There is an arm
button on the spotter. Presumably, once I press that button, the missile will
be fired from whatever drone is carrying it up above the clouds.


The night summer heat, boosted by moonlight, reflects off
the sheet steel of the containment box. Dozens of workers are welding pieces
together, building layers above the already completed first box. The
foundations for five layers of steel have been laid. Once the monsters break
through the first container, they will face four more steel walls.


More tanks roll up next to the park. Attack helicopters rove
around the suburban homes. Hundreds of soldiers arrive in armored personnel carriers,
taking up firing positions and digging foxholes, lining them with sandbags. The
atmosphere hangs on a wire.


The guilds Green Blazes and Rocking Shooters arrive, each
guild fielding about sixty Adventurers. That brings our total to almost two
hundred. A good portion of those are A-class.


We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.


I count down the minutes, then hours. My internal energy
battery begins to fill up again. About an hour before the portal is due to
open, I stand from the bench. Dawn has come, and the light of the new day
shimmers. “I need to take care of something.” Somewhere during that long,
silent night, I made a decision.


Derwyn nods, not asking questions. Tonan follows me as I
walk behind a house and fence. I’ve never summoned all my devils at once. I
have about one hundred and fifty left inside my personal pocket dimension.
Tonan doesn’t speak, instead just watching me.


I summon my devils in groups of five, giving them instructions
by group. It takes about half an hour before they are mostly summoned. I keep a
group of ten in my pocket dimension to be my bodyguards, so that I can summon
them when I need them, but the rest are out there in the world now. But they
aren’t going to join the defense around the portal. That would raise too many
questions. Instead, they are taking positions around the town and surrounding
countryside. They will act as an unseen barrier to defend against the onslaught
of monsters, and probably work behind the scenes to coordinate a better
defense.


I walk back around the hidden corner and return to the
field. Less than half an hour remains before the portal prolapses. I sit down
on the bench again next to Derwyn.


Derwyn cracks his knuckles. “I’ve killed a lot of monsters
in my career, but I never thought I’d be fighting an S-class portal prolapsing
in my own homeland.”


“You’re from Wales?”


“Obviously. My name’s Derwyn, after all.”


“You don’t have much of an accent,” I say.


“An American telling me that doesn’t flatter me.” But he
smiles. He sighs, standing up. “I think we should do a bit of stretching before
we put our lives on the line.”


I agree. I stand up with Derwyn and we do some pre-workout
stretches. This is the first time I’ve done anything like this, but I need to
do something to keep the dread from overwhelming me.


The soldiers surrounding the park look at me like I’m crazy.
In my opinion, though, they’re the crazy ones for going up against A- and
S-class monsters with modern weaponry. Magic blocks all forms of weaponry
invented after the Middle Ages, excepting the Dungeon Striker missiles, and
those probably utilize some loophole.


So the main line of defense against the monsters will be the
Adventurers from the five guilds gathered here. There are also nearly two
hundred Adventurers who aren’t with their guild at this moment and answered the
call for help. Most of them were already in the surrounding area. I mean, if
they’re here, they might as well fight.


At least two thousand personnel end up encircling the
locked-down dungeon, standing in concentric circles. Fifty tanks and APCs have
their main guns trained on the portal. Two dozen helicopters, both news and
military, rotate around the park. Some attack aircraft are roving the skies,
slipping in between clouds.


The portal prolapses. A huge ding morphs into pounding
as the monsters inside fight the steel encasing them. One wall bulges outwards.
The bulge gets bigger.


“Hold! Steady!” I hear the officers telling their men. Two
attack helicopters fly in low, their chain guns spinning.


The bulge blows out and a gorilla of King Kong proportions
flies out in a spray of steel. He crushes a Challenger tank with one foot,
sending a dozen soldiers flying.


I shoot at the monster, knowing that it’s probably futile.
This giant gorilla is probably a high A-class. Dozens of smaller monkeys,
tigers, panthers, and anacondas spill out of the break and spread out.


The other side of the containment block blows out. A stone
golem taller than a four-story building rises from the wreckage. Brass
automatons march through the breach.


And then comes the S-class. A wooly mammoth the size of an
aircraft carrier. It takes two whole minutes for its body to emerge from the
portal, like a baby from a mother’s womb. Its trumpet is blisteringly loud.


The two A-class mini-bosses pave the way for the S-class
floor boss. Tanks back up in top gear. A helicopter spins in, chain gun firing,
and the gorilla sweeps it out of the sky with one hand. The monsters leave
gigantic footprints in the park grass. The gorilla topples the playground with
a few steps.


I don’t even know how we’re going to begin to face this
mess. Heart pounding, I aim the missile spotter at the mammoth’s head, right in
between its eyes. The missile strikes in less than thirty seconds. The whole
park explodes in a blast of scorching fire. A minute later, the second missile
strikes the stone golem.


And that’s that. Neither missile has resulted in a kill, and
we’re losing dozens of people a minute. With all the power of modern magical
technology, all we could manage was a scratch on a golem and a cracked tusk on
a mammoth.


Carl races toward me, dodging a blast of acid. “The government
is evacuating the surrounding fifty kilometers. They’re going to enact Plan
Orange.”


Derwyn’s face goes pale. I don’t know what Plan Orange is,
but I take it that it’s horrific. A helicopter goes down ten feet from us and
explodes in a flash of metal and fire. A rotor blade flies past me. I duck,
covering myself. “What the hell is Plan Orange?” I gasp.


Carl shakes his head. “The government is going to drop a
nuke.”


My face goes as pale as Derwyn’s. “No. That can’t happen!”


“Even an S-class can’t survive a nuclear fireball.” Carl
motions. “Come on. They’re getting the Adventurers out in the armored personnel
carriers.”


