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Chapter 1

The Strongest Variable



Magic is for the weak.

That’s what my grandfather, Senai, drilled into my head over the last twenty years during our self-imposed exile from the magic-using world. Usually while he made me punch waterfalls while my knuckles bled, lift boulders until my spine compressed, and run barefoot through snow-covered forests before dawn. He was always there, lecturing me on the crutch that magic had become.

“The System makes people lazy, Laku. Why manipulate the world when you can strengthen yourself instead?”

Easy for him to say. He wasn’t born a Zero.

Every person in the world is connected to the System. It’s an invisible network of magical energy that courses through everything and everyone. Everyone except me. Normal children could levitate their toys by age five, but not me. I was an outcast who couldn’t light a candle with all the concentration in the world. Not for lack of trying. I understood the math. Got the theories. But my connection to the System was just nonexistent.

Even Senai could trace equations in the air when necessary. He simply chose not to.

I never had that choice. Instead, I had another.

As a child, I was told there were two paths in life: make something of myself or willingly surrender to the Vatariri, the shadow enforcers who purified magical society by eliminating those who couldn’t connect to the System. Zeros like me.

I chose the former. It was an easy choice on the surface, since turning myself in would mean my death. But “making something of myself” was not as simple as accessing the System was for others.

With Senai’s help, I cultivated my body to impossible limits. While other children were memorizing their first spell formulas, I did one-finger pushups. Carried felled trees across the wilderness. Found sparring partners in the Category 3 and 4 beasts that used the Gomo Mountains for hunting grounds. And during this, I found a different magic. An ancient and powerful magic. One of body instead of mind.

Senai called it Awakening.

Through it, I built my strength in defiance of a world that never meant for me to survive. It gave me a primitive System and access to Breakthroughs that allowed me to earn and spend experience points. I used it. Farmed as many Breakthroughs as I could and increased my stats.

My growth plateaued after a few years, but I never stopped pushing myself. Never stopped trying to earn more and more Breakthroughs.

And then, one day, Senai vanished.

It wasn’t unique. My grandfather might have been in self-exile, but he had connections hiding us. Keeping the Vatariri from finding us. I was used to waking without him, doing my chores and honing my skills in solitude, and then waking to find him home again the next morning.

But this last time…days passed.

And then, as I started to fear the worst, a package arrived. No one dropped it off. It just appeared on our doorstep as if by System magic. A simple box, containing three things: a book I couldn’t read filled with nothing but gibberish, a polished stone token with the Dzidzo Institute emblem, and a note from Senai that said nothing. It looked like a shopping list. But it wasn’t what it said. It was what it didn’t. What words were missing was the key.

My instructions were as clear as mud, save for three words: Trust no one.

The token was my passage onto the mag-train. It was the only way to reach the valley where the Dzidzo Institute was located. I was to take it, go and join the school, trust no one, and learn how to read the book. Only then would I know more.

Cryptic. Annoying.

But he taught me well enough to not ask questions.

That’s how I ended up here. Sitting on the Dzidzo Express after a journey through the mountains that made my skin crawl. The mag-train hummed as the mages released their equations, letting the hovering wheels touch the rails for the first time since our journey began. It was a jarring, uncomfortable experience that no one else seemed to mind.

Students and instructors got up, forming a line in front of the door. I joined them, making a concentrated effort to not draw attention to myself. It was pretty impossible. My rough spun tunic and trousers made me stand out among all the fine clothing the students wore. My simple leather pack and bare feet made everyone stare and whisper, treating me like a second-class citizen before they could possibly know of my lack of magic.

But the conductor passed by, verifying my token with his System verification spell. Just as he’d done with everyone else.

No one questioned me. I was just another late applicant arriving for testing. To my surprise, no one even suspected I was a Zero. From the loud whispers, folks just assumed I was a kid from the mining towns that had been given a lucky break. Considering what it would mean if my true nature were realized, perhaps they were right. I was going to need to work hard to keep it that way.

When the doors finally opened and everyone was let off the train, I got my first glimpse of Dzidzo. Everything was a polished, gleaming white. Buildings like miniature mountains dotted a campus larger than I could comprehend. Gates, at least twenty feet tall, welcomed folks inside, down a cobblestone path lined with towering wutamba trees. Their long branches drooped until their leaves brushed the ground.

Everything was too big. Too populated. There were hundreds of students and staff and instructors, all walking around with poise and purpose. Everyone looked so comfortable and in their element, like they were exactly where they belonged.

I didn’t feel it. Instead, I felt dread. But I plodded forward anyway, through the gates, on legs that felt like they were made of stone.

The air here was charged. There was a metallic edge to it, sharp, like the moment before lightning strikes. I could sense old magic. It was layered and complex, built over generations of spellcasting. It stung my eyes, clawed at my ears, and invaded my nose and throat, even if I couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t manipulate it.

I looked around in awe. Overwhelmed and unsure of what to do or where to go. Who I could even ask for help. There was a building at the far end of the courtyard. Busy, with many people I recognized from the train clustered around. Perhaps that’s where—

A brown and red blur crashed into my chest at full speed.

The blur was feminine. About a foot shorter than me. Soft in all the right places, but with enough muscle to let me know she was a fighter. I caught her firmly instead of falling or stumbling away.

Crimson eyes looked up at me, confused. Almost as if she’d expected me to stumble back or be bowled over. She was also worried. And stunning. Her face was heart-shaped, with high cheekbones and full lips that parted slightly as she caught her breath. Two pointed wolf-like ears poked through unruly and wild brown hair that cascaded past her shoulders in waves. A matching tail drooped behind her, the fur looking impossibly soft.

A hellhound.

And not just any hellhound. She was easily the most beautiful woman I’d encountered since leaving the mountains. Which, for how often I’d encountered other people, meant she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

The woman in my arms wore what appeared to be a modified school uniform. The standard-issue white button-up top was altered with a scooped neckline, and her plaid skirt was as red as her eyes. The fabric of her outfit was soft and clung to curves that my hands were all too aware of. A leather cord with a stone emblem, like the one in my pocket, hung from her neck, drawing my eye briefly to the hollow of her throat.

“How did you—” A sound from behind me caught her attention. Ears and tail were immediately at alert. She shook her head. “Forget it. Hide me. Please. They’re coming.”

I looked around, trying to focus on her problem rather than how distractingly soft she was. We were just inside the courtyard. There were buildings to our right, but there were no places to hide. No doorways dark enough in this midday sun, or alleyways between them. “How?”

The woman in my arms did the same sweeping glance. Reached the same conclusion. But then her attention turned back to me. She looked me up and down like I was a slab of meat at the butcher, and grinned, revealing slightly pointed canines that somehow made her smile even more captivating. “Kiss me.”

I laughed. “Try that one again?”

“Do it!” She puffed out her cheeks before pointing to the building to our right. “Pin me against the wall and kiss me. I’ll owe you.”

I looked up. There was still no sign of who she was running from, but there was a commotion rising through the crowd. The woman in my arms tugged at me, trying to pull me in the direction she wanted. Frustration bloomed on her face when I proved to be an immovable object. The flash of surprise and heat in her eyes at my unexpected strength was oddly satisfying.

She sighed, licking her lips. “Please. I mean it. I’ll owe you a favor. And not to play my own fiddle, but that’s sort of a big deal around here.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I said.

And who was I to deny the request of such a beautiful woman?

“Why me?” I asked, as I finally gave in to her frantic pulling.

Relief flooded her face. “Tall, intense mountain man like you? Bullies won’t think twice about interrupting.”

“Do you do this often?” I asked as I guided her backward toward the stone of the building.

“What, run from my problems?”

“Propositioning men you don’t know into kissing you.”

She shook her head as her back met the cold stone. Her eyes widened slightly as I placed one arm against the wall above her head. I towered over her, my frame effectively creating a shelter that hid her smaller body from view. Anyone passing by would see only my back, a living wall between her and whatever threat approached.

“Never,” she said, almost breathing the word. Her voice was suddenly less confident. She tilted her head back to maintain eye contact. “This is definitely a first for me. But I don’t get cornered like this ever, so I guess it’s your lucky day.”

I could feel the heat radiating off her body as I leaned in closer, using my free hand to gently tilt her chin upward. The top of her head barely reached my collarbone, making me acutely aware of our size difference. Her ears flicked to the side, and I noticed her tail was still.

She was nervous. Not for the trouble behind us, but…what? Because I’d taken her up on her request? Was she expecting me to back away, to slink off like some sexless creature because a fiery little hellhound needed my help?

“I’m honored to be your first emergency kiss, then,” I said, close enough that I could detect the faint scent of cinnamon that clung to her skin.

The sound of voices and heavy footsteps grew closer. I hesitated for only a moment before kissing her.

Her hands wound around my neck, pulling my face down to hers. The kiss was electric—her lips were warm and soft. Yielding and demanding all at once. My mind went completely blank, all thoughts of registration and magic schools and her bullies vanishing under the unmistakable urge of desire.

There was no courtyard. No school with students and faculty and who knows who else. Just me and the hellhound. Her breath caught, and she let out a soft little groan. Just the tiniest sound that sent vibrations up my spine. Her fingers threaded through my hair, holding me close.

The voices passed by without pausing. Either didn’t see her or knew better than to stop. But neither of us immediately broke apart. She flicked her tongue against my lips, just the smallest hint of promise, before she finally pulled away. Just enough so I could feel her quivering, warm breath on my face.

“That, um…” She opened her eyes to look up at me. “That worked out better than I expected. Thanks, Big Guy.”

I raised an eyebrow at the nickname. “Glad I could help,” I said as I tried to regain my composure. “Though I usually prefer to know a woman’s name before kissing her.”

A mischievous smile curved her lips. “Ona,” she said, extending her hand like she wanted me to shake it. “And you’re new here, right?”

“Laku,” I said, taking her hand. It felt odd to shake her hand after having kissed her so intimately, but she had a surprisingly strong grip for someone her size. “And yes. I’m supposed to be registering for the entrance exam.”

Ona’s ears perked up. “Late applicant, huh?” She studied me for a moment, looking me up and down. I noticed how she lingered on my chest and arms with some amount of pride. “You don’t look like a typical student.” Ona licked her lips, eyeing me with interest. “There’s something different about you. Hard to place, but definitely there.”

I felt a grin splitting my face. “Did you need anything else?”

“Hm?” Blinking as if she’d been distracted by my muscles, Ona looked up at me. “Oh. No, I’m okay. Those guys will still be looking for me, but I’m pretty good at not being around for them to catch.” She frowned. “Did you need help finding registration?”

I pointed to the building at the far end of the courtyard, the one I’d been walking toward before she ran into me. “Is that it?”

Ona sidled up close, looking down my arm to see what I was pointing at. She shook her head. “That’s administration. You want the Musha Building. Dark stone accents. Can’t miss it.” She stretched upward to pat my cheek. “C’mon, Big Guy. I’ll show you.”

With a shrug, I followed the hellhound. She kept a deliberate distance between us—speeding up when my long stride meant I got too close—but it allowed me to get a fantastic view of her. She had wide hips that were barely contained by the red plaid skirt. Her tail poked through a perfectly tailored cutout, and it swayed with her hips when she walked.

The crowds parted as we approached, either making room for Ona or for me. Maybe both.

“Who were you hiding from?” I asked as we walked. “Was distracted for some reason so I didn’t get a good look at them, but they sounded pretty mad.”

“They’re third-year Nyoka House students,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me with a grimace. “Jenu and his buddies. They think anything with a tail should be their personal servant.” She looked forward again, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I’m pretty good at avoiding them. Usually. Managed to avoid them the last few days, but… Well, eventually trouble finds me.”

“And the kiss was…?”

“The perfect distraction.” She spun around, walking backwards with vigor so she could grin at me. “Nobody looks twice at a couple making out. Public displays of affection make people uncomfortable.” Sticking her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, she laughed. “I do have to say, though, Big Guy, you’re surprisingly good at it for someone who looks like they’ve spent their life in the mountains chopping wood instead of kissing girls.”

I didn’t rise to the bait, and Ona turned around to watch where she was going when someone passing by almost bumped into her.

We walked by a few buildings, going deeper into campus. There seemed to be some construction happening, new structures being built. But eventually, we reached a squat white building lined with dark stone. It had a sloping, red-tiled roof. She was right—this place was pretty hard to miss. If you knew what you were looking for.

“Registration,” Ona said, stopping just off to the side of the path that led up to it. “This is where the fun begins.” She hesitated, then added, “For what it’s worth, I hope you make it. The Institute could use more people who don’t fit the standard mold.”

“What do you mean, ‘make it’?”

She shrugged. “You’ll see. Don’t want to ruin too many surprises. Good luck, Big Guy. And thanks for the help.” She gave me a wink. “Maybe I’ll see you around. If you pass.”

With a flick of her tail, she turned and disappeared into the thickening crowd of students.


Chapter 2

Creative Solution



Once more alone, I continued into the Musha Building. I had no idea what to expect, and Ona’s words rattled around in my head, making me worry. What would I do if I had to prove myself? If Senai’s little stone wasn’t enough to get me registered? I wasn’t a mage. Couldn’t be. And couldn’t fake it. Being asked to cast System magic was going to end with me dead.

Unless I got crafty.

I took a deep breath and pushed open the doors. They were heavy, made of wood and dark metal. The interior of the building was posh. There was a grand hall with polished stone floors inlaid with golden patterns that resembled complex mathematical formulas. Dark wooden supports stretched up to a ceiling nearly fifteen feet above. The rich pillars and beams momentarily made me feel like I had stepped back into the mountain forest, but the smooth and even stone beneath my bare feet quickly dispelled any comfort in the familiarity.

This was a forest built and ordered by humanoid hands, every element precisely placed according to some grander design.

There was a line. Not a long one, but about five students stood ahead of me. There were three clerks at high desks on the far side of the room, and each station had a student standing in front of them. I watched carefully, trying to appear nonchalant while studying what was expected.

A woman with scales running up either side of her throat stepped out of line and up to the counter when the previous student walked away. She talked to the clerk in soft tones, answering questions when asked, and then the clerk pointed to a portion of the desk. With trepidation, the woman traced a glowing equation in the air. It looked like three variables connected by both addition and multiplication. The symbols hung there for a moment before vanishing into the desk, emitting a soft blue light.

Satisfied, the clerk nodded and handed her a stack of papers.

Ahead of me, a man scoffed. “Basic,” he murmured, crossing his arms over his chest.

“You can do better?” the young woman at his side asked.