This is my fault. It’s all my fault that Wales is going to
get nuked. And what is going to happen to Alice? She’s inside that portal! Will
she be turned into fiery dust?


I follow Derwyn to the APC. Just as I climb into the back
hatch, I think I see Alice, sitting on a stone wall, swinging her legs.


It’s probably just my imagination.


The hatch closes, and we drive away from the portal at full
speed.


“They’re probably going to have to build a wall,” says
Derwyn. “Those monsters may be kept a bay for a while by a nuclear explosion,
but they will keep emerging afterwards. They tried nukes in Hawaii, but the
portals survived.”


I had heard of that. The American government nuked Hawaii
three times, and the portal recovered the monster population in less than a
week. The nukes are only a patch. The monsters will return. Only Japan and
Mongolia have ever defeated S-class portals, and no one knows how they did it.
Perhaps they used the same method that Brine Ward used.


Brine Ward! They must have a solution to this! That
blackened bone, it might have something to do with defeating the portal!


Jozunen is in the APC with me. “Get someone important on the
line,” I say to him. “I have a possible solution.”


Jozunen nods and hands me the same kind of magical earpiece
that Sebastian used.


Me: Jirgrar! Put me in contact with Carl, the leader of
the Blue Dryads!


Jirgrar: As you wish.


Two minutes later, a soldier hands me a satellite phone.
“Someone important wants to talk to you.”


I take the phone. “Carl!”


“Markus, are you okay?” he says.


“Yes! I’m safe. I have a way to beat the portal. At least, I
think so.”


Carl doesn’t speak for a moment. “What is it?”


“Do you know about Brine Ward?”


“I think so. The mafia family that wanted to open the
portal. Why?”


“They had a solution!” I say. “They were going to open the
portal and subdue the beings somehow!”


“I don’t think the government is going to be happy about
cooperating with mafia, but I’ll see what I can do.” Carl hangs up.


Five minutes later the same soldier hands me the phone
again. “Markus Red,” says a deep male voice. “I hear you have a solution to the
portal problem.”


“Um, yes,” I say. “Who is this?”


“Prime Minister George Makers.”


Oh. Wow, okay. Calm down. Calm down. “Do you know
about Brine Ward?”


“I was briefed, yes,” he says. “What about it?”


“They had some sort of magical implement that they were
going to use to subdue the portal.”


There is a long pause. “Thank you. Your contribution will
not be forgotten.” He hangs up.


Our APC speeds down the right side of a highway, the left
side clogged with cars. Behind us it is as if a volcano exploded. Fire burns
everywhere. The mammoth’s trumpeting call reverberates through the APC’s walls.


“They’re closing in!” yells the driver.


“I’ll open the firing ports,” says a soldier, gripping his
weapon as he shimmies past me.


I look at Jozunen. He frowns, and then gives me a nod.


I climb up into the machine-gun port and push aside the
useless chain gun. With my bow I aim towards the swarm of super-fast raptors
that are rushing ahead of the rest of the monsters. They are running faster
than I think possible for a being made of flesh and blood.


I collect all my Anima energy at the tip of my arrow again.
Since my battery has refilled, I estimate I have maybe two of these shots.


Derwyn puts his hand on my shoulder, climbing up next to me.
He shakes his head and points to the line of cars on the other side of the
highway. There are still people there. My super arrow would do a lot of
collateral damage.


Not that anyone still in those cars when the monsters hit
has any chance anyways. I offer a silent prayer for them and lower my bow.


Derwyn looks at me, his eyes filled with sorrow. I know
exactly how he feels. We watch as the raptors close in on us, with the might of
an S-class portal rampaging behind them. Every minute, another vehicle
containing fleeing Adventurers is swallowed by the horde. They are getting
closer. Closer. We are running out of highway.


My phone beeps.


Jirgrar: The government is making moves to negotiate with
Brine Ward.


Me: That’s fast! It hasn’t even been ten minutes!


Jirgrar: You underestimate the power of an entire government.


Me: So do you think they’ll be able to use that bone?


Jirgrar: It remains to be seen.


I turn to the soldier who handed me the phone. “Thanks.”


The soldier nods. “I hope my family isn’t in town. They live
in the exclusion zone.”


“We might not have to drop a nuke,” I say. “There might be
an alternative.”


The soldier looks at me like I’m crazy. “That’s an S-class
portal. You saw that gigantic mammoth. Not to mention the golem and gorilla.”


I shake my head. “I don’t know for certain. But there is
hope.”


The soldier looks as afraid as I am. He is shivering. “I
never knew monsters could be that huge.”


I cough. “I didn’t know either. I’ve never seen anything
that big before. I mostly spent my time being a porter in D-class dungeons.
Even the balrog I killed wasn’t nearly as big as that mammoth.”


The soldier leans against the hard wall of the APC.


The sound of a low-flying supersonic jet tears through the
air. I hope they aren’t delivering the warhead now. We still have a chance if
Brine Ward’s solution works.


Ten more minutes of driving pass, during which the driver
accelerates, throwing caution to the wind and putting a good amount of distance
between us and the rampaging raptors. Finally clear of the traffic, in an empty
stretch of road, the APC stops. The hatch opens. We are a good twenty miles
away from the portal at this point.


An armored car pulls up next to the APC. Barley steps out,
followed by Sebastian.


Sebastian bows. “Master, Brine Ward has requested your
presence in the negotiations.”


I climb out, nodding to Derwyn and Jozunen.


Derwyn waves. “Good luck. The fate of Britain rests on you.”


Sebastian leads me into the government armored car. Barley
sits in the front seat and I get into the back. There are two Men In Black
beside me.


“We’re heading to a prearranged area picked by Brine Ward,”
says Barley. “They requested you specifically.”


I lean my head back and rest, hoping the soldier’s family is
okay.


The government driver takes us to a small secluded plot in
an abandoned industrial park, covered in dirty concrete and grass growing
through cracks. Gena and three Shinigami are standing there. She smiles as I
get out of the vehicle. “Did everything go as planned?”


“As planned?” I say.


Gena smiles sweetly. “Did you really think that your invisibility
trick fooled us?”


I am starting to sweat. “So you used me?”


“Of course,” says Gena. “And you did a great job. I won’t
make you a villain, but you did screw everything up in a glorious fashion.”


“Was Alice part of this?” Everything is falling apart.


Gena laughs. “Of course. I was the one who convinced her to
open the portal. I promised that I’d be able to bring her mother back.” She
scoffs. “A little airhead is what she is. Maybe she has financial smarts, but
that doesn’t mean she has any wherewithal.”


I am ready to break down. “You mean, you used her, too.”


Gena shrugs. “I’m a mafia don. Of course I use people.” She
turns to Barley, wearing a saccharin smile. “You can’t prosecute me. I’m going
to make a deal with you. I stop the portal monsters from taking over a third of
the United Kingdom. And you give me and my organization amnesty.”


Barley is gritting his teeth. The two government agents
beside him are equally frustrated.


Gena appears satisfied. “We’ll bring all the paperwork for
you to sign. We’re going to turn into a legitimate corporation from here on
out. Don’t worry. We won’t do anything stupid.”


Barley frowns. “So how are you going to defeat the portal
monsters?”


She motions, and Valya steps out from behind an old signpost.
He is carrying a black sword. Gena points to him. “Give it to me.”


Valya presents the blade to Gena. She swipes it back and
forth. “This is the ruler’s blade. The monsters of the Dominionia will bow
before it.”


“So you’re going to have control over an army of monsters,”
says Barley. “We can’t let you do that.”


“Would you rather Wales be overrun with beasts and lose
millions of your citizens in the process? Would you like to destroy part of
your nation with nukes, only to still lose?” Gena’s smile is dangerous. “I
wasn’t the one to open the portal. If you had let me keep the key, I would have
gone along my way without causing billions of pounds in damage. This is all
your fault, as you were the ones who sent Markus to infiltrate our compound and
steal the key. We are not culpable.”


“But we can still prosecute you for what you’ve done!” says
Barley.


Gena laughs. “Try it, and you’ll see a good portion of your
population trampled under the feat of the monsters of Dominionia.”


Barley is in a quandary. He turns away. “I’ll get approval
from the government. But please, hurry. There are lives depending on this.”


Gena’s smile becomes even more dangerous. “After we sign the
paperwork.”


“Paperwork won’t protect you for long. We’ll find a way to
get you.” Barley steps into the government car. I am about to follow. “No, you
stay here. Keep an eye on that wily worm. You and your network should be able
to keep her from doing anything terrible.” He closes the car door, and they
drive away.


I turn to Sebastian. “Um, so, are my agents doing okay?”


“No casualties yet,” he says. “Our network has mostly been
evacuating citizens. Although we have power, we are not strong enough to fight
the contents of an S-class portal on our own.”


That should be enough. Now to confront Gena. I turn to her.
“You manipulated Alice.”


Gena shrugs. “It’s all a game. You just have to know how to
play it.” She runs her finger along the tip of the bone sword. “Alice was
stupid to allow me to influence her.”


“You promised her something you can’t deliver!” I say. “You
tricked her!”


Gena shows her teeth. “That, my dear, is the way of the
world.”


I am shaking now. If my mother were dead, and if I had been
offered the ability to revive her, what would I have done? I would have taken
the chance. I can’t blame Alice for falling for a stupid trick like that. But I
have to know. “How did you know about Alice?”


Gena begins pacing back and forth. “Do you really want to
know?”


I nod. “Tell me.”


“Well, it won’t hurt,” says Gena. “You see, I’ve been
looking into you for quite some time. You’re a very interesting person, after
all. A nobody with poor stats all around was able to defeat a balrog. I know
that Dungeon Striker missile didn’t do the job. Those things are trash, not
worth anything. They can barely kill a B-class.” She sits on an exposed piece
of concrete. “And you were able to absorb a ten-thousand-year spirit without
any acclimation and without suffering Pewter’s Syndrome.”


I turn my gaze away.


She looks me up and down. “And I knew that you would be able
to help me in this. You were recognized as an S-class, and that excludes you
from many laws that would have taken effect otherwise.” She rests her chin on
her fist. “You are very lucky to be an S-class in this situation. Thus, you are
a perfect agent.” The sides of her lips curl up. “I want to offer you what I
offered your double back when you were wandering invisible around my compound.
I want to offer you a deal.”


I shake my head. “I can’t deal with—”


Gena holds up her hand. “Don’t. Wait until I’m done giving
you my offer.” She tilts her head. “I want entrance into—”


Gena says a word and I can’t understand it. Pain lances
through my head. I grasp my temples and fall to my knees.


“Whoops,” says Gena. “Haha. I forgot about that effect.” She
says another phrase. “There we are.”


The pain is gone. I remember the word.


Silverbones.


Gena’s face lights up. “Yes, the Silverbones. All of their
members have immortality. But one must earn entry. If three current members
vote you in, you become immortal as well.” She looks at her fingernails. “Of
course I want immortality. But more than that, I want power.” She runs her
finger along her nails. “I want to be able to say something and have it
happen.” She looks up at me. “Do you understand?” She then smiles sweetly. “I’m
willing to help you get in yourself if you cooperate with me. All I need you to
do is stand by and let things happen. You’ve already helped me enough.”


I shake my head. “I can’t make deals with a—”


Gena stands up, brushing her hands. “With a what? A mafia boss?”
She tilts her head, making eye contact with me. “You can’t defeat me. I have
the key to ending the Dominionia portal’s prolapse. What difference does it
make that all the monsters will answer to me if I use the object?”