“Watch me.”

When his turn came, he walked up to the desk and barked his name at the clerk. He didn’t bother to wait for instructions before casting the light spell. Didn’t even need to trace his equation either. He just simply pushed his palm forward and the circle lit up a brilliant white. It grew brighter and brighter, filling the hall with light for a brief moment.

Several folks in line shielded their eyes.

“Impressive,” the clerk said, rubbing at his eyes. “Hungwe House material, I’d say.”

“Shumba,” the man replied, as if offended by the implication. “Third generation.”

I watched three more applications complete similar demonstrations. Not everyone was able to complete a light spell, but it seemed some alternates were given. Clerks and students left the building together at request.

It gave me an idea.

Before I knew it, it was my turn. The clerk didn’t bother to look up as I approached. “Name?” he asked, voice flat with boredom.

“Laku,” I said, fishing the stone emblem out of my pocket and placing it on his desk. “I’m here to register for school.”

The clerk looked at the stone and then at me. He sighed. “Put that away. It’s unnecessary.” I did as told, putting my stone back in my pocket. “First, you need to demonstrate basic System compatibility. Just a simple light spell.” He gestured to a rune-inscribed circle to the right of my stone. “Add these numbers, channel the results. So simple, even a child can do it.”

Simple. Right.

I silently thanked Ona. Without her warning, I wouldn’t have expected anything. Senai’s instructions hadn’t warned me of a test. Would I have known to observe and plan before now? Perhaps…but also perhaps not.

Behind the clerk was a window, and I could see the workers manipulating stones into place, using the System to make their work easier.

“I have a different way of displaying my System compatibility,” I said. “If you’ll step outside with me?”

The clerk was obviously not thrilled, but in the way that made it clear he had to accommodate my request. He sighed and pushed himself to his feet. “Very well. Show me.”

We walked outside, the clerk trailing behind me. His eyes bore holes into the back of my skull. I tried to ignore him. He was just doing his job, and I just needed to lie spectacularly enough to get past him. No big deal.

I led him over to the construction. The clerk seemed a little uncomfortable, likely afraid he was going to get hurt or dirty, but that actually made it easier on me. I walked up to the staging area where stone blocks were waiting to be lifted.

“Excuse me,” I said to the nearest worker, a large man with curved ram’s horns. “May I use one of these to demonstrate something for my registration?”

The worker looked up at me. Then at the clerk. At the cut stone I was motioning to. Then at me again. He shrugged, stepping back. “Sure thing, man,” he said.

I positioned myself beside the stone block. It was at least four feet square, easily six hundred pounds of solid stone. I didn’t know what kind, and it didn’t matter. Not for what I needed. Instead, I made a show of studying it, muttering calculations just loud enough to be heard.

“Mass, approximately 650 pounds…acceleration coefficient…factoring gravity constant…”

I traced my fingers through the air, mimicking what I’d seen the others do. No mana followed my movements, but the effect was a passible simulacrum. Minus the glowing equations, at least.

What they couldn’t see was the real work happening inside me. I cycled my energy rapidly, directing it to my legs and back like my grandfather taught me. My bare feet connected with the earth beneath me, sliding into a perfect stance.

“This requires a different application of force vectors,” I said, both to myself and to the clerk. As I squatted beside the block, I frowned in concentration. “A direct manipulation of physical force rather than a standard System projection.”

With practiced motion, I wedged my fingers beneath the block and took a deep breath, and straightened my legs while pulling upward. The stone rose with me, held steady at waist height. To anyone looking closely, it might seem as if the block hovered over my hands. It was an illusion created by perfect and precise balance as I quickly juggled the stone block from finger to finger with my Awakened strength.

Magical society’s rigid thinking and over-reliance on their powers was their greatest weakness. They saw only what they expected to see. And they expected that everything could be explained always and only by magic.

Beside me, the clerk’s mouth fell open.

“That’s— That’s not— How are you doing that?”

I carefully lowered the block, controlling its descent to avoid damaging either it or the ground beneath. Only then did I allow my arms to tremble slightly. It wasn’t from strain, but to sell the illusion that I’d used some form of unorthodox magic that taxed me differently.

“It’s how my System connection works,” I replied calmly, brushing stone dust from my hands. “My grandfather taught me this specialized technique. It focuses on direct physical manipulation rather than standard equation projection. Less versatile, perhaps, but effective in most applications.”

The lie came easily. It was close enough to the truth that I was able to sell it with a confident smile.

“But…” The clerk stared at me, then at the stone block. I could see the wheels turning in his mind, trying to reconcile what he knew about magic with what he just witnessed. “I’ve heard of unconventional approaches,” he said, slowly, some of his professional demeanor returning. “But this is most unusual.”

I nodded solemnly. “My ability manifests differently than most. I understand if the Institute doesn’t have the ability to cater to a student with more unique talents.”

This calculated show of resignation seemed to snap the clerk out of his confusion. The Institute was known to pride itself on accommodating all System magic. The universal school for all mages. Rejecting me outright would reflect poorly on not just the school, but on this official in particular.

“No, no,’ he said hastily. “Dzidzo Institute welcomes all kinds of System compatibility. It’s just… We’ll need to note this unusual manifestation in your file. Instructors will likely want to meet with you to discuss it.”

I nodded. A cleared hurdle for now, but maybe not for long. Meeting with instructors would be bad for me, and worse would be written documentation of my “unusual” manifestations of magic. Too many and I’d paint a target on my back large enough for the Vatariri to find me.

I’d need to be careful about what ended up in that file.

“Thank you for understanding,” I said.

The clerk waved a hand in response, manifesting my registration papers from seemingly nowhere. I filled them out, using the stone block as a table much to the amusement of the workers. It seemed right. The registration papers asked a lot of things about family and educational upbringing that I wasn’t sure how to answer. I had no formal training. No family besides my grandfather, and he wasn’t even related by blood.

But the clerk didn’t even look at my answers when I handed the papers back over. He stamped them with a seal that glowed briefly with magical energy, and then they vanished back to wherever they’d come from.

“Your exam will be tomorrow,” he said. “I suggest you make yourself ready.”

I nodded, fighting to keep my expression neutral. Exam. What would be expected there? It was obvious they’d need to test student aptitude, but I hadn’t really thought of what that meant. I had passed for now, but how many times could I disguise the truth? How long could I maintain this deception? And what would happen when they discovered I had no connection to the System at all?

And could I find the answers that my grandfather had sent me to pursue before it all came crashing down?

As I contemplated these questions, I followed the clerk back to the registration building. But across the way, something caught my eye. To the far side of the cobblestone street was a familiar face. Ona was watching me, an impressed smile playing across her lips. She gave me a small wave and a thumbs up before disappearing into the crowd once more.

I pushed my doubts aside. I would face those problems when they came. For now, I had to prepare for the most important test of my life.

My grandfather had taught me to turn any challenge into an opportunity. And I wasn’t about to let this one pass by.


Chapter 3

First Impressions



The clerk handed me off to an administrator. He seemed to have some sort of rodent ancestry, with large rounded ears. The guy looked like he was in his fifties and saw the sun about as often as a cave bat. Almost immediately, he started barking rules and schedules at me. Most of it washed over me like water off stones. I nodded when it felt right, my focus on our surroundings instead.

We walked through a maze of temporary wooden buildings. Painted letters and numbers above their doors were the only things that distinguished them from one another. Unlike the grand structures elsewhere on campus, these utilitarian barracks seemed hastily constructed for the entrance exams.

Clusters of students moved between them, their chatter creating a constant background noise. I watched how they interacted with the world: flicking fingers to open doors from several paces away, conjuring small lights to illuminate shadowed corners, adjusting their clothes with casual gestures that sent ripples of magical adjustment through the fabric.

Most conspicuous were their belongings. Trunks and bags hovered obediently beside their owners, some following like trained pets while others floated ahead as if eager to reach their destinations.

I gripped the strap of my pack tighter, feeling it dig into my shoulder. This would be a constant signal of the gulf between us. Such casual use of the System, a power I could never mimic, treated as commonplace as breathing.

How long could I pretend that I belonged here?

“…and lights out is at precisely 10,” the administrator finished, fixing me with a hard stare with beady red eyes. “Any questions?”

I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. The sheer amount of System magic use was overwhelming.

“Very well,” the administrator said, lips pursed. “Your assigned quarters are in building C, room 14. Permanent accommodations will follow if you pass the exam in the morning. Try not to get lost.”

He turned and strode away, already calling out to another bewildered candidate. I took a breath, centering myself with the techniques Senai had drilled into me. Inhale for four counts, hold for seven, exhale for eight. The familiar rhythm steadied me, pushing back the feeling of being adrift.

I made my way to building C. The wood was raw and unfinished, and the smell of fresh sawdust hung in the air. Did they just make new buildings as they had students? I climbed the stairs to the second floor, glad they were at least sanded so that I wouldn’t get splinters in my bare feet. Snatches of conversation drifted from the other rooms as I passed them by.

“…if you use a prime sequence in the third variable, the energy stability grows twice as fast,” one voice explained enthusiastically.

Another responded with certainty, “But accelerated growth only works if you account for the mana decay ratio.”

From a different room came a more concerning exchange. “I heard last year’s exam had a fifty-three percent failure rate!” someone exclaimed.

Their companion laughed dismissively. “Must be getting soft. It was seventy-nine percent the year before, with three fatalities.”

That last comment made me pause. Fatalities? In an entrance exam? I took a deep breath and pushed the thought away. I’d probably misheard. Or they were talking about something else. I focused on the more immediate matter of finding my temporary lodgings.

Room 14.

I opened the door to find a cramped space with two narrow beds. A desk was wedged into one corner, occupied by a figure so absorbed in her work she might as well have been alone in the universe.

Then everything seemed to slow down.

She was tall—although still about half a foot shorter than me—with a willowy frame hunched over her work. Her skin was pale, almost luminous in the dim light of the room. But what caught my attention were the soft, fluffy white-blonde woolly curls that framed her face. Ovine ears poked through her hair, twitching up and down as she concentrated. Impressive curved brown horns swept back from her forehead in elegant arcs.

Her fingers moved with surprising grace across a floating spell diagram, adjusting variables in the glowing equations with the precision of a master musician. Each movement was deliberate yet fluid, her hands creating mathematical poetry in the air.

When she looked up, striking blue eyes blinked rapidly behind glasses that somehow enhanced rather than diminished their impact. Those eyes widened with surprise, taking me in with a startling intensity that made me feel like I was being cataloged and analyzed.

“Oh! I didn’t… I mean, I was just…” Her voice held a melodic quality, despite her obvious social awkwardness. She glanced between me and her equations before her face lit up with sudden inspiration. “Have you ever considered the implications of using prime factorization in System equations?”

I blinked, thrown by the non-sequitur. “I…can’t say that I have?”

“It’s fascinating stuff,” she said, words tumbling out in a torrent. She gesticulated wildly with her hands, nearly knocking over a stack of books perched precariously on the desk’s edge. “Most people think you need exponential operators to achieve real power, but none of that matters if the surrounding System energy is a constant variable. But if you can break down the components into their prime factors, you can achieve consistent results no matter the conditions. Reliability over flash, you know?”

As she spoke, her entire demeanor transformed. The awkwardness melted away, replaced by animated confidence. She stood up straighter, and I noticed the short, fluffy tail that swished back and forth with excitement behind her.

“Of course, the mental calculations become more complex, but they experience significantly less variance. That could be crucial in prolonged magical engagements, especially if you’re customizing your spell on the spot, or trying to maintain multiple spell matrices simultaneously…”

She trailed off, seeming to realize she’d been rambling. A faint blush colored her cheeks as she dragged the toe of her shoe across the floor, a gesture I found oddly endearing.

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded.

“Sorry, I get…carried away sometimes. I’m Aishe.”

I smiled. There was something captivating about Aishe’s earnest enthusiasm. Even if it was all gibberish to me, she spoke with such open passion. “It’s nice to meet you, Aishe. I’m Laku. And don’t worry about the rambling. It’s refreshing, actually.”

Aishe’s face lit up, and she let out a small sound of excitement before catching herself. “Really? Most people tell me to shut up. Or they just walk away. But if you’re interested, I have some theories about using vector calculus to manipulate spatial distortions that could revolutionize teleportation magic!”

Without warning, she launched into another explanation. I settled onto my bed, letting her words wash over me. I didn’t understand half of what she was saying, but her energy was infectious. More importantly, she didn’t seem to care whether I responded or even fully comprehended. Just that I was listening.

It was a welcome change from the wariness I’d felt since entering Dzidzo.

“…which brings me back to the entrance exam,” Aishe was saying. I perked up as she finally mentioned something immediately relevant to me. “Last week’s exams had a forty percent failure rate, which is pretty good, all things considered.”

“Wait, say that again?” I sat up straight. “Why is the failure rate so high?”

Aishe nodded, unperturbed. “Oh yes. Dzidzo Institute views the exam as the first test of a mage’s worth. If you can’t survive it, you don’t deserve to study here. It’s all very Rukodzi’s principle, really. ‘Only those who withstand the crucible deserve to wield its fire.’ At least there weren’t any fatalities last week.”

I stared at her. “But…that’s nonsense. This is a school. People can die just trying to get in?”

“Die, get maimed, suffer permanent System burnout,” Aishe said, ticking off possibilities on her fingers, her feet shifting nervously. “It’s considered an acceptable risk. Real magical research and application can be incredibly dangerous. Better to weed out the weak early on.”

The casual way she spoke of such brutality chilled me. I thought of the eager candidates I’d seen outside, many of them barely out of their teens. What number of them would never return home?

“That’s…” I struggled to find words. “That’s intense.”

Aishe nodded. “Oh yes! It’s part of what makes Dzidzo Institute so prestigious. Only the best survive, you see. It’s considered to be the first test to even accept the risks of the exam. Getting this far is an honor, to some.”

An honor. Right. And to some it would be the last honor they’d ever earn.

I forced a weak smile. “Well, I guess we’d better be prepared then.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Aishe agreed. “I’ve been studying advanced magical theory for months. Would you like to go over some basic protection spells? I have some ideas about using equations as a foundation for…”

And there she went again. Aishe launched into another explanation, occasionally pacing the small space between the furniture in our room with excitement. Her tail swished back and forth rhythmically as she spoke, almost hypnotic in its steadiness.

I let my mind wander.