I have a choice to make. Either I fight, or I stand by and
watch as a Russian mafia boss obtains ultimate power. Choice made. I approach
Gena. “I’m not going to bow to you.”


Sebastian and three of my devils stand between me and Gena’s
Shinigami. But two dozen Shinigami appear out of nowhere and begin surrounding
us. I can’t call back my other devils — they are too far away.


“So you have made your choice,” says Gena. “I’m not going to
kill you now, but mark my words. You will regret choosing this route.”


Sebastian turns to me. “I will die for you, master.”


I nod. I summon the ten devils that are still inside me.


At least fifty Shinigami against me and fourteen devils.
This isn’t a fair match.


“Run,” says Sebastian.


I turn and run. There is no escaping it — I am at a loss.


The battle starts. The devils fight the Shinigami. Two
devils die almost instantly, taking a Shinigami with them. I burst through the
edge of the battlefield. I am almost free.


My body freezes. A piece of netting weighed down with metal
balls has caught me. I collapse into a heap on the ground. I summon a knife as
quick as I can and start cutting. However, the material is tough, something
like Kevlar, and my knife isn’t making progress. I conjure a chainsaw, but I
can’t operate it tied up like this and it falls to the ground.


Before I can conjure another cutting tool, two Shinigami
pick me up and carry me to Gena. Sebastian kneels beside her, his face covered
in blood. Only five of my devils are still alive.


Gena smiles at me. “If you don’t want your favorite servant
to die, then call off the rest of your devils. We don’t want to fight more than
we have to.”


I eye the black sword beside her. There’s no way I’m getting
it any time soon. I cringe. “Call them off.”


Sebastian looks devastated. “Master!”


A Shinigami pushes him down. “No talking!”


I cringe again. The ropes around me are tight. I could do
something crazy like conjure a bomb or a tank, but I know I won’t be able to
aim or control the thing as I am.


Gena nods, satisfied. “Pick him up and put him in the car.”


Two Shinigami shove me into the back of an unmarked black
van. I don’t know where I’m going. All I know is that I failed.






26 Passion


 


I am sitting, wrapped in a net, in a mafia van. Three
Shinigami watch me. I have nowhere to go from here. This is the end. No matter
what I imagine myself conjuring, I know it won’t get me out of this situation.
Not without Sebastian dying, and I can’t have that.


As I rock back and forth with the van’s motion, I hear a
screaming coming from far away, a terrible scream like the end of the world.
It’s a familiar sound, one I remember from just a day or two ago.


It’s Rarden.


The van jerks to the side. The three Shinigami stand up, but
before they can do anything, three spearheads shoot through the sides of the
van and pin them to the walls.


The van’s back doors open. The sound of screaming reverberates
through the air, and there’s Rarden, stepping up into the vehicle. “I’m glad I
made it.” The screaming falls silent.


“Why are you here?” I manage to ask through my ringing ears.


He shakes his head. “I missed my flight. I had nothing else
to do.” His expression is mischievous.


I stumble out of the van and onto the ground. “Where’s
Sebastian?”


The other mafia van, the one carrying Sebastian, is a
burning ball of fire. But before I can panic, Sebastian appears from the other
side of the van I just exited. “Master, I apologize for being so weak.”


I shake my head. “No, I was the weak one. Where’s Gena?”


“Right here,” says Gena, following Sebastian around the side
of the van. “You will regret this.” She aims a rifle at me. Unlike the portal
beings who serve me, I have no natural protection against modern weapons. Time
seems to stop around me.


But Rarden puts a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Let me handle
this.” The screaming starts up again in earnest. The sound is powerful enough
to bend reality.


Gena switches aim and fires off several shots at Rarden. The
screaming spirits around his body reflect the bullets, sending them pinging
into the side of the van. In a single casual motion, Rarden stabs Gena through
the chest with a sword he pulls out of the spirits. Gena spits blood and collapses.
The black bone sword drops from her belt.


A military helicopter is roving overhead, some distance
away. I pick up the black bone sword and turn to Sebastian. “Call that
helicopter somehow! We need to get to the portal!”


Sebastian puts his hand to his ear. “I’ve got our agents in
the military to give them a command.”


A Shinigami charges at us from the other van, appearing out
of the flames like they were water. Sebastian whirls around and grabs the
monster in a headlock. “Your master is dead,” says Sebastian. “You have no
reason to fight any more.”


The Shinigami growls. “We made a contract.”


Sebastian tightens his grip. “You can serve a new master.
Isn’t that how we work?”


The Shinigami goes limp. “Our loyalty is not that cheap.”


Sebastian taps the monster on the head. His eyes roll
backwards and he slumps. “They’ll come around eventually.” Sebastian lets go of
the monster and it drops to the ground.


The military helicopter approaches from above, stirring up a
violent wind. It lands next to the two mafia vans, one burning and the other
punched through with multiple holes. A soldier leans out of the helicopter.
“Are you the one we’re picking up?” he shouts. “I just got the big wigs on the
line. They say to take you to the portal.”


I climb on board the helicopter. Rarden follows.


Sebastian bows. “I will take care of the remainder of Brine
Ward.” He steps back from the bird.


The helicopter lifts off, and the ground falls away beneath
us. We fly straight towards the area where the portal opened up. As we
approach, I can see the hundreds of monsters still spreading out through the
countryside. It appears that most of the land surrounding Crickhowell is a
national park. This is lucky, as the monsters haven’t yet invaded a heavily
populated area.


We fly over a forest until we reach the portal’s location. I
catch sight of the aircraft-carrier size mammoth in the distance, as well as
the trail of broken trees it has left.


“Land us near the portal!” yells Rarden.


I grip the bone sword in my hands. It is cold, and heavy.


The helicopter lands in the park where the portal opened.
Monsters still spill out of its depths, but they form an open area for us to
land, their eyes widening as they stare at us. It is as if they sense, and
respect, the sword in my hand. The battlecruiser-sized mammoth turns around. It
pauses, sniffing the air, then turns and lumbers toward Rarden and I.


“Get out of here!” Rarden waves off the helicopter.


“You sure?” yells the pilot.


“Get out! Now! Things are about to hit the fan!”


The lesser monsters form a circle around Rarden and I. The
battlecruiser mammoth rumbles to the edge of the circle and lowers its nose,
resting its ivory tusks on the ground.


A single mustachioed man slides down the long nose and lands
nimbly on the grass. He is holding a scepter made of gold, topped with an
Indiana Jones style crystal amulet. He taps the scepter on the ground and a
chunk of grassy ground the size of a basketball half-court rises up beneath
him, taking Rarden and I with it. By the time it stops climbing, I can’t even
see the mammoth.


It is just the three of us.


“Who are you?” I ask.


“Aye, Jimmy!” says Rarden, less confuddled than I am.


“I have told you many times not to call me that, peon,” says
the mustachioed man in an accent as sharp as cut glass. He twirls his cane and
six raptors step out of six tears in hyperspace. “Shall we see how long you can
go for?”


The raptors stalk towards us. Just as they are about to
attack, two gunship helicopters make a pass. The bullets tear up the grass, but
ping off of the raptors’ magical hides.


The mustachioed man flicks his scepter and both helicopters
explode into flames, careening into the ground. He doesn’t even glance at the
carnage. “My name is not Jimmy. It is James Walworth the Second. Please do not
forget this.” He twirls his scepter again and six more raptors step out of more
tears in hyperspace.


“You know him?” I say.


Rarden chuckles. “Me and him? We go a long ways back.”


A raptor pounces at me. I conjure a shield just in time to
block its razor sharp claw. The shield throws up sparks and I am pushed
backwards several feet, dangerously close to the grassy pillar’s edge.


Rarden gives the raptor a good kick and it flies back,
whirling, colliding with another raptor and knocking both of them off the grass
pillar. Magic, I wonder, or soccer in his past? Man, I’m thinking some weird
thoughts again.


The raptors pull back. “Ah, yes,” says James Walworth the
Second. His expression is the smuggest manifestation of British high class I
have ever seen. “The prodigy. The one who somehow made himself a kingpin, the
owner of a vast commercial and criminal empire, before the age of seventeen.
How did you do it? What is your secret?”


I brandish the bone sword at Walworth. “I don’t even know
who you are.”


Two more raptors jump at me. I twist, knocking a raptor’s
teeth out with my shield, slicing the arm off the other. Rarden kicks both off
the pillar. Soccer. No, magic. Definitely magic, and something I want to learn.


At least a dozen military helicopters are buzzing around the
pillar at this point, though none have engaged. The whole battle on the ground
beneath us seems to be at a standstill.


“Do you mind returning what’s mine?” Walworth extends his
hand. “The sword. Please.”


“No,” I say.


Rarden leans close to me. “One minute.”


I frown. I have no idea what he means. However, I know that
if I can survive that long, something may happen. It’s the only chance I’ve
got. I’m under no illusion that I can successfully fight the power of the
S-class portal, under the control of the man before me.


Walworth begins sauntering back and forth across the center
of the pillar, tapping the ground with his scepter like a crystal-topped
walking stick. “You were foolish to try and steal this portal’s power from me.
I have command of an army greater than any that has ever been seen in this
world. I shall conquer everything. The portal has given me what I always wanted
— power. Power is the only thing that matters in this world.”


Part of me starts to relax. It looks like Walworth is going
to just give me the time. I won’t argue with that.


“Forty-five,” whispers Rarden.


Whatever that means. I wish I knew, and shudder at the
possibilities. “Yeah? What about the monsters that invaded Japan and Mongolia?”


Walworth chuckles. “That was nothing compared to my army.”


“Who are you, anyways? Why are you in charge here?”


Walworth stops all of a sudden and does an about-face. “I am
not human, as you can probably tell.”


“No, you ain’t,” says Rarden. I can see blue collecting
around his fists, then I realize it’s only visible to me. It’s my Anima vision,
telling me that he’s powering up for a finisher move, and for the first time
I’m grateful for my Blue Anima spirit.


Walworth doesn’t seem to notice.


Time. Rarden needs time. I swallow and ask what I really
want to know. “What about Alice?”


“Alice?” Walworth scoffs. “That silly girl who opened my
portal? I do not know anything about her. Maybe you should ask the previous
owner — or should I say thief — of my sword.”


“Thirty seconds,” whispers Rarden.


I just need to keep him talking. “What are you planning on
doing when you conquer Great Britain?”


“Everything!” Walworth chuckles. “Enough talk. Let’s finish
this.”


We need more time. But maybe Walworth isn’t as clueless as I
thought. The raptors close in on me. One of them strikes and I block it with my
shield. The shield shatters, falling out of my hands, and my shield arm goes
limp. I manage to parry a claw with the bone sword and take down another
raptor. Rarden backs towards me, his fists glowing. Everyone has to be able to
see that now.


“Now,” he says.


I know exactly what to do. With the sword, I rush Walworth.
The raptors defending him try to block me but are torn apart by Rarden’s ghost
scream. I plunge the bone sword deep into Walworth’s chest. He glares down at
me, his eyes wide as saucers, and then he groans and crumbles into ash. His
ghost appears in a flash of astonished white and is sucked back into the
portal, which shuts off as if a light switch was thrown. Only a pale shadow
remains, hovering atop the grass.


In the sudden silence, I can hear myself breathing. I glance
at Rarden. “How did you know that guy?”