The casual acceptance of death and injury as part of the educational process was horrifying. It spoke volumes about Dzidzo Institute. Senai’s warnings came to mind. The power of Awakening was not to be taken lightly. Training in the wilds, where beast, natural disaster, and even a mild injury could bring death, was a risk I’d grown up with. But they were mundane risks. Understandable. Avoidable.

But with the kind of bombastic System magic surrounding me here, could I even conceive of the dangers I might face? What kind of secrets was this place hiding? And how was I going to survive long enough to find the answers my grandfather had sent me to discover?

A bell rang, interrupting Aishe’s explanation of how the protective spell controlled the non-mana magical energies in the air around the body. “Oh! That’s the dinner signal,” she said, her ears perking up. “We should head to the dining hall they’ve set up for testing candidates. The food’s not great, but it’s important to keep our strength up for tomorrow.”

I nodded, rising to follow her.

The dining hall for testing candidates was a large tent structure set up near our temporary housing. Nothing like the grand Hurumba where the actual students ate, Aishe assured me. Long tables filled the space, and the smell of bland food lingered in the air. As we entered, I saw a social hierarchy already forming among the candidates.

Those with greater magical potential claimed the best seats near the serving area, easy to spot by their confident strides. The way small objects seemed to shift slightly in their presence, like cups sliding closer, utensils aligning themselves without being touched. Some wore custom focus tools that gleamed with polished ore, clearly expensive and well-crafted.

Meanwhile, those with less impressive magical abilities huddled at the far end tables, their movements more deliberate as they manually arranged their settings.

There was no obvious enforcement of this arrangement. Everyone just seemed to know their place.

Aishe, despite her obvious intelligence, made her way to a table near the back. I followed, realizing that being seen as Aishe’s friend had already marked me as one of the outsiders. It was a strategic advantage, in a way. People were less likely to see me as a threat if I was with the socially awkward sheep girl. And if I was presumed to have weaker magic, maybe they wouldn’t expect as much from me, and I could maintain the charade longer.

As we ate, I maintained my Awakening breathing exercises, trying to center myself. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out.

The constant hum of System energy was distracting. I longed for the quiet simplicity of my mountain home, for Senai’s patient instruction and the uncomplicated challenges of the wilderness.

But Senai was missing. My home was behind me.

I needed to focus. Adapt.

A commotion at a nearby table drew my attention. A group of older students had entered the tent, easily distinguished from us candidates by their confidence and their custom-fitted uniforms with green and silver trim. They were laughing loudly, clearly enjoying the nervous glances from the testing candidates.

“Nyoka House third-years,” Aishe said quietly as if to not draw attention to herself. “They come to scope out the new meat every testing cycle. Like vultures circling.”

The Nyoka students began weaving between tables, stopping occasionally to quiz nervous candidates or demonstrate flashy magic tricks. Several testing students abandoned their meals entirely, too intimidated to eat under such scrutiny, or desperate to escape before they got the students’ attention. One Nyoka boy, with silver-gray wolf ears poking through his perfectly styled hair, stopped at a table of candidates and began manipulating a complex spell with his expensive focus tool. His expression grew increasingly frustrated when the candidates didn’t seem sufficiently impressed, and he slammed his hands on the table. The focus overloaded, exploding in a shower of colorful sparks that rained down on several nearby candidates who scrambled away.

“That will be quite enough!” A sharp voice barked. An older man in formal instructor’s robes strode toward the table, his expression thunderous. “These candidates need to prepare, not dodge your juvenile displays. Control yourself, or I’ll report this to your House Head.”

The wolf boy mumbled an insincere apology, head bowed. The instructor lectured him quietly before moving on. The incident seemed to have sucked the energy out of the room.

“That’s Instructor Mupata,” Aishe whispered, her soft woolly ears twitching forward conspiratorially. “He supervises the testing cycles. They say he once deducted so many points from a cocky student that the boy’s family had to donate a new library wing to keep him enrolled.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Aishe shrugged, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief. “Well, that’s the rumor. But the East Wing of the Bhukumba does have the Kova village name on it, so draw your own conclusions.”

Before I could respond, the same group of Nyoka students began a final circuit around the tent, eyeing the candidates like farmers inspecting livestock. Their leader was the wolf boy who’d been reprimanded. He paused by our table, his eyes gleaming with malice. Literally gleaming. They were like polished stone, so green they would have been the envy of any gem.

“Well, well,” he drawled, a cruel smile spreading across his face. “If it isn’t the woolly bookworm from Mbizi village. Your father’s still growing those pathetic magical herbs that barely spark, I assume? How many times have you failed the entrance exam now? Three? Four?”

He was taller than Aishe, but shorter than me. He had an athletic build and the pointed ears and thick tail of a wolf or hellhound. The fur on them was an unusual silver-gray that seemed almost artificially enhanced and matched the silver trimmings on his Nyoka House uniform.

Everything about him screamed privilege and power.

Aishe’s shoulders hunched. Her ears flattened back against her head as she let out a soft, distressed sound.

“J-Jenu, please,” she pleaded. “Not today.”

That name was familiar. Hadn’t he been the one chasing Ona?

The wolf boy, who I assumed was Jenu, smirked, then waved his hand. A small leather-bound notebook that Aishe had been scribbling in earlier flew off the table into his waiting palm. He flipped through it carelessly, tearing a page in the process.

“Still working on the same useless theories?” he said, his tone mocking and prissy. “Combining agricultural magic with theoretical System manipulation? No wonder you keep failing. Some bloodlines just aren’t meant for real magic.”

Every muscle in my body tensed. Combat instincts screamed at me to act. For all the power that clung to him, his movements were slow and arrogant. I could take this bully down in seconds. I shouldn’t, but I also couldn’t let this continue.

Senai had taught me discipline, but he’d also taught me to recognize when a line had been crossed.

I stood up.

The movement was sudden enough that Jenu actually took a half-step back. We locked eyes, and I saw his momentary confusion as he sized me up. I towered over him by several inches, my shoulders nearly twice as broad as his.

I didn’t say anything, just stared him down with the same intensity I’d use when facing a mountain predator.

“Problem, mountain man?” Jenu said, after a moment to recover, his voice dripping with disdain. “This is a private conversation between old acquaintances.”

“Doesn’t look private,” I said, my voice low and steady. “Doesn’t look like a conversation, either. Looks like harassment.”

I stepped forward, placing myself between Aishe and Jenu. With deliberate slowness, I reached out and took the notebook from his hand. Not snatching, not grabbing—just taking it, my movements measured and confident, as if there was no question that he would release it. And surprisingly, he did, his fingers opening before he seemed to realize what was happening.

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” Jenu hissed, his ears flattening against his head.

“Neither do you,” I said, placing the notebook back in front of Aishe without breaking eye contact with Jenu.

I could feel the energy building around him. The System responded to his anger. His fingers twitched, traces of an equation beginning to form.

“Jenu!” Instructor Mupata said, cutting through the tension. “I believe I made myself clear earlier. Or would you prefer I escort you from the premises entirely?”

Jenu’s jaw clenched, but the magical energy dissipated. “No, sir.”

“Then I suggest you and your friends return to your dormitories. Now.”

Jenu’s emerald eyes locked with mine one more time. “This isn’t finished,” he said, so only Aishe and I could hear. “I’ll be watching you in the Kurwamba tomorrow, mountain man. Don’t die too quick.”

He turned and strode away, his friends following with backward glances and whispers.

I sat back down, feeling the eyes of the other candidates on me. The tension in my shoulders slowly eased as I resumed my breathing exercises.

Aishe stared at me, her blue eyes wide. A faint blush colored her cheeks, and her ears were now perked up attentively. When she realized I was looking at her, she quickly looked away, suddenly shy.

“Nobody stands up to Jenu,” she said softly, clutching her notebook to her chest. “His father is one of the highest-ranking Vatariri enforcers in the region. Even the instructors tread carefully around him.”

Oh, good. I certainly knew how to pick my battles. There was no better enemy to make than the guy whose father was in charge of the enforcers who were tasked with the job of killing people just like me.

But I shrugged. “He was being a jerk.”

“He was,” she said, a small smile forming on her lips. When she looked back at me, it was from under the curtain of her eyelashes. “He’s been that way since we were children. Our villages are close, but worlds apart in status. The Kova village supplies most of the region’s Mvuto ore miners and has strong ties to the Vatariri. My family just grows magical herbs and develops agricultural spells.”

I didn’t know what Mvuto ore was, but I knew that the mountains were full of miners. Sometimes we saw them when they lost their way.

Aishe looked down at her notebook, smoothing the torn page with gentle fingers. “Thank you,” she added, her voice barely audible.

When she looked back up, there was a new warmth in her eyes.

“Don’t mention it,” I said, brushing off her appreciative gaze. “Just because he thinks he’s important doesn’t give him the right to treat people like that.”

Aishe’s smile widened. “You’re different,” she said, studying me with renewed interest. “Most people either fear Jenu or try to curry favor with him. You just…dealt with him. Like he was ordinary.”

I couldn’t tell her that compared to the things I’d faced in the mountains, a spoiled wolf boy with fancy magic was hardly intimidating. So I just nodded and returned to my meal, though I could feel her watching me with new curiosity.

“He’ll make trouble for you in the Kurwamba tomorrow,” she warned after a moment.

“I’ve handled trouble before,” I said simply.

As dinner wound down, I let my gaze wander the room. I took note of faces, which students seemed confident and which looked terrified. I observed the displays of magic, mentally sorting different styles and power levels. Every bit of information could be crucial tomorrow.

The exam. I heard the name murmured through the Great Hall more than once. The Kurwamba—the Arena. The name alone was ominous, to say nothing of the failure rates Aishe had mentioned. Or the fatalities I’d heard rumored. I thought of the faces I’d seen so far, full of hope. Many of them might be crushed tomorrow. Some even literally, leaving them badly injured, disabled, or dead.

And I had to brave the same dangers without the smallest connection to the System.

I pushed the doubts from my mind. I had faced death before. In fact, I had stared down Category 3 and 4 beasts that would probably make these pampered magical prodigies wet themselves in terror. I would find a way.

For Senai. To figure out what happened to him. For the lesson he wanted me to learn here. And for the answers hidden in his book.

After the confrontation with Jenu, Aishe stayed close to me after we finished our meal. Her demeanor had shifted subtly. She kept stealing glances at me, and her mathematical explanations had given way to more personal questions about where I was from and how I’d learned to be so confident.

We walked back to building C together. The evening air was cool and crisp, filled with the scent of the Sango Forest beyond the campus boundaries. Aishe seemed more relaxed away from the dining tent, her natural enthusiasm returning as she pointed out different campus buildings visible in the distance.

“That’s where we’ll be tomorrow,” she said, gesturing toward a solid stone structure lit by glowing runes. “The Kurwamba. They say the walls are lined with Mvuto to absorb stray magic during the tests.”

“Comforting,” I said, and she laughed. She had a pretty laugh. It wasn’t a cute laugh, not dainty or muted. Her laughter shook her whole body and was loud enough to make random folks look our way.

Back in our room, Aishe gathered a few books and notes she’d brought with her. “There’s a candidate study circle meeting in building E,” she explained. “Some of us who’ve…well, who’ve tried the exam before, we are sharing tips with first-timers.” She hesitated, ears twitching nervously. “You could come if you want?”

I shook my head. “I need to prepare in my own way.”

She nodded, looking a little disappointed but understanding. “Probably smart. It’ll be mostly theory talk anyway.” At the doorway, she paused. “What you did back there, with Jenu…thank you. Not many people would risk making an enemy of him before the exam even starts.”

“I didn’t do it to make an enemy,” I said with a shrug. “I did it because it was right.”

A smile bloomed across her face, and her blue eyes seemed to sparkle even in the dim light of our room. “That’s why it matters,” she said softly, then slipped out the door, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I was grateful for the solitude. I needed to center myself, to prepare.

In the quiet of the room, I began my nightly forms. First the Mountain Root stance, feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent, drawing strength from the ground beneath me. The space was cramped, forcing me to modify each position. I transitioned into Flowing River, my arms moving in circular patterns that Senai had drilled into me since childhood. Movements designed to redirect an opponent’s energy rather than meet it head-on.

The restraint of the small room became part of my training. When I shifted into Striking Snake, I had to pull my punches short of full extension, controlling the explosive power that normally would have sent shockwaves through the air. These modified forms demanded even more precision than their full expressions.

I could feel the wooden building strain to contain my energy as I cycled through the breaths that Senai had taught me.

The planks of fresh-cut wood felt thin and flimsy beneath my bare feet, like I was in a world made of cardstock paper. When I moved into Hunting Tiger stance, I had to distribute my weight with such precision that I barely felt like I was touching the wooden floor. Each controlled breath, each carefully placed step, each motion, metered so as not to break anything, showed me the truth of my strength.

A strength I would have to hide, even as I used it to survive.

In the final sequences, I practiced the combat applications. Bending Reed’s simple redirection could disarm; Mountain Root’s subtle shift could unbalance even a giant beast; and Striking Snake could unleash bone-shattering explosive energy. Senai had taught me that true mastery wasn’t in knowing how to fight, but in knowing when not to.

I was starting to understand Senai’s directive to hide my power around others. If they didn’t know I could bring down this whole building with raw brawn alone, they could only conclude that any feat of strength or quickness I showed them was System magic.

My grandfather’s wisdom was still supporting me, even now that he was missing.

I completed the Returning to Center form—the most difficult of all, requiring absolute stillness of body while energy flowed like a tempest within—and settled onto my bed. Senai had prepared me for this moment my entire life, though neither of us had known exactly what shape the challenge would take. His training hadn’t just built my body. It had forged my mind to adapt, to observe, to survive.

As I drifted toward sleep, I found myself thinking of my temporary roommate. Her animated expressions, the way her ears twitched when she was excited, how her tail swished back and forth as she spoke about things she was passionate about. I’d never met anyone quite like her before. Despite myself, I was curious to know more about the sheep girl with the brilliant mind.

Then I mentally reviewed everything I knew about the exam ahead, listing my potential advantages and weaknesses. The other students had the System, but they relied on it completely. I had something different. While they would be focusing outward, channeling external power, I had mastered the art of directing energy from within. My body was both weapon and shield, my movements both defense and attack. In the chaos of combat, adaptability would trump raw power.

Tomorrow, the Kurwamba. The Arena. A true challenge. But I was ready. I had to be.


Chapter 4

Well-Rounded Education



Predawn held a chill that promised autumn’s start soon. I ran through my forms again, outside now, each breath measured, each move deliberate. The temporary housing was still, save for my bare feet whispering across dewy grass.