The pillar of stone floats back into the ground, bringing us
level. The destroyed helicopters burn, one on each side of us, lighting the
grass afire. Another gunship hovers nearby, as if trying to protect us with its
useless rockets. And every single monster has stopped, frozen in place.


“Eh, I’ll tell you later.” Rarden punches me lightly in the
side.


“They’ve stopped!” the pilot yells out the open side door.
“What the bloody hell happened?”


The whole world is silent.


Then the portal monsters turn to me.


“Master.” It’s one of the alligator men who has just come
from the portal. The monster bows to me.


“You were the one who returned the artifact,” says a baboon
two meters tall. “You can give us a command. At your word, we will return to
where we came.”


I nod. “Return.”


The two dozen monsters in the park bow to me. “As you wish.
We shall watch the one who gifted us and protect him.”


It’s at this point that Gena would probably have enslaved
the monsters to her will. However, I’m of the belief that I already have way
too much power. Gaining the entire contents of an S-class portal as minions
would just be too much. I don’t even have a temptation to keep any more than a
token number of monsters for myself. All I want is to live happily ever after
and maybe win a competition or two.


“Yes, you may return,” I say. “Except for a couple of you.
I’d love to make a few friends.”


The monsters bow again. “We shall return to where we came
from,” says the alligator man. “Though we shall leave some of our strongest
warriors with you in thanks for releasing us.”


The monsters around the park begin returning to the portal,
ducking into its pale shadow and vanishing. With each monster that leaves, the
portal shrinks a little more.


“Are you sure you don’t want to be the master of an army of
monsters?” asks Rarden as more monsters return from the surrounding forest and
vanish into the portal.


I shake my head. “I already have a pretty powerful army on
my side. Also, I don’t know what I’d do with command over the contents of an
S-class portal. I mean, what, would I want to conquer the world or something?
That’s just stupid. I’m happy to play video games and eat chips while sitting
at my desk. Maybe win a few conjuring contests. Maybe clear a dungeon or two.
Small ones, I mean.”


Rarden smiles. “That’s how I thought. But no one would
believe me.” He claps me on the back. “You’ve done the world a great favor,
kid.”


I do my best to smile. “Yeah!” I sigh. “I still have to
teach a bunch of conjurers to create Rearden metal. That’s going to be hard.”


The alligator man has not left yet. He is still bowing.


“What?” I peer at him.


The alligator man looks up at me. “Your orders.”


I sigh. “Just, find a way to make the world a better place.”


“As you wish,” says the alligator man. The various monsters
remaining in the park disperse. Not very many continue entering the portal. I assume
this is because I told them to “make the world a better place.” Did they take
that seriously?


Well, whatever. I turn to Rarden and the soldier in
the helicopter. “Do you mind giving me a ride to London?” I am tired. I haven’t
slept in twenty-four hours. I need to head to the apartment Crayton prepared
for me.


Crayton… Crayton… Alice! I turn back to the portal so quick
I crack my neck.


There she is. Alice. She’s lying on the ground at the edge
of the portal. I race over to her and kneel beside her. Her pulse is slow, but
still there. She’s breathing.


Her eyes flutter open. “Mom?”


I shake my head. “Gena tricked you. Your mother is still
dead.”


Alice’s head falls limp. Her eyes close, and tears trickle
down her cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause so much trouble. I just
wanted my mom to come back.”


A helicopter flies overhead and lands in the park. Crayton
and two Men In Black climb out. Crayton’s face lights up when he sees Alice. He
runs to where I am holding her and picks her up, giving her a huge hug. “You’ve
done something for me that I’ll never be able to repay.”


I shake my head. “I don’t need to be repaid. All I need is
for everything to go back to normal.”


Crayton looks at me as if he’s seeing me for the first time.
“Then we’ll do that. You can spend two more months here, teaching my conjurers
about Rearden metal.” He pauses. “But I’m not going to let you go that easy. I
need to reward you somehow.”


I shrug. “I don’t know, let me date Alice?”


Crayton’s smile falters. Then he seems to break on the
inside. “Very well. I give you permission to date my daughter. But you have to
take care of her. Don’t lead her on, don’t hurt her.”


Alice is still unconscious in Crayton’s arms. She probably
wouldn’t want to hear this, anyways.


“I guess this is it, huh?” I say.


Crayton lowers his head. “I’ve given up on my ambitions to
join…”


“You can say it,” I say. “Silverbones, right?”


Crayton cringes. “Quiet!” He looks around, seeming relieved.
“Good thing no one heard that.” He’s more nervous than I’ve ever seen him.


“What about that… organization is so special?”


Crayton shakes his head. “Don’t. You don’t want to know. The
knowledge will consume you.” His eyes are looking far away. “I’ve decided that
my daughter is more important than immortality.” He smiles at me. “Thank you.”


Rarden walks up and claps me on the shoulder. “Hey, man! You
saved the day!”


I chuckle. “Yeah, I guess I did. And you helped.” I sigh,
looking at Crayton and Alice. “I guess now everything is going back to normal.”
I survey the wreckage around the park, including dead bodies of raptors and
helicopter crewmen.


The bone sword must have been the same kind of thing Japan
and Mongolia used to defeat their S-class portals. I’m just glad that the UK is
still a thing.


A government helicopter rotates overhead, looking for a
place to land among the helicopters already here. Finding a spot, it lands. A
small figure eases out of the hatch, one that I won’t ever forget.


The Queen of England! Glory beans, this is amazing!


She approaches me with all the dignity I would expect of
her. She is flanked by a dozen guards. She stops in front of me. “Markus,
right?”


I nod. “Uh, yeah. That’s me.”


“England is forever in your debt. Not only did you tame an
S-class portal, you also removed a thorn in the government’s side in the form
of Brine Ward. I don’t know what we can do to thank you.”