I’d found this spot this morning, a patch of open ground between two of the temporary dorms. It wasn’t much, but it worked. I didn’t have to be afraid of forcing my foot down through the floor and into the room below, or putting my arm through the wall like I was parting a curtain. As I shifted from one stance to the next, really stretching out like I hadn’t been able to in the small rooms of the civilized world, my muscles burned, energy thrumming through me.

I widened my senses, taking in everything. The rough, unfinished wood of the buildings. The faint scent of pine from the forest beyond the walls of the Institute. The sky lightening as the sun thought about rising.

A door creaked nearby. I held my balance, one leg tucked in Hunting Tiger stance. The first of the other candidates stumbled out. The boy’s eyes were glazed, his hair a mess. He mumbled something, wrestling with his shirt as if he’d thrown it on in a hurry.

More doors opened. More students appeared, voices a low buzz. Some nerves. Others excitement.

I finished my form, then started again, slower. Each move centered me for what was to come.

“Laku?”

I opened my eyes. Aishe stood there, her curls in complete disarray, blue eyes wide behind slightly crooked glasses. Her simple dress was hastily thrown on, buttons misaligned, and she was clutching a stack of notes against her chest. She looked like she’d either just rolled out of bed or never actually gone to sleep.

“There you are!” she exclaimed, relief washing over her face. “I woke up and you were gone. I’ve been looking everywhere!” Her ovine ears drooped anxiously. “The test starts in twenty minutes, but you weren’t in the room. I got worried you’d run away.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Twenty minutes? The sun’s not even up.”

“That’s—” Aishe blinked rapidly, glancing at the lightening sky. For a second, I saw calculations running behind her eyes before she shook her head. “Wait, you’re right. I think I set my alarm wrong.” She let out a sheepish laugh, running a hand through her woolly hair. “I’ve been up all night reviewing magical theory and must have lost track of time.”

“You didn’t sleep at all?” I asked, moving into my cool-down stretches.

Aishe watched me for a moment, her eyes following the controlled movement of my muscles with something that wasn’t purely academic interest. She quickly looked away when she realized I’d noticed, a blush coloring her cheeks.

“Sleep is inefficient when there’s knowledge to absorb,” she said, adjusting her glasses. “Besides, I…” She trailed off, then admitted, “I was too nervous. This is my second attempt at the entrance exam.”

I straightened up. “Jenu mentioned that.”

She nodded, clutching her notes tighter. “He actually accused me of being back for the fourth time,” she said with a frustrated sigh. “I overthought everything last time. Too many variables, not enough focus.”

I could see the worry in her eyes despite her attempt to sound scientific about it. Walking over, I gently took the crumpled notes from her hands.

“Being rested has its perks before a test,” I said, smoothing out the pages before handing them back.

Aishe looked up at me, her blue eyes meeting mine. “Says the guy who’s been up for hours doing,” she gestured vaguely at me, “that physical thing.”

“Martial forms,” I corrected with a small smile. “Moving meditation. Clears the mind, focuses the body.”

“Seems to be working for you,” she said softly, her eyes lingering on me a moment longer than necessary before looking away. “You’re the only person here who doesn’t look terrified.”

“Maybe not terrified, but still afraid,” I admitted. “I’d be foolish not to be. Come on, let’s get some breakfast in you before the test. Can’t solve equations on an empty stomach.”

She smiled then, a genuine smile that transformed her face and made her eyes light up. “Actually, there’s a fascinating correlation between blood glucose levels and magical output efficiency. I compiled a study last semester that showed a seventeen percent increase in spell stability when—”

I gently guided her toward the dining hall as she launched into her explanation, her nervousness temporarily forgotten as she shared her passion for magical theory. The way her face lit up when she talked about her research was captivating.

“Is that why you’re carrying those dried berries in your pocket?” I asked, interrupting her mid-sentence about optimal nutrition timing.

She stopped, surprised. “How did you know I had those?”

“I can smell them,” I said with a shrug.

Aishe stared at me with newfound fascination. “Your senses are remarkable! I should run tests on your sensory perception thresholds sometime.”

“Is that your way of asking to spend more time with me?”

The blush that spread across her face was immediate and intense. Strawberry red across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Her ears twitched rapidly, and she fumbled with her notes.

“I— That’s not— I mean, it would be purely academic, of course, but…” she stammered before catching the smirk on my face. “You’re teasing me.”

“Maybe a little.”

She huffed, but the smile tugging at the corner of her lips told me she wasn’t actually offended.

The dining hall was nearly empty when we arrived, most students having already eaten or too nervous to bother. A few serving staff looked annoyed at our late arrival, but wordlessly ladled out bowls of thick, gray porridge made from ground millet. It smelled better than it looked, with hints of honey and cinnamon.

“Sadza,” Aishe said, grabbing her bowl. “Traditional breakfast here at the Institute.” She scooped out a small bit, sniffed it, and licked it, before making a face. “Usually tastes better than this.” Under her breath she added: “Someone needs teach the chef how to season properly.”

“Maybe they make it bland on purpose?”

Aishe looked at me, confused.

“Well,” I continued, “you said glucose levels can muck with spells, right? Maybe spices do too? You wouldn’t want to over season and cause digestive issues either.”

“Hm.” She poked at her sadza some. “Perhaps. I’d need to do testing.”

The porridge was indeed tasteless. “Eat,” I reminded her. “Your brain needs fuel.”

She nodded, scooping up a larger spoonful. “Sorry. It’s just… Well, this test determines everything. My future, my research opportunities, everything I’ve worked for.”

“You’ll do fine,” I said. “You know more theory than anyone I’ve met.”

I, of course, didn’t mention that I knew only her and a hellhound that kissed me to avoid getting caught by Jenu. And an old man who hated magic so much he disappeared himself into the woods with a kid that wasn’t even his.

“Theory isn’t everything,” Aisha said quietly after a moment, but she finished her bowl.

We left the dining hall. Once outside, Aishe straightened her dress and took a deep breath.”We should go. The test really does start soon.”

We fell in step together, heading toward the Kurwamba.

It was different in the light of day. For one, it was huge. A behemoth bowl of dark stone banded with gleaming metal. From the peculiar overhanging-slope shape of it, it didn’t seem like it should be able to stand under its own weight. Engraved equations spiraled up its walls along the metal bands in patterns that made my eyes cross.

The stands were filling with students in uniform. They tossed off casual displays of magic that made me all the more aware of my delicate charade. Snacks floated to waiting hands. Conjured umbrellas shaded eyes from the peeking sun. Illusions flickered, miniature fireworks, little pictures, and other diversions. And everywhere there were the glowing spell matrices of students comparing notes and discussing magic and magical theory.

“It never loses its impact,” Aishe said in response to my slack-jawed gaping.

I nodded, not trusting myself to talk. The amount of magic was…a lot. I felt a flicker of doubt. What was I doing here? How could I pretend?

Then I thought of Senai.

I straightened my shoulders and cast off the insecurities.

We joined the crowd at the base of the Kurwamba. The air buzzed with nerves. Excitement and fear collided like storm fronts, setting my teeth on edge. I watched the faces around me, sorting the confident from the panicked.

The crowd hushed as a figure appeared on a platform above. Interesting. Her arrival commanded immediate silence.

“Headmaster Nakai,” Aishe whispered, tugging at my sleeve like I should know the woman’s name.

A spell magnified her presence, allowing everyone to see her clearly despite the distance. She was tall and imposing, with silver-white hair worn in complex braids. Subtle runic markings were visible on her forearms and at her temples, similar to what Senai had. Her piercing amber eyes had vertical pupils that swept over the gathered students with cool authority. She wore formal academic robes of midnight blue trimmed with silver. A pendant hung at her throat, containing what appeared to be a handful of metal fragments swirling within glass.

She looked down at us, as if assessing.

“Welcome,” she said, her voice carrying, amplified to reach every corner, “to the Kurwamba. Today marks your first true challenge on the path to becoming mages worthy of Dzidzo Institute.” She paused, her expression grave. “The trials ahead will test not just your magical aptitude, but your judgment, your composure, and your will to survive. Those who succeed will earn their place among us. Those who falter…” Her eyes narrowed, scanning the crowd with measured intensity. “Those who falter face consequences beyond mere failure. This examination has claimed lives before, and it may do so again. Take this warning seriously: caution and wisdom are as valuable as power.”

A ripple of nervous laughter ran through the crowd.

I stayed still, my face blank. It didn’t seem funny to me.

“Before we begin,” Headmaster Nakai continued, “some of you may wonder why Dzidzo conducts entrance exams weekly, unlike other academies that test annually or twice yearly.”

She waved her hand with elegant precision. A shimmering diagram materialized beside her. It looked like waves that rose and fell in rhythmic patterns, their peaks glowing brighter than the troughs.

“Magic ebbs and flows with atmospheric mana,” Headmaster Nakai explained, gesturing to the diagram. “Just as the moon pulls at our oceans, mana undergoes cycles that influence magical potential. These weekly examinations coincide with the peak of each mana cycle. That’s the point when magical abilities are most stable and predictable. This allows us to measure your true potential with accuracy that would be impossible at other times.”

Her gaze sharpened as she looked down at the gathered candidates.

“This schedule serves another purpose. It prevents students from spending months preparing for a single test date. Either you possess the aptitude and composure required of a Dzidzo mage, or you do not. There is no middle ground in our world.”

With a sweep of her arm, she encompassed the whole institute, the campus beyond the walls of the dark stone arena.

“The challenges you face today are merely the first of many. Many students will fail this exam, and many who pass will still falter in the trials to come. That is the price of true magical mastery.”

When she looked back down at us, I thought I could feel her direct attention on me. I told the spike of nerves in my gut that she couldn’t have picked me out of the crowd directly from way up there. Surely I imagined it. She was just casting her gaze over the assembled prospective students. Nothing more.

“Let the tests begin,” she announced with a grand gesture. “Show us your resolve, your power, and your courage, for all of Dzidzo Institute!”

Headmaster Nakai’s platform descended. Robed figures came from the Kurwamba, splitting us into smaller groups.

“Your first test,” one announced, his voice sharp, “is basic magical control. You will see a heavy metal sphere on a pedestal. Levitate it to a height of three feet and hold it for one minute. You will be graded on precision more than anything else.”

With a gesture from the instructor, dark stone pedestals rose out of the ground like they were growing, stretching up to a height of about fifteen feet. Thick metal spheres about two feet in diameter sprouted from the tops like tomatoes on a vine.

“Begin.”

I watched other candidates step forward, faces tight with focus as they solved their equations. Their spheres rose, hovering with varying stability. Some were overzealous, raising it too high, visibly docked points by the instructors.

Some were simply not up for the task, not as a matter of power, but precision. Their floating sphere would begin shaking, wiggling in the air, or even dropping down to the floor with a resounding crash, often barely missing the prospective student.

As the instructor returned the heavy sphere to the pedestal, it was clear those examinees had failed, and were escorted out on the spot.

Aishe and I were lucky enough to be among the last of the students for testing. My turn came when the student in front of me yielded, only holding the sphere aloft for about forty-five seconds, leaving him drenched in sweat and half-collapsed.

I walked to stand before the pedestal where my sphere was waiting above. It was dull silver, and I figured it only weighed a few hundred pounds. Enough to be dangerous, but not enough to be impossible. At the base of the pedestal was an inscription that repeated the test’s instructions: “Raise the sphere to a height of three feet and maintain its position for one minute. Keep it as still and stable as possible.”

An idea formed. Risky. Might draw attention. But it was my best shot at passing without magic.

I took a breath, centering myself. Then, with Awakening-enhanced agility, I leaped up at the testing pillar like a mountain predator pouncing on prey.

My bare feet slapped to either side of the pillar near the top, and I tensed my body from the tips of my toes up into my core, gripping on. The sides of the sphere were cool under my palms as I gripped it from both sides and straightened, tensing the rest of my muscles to lift it exactly three feet off the pedestal.

I froze, every muscle trembling, not from the weight, but from staying perfectly still. Like a stone sculpture. From my position up here, I could clearly see how even the strongest of would-be students had a slight wobble to their own spheres, even when it wasn’t so clear from the ground.

Mine was the only one that was utterly and totally still.

I started to count down the seconds in my mind. Fifty-nine one thousand, fifty-eight one thousand…

The instructor overseeing my test turned purple. “What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.

I met his gaze. “Raising the sphere to a three-foot height and holding it still, sir. As per the instructions.”

“That’s not—” He sputtered, then found his voice. “The test requires magic!”

“Actually,” Aishe said from her spot next in line, her voice surprisingly steady despite how she kicked nervously at the ground, “the instructions don’t say magic must be used. They say the sphere must be raised and held. Laku’s doing that.”

The instructor glared at Aishe, who flinched but held her ground, her ears flattening slightly against her head.

“Furthermore,” Aishe said, adjusting her glasses with mathematical precision, “according to the Dzidzo Institute Charter, Section 7, Subsection C, Paragraph 4: ‘No candidate shall be penalized for employing unconventional methods to achieve the stated goals of any test, demonstration, or assignment, provided said methods do not violate the letter of the instructions or endanger other students or staff.’ Airtight.”

“It would have been fine to point out that the lead instructor just said that precision was the most important part of the test,” I said with a laugh, “and precision of the test instructions sounds like a part of that consideration. But I appreciate the citation backing me up, Aishe. Thank you.”

The instructor looked ready to scream. But he seemed trapped in a web of rules. I filed away Aishe’s citation in my own memory. Finding these exploitations of expectations and acting on them would be key to my survival.

I stayed still while he fumed, sphere steady in my hands. Still counting in my head.

Eight one thousand, seven one thousand…

Finally, when the full minute had elapsed, he let out a frustrated breath.

“Fine,” he growled. “You pass. But I’ll be watching you, boy. Both of you.”

I rejoined the passing candidates, catching Aishe’s eye as she stepped up for her crack at the test. I gave a small nod.

She beamed, her eyes lighting up behind her glasses, her fluffy tail swishing happily. She turned to face her own test, her fingers rapidly tracing complex equations that seemed unnecessarily elaborate.

I was pleased with her for acting with honor in the face of authority. The sort of bravery Senai had always said was a rare thing to find in the world outside of our mountain.

Luck was on my side, meeting up with her. Especially when she passed this test with relative ease.

I watched the faces of others as Aishe moved to stand beside me. This was becoming more than just an exam for the school. It was a social event as well. Alliances were forming, competition being sized up. Some looked at me with curiosity, others with suspicion, and a few with sneers of open contempt. My unorthodox move had been a spectacle, and while I’d made an impression, no one seemed sure of whether it was good or bad.

A deep rumble interrupted my observations. It started as a subtle vibration beneath our feet. The ground trembled, then began to shake more violently. Aishe grabbed my arm to steady herself, her grip surprisingly strong for her willowy frame.

“What’s happening?” I asked, raising my voice over the growing noise.

Before Aishe could answer, metal groaned and stone cracked. Massive walls began rising from the ground ahead, shooting upward with terrifying speed. Students scattered, some crying out in alarm as the walls forced groups away.

The walls kept growing, twisting, forming corridors and dead ends. The rumbling intensified, drowning out all other sounds until, with a final thunderous boom, everything locked into place.

Silence fell. Where moments ago we’d stood in an open arena, we now found ourselves facing towering metal walls.

From above, the students in the stands began to chant, their voices echoing down to us: “Fresh meat! Fresh meat! Fresh meat!”

Aishe’s face had gone pale. For once, she wasn’t spouting theories or explanations. She just looked worried, her fluffy ears pressed flat against her head.

“It’s a maze,” she whispered, her eyes wide as she stared at the walls. “They’re throwing us into the maze.”

I looked up at the distant rim of the Kurwamba. The students’ chanting grew louder, more frenzied, as if they knew exactly what awaited us inside.

The sphere test instructor stepped forward, satisfaction on his face. “Candidates, welcome to the real test. This labyrinth will challenge your magic, your wit, your courage, and your will to survive. You have one hour to reach the goal. If you fail…” He paused, his eyes gleaming as he gestured up at the chanting crowd. “The Kurwamba always has a hunger for fresh meat.”

A chill went through me. I thought of the failure rates, and how it was clear that very few could have been from the simple metal ball test. I looked around at the faces of my fellow candidates who were about to be sent into the maze. How many wouldn’t come out?

“You’ll enter in groups of fifteen,” the instructor continued, “but you aren’t required to stick together. In fact, attempting to hinder and thin the competition is well within the rules of this test, and encouraged. But only your performance against the labyrinth’s challenges will be monitored and scored. It’s not just about reaching the goal. How you tackle the obstacles is important.”

Names were called. Candidates disappeared into the labyrinth. I stood quietly, my mind filtering rapidly through the formulation of a plan.

“…Laku, Aishe, Chido, Farai, Ruvimbo,” the instructor called, along with ten other names that I didn’t catch because they came before my own name caught my ear. “You’re up.”

Aishe gulped. “Well,” she said, her voice shaky as she adjusted her glasses, “this is it.”

I gave her a smile. “Stay alert. Stay aware. Stay alive. And remember, every problem has a solution. You just need to find the right angle to look for it.” I felt a tingle at the base of my skull as I passed Senai’s wisdom on, getting the sense that he would be proud of me for carrying his lessons with me.

We walked to the labyrinth, and it swallowed the group of us, the entrance sealing shut with a clang.

Our test had begun.


Chapter 5

The Labyrinth



The labyrinth’s walls slammed shut behind us, shaking the ground. We were sealed in with nowhere to go but forward.

Silence dropped, heavy and weird. There was magic at work here. Something about the entrance had been odd when the others went in. It wasn’t putting everyone at the same starting point. It was spreading us throughout the maze, making sure we couldn’t all group up to help each other.

Or gang up on one another to thin the competition.

I took a slow breath, centering myself. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. I cycled energy through my body, preparing for whatever challenge might appear.

Then, like someone flipped a switch, people moved.

Candidates bunched up. Like called to like.

I stood alone. Almost alone.

Aishe stayed right beside me, adjusting her glasses as she studied the maze walls. A knot of potential students were calling her over, waving frantically. Some of them looked nervous that she wasn’t immediately rushing over.

“Aishe,” I said quietly. “Your friends are calling you.”

She shook her head, her curls bouncing. “I’m staying with you. We make a good team.” Her blue eyes met mine, and she smiled, her ears perking up. “You know. I think.”

High above us, students watched from the stands. And among them, somewhere, was Jenu. Would he actually try anything? If it meant Aishe might fail again, he might be incentivized to try harder.

I couldn’t risk it.

“You should go with them,” I said, nodding toward the magical theory group. “It’s safer.”

Aishe’s face fell. “Safer? I’m not worried about—”

“Jenu’s here somewhere,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Out there. Watching. After yesterday, I’m betting he’s going to try something with his connections. And anyone standing next to me is going to catch some of that heat.”

“I can handle Jenu,” she protested, though her ears flattened slightly at the mention of his name.

I put my hand on her shoulder. “I know you can. But this is my fight. Besides,” I added with a small smile, “you’ll have a better chance at getting the theoretical components of this test right with them. They need your brain.”

She bit her lip, clearly torn. “But what about you? You don’t know how the challenges work. You need me as much as they do.”

“I’ll figure it out my way,” I assured her. “Like I always do.”

Aishe studied my face for a long moment, her brilliant blue eyes searching mine. Finally, she nodded, though reluctance was written across her features.

“Fine, but promise me you’ll be careful,” she said, her fingers brushing against my arm.

“I promise. Now go,” I said, gently nudging her toward the other group. “And remember what I said earlier. Don’t just look at the problem. Find the angle to see the solution. Good luck.”

Aishe hesitated one last time, then stood on her tiptoes and quickly kissed my cheek. “For luck,” she whispered, her face flushing pink. She squeezed my hand before hurrying toward the theory specialists, who welcomed her with obvious relief.

I watched her go, feeling strangely hollow. Despite the small crowd that swarmed around her, her white-blonde curls were easy to spot. Her face lit up as she fell into the technical conversation, hands moving animatedly as she started explaining something.

Better this way. Safer for her. I touched my cheek where her lips had been, then turned my focus back to the maze.

As the last few found their groups, I felt eyes on me. Curiosity. Suspicion. Even hate. Whispers floated my way through the stale air.

“That’s him,” a girl said behind her hand. “The mountain boy who does magic all wrong.”

Someone next to her laughed. “Did you see him in the sphere test? Climbing like a monkey.”

“He won’t last five minutes in here,” the girl responded.

I let their comments roll off me, keeping my face calm. Let them underestimate me.

Their mistake.

After the groups formed, it started. One group made the first move out of the starting area and into the maze, but their initiative set off a chain reaction. Groups of candidates surged forward, splitting into different halls as the path forked before them.

I hung back, watching. Figuring things out.

The walls seemed to pulse with magic. Equations and runes covered everything, their faint glow illuminating the dark stone that was veined with metal. Had to be that Mvuto ore. It gleamed in the dim light.

I took another deep breath, centering myself. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. Then I moved.

My bare feet made no sound on the stone as I jogged down a less-crowded passage. The maze felt alive around me, like it was breathing. The walls hummed with magical energy that made my skin tingle. Even further in, dark veins of metal ran through the stone like blood vessels, pulsing with faint colored light whenever I passed.

I ran my fingers along the wall, feeling the texture of the stone and the smooth, cool surface of the metal veins. Senai had taught me to use all my senses when navigating unknown territory. The air here smelled of dust and metal, with faint traces of sweat from frightened students who’d passed through before me.

From somewhere ahead came distant shouts and the crackle of spellcasting. Behind me, nervous whispers echoed off the walls. I chose my path carefully, keeping mental track of my turns. Left, right, right again, then straight for a hundred paces.

The passage narrowed. My shoulders nearly brushed the walls. I slowed my pace, stepping more carefully.

Ahead, I heard a faint scratching sound reached my ears. Claws on stone. Something breathing, not human. But with humans around it. I rounded the corner, muscles tensed and ready.

The first monster. It showed up right where I expected it.

A baby basilisk hissed in the middle of the passage, its muddy green scales catching the dim light. Its red eyes glowed with nasty energy as it thrashed its tail, guarding the narrow hallway.

There were a handful of students already there, trying to back away carefully without getting its attention as it hissed and thrashed its tail to guard the narrow hallway.

A Category 2 creature. A baby, so lower on the threat list than its mother or father.

Red eyes meant it wasn’t the turning-to-stone kind of basilisk.

For a second, I froze, sizing up the situation. I could get past it easily, running faster than it could react, but the instructor had been clear. How we solved the labyrinth’s challenges was part of the test, not just making it through.

If I wanted to succeed, I had to act.

I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet, dropping my center of gravity as I assessed the basilisk. Every creature has weak points, even magical ones. Its eyes were its weapons, but also its vulnerability. Not that I intended to disable its eyes.

It couldn’t attack what it couldn’t see.

I exploded into motion, pushing off with my back foot in a burst of controlled power. The basilisk’s head snapped toward me, those deadly eyes tracking my movement.

But I was already changing angles, using the tight hall to ricochet between surfaces. I planted my foot on the left wall, pushing off to launch myself to the right at a forty-five-degree angle. It was a flanking technique Senai had drilled into me for years.

“Never approach directly what can kill you with a glance,” his voice echoed in my mind.

The basilisk’s deadly gaze hit the wall where I’d been a split second before. The stone darkened and cracked, energy rippling outward. That would have melted my flesh to the bone. But I was flowing like water around a stone, my body moving through practiced sequences that kept me in the creature’s blind spots.

I circled twice, disrupting its tracking. The basilisk’s head jerked left, then right, trying to follow my movements. Perfect.

I coiled my energy at my core, drawing power from my breath and channeling it down through my legs into my striking hand. With a final push off the wall, I closed the distance in a controlled lunge.

My first strike targeted the pressure point behind its jaw. There was a nerve cluster there that connected to its central nervous system. I didn’t just hit the spot; I drove my knuckles in with a quarter-turn at the moment of impact.

“The body is a network of channels. Learn them, and you can redirect any creature’s energy against itself.”

The basilisk hissed, tail lashing in a wide arc. I read the motion before it completed, dropping into a low stance and rolling beneath the strike. My body flowed through the evasion with practiced precision, bringing me up inside its guard on its blind side.

My second strike targeted the neural junction between its skull and spine. Two fingers extended, driving upward with pinpoint accuracy. Not enough force to kill, just enough to disrupt the creature’s control over its own body.

The basilisk staggered, its movements becoming uncoordinated. Its magical energy was still strong, but its physical form was compromised.

“When facing superior force, target structure, not power.”

I circled the creature, maintaining proper distance while executing a series of rapid strikes to specific points along its body. The intercostal nerve junctions between its ribs, the lymphatic clusters beneath its jaw, the pressure points along its spine.

Each hit was measured, precise. I wasn’t fighting with brute force; I was conducting energy through a living system, redirecting the basilisk’s power back on itself. My breathing remained controlled. Four counts in, hold for seven, release for eight. Cycling my internal energy to enhance each strike. The way Awakening called for.

The basilisk’s scales deflected direct damage, but they couldn’t stop the internal shock waves my strikes created. With each hit, I felt its energy pathways growing more chaotic.

I transitioned fluidly between offensive and defensive postures. Advancing with strikes, retreating to avoid counterattacks, circling to maintain positional advantage. The sequence was ingrained, every movement flowing into the next with practiced efficiency.

With a final combination, I struck with deadly precision. First, a palm strike to disrupt its balance, driving it backward. Then, as it reeled, I followed with a two-finger strike targeting the cluster of nerves beneath its throat.

The basilisk convulsed once, then went completely still, its red eyes dimming as life left its body. A clean death. Respectful but final.

“In the wild, mercy to dangerous creatures becomes cruelty to yourself and others who follow. End threats decisively when you must.”

I stood over it, returning to a neutral stance as I regulated my breathing. The energy from the exchange still hummed through my meridians, but I channeled it smoothly through my body, letting it settle back into balance.

The hall had gone quiet. The other candidates stared, some with jaws hanging open. They’d never seen combat like this. There were no flashy spells, no System equations…just the perfect union of body and energy applied with disciplined precision.

“Thank you for the lesson,” I said to the fallen creature, giving a respectful bow. Acknowledging it as a worthy opponent whose sacrifice had taught me something valuable.

As I turned to continue down the hall, I noticed several students giving me a wide berth. A path cleared before me as I moved deeper into the labyrinth, leaving the downed basilisk behind.

The passage ahead twisted sharply to the right, the walls narrowing. Perfect place for an ambush. And like clockwork, I heard faint footfalls behind me. There were three sets of them, trying to match my pace while keeping their distance. Not random movement. They were following me.

I kept walking, pretending not to notice. Let them think they had the advantage of surprise.

The narrow corridor opened into a small chamber with three other exits. The metal in the walls here pulsed with a faint green light, casting eerie shadows across the stone floor. No other students in sight. I paused in the center, appearing to consider which path to take next.

The footsteps behind me quickened, then stopped at the chamber entrance. I didn’t need to turn around to know they’d blocked the way I’d come.

“Found him,” a voice said quietly, followed by the sound of something clicking. “Yes, just like you said. Alone now.”

I turned slowly, keeping my breathing steady. Three candidates stood in a semicircle, spreading out to block the passage I’d come through. I recognized them from the sphere test. They were middle-of-the-pack talents who’d barely passed, but acted like they owned the place.

The leader held what looked like a small gem that glowed green. He tucked it into his pocket when he noticed me looking.

“Jenu sends his regards,” he said with a smirk. “Says a country bumpkin like you needs to learn his place at Dzidzo.”“

“We’ve been promised a very comfortable place in Nyoka House after this,” the girl added, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “All we have to do is make sure you don’t finish the labyrinth.”

The third student rolled his shoulders. “Nothing personal. Just business. Jenu’s family has connections that can make or break careers around here.”

I studied them calmly, noting their stances, their breathing patterns, the way their fingers twitched with nervous energy. So Jenu was too much of a coward to face me himself. Instead, he’d sent these three to do his dirty work.

“Jenu must be pretty worried about me if he’s bribing students to gang up on me,” I said, keeping my voice level. “Tell me, how does it feel to be someone else’s attack dog?”

The leader’s face darkened. “You won’t be so smug when we’re done with you. Jenu wants proof of your failure.” He pulled out a small crystal from his pocket, different from the gem. “This will record everything. I think he’ll enjoy watching it over and over.”

“Nothing else to say?” the girl taunted, as they began to circle me. “No clever tricks up your sleeve?”

I let myself chuckle a little. “What tricks? All I’ve used is my own power. Want to see it?”

They attacked together, their spells flaring to life. The air crackled with their magic.

But they were too eager. They were still three separate people, not a team.

Their spells were messy, overlapping in ways that created weak points and interference patterns. Where they saw overwhelming power, I saw structural flaws and openings.