I shake my head. “I don’t need anything, your majesty. I’m
happy to just go back to school.”


The queen smiles. “Very well. You are always welcome here,
and we will be waiting for you to decide what we should reward you with, if you
ever do decide.” She turns around and returns to the helicopter.


That was quick. Well, I suppose the queen has a very
busy schedule, especially with the wreckage caused by that portal.


I see that Rarden and Crayton are staring at me with the
most incredulous faces I have ever seen. What, is meeting with the queen such a
big deal?


“Bloody hell…” says Rarden. He looks at Crayton.


Crayton shakes his head.


One of the Men In Black remains. He bows to me. “We would much
like to show you better hospitality than this, but our queen is very busy at
the moment. You will receive formal invitations to both an audience and a
celebration for your deeds. You will also be given the title of Psionic Knight
and awarded the Adventurers’ Cross.”


Okay, wow. That’s a lot to take in. I’ll probably be
immersed in polite society again like before, but, well, I suppose I can handle
that.


The queen boards the helicopter and the vehicle rises into
the sky.


I turn to Rarden and Crayton. Both of them share a glance.


Then Crayton does his best to grin at me. “Well, then. I
suppose now we should just go home?” He points to the helicopter he arrived on.
“I can give you a ride.”


I nod. “Okay.”


I follow Crayton onto the helicopter. He is still carrying
Alice as if he doesn’t notice her weight. “Of course,” he says, “I can’t
control my daughter’s love life.” He seems to be continuing from before.


Then the helicopter’s blades drown out all conversation.
Rarden waves as we lift off. Strange man. I wonder — no. It’s not the time for
wondering. Somehow I know that he and I will meet again.


Hours later, we land on top of the Esmex building. Crayton
steps off, still carrying Alice, and disappears inside.


I follow him. But a Man In Black holds out his arm. “Mr.
Blanche has instructed me to lead you to your apartment.”


I nod and follow him instead. Inside, we take an elevator
down to the twentieth floor, to a small hallway with a single door at its end.


“This is your apartment,” says the Man In Black.


“You mean this whole floor?”


“Yes.” He looks a little confused. “Isn’t that what you’re
used to?”


I shake my head. “I only got rich recently.”


He nods knowingly. “Well, then. Enjoy your stay.” He
vanishes back into the elevator.


I open the door and walk into a gigantic living room with an
entire wall of windows looking out over the London skyline. It’s a beautiful
place. The furniture is modern, there is a full kitchen, and there are several
pieces of art hanging that I assume are worth a whole bunch of money, even if
I’m not sure what they’re supposed to be.


I sit down on the fancy couch and breathe a sigh of relief.
Before I know it, I am asleep.


My usual dream world is a lot more crowded than it was
before. I almost groan as I realize that a good portion of the monsters who I
turned using the bone sword have somehow entered my personal dimension. How am
I supposed to work with this? There are alligator men, monkeys, automatons, and
who knows what other kinds of beasts. There are also the boss monsters, at
least six of them, including the gigantic aircraft-carrier size mammoth.


Jirgrar appears before me and bows. His usual emotionless
expression is taut. “We tried to keep these outsiders away, but we were
unsuccessful. They insisted on serving you. As if you needed any more help.”


Frustrated at my lack of success in returning the monsters
to their portal, for once I agree with Jirgrar. Maybe I shouldn’t have given
them the option of making the world a better place. I don’t know how I’m going
to handle having power over the entire contents of an S-class portal. This was
what Gena was after, anyways. What I’m wondering is why she didn’t open the
portal herself. I ask Jirgrar the question.


Jirgrar shakes his head. “Gena did not want to risk her
life. Opening a dormant portal is very taxing, and could put your life in
danger.”


“So Alice braved that.” I wonder if she knew the risks.


Another bow. “I am sorry to inform you of this, but Alice is
probably not going to recover from the stress of opening that portal.”


I feel a sinking in my stomach. “What happened?”


“Portals give off a huge pulse of psionic energy when they
open. Anyone near will go into psionic shock. The D-class portals you’re used
to will cause no more than a slight headache,” Jirgrar says. “But an S-class
portal is on a whole different scale.”


“So Alice may not recover.” It hurts just to say it.


“Even if she did,” says Jirgrar, “she may never be the
same.”


I am devastated. I don’t know why, but I feel like I’ve lost
something important. “So she’ll be disabled.”


Jirgrar shakes his head. “I do not know, master.”


I sigh. “Well, then, we’ll just have to see what happens.”


Jirgrar nods. “Yes. One more question before I let you rest.
What would you like us to do with all the new followers you have?”


What else can I say? “Just put them to good use making the
world a better place,” I say.


Jirgrar bows yet again. “As you wish.”


And I fall into a much deeper sleep.






27 Ghost


 


I wake up to a doorbell ringing. When I stand up from the
sofa, I realize all my clothes from yesterday are still on, complete with
bloodstains. I want to change, but I have to answer the door first. It’s
probably nothing.


But when I open the door, there’s a dapper man in a bright
red bellboy’s suit. He bows and hands me two envelopes. “I have been sent from
her majesty’s court. Please respond as soon as possible.” He then bows again
and leaves.


I close the door. Both envelopes are marked with a royal
seal. I open the first. You have been cordially invited to a specially
scheduled Garden Party to celebrate the taming of Portal U-375. Present this
invitation at the door.


Where I’d expect there to be an address, it reads simply Buckingham
Palace.


Well, then. They said there would be a party.


The next envelope is also from the queen. It requests an
audience tomorrow at two. I can make that!


The party is tonight. Before then, I have to fulfill my
contract with Esmex, though at this point it feels a little bit anticlimactic,
considering what I’ve been through recently.