I centered my weight, dropping into a grounded stance as I analyzed their positioning. Three opponents meant three angles of attack, but also three blind spots to exploit. I regulated my breathing, slowing my perception of time.

“First principle of combat against multiple opponents,” Senai’s said in my mind. “Control the engagement. Never let them coordinate.”

I exploded forward, not directly toward the leader as they expected, but at an angle that disrupted their formation. The unexpected vector of attack forced them to adjust, breaking their timing.

The leader was halfway through tracing a complex spell matrix when I closed the distance. His eyes widened in shock. He hadn’t expected me to move so quickly. Before he could complete his equation, I struck with surgical precision.

My palm connected with his solar plexus. It was not a blunt impact. Force created a penetrating strike that sent a wave of disruptive energy through his meridian channels. My fingers curved slightly on impact, following the natural contours of his internal energy pathways.

“Wha—” was all he managed before his legs gave out.

His spell collapsed as his concentration shattered. The magical energy dissipated in a shower of fading light as he dropped to his knees, face contorted in shock. His body’s energy system had been temporarily scrambled, leaving him gasping for air.

Without pausing, I pivoted on the ball of my foot, using the momentum of my turn to build kinetic energy. The female attacker was mid-cast, her fingers dancing through the air in complex patterns.

“The second principle is continuous motion. A body in motion maintains an advantage over a stationary target.”

I closed the gap using a diagonal stepping pattern that maximized both speed and balance. My target was the girl. Her eyes tracked my approach, but her hands couldn’t adjust fast enough. I chambered my arm close to my body, then unleashed a precise elbow strike targeting the point where her diaphragm met her solar plexus.

The impact wasn’t just physical. Like all Awakening-enhanced strikes, it was a disruption of her entire energy system. Air exploded from her lungs as the strike compressed her diaphragm and sent a shock wave through her body’s energy pathways. Her half-formed spell dissolved into useless sparks around her fingers.

I shifted my weight to counter the third threat.

“Third principle: Let their aggression become their weakness.”

The final mage, seeing his companions fall, panicked. He completed his spell in a rush, sacrificing precision for speed. A jagged bolt of unstable energy shot toward where I had been standing a heartbeat before.

I had already moved, however, executing a diagonal evasion that positioned me outside his spell’s trajectory. My weight remained balanced, my breathing controlled, as I read the path of his magic.

The wild bolt missed me entirely, continuing on its erratic course. It struck the female attacker as she struggled to rise, connecting with devastating force. The magical backlash slammed her against the wall, the impact cracking the stone behind her.

She slid down, unconscious.

“No!” the third mage cried, reaching toward her. “Tsitsi!”

His momentary distraction was all I needed. I circled behind him in three precise steps, my body flowing through angles that kept me out of his peripheral vision. The movement was economy in motion. No wasted energy, no telegraphed intention. To his perspective, I’d simply vanished.

“Final principle: End decisively.”

I secured his waist with a grappling technique, my hands locking in position as I dropped my center of gravity. In one fluid motion, I arched backward, lifting him off his feet. The technique wasn’t just brute strength. It was perfect leverage and body mechanics, using his own weight against him.

His shoulders and upper back hit the stone floor with controlled force, enough to neutralize without causing permanent damage. The impact reverberated through the chamber, dislodging dust from the surrounding walls.

He curled into a protective ball, all fight gone from him.

I stood among my defeated opponents, my breathing barely elevated. I could feel the labyrinth’s ambient magic swirling around me, drawn to the void left by their collapsed spells. Their recording crystal lay cracked on the floor, its magic fading.

I rolled my shoulders, releasing residual tension as I returned to my center. Four counts in. Hold for seven. Eight counts out.

“Like I said.” I plucked the broken crystal from the ground, “No tricks needed.” I tossed the crystal onto the leader’s chest. “Tell Jenu if he wants to test me, he should do it himself. I’ll be waiting.”

I walked away, deeper into the labyrinth. It was stupid. I knew I shouldn’t have taunted Jenu. Senai had always warned me about creating powerful enemies.

“Choose your battles carefully. Some fights are necessary, others just strokes to your pride.”

This wasn’t just about pride, though. Jenu represented everything Senai hated about the System world: the arrogance, the entitlement, the belief that magical bloodlines made you superior. If I was going to survive at Dzidzo long enough to find Senai and decode his book, I’d need to establish boundaries quickly.

Would I come to regret making an enemy of the son of a high-ranking Vatariri enforcer? Maybe.

Probably.

But I’d survived mountain predators and brutal training that would have killed most of these pampered magic users. If Jenu wanted a war, I’d give him one he wouldn’t forget.

I rolled my shoulders and continued forward through the labyrinth. The real test was just beginning.


Chapter 6

Honor Among Wolves



I pressed on, moving deeper into the labyrinth. The downed basilisk was far behind me now, and so were Jenu’s three lackeys. The passages twisted and turned like they were supposed to, trying to confuse and disorient.

Each turn brought new awareness. There were subtle shifts in air currents, almost imperceptible changes in temperature, and the distant echoes of challenges. Other candidates were struggling somewhere in this maze. Some were probably already out of the running, claimed by the dangers.

I pushed the thought away. Their journey wasn’t mine.

After several minutes of careful progress, I entered a wider chamber. Circular. Open.

Too open.

My instincts screamed danger.

The walls here were heavily veined with that ore, the black metal running through the stone like dark rivers. The equations etched into the surface glowed brighter than in previous sections, giving the chamber an eerie illumination.

I stopped, studying the patterns. Something tugged at my awareness.

“Found him.”

I turned. A group of five candidates stood blocking the passage I’d just come through. They weren’t wearing the same robes or casual clothing as the other potential first-years. These ones had on more elaborate uniforms with additional markings. Not quite the school uniform exactly, but a near-match. Looked expensive, too. It made them look cohesive.

The one in front—tall, with sharp features and a pair of wolf ears—smiled coldly. “Jenu said you’re making trouble. The barefoot mountain boy.”

The others spread out, forming a semicircle. I recognized the tactical move immediately. They were controlling the space, eliminating escape routes.

I kept my breathing steady. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out.

“You know Jenu?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral.

The leader nodded. “Family connections. We’re second-year candidates, allowed to take the exam again after deferring last year.”

That explained their confidence and discipline. These weren’t typical first-timers. They’d had an additional year of formal magical training.

“You’ve made quite an impression,” the leader said. “Lifting the sphere like some primitive instead of using proper magic. Taking down Jenu’s little sycophants. But this ends now.”

I settled into a neutral stance, watching their movements carefully. I could tell their confidence wasn’t just for show. These were trained candidates with real skill.

“Jenu’s family has powerful connections,” the leader added. “After we’re done, the examiners will have reason enough to fail you.”

“Aren’t you risking your admission to help Jenu?” I asked, genuinely curious.

The woman in the group laughed. “We’re not risking anything. Jenu guaranteed our acceptance if we deal with you.”

I nodded just slowly. Politics and corruption. It seemed Jenu had more pull than I’d feared.

The leader’s eyes narrowed, watching me for signs of fear. Finding none, he gave a slight nod to his companions. They shifted positions. Two of them stepping right, one left, creating optimal casting angles. Their fingers began to twitch with the opening movements of spell formations, shoulders squaring as they settled into casting stances.

I dropped my weight slightly, bare feet finding better purchase on the stone floor. My hands came up, not in spell formation, but in a neutral guard position.

“Last chance to walk away,” the leader said, the first equation already forming at his fingertips.

My answer was to step forward.

They attacked together, their hands tracing complex patterns in the air. The chamber filled with harsh light as spell matrices formed around their fingers. Unlike the first-years I’d faced earlier, these students’ spell equations didn’t interfere with each other. They were coordinated, practiced.

I moved.

Before the first spell could fully materialize, I was already closing the distance to the nearest attacker on the right. The student’s eyes widened, hand still tracing equations in the air. Too slow.

My palm connected with his sternum. I felt the blockage form under my strike, his internal energy backing up like a river hitting a dam.

His spell collapsed as he staggered backward, face tight with shock and pain.

I pivoted immediately, carrying my momentum into a spinning strike that caught the female caster at the precise nerve junction where her neck met her shoulder. Her hand dropped mid-cast, fingers suddenly numb and useless.

The remaining three fired their spells simultaneously. I moved. Bolts of energy raced toward where I had been standing a heartbeat before.

My body flowed between the attacks with controlled precision. The spells crashed into the chamber walls behind me, energy sizzling against the stone.

One student—a stocky boy with a shaved head and deer antlers—tried adapting, his fingers rapidly recalculating a new equation aimed at my current position.

I didn’t give him the chance. Three swift steps brought me inside his guard, my elbow connecting with the pressure point beneath his jaw. His head snapped back, eyes rolling.

The remaining two backed away, faces tight with growing fear. They abandoned coordination, desperation taking over. One fired wildly, spell after spell lighting up the chamber. The other tried creating a defensive barrier, equations forming a shimmering shield before him.

I flowed through the barrage of magic like water around stones, each step precise, each movement calculated. The attacking mage’s spells grew more frantic, less controlled. One nearly struck his own companion, shattering the half-formed shield.

I closed in. Two strikes was all I needed. One to the throat, disrupting breath, one to the solar plexus, disrupting energy. The attacker dropped, gasping.

The last student abandoned his shield, instead drawing a weapon. This wasn’t just an ordinary shiv, however. A spell completed, and the blade hummed to life as it cut through the air in a desperate arc.

I stepped inside his swing, trapping his wrist with one hand while my other struck the nerve cluster at his elbow. The blade clattered to the floor as his arm went numb.

Before he could recover, my open palm connected with his chest, sending him flying backward into the wall.

Silence fell in the chamber. Five students lay scattered around me in various states of unconsciousness or immobility. My breathing remained controlled, steady. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out.

I retrieved the fallen blade, examining the inlays along its edge. Quality work. It was probably a family heirloom or expensive gift. I set it down beside its owner.

“You should be more careful with this,” I said casually. “It looks important.”

Standing among my fallen opponents, I spent a moment examining them. Even though they were stronger than the last group, they weren’t warriors or even worthy challenges. Just privileged folks being used as tools in someone else’s game. Fools who thought magic was unbeatable.

Senai had always taught me to bow to worthy opponents, to thank them for the lessons they provided. These people had taught me nothing, except that Jenu was more of a coward than I’d thought.

I simply walked away, leaving them to their groans and excuses. No words needed. Some battles weren’t worth acknowledging.

The passages grew stranger as I moved deeper. The walls seemed to shift when I wasn’t looking directly at them, the magic in the stone playing tricks. More than once, I doubled back, finding myself in passages I hadn’t seen before.

I concentrated, building a mental map despite the labyrinth’s changes. There had to be a pattern. The instructors wouldn’t create a truly random maze. That would make it a test of luck, not skill.

After more twists and turns, I entered a larger chamber. The walls here were covered in brightly glowing equations, far more complex than those in previous sections. Other candidates stood around the edges, faces tight with concentration as they studied the formulas.

I approached cautiously, still wary after the earlier ambush. But these students were too absorbed in the puzzles to pay me much attention. As soon as it was clear I wasn’t attacking them, they returned focus to their work.

The equations were a chaotic mess of vectors and matrices that would give even System experts trouble. But as I looked closer, something tugged at my awareness. A pattern, just beyond my understanding.

I closed my eyes, letting my other senses take over. The hum of magic. The flow of air. The stone under my bare feet. The subtle vibrations of energy moving through the metal in the walls.

When I opened my eyes again, everything snapped into focus.

The equations weren’t decoration. They were a map.

Of the labyrinth itself.

And they revealed something vital. Something everyone had missed.

There was no center to reach.

The labyrinth wasn’t a maze to solve. It was a trap. An intricate calculation designed to absorb and redirect magical energy. Every spell cast, every ounce of power used, was being funneled through these equations, storing up for something catastrophic.

My heart beat sped up as the truth hit me. The very nature of the challenges suddenly made sense—monsters that encouraged free and frequent use of spells, even against each other. The more magic used in the labyrinth, the more energy the trap collected.

And when it filled completely…

A familiar voice cried out, breaking through my thoughts.

“Get away from me!”

I knew that voice.

Aishe.

Without hesitation, I sprinted from the large room toward the sound, my bare feet silent on the stone. The twisting walls blurred in my peripheral vision as I ran, keeping my breathing controlled.

I rounded a corner and found her.

Aishe stood with her back against the wall. She looked disheveled, and her eyes were wide behind her glasses. Three students faced her, their expressions smug as they advanced.

“No one wants a sheep-girl in Hungwe,” one of them sneered. “Jenu says you should go back to your farm, where you belong.”

Aishe’s fingers trembled as she attempted to sketch a defensive equation. “I earned my place here,” she said, voice steady despite her fear. “My research on cross-element integration scored in the top percentile.”

“Research,” another laughed. “What good is theory without power?”

“I have plenty of power,” Aishe protested, her spell matrix beginning to form. “I just need to—”

“You need to leave,” the third student cut in. “After we’re done with you, you won’t even be able to cast a light spell.”

I’d heard enough.

I cleared my throat.

The three bullies whirled around, spells forgotten as they faced me.

“Three against one,” I said. “Picking on someone who’s alone. Real brave.”

The tallest of them recovered quickly, smirking. “Well, look who it is. The mountain savage. Jenu said you’d be wandering around here somewhere.”

“Laku!” Aishe called, relief washing over her face. “The labyrinth…it’s changing. The passages keep shifting.”

“It’s more than that,” I said, stepping forward. “It’s a trap. Every spell cast feeds it power.”

The prospective students exchanged glances before breaking into laughter.

“A trap?” one said mockingly. “How convenient that the guy who climbs instead of casting suddenly claims magic is dangerous.”

“Everyone’s seen how you avoid using spells,” another said. “Trying to get us to handicap ourselves to your level? Not happening.”

I shrugged. “Don’t believe me? Try it. Cast a simple spell at the wall and watch what happens.”

The shortest one snorted, then traced a simple spell. A light spell. The glowing orb touched the wall. Instantly, the equations flared. The spell’s energy drained away, sucked into the stone like water into parched ground.

“What the—” he began.

“The whole labyrinth is draining magic,” I said, moving to Aishe’s side. “The more spells used, the faster it charges.”

“And when it’s full?” Aishe asked. The furrow of her brow told me she’d already figured it out.

“Nothing good,” I confirmed.

The other students exchanged uncertain glances.