I take a hot shower, change into some clothes I find folded
next to my bed, and make sure to put on deodorant. I take the elevator to the
floor with my lab. Since this is the Esmex building, I don’t even have to go
outside.


Two conjurers are already there. The rest arrive before the
day officially starts, and I spend the rest of my working hours trying to teach
these people how to make Rearden metal. Who needs a professional conjuration
professor? Hey, I think they’re showing promise!


When I return to my apartment after the working day is over,
I see a formal tuxedo neatly folded on the table in the living room. I put it
on, remembering when Sebastian had to help me, and look at myself in the
mirror. I look a lot better than I thought I would, though I’m still not
satisfied with my hairstyle. Tuxedos are nice.


Oh, well. I’ll get someone to fix my hair eventually.
I head to the elevator.


Sebastian meets me in the entrance lobby. He bows. “Master.”
If he’s glad to see me, it’s impossible to tell by his expression.


Strangely enough, I’m glad to see him, safe and well, even
though he’s a devil. I follow him into the limousine, and we drive through
London until we reach Buckingham Palace. There are already a lot of fancy cars
waiting to drop off their important people.


I leave the limo at the palace entrance. A pair of men
dressed in red livery escort me to the garden behind the castle. There are
already several dozen dignitaries and high-level Adventurers milling about,
drinking fine wine and eating hors d’ouevres.


I see Crayton, but not Alice. I approach Crayton and greet
him politely.


“Ah, Markus,” says Crayton. “I assume you want to know how
Alice is doing.”


I nod. It’s no use beating around the bush. “Is she okay?”


Crayton shakes his head. “She took a huge blast of psionic
energy. She should be medically fine, but she just won’t wake up.” He shakes
his head, though I can tell he is very, very worried about her. Then he seems
to brighten up a bit. “I hear your efforts with Rearden metal are coming to
fruition.”


I nod. “Yeah. I think at least some of the conjurers you
hired are getting it.”


“Well, then, keep at it.” Crayton seems to want to avoid
talking about Alice’s situation in any depth. Without even a nod at me, he
wanders away into the crowd.


I don’t know what to do next. The party seems to be going
well, and everyone looks happy, but I have a feeling that everything here is
fake and plastic. But what could I expect? This is high English society at its
finest.


A man wearing a tan suit approaches me. He extends his hand,
a smile on his face. “I’m Raputin Drommel.”


I shake his hand.


Raputin nods. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Everyone is
talking about what you did for the country. And you’re from America! I never
knew you Yankees had it in you!”


“Well, we did win both World Wars.” I mostly intend it as a
joke.


Raputin frowns for a split second and then smiles again.
“Ha! A fine sense of humor we have here.” He tilts his head. “So tell me. How
did a young man, so clearly still in high school, attain the sought-after
designation of an S-class Adventurer?”


“I killed a balrog,” I say. “With a little help. A, uh, Dungeon
Striker missile did most of the work, but I was the one who pointed it.”


Raputin gives me a false grin. “Very interesting! I’ll do my
best to convince the government to invest in more of those! I heard they were
very instrumental at the Battle of Crickhowell?”


I am about to shake my head, but then think better of it. I
don’t want to reveal how small the effect of those super-expensive missiles was
against an army of A-class monsters. I certainly don’t want to burst the
military’s bubble and discourage more research into anti-dungeon monster technology.
Instead I do my best to smile. “Yes, they certainly turned the tide.” I pause.
“I recognize you. You were at the battle, right?”


“Just for a moment,” says Raputin. “I’m the guild leader of
the Green Blazes. They evacuated us when it got too hectic.” He sighs. “I wish
I could have seen those beautiful Dungeon Striker missiles in action. I helped
design them, after all.”


“Just a little bit.” Another man approaches from the center
of the garden. He extends his hand. “Icarus Oppenburg. Leader of the Rocking
Shooters’ Guild.” He puts his arm around Raputin’s shoulders. “Don’t listen to
this man’s bragging. He barely did anything for the Dungeon Striker program.”


Raputin seems to be taking the downsizing well. “Ha! And you
didn’t do anything. At least my guild fought better than yours at the battle!”


Icarus smirks. “Of course, my good sir. But our guild had
the oh-so-important job of evacuating citizens. How many peoples’ lives did you
directly save by charging in there like a mad beast?”


Raputin winks. “More than you would imagine. My guild is
formed of only the best Adventurers!” He looks at me with a strange expression.
“Would you like to join the Green Blazes?”


I shake my head. “I’ve already made a deal with the Blue
Dryads. Plus, I belong to another guild back home, the Riding Valkyries.”


“Pah,” says Raputin. “That corporate bunch leading the Blue
Dryads has no soul. They’re like the McDonalds’ of Adventuring guilds. And I
don’t know anything about American guilds, but I don’t recognize the Riding
Valkyries.”


“You wouldn’t,” I say. “It’s a small guild.”


Raputin frowns. “You’re an S-class Adventurer. You should be
with a big, famous, well-led guild. Like mine!”


Icarus shakes his head. “No, your guild isn’t as famous as
mine.”


“When you read the last guild popularity poll,” Raputin
says, “the Green Blazes top the Rocking Shooters!”


“That was a recent upset!” says Icarus. “The Rocking
Shooters have been on top a lot more than you!’


I bow and retreat from the oncoming storm, taking it upon
myself to wander around the garden’s edges. The people at this party seem to be
ignoring me for the most part. Perhaps I just don’t have the pedigree to deal
with this level of society. I’m a commoner from America and I don’t understand
how British high society works.


A man wearing a normal-looking suit approaches. He stands
next to me without saying anything, sipping Champagne out of a fluted glass.
“You have qualified,” he says after a long pause. “You must choose a side. White
or Black.”


I turn to ask him what he means, but he is gone, like a
ghost.


And I am left wondering what will happen next.
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