“This doesn’t change anything,” the leader said. “If you’re tricking us, we’ll deal with you afterward. If you’re telling the truth…” He looked at his companions and shrugged. “Every mage should know basic physical combat anyway. Jenu says this mountain boy thinks he’s special because he can fight.”

“Academy training includes basic self-defense,” another added, rolling up his sleeves. “Let’s show him it’s not just country bumpkins who know how to throw a punch.”

They spread out, circling us. Without their spells, they relied on numbers and positioning.

“Aishe,” I said quietly, “when I say, run for the passage on the left.”

“But—”

“Trust me.”

The first student lunged, aiming a wild punch at my head. I sidestepped easily, using his momentum to send him stumbling into the wall, deflecting his arm so that he slammed into it with his face instead of catching himself. The second attacked from my flank, more controlled but still untrained in physical combat.

I blocked his strike, my forearm connecting with his, and then flowed into a counter that targeted the nerve junction at his elbow. His arm went limp.

The third rushed Aishe, trying to grab her while I was occupied.

I pivoted, driving my palm into his kidney with enough force to drop him instantly. He curled into a ball, gasping.

“Now!” I said, taking Aishe’s hand.

We ran, leaving the groaning students behind. The passages twisted around us, but I kept my bearings, focusing on the energy flow I’d detected earlier.

“How did you figure it out?” Aishe asked as we ran.

“The equations on the walls,” I replied. “They’re mapping the energy flow. It’s all being directed to build up a charge.”

Aishe’s eyes lit with understanding. “Of course! The professors always design multilayered tests. The obvious challenge is the maze and monsters, but the real test is recognizing the trap.”

We rounded another corner and came upon the group Aishe had entered with. Their faces were pale, clothes singed. A pack of what looked like dire wolves advanced on them.

The students were casting spell after spell, each one barely keeping the wolves at bay. I could see what they couldn’t—the wolves’ fur was absorbing the magic, channeling it into the labyrinth’s walls.

“Stop!” I shouted. “Your magic is making it worse!”

Either they didn’t hear or didn’t believe. The spells continued, the equations on the walls glowing brighter with each cast.

“I have to stop this,” I said to Aishe. “These are your friends, right?”

She nodded. “My study group. But those wolves—”

“I can handle the wolves. Just get them to stop casting.”

I launched forward before she could respond, calling on every bit of speed and strength my years of training had given me. The first wolf turned, sensing my approach. But I was already there.

My fist connected with the pressure point behind its jaw. It was a spot that never changed, regardless of the species. The wolf’s eyes rolled back as it dropped, consciousness fleeing its body.

I flowed into the next strike without pause, my body moving through sequences practiced thousands of times. A palm strike to the second wolf’s chest sent it flying backward. A sweep took the legs from under the third.

The remaining wolves forgot the students and turned on me, circling with predatory focus. Good. I could work with that.

I dodged snapping jaws, deflecting attacks and striking with surgical precision at nerve clusters and energy points. Each wolf went down in seconds, their enhanced bodies no match for the techniques Senai had drilled into me year after year.

When the last wolf fell, I turned to find Aishe explaining frantically to her fellow students.

“—trap! The labyrinth is absorbing our magic. We need to get out without casting any more spells.”

Doubt showed on their faces until one of them stepped forward, adjusting his glasses.

“She’s right,” he said, pointing to the wall. “Look at the equations. They’re part of a massive calculation.”

Understanding spread through the group.

“So what do we do?” someone asked.

I joined them. “We find the exit without using magic. The old-fashioned way.”

They looked at me uncertainly. These were students who’d relied on the System their entire lives. Facing challenges without it seemed impossible.

“Every problem has a solution,” Aishe said firmly. “You just need to find the right angle to look for it.”

I felt a smile touch my lips. She understood.

“Listen,” I said, “I can feel the energy building. If we don’t get out soon, whatever this trap is designed to do will trigger. We need to move.”

Reluctantly, they agreed.

I led the way, with Aishe beside me. The passages continued to shift, but I tracked the currents of energy flowing through the Mvuto veins. They all pointed in one direction: away from the illusory “center” everyone had been seeking.

We avoided using magic even when faced with challenges. Navigating a sandy pit housing a giant antlion was difficult, but we carefully stepped along its edge. When we came across a chamber of animated stone statues, we timed our movements based on their predictable patterns.

All around us, the labyrinth’s energy grew more intense. The equations glowed brighter, the metal veins pulsed faster. Distant shouts echoed as other students realized too late what was happening.

Finally, I saw it. A pattern in the wall equations forming an archway. Not a figurative pattern, but a literal doorway with a blank space beneath it.

The exit.

“There!” I pointed. “The way out!”

We rushed forward, but the labyrinth fought back. Walls shifted more aggressively now, sliding closed to block our path. But there was always a way through. The magic binding the maze required it to maintain a valid path.

Just as we reached the threshold, a scream split the air. I turned to see another group cut off from us, a wall snapping shut to separate them.

I hesitated.

“Go through,” I told Aishe. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Before she could argue, I was running back.

I could sense the trapped students’ panic as they flung spells at the wall, trying to break through. Of course, their magic only fed the trap, making things worse.

“Stop casting!” I shouted through the stone. “I’m coming to help you!”

My first strike against the wall sent cracks racing across its surface. The second broke chunks free. With the third, I punched straight through, creating an opening large enough for people to squeeze through.

“Go!” I yelled, pulling students through the hole. “The exit’s that way!”

To my surprise, Aishe was beside me, guiding the trapped students toward safety. She hadn’t left as I’d instructed.

“I wasn’t going to leave you,” she said, seeing my expression.

When the last student was through, I grabbed Aishe’s hand and pulled her toward the exit. Behind us, the labyrinth’s energy reached a deafening pitch.

We burst through the exit into the arena.

THOOM.

Energy shook the ground, making everyone uneasy on their feet. The trap had triggered, but we were safe. At least, some of us.

Headmaster Nakai stood at the edge of the arena, the subtle runic markings on her forearms visible as she raised her hands for silence.

“The test,” she announced, “is over.”

Only about two dozen candidates had escaped the maze. Many looked injured or exhausted. All of them were those I’d guided.

I stood tall, my breathing controlled despite the exertion.

Headmaster Nakai looked down at me with a smile. “You are the first candidate to recognize and solve the labyrinth’s true purpose.”

Murmurs swept through the crowd of students behind her.

“Thanks to you, we will need to design a new test before it comes up again in the examinations rotation.” Her stern expression softened slightly. “Well done.”

“But he didn’t use any magic,” one of the prospective students protested. “How is that solving it? Aren’t we here to have our magical affinity tested?”

“That was the first test’s purpose,” Headmaster Nakai said, her tone sharp. “This test was about wisdom. About seeing beyond the obvious, questioning assumptions, finding solutions when conventional approaches fail.” She gestured at the labyrinth. “You all assumed the goal was in the center when actually it was on the outside. You assumed magic was the answer when it was the problem. Only he saw through the deception.”

The students murmured their disconnect, but the glares thrown my way were less hateful now.

For some of them.

Headmaster Nakai looked to where I stood with Aishe. “And he risked his own success by helping others, displaying qualities of leadership and compassion we value at Dzidzo.”

I felt a surge of energy within me as her words settled, my body processing the experiences and lessons of the labyrinth. The energy coalesced, creating a tight ball of power in my core.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 26

212/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

Aishe tugged on my sleeve, her eyes bright with excitement behind her glasses. “That was incredible,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone think like you do.”

“Thanks for trusting me,” I replied, genuinely pleased by her praise. “And for coming back to help.”

Her cheeks flushed slightly. “We’re a team, right? I said that before the test.”

As mediators appeared to treat injuries and complete registrations, I noticed many students glancing my way with new interest or respect.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” I said, turning back toward the labyrinth.

“Hm?” Aishe asked, confused.

“Thank you for the lesson,” I said to the maze, offering a respectful bow as Senai had taught me.

Aishe observed me for a moment. Then, to my surprise, she turned and bowed to me instead of the labyrinth.

“Thank you, Laku,” she said simply. “I’ve spent years studying magical theory, but today you taught me something no book could.”

Her blue eyes met mine as she straightened, a touch of color on her cheeks. But she wasn’t embarrassed.

I hadn’t expected this. The maze had been my opponent, not her. But seeing her acknowledgment stirred something in me—satisfaction at being seen for what I was, not just what I lacked.

“You’re quick,” I said. “Once you saw the pattern, you understood it immediately.”

She adjusted her glasses with a small smile. “I just needed the right guide.”

As we walked toward the registration area, I noticed how she naturally fell into step beside me, watching my movements with quiet attention.

“I think we have more to learn from each other,” I said.

Aishe’s smile widened. “I look forward to it.”


Chapter 7

The Trouble With Roommates



The labyrinth’s walls rumbled as they sank into the ground. The chaos within was on full display as the automated system carried away the monstrous obstacles, leaving behind the failed candidates. The nature of the trap was revealed to be a thick coating of yellow dye, clearly marking the failures. Not the deadly explosion I expected, but effective for the test’s purpose.

Of course, it wasn’t just a bunch of painted kids milling about. Some were injured from the hazards. In some places, the walls themselves had broken; not in clean and contained breaks. Rubble scattered about. Considering the walls’ invulnerability to magic, it must have been the work of monsters stronger than any of the pushovers I’d fought.

There were also the prospective students that had gotten injured fighting me. It was a bit satisfying to see them covered in yellow dye.

Medical teams rushed in. Magical energies shimmered over wounds as they tended to the injured. Everything seemed in order. Except…

The medical teams were moving toward the visibly wounded, but there were more. I could hear them. Injured people under one of the bigger piles of rubble. I couldn’t tell if they were bleeding or not, but it was obvious from the cries that they were in pain. At least one of them was badly injured, based on the screams for help. They didn’t have time to wait to be found.

I hurried over, Aishe scrambling behind me to keep up. Without thinking, I grabbed a huge piece of stone and tossed it aside. It was easily twice my size, but my Awakening-enhanced strength made it feel light.

“Wow!” Aishe gasped, her eyes wide behind her glasses. “How did you—”

“Magic, obviously,” I lied, cutting her off. “I’ll explain more later.”

Everything is done with magic in this place, right? It should be a believable lie. She didn’t say anything, so I assumed she bought it.

I focused on getting those students out, tossing chunks of stone aside as I uncovered them. Aishe stepped in at my direction and helped those I uncovered to crawl out and get to their feet. Their faces were pale and shaken, but their injuries were relatively minor, especially with a medical team rushing to join us.

As I helped the last girl up, I heard someone ask, “Did you see that? He lifted that boulder like it was nothing. How’d he do it?”

I kept my face blank, pretending not to hear. More attention was the last thing I needed.

Looking around the arena, I realized it might be too late. Students and staff watched me. Their gazes held curiosity and admiration, but I could sense suspicion behind that curiosity, and ambition behind the admiration.

Aishe watched me with an analytical expression, her eyes taking in every detail now that the danger had passed. “You have remarkable physical control,” she said quietly, so only I could hear. “Most strength-enhancement spells create bursts of power, not sustained precision like that.” She stepped closer. “Your magic works differently from anything I’ve studied.”

Before I could formulate a response, registration officers appeared around us. They efficiently directed the crowd of successful candidates away from the labyrinth. “Proceed to the Mitu Hall for house assignments,” one announced, gesturing toward the exit.

“House assignments?” I asked Aishe as we walked, glad for the change of subject.

Her blue eyes widened. “Oh! You don’t know? Dzidzo Institute divides students into four houses.” She adjusted her glasses, slipping into lecture mode. “Shumba House values courage and elemental magic. Hungwe House appreciates wisdom and defensive magic. Mbizi House prizes persistence and enhancing magic. And Nyoka House…” Her voice dropped. “Well, they value cunning and rarer family magics.”

“How do they decide where to put people?” I asked.

“The Alignment,” she said. “All candidates pass through the Four Pillars after the entrance exam. It’s a set of ancient stones at the center of Mitu Hall, each representing one of the houses. The pillars resonate with your magical nature and determine your most compatible house.”

We joined the crowd moving towards a grand corridor lined with portraits of distinguished alumni. The Mitu Hall was a place of ancestors, graduates who had brought prestige to Dzidzo Institute over centuries. The portraits featured a mix of stern, dignified faces from ages past alongside more recent graduates whose accomplishments were carved beneath their likenesses.

Along the sides of the Hall, current students from the school watched us pass. Some whispered among themselves, pointing at candidates they’d found promising from the tests. Others sized us up with calculating stares, probably trying to predict which of us would make worthwhile allies or rivals.

There were too many eyes on me.

I squared my shoulders, feeling oddly exposed in this place of legacies and traditions.

At the center of the chamber stood four imposing stone pillars arranged in a square formation. Aishe took a moment to explain their colors and meanings to me.

Ancient and weathered, each was carved with equations and runes that apparently dated back to the Institute’s founding. The Shumba pillar was flecked with red jasper and gold ore. The Hungwe pillar contained veins of blue lapis and bronze. The Mbizi pillar was streaked with yellow ochre and black onyx. The Nyoka pillar was inlaid with deep green serpentine and silver.

The pillars weren’t decorative, but were functional relics, tools of measurement. Students passed between them to have their magical affinities assessed with immediate reactions. No ceremony, just an ancient method of categorization that had identified talents in generations of mages.

Students lined up to walk between the pillars one by one. I watched as a confident boy with broad shoulders stepped forward. As he passed through the pillars, the red one flared with brilliant light, bathing him in a crimson glow.

“Shumba!” called the administrator, and students in red and gold robes cheered, welcoming their new member.

A timid girl went next, and the yellow pillar pulsed strongly. “Mbizi!” More cheering followed.

Several more students went through with various results. One particularly smug-looking boy with sharp features was embraced by the green pillar’s silver light. “Nyoka!” The green-and-silver robed students received him with knowing looks rather than cheers.

When Aishe’s turn came, she squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. She walked between the pillars with purposeful steps. The blue pillar lit up immediately, surrounding her with a serene azure glow tinged with bronze.

“Hungwe!” the administrator announced, and students in blue and bronze robes applauded.

My turn came. I approached hesitantly, wondering how magical pillars would respond to someone without magic. The crowd quieted as I stepped between them.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then, to my surprise, all four pillars began to glow simultaneously, their lights converging around me in a swirling pattern. The red flared brightly, then the green flickered, the yellow pulsed—before finally, the blue pillar’s light overshadowed the others, though its glow seemed somehow different than it had with Aishe.

“Hungwe?” the administrator said, though his voice carried a note of confusion and the rising inflection of question.

The crowd erupted in murmurs. Students exchanged bewildered glances, their faces showing confusion and suspicion. I heard them questioning how someone with my physical strength hadn’t been claimed by Shumba House. Some wondered if Nyoka would be a better home for my clearly unusual talents. Others debated the meaning of all four pillars activating. It was apparently a rare occurrence that hadn’t been seen in years. Even the faculty looked unsettled, exchanging meaningful glances as they recorded the results.

Aishe hurried over to me, her face lit up with oblivious excitement. “We’re in the same house! This is perfect! Hungwe has the best library access and research facilities.” She leaned closer, adding more quietly, “The pillars have never responded like that in all the sorting ceremonies I’ve researched. Four simultaneous reactions, then settling on Hungwe… Whatever magic you’ve got doesn’t follow conventional rules.”

I kept my face neutral, despite the alarm bells ringing in my head. Aishe was too perceptive for my comfort, but I appreciated the way her mind worked.

“Maybe the pillars are just old,” I said with a half-smile. “Ancient magic gets unreliable, right?”

She saw through my deflection immediately. “No magic that’s lasted centuries gets less precise. Only more attuned.” She smiled then, a warm, genuine expression. “You’re going to make Hungwe House much more interesting, Laku.”

The way she said my name made me grin in response.

We moved to the next station for further processing. As we approached, I was stopped by a woman in fine instructor’s robes. She was young for an instructor, although her dark hair had obvious streaks of silver in it. Peeking out from behind her was a wide orange and white tail, and her pointed ears flicked to the side as she studied me.

“Are you Laku?”

I nodded, not saying anything else.

“I’m Professor Tariro.” She smiled slightly. “I noticed your performance in the labyrinth. Your breath control was perfect. And your form…” She paused, her eyes sharpening as she gauged my reaction. “It reminded me of certain alternative practices I have studied before.”

My pulse jumped. Did she know about Awakening? Since I hadn’t seen anybody practicing it since I left the mountains, I had assumed it wasn’t widely known.

I kept my face still, trying to shrug off her examination.

Her knowing look told me she wasn’t fooled.

“I hold seminars on Alternative Magical Practices,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes intense. “I think you might find them more in line with your abilities than the standard first-year course.”

She interposed herself between me and the nearest administrative clerk, intercepting my class schedule before I could answer. She made a few quick gestures, magically adding her seminar to my courses.

“There,” she said, handing it back. “I look forward to seeing you in class. I expect you won’t disappoint me.”

She walked off. I stared at the schedule, unsure what to think. Was this a chance or a threat? Was Awakening a secret? Was it forbidden? Or was it a valued talent? Regardless, my plan to blend in was falling apart if instructors were going to start singling me out.

I looked at the rest of my acceptance materials, hoping for a distraction.

What I found brought a lump to my throat. A letter from Senai had arranged for my attendance many years ago. From the way the application documents referred to me by my full given name, it was from before I decided I preferred just “Laku.”

My throat tightened, thinking of his foresight. He was one crafty old man.

The arrangements included tuition, a meal plan, and even a small stipend. The housing assignment caught my eye. According to the document, I was assigned a small private room.

Relief hit me. A space to study Senai’s journal in peace would help a lot.

“Let’s get our room assignments,” Aishe said, tugging me along to the next station where upper-year students handed out keys.

I handed my paperwork to a bored-looking student. He glanced at it, then waved his hand over the parchment. The writing shifted before my eyes. Aishe’s name appeared in the blank “roommate” field, replacing “private room.” A scrawled explanation filled in the notes section.

Room assignment updated based on administrative allocation. The prepaid premium for a private room has been refunded into the allowance stipend.

The note was accompanied by an unreadable signature.

I bit back a groan. So much for peace.

“Here you go,” the student said, handing me a key. “Hungwe House, Room 14, East Wing.” He passed another key to Aishe. “You’ll be sharing.”

Aishe took the key, her fingers brushing against mine as she leaned in to compare our paperwork. “Oh! We’re roommates!” Her eyes met mine, a flash of something passing between us before she quickly looked away. There was a nervous energy about her that I hadn’t noticed before.

“Is that normal?” I asked, suddenly very aware of how close she was standing.

The administrator barely looked up from his papers. “Roommate assignments are based on available space and house balance. Hungwe has fewer students this term.” He waved us along. “Next!”

As we gathered the rest of our materials, Aishe walked close beside me, occasionally stealing glances when she thought I wasn’t looking.

“It’s actually quite fortunate,” she said quietly. “Most first-years get assigned to the larger dormitories, with three or four to a room. The tower rooms are usually reserved for upper-year students.”

“Lucky us, then,” I said, not sure how else to respond.

She nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind one ear. “It’s particularly advantageous for research purposes. I have so many questions about your magical techniques. The way the pillar responded suggests your magical signature is highly unusual. I’d love to study it more closely.”

The way she said that made me suspect she wasn’t just thinking about magical theory. There was something in her voice, in the way she studied me, that made my skin feel warmer than usual. Fighting for my life in the mountains had been less complicated than this.

We headed toward Hungwe House together. It was nice having her at my side, which was good, since we were going to be spending so much more time together. Roommates. I tried not to think about how incredibly intimate that was. Especially in a smaller room.

Ahead of us, the crowd parted. A group of students in green and silver robes strutted through the courtyard like they owned it. At their center walked a familiar hellhound. Jenu. And he was approaching us specifically.

My lips immediately pulled away from my teeth.

He had some nerve. Trying to have others hurt me, stop me, or even kill me inside the arena was a wild reaction. Especially since I’d done so little to provoke him.

What the hell did he want now?

His eyes locked with mine across the distance. Around us, conversations hushed. The air between us practically crackled with tension.

I stopped walking. Stood my ground. My breathing remained steady, controlled.

Aishe froze beside me, her anxiety palpable as she glanced between us.

Jenu’s entourage noticed his attention shift and looked my way, their faces twisting with contempt. But I noticed something beneath Jenu’s arrogant sneer—a flash of uncertainty. He’d thrown his lackeys at me, and I was still standing. Breathing. And not just that, I’d passed.

That wasn’t part of his plan.

Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to. Every student in the hall could feel the silent challenge hanging in the air. I didn’t break eye contact, didn’t fidget, didn’t show any reaction at all. Just measured him with the same calm assessment I’d give any potential threat.

After several tense seconds, it was Jenu who looked away first.

“Come on,” he muttered to his followers. “Plenty of time to deal with fresh meat later.”

They moved on, shoulders rigid with wounded pride. The conversations resumed, but with a different tone. Whispers now carried notes of respect along with curiosity.

Aishe grinned up at me. “That was intense,” she said. Her voice trembled slightly, but her eyes held only admiration. “Most people won’t even look Jenu in the eye, let alone make him back down.”

I shrugged. “Predators only respect strength.”

“How are you so calm about this?” she asked as we continued walking.

“I’m used to having to earn the right to be where I want to be,” I said simply. The truth was, men like Jenu were nothing compared to what I’d faced in the mountains. A spoiled brat with expensive magic was far less dangerous than a Category 4 beast in its territory.

Still, I needed a moment to center myself—not because of Jenu, but because of the complicated web of politics and deception I was weaving just by being here. As we reached a less crowded space, I paused.

“Mind if we take a quick break?” I asked Aishe. “I could use a minute to clear my head.”

She nodded, understanding in her eyes. “Of course.”

I found a quiet spot near a tree. I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. The familiar rhythm helped me refocus on why I was here—finding answers about Senai, uncovering the truth behind his disappearance. The school? The classes? The instructors? The other students?

Everything else was just noise.

I stayed like that for several minutes, finding my center again. When I opened my eyes, Aishe was still waiting patiently, though I caught her watching me with that same analytical curiosity she’d shown earlier. She quickly looked back down at her class schedule when our eyes met.

I walked back over to her. “Thanks for waiting.”

She closed her notebook with a small smile. “Feel better?”

“I do,” I said, surprised to find it was true. “Just needed a moment to process everything.”

Aishe stood, tucking the notebook away. “I’ve been preparing for this day for years, reading every account of the entrance ceremonies I could find, and it’s still nothing like I expected.”

The admission revealed a vulnerability I hadn’t noticed before. For all her knowledge, she was just as new to this as I was. But while she sought attention for her theories and research, I needed to remain unnoticed.

As we resumed our walk toward Hungwe House, I glanced back and saw Professor Tariro speaking with Headmaster Nakai. Both of them watching me. My plan to stay out of sight at Dzidzo was already falling apart.

We reached Hungwe House just before sunset. The Element Hall was a four-story stone building with tall windows and blue-bronze banners hanging from the eaves. Inside, corridors branched off in different directions, each leading to student quarters.

Our room was on the third floor, east wing. It was small but well-appointed, with sturdy wooden shelves built into the walls and two beds with firm mattresses. Blue and bronze decorations dominated everything. It bordered on tacky, but I supposed that was just part of the house pride.

Aishe and I stood in the doorway for a moment, the reality of our shared living space suddenly very apparent.

“So,” she said, breaking the awkward silence. “Roommates.”

“Seems that way,” I agreed, setting my pack on the bed nearest the window.

She pointed to a narrow door in the corner. “I guess that’s the washroom.” She adjusted her glasses. “We should probably establish some ground rules about using it. For changing and…you know.”

I nodded, trying, unsuccessfully, to avoid thinking about Aishe taking a bath. “Makes sense.”

“I’m usually up early for study and research,” she said, running her fingers over her new desk. “What about you?”

“I’m up before dawn most days,” I said. “I practice my forms outside.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “So you’d probably want to use the washroom first in the mornings?”

“If that works for you. I don’t take long.”

“That’s perfect, actually,” she said, seeming relieved that we’d resolved the awkwardness so easily. “I tend to linger over my morning preparations. Too many thoughts competing for attention.”

I held up the blue and bronze garments with a frown. The fabric was finer than anything I’d owned, but that wasn’t what bothered me. The uniform consisted of tailored navy trousers with bronze piping down the sides and a matching high-collared tunic that fastened with small bronze buttons. A blue vest with bronze embroidery displaying the Hungwe eagle emblem completed the outfit.

Most formal occasions, according to the accompanying note, required the addition of a short cape that draped over one shoulder, secured by a bronze clasp.

Aishe’s uniform followed the same color scheme but with a knee-length pleated skirt instead of trousers, though I had noticed some female students opted for trousers as well.

What caught my attention, however, were the polished leather boots that came with the ensemble.

“Is something wrong with your uniform?” Aishe asked, noticing my expression.

“Shoes,” I said, holding up the offending footwear. “I don’t wear them.”

Aishe’s eyebrows rose. “Never?”

“Never needed to in the mountains,” I explained. “My feet are tougher than any leather.”

She looked down at my bare feet with renewed interest. “That’s extraordinary. Most enhancement spells that toughen skin only last a few hours. You must be maintaining yours constantly.”

“Something like that.”

Aishe considered the shoes thoughtfully. “Well, you might have to wear them for formal occasions, but I doubt anyone will enforce it for daily wear. Dzidzo has students from many different backgrounds and traditions.”

I nodded, relieved. The rest of the uniform seemed tolerable enough. Loose, at least. It wouldn’t restrict movement during my morning forms.

While I put away my new clothes, Aishe disappeared into the washroom. She emerged a few minutes later wearing a simple blue nightgown, her white-blonde hair brushed out mostly straight. She seemed to be purposely avoiding looking directly at me, though I occasionally caught her stealing glances when she thought I wasn’t looking.

The room fell quiet as we settled into our spaces. Aishe arranged her books on the shelves in some system that made sense only to her, occasionally muttering equations under her breath. I finished stowing my few possessions.

The contrast between our belongings was obvious. Her side of the room overflowed with academic life; mine looked like I was ready to bug out at any moment.

As night fell, magical lamps in the room activated automatically, bathing everything in a warm glow. I sat cross-legged on my bed, finally allowing myself to examine the most important thing I’d brought with me—the thin journal from Senai’s package. My real reason for being here.

I traced the patterns on the journal’s cover, feeling the subtle magic embedded in its bindings. Now that I was here, would I be able to read it?

Flipping the journal open, I felt my face fall once more. The words inside were gibberish. No method of decoding or decrypting that Senai had ever taught me worked to convert it to readable sentences.

How was I supposed to decipher this? I didn’t understand, and that frustrated me.

“What’s that?” Aishe asked, approaching from her side of the room.

I snapped the journal shut. Maybe too fast.

“Just old family notes,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Nothing much.”

Aishe’s eyes lit up. “Family magic? Fascinating! All the most powerful mages have their own family techniques! Does it connect to what you did in the labyrinth? I’ve been developing theories about physical-enhancement spells. There’s plenty that could explain your strength and speed, but nothing that explains how you could punch the magic-draining wall without losing the enhancement.”

I kept from groaning. Aishe’s excitement was nice, but the questions were a problem. The very clear sentiment of Senai’s note echoed in my mind.

Trust no one.

“It’s, uh, complicated,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “My grandfather taught me some things, but I don’t know how to explain them to someone else.”

Aishe nodded eagerly, moving to sit beside me on the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight, bringing her closer. She smelled like warm vanilla and it took everything I had not to breathe her scent in deep. “I can help you organize that knowledge! I’ve got books on every magical tradition. We could compare notes and figure out what he taught you!”

I forced a smile, very aware of how close she was sitting. Did she not feel the attraction between us? Her innocence was alluring, and I felt a protective dominance rise inside me as a result of it.

“Maybe,” I said, hedging. “I think I need rest though. It’s been a long day.”

“Oh! Of course.” She moved back, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “I tend to invade people’s personal space when I get excited about magical theory. It’s a bad habit from growing up with only books for company.”

“I don’t mind,” I said, meeting her eyes. “It’s nice having someone interested in me rather than just what I can do.”

Her blush deepened, spreading to the tips of her ears. “Well, I— That is— Er…” She adjusted her glasses nervously. “I’m interested…in both? Academically speaking, of course.”

The way she stumbled over her words made me smile.

“Of course,” I said with a smile.

Aishe retreated to her side of the room, muttering to herself and holding her head. It only made me smile more. Despite the complications her presence would cause, there was something about her enthusiasm that was endearing.

I turned my attention back to the journal. The school was full of books, right? This can’t be the only encoded book within the walls of the Institute. They had to have resources for cracking codes.

Which only made protecting my secrets all that much harder.

Trust no one.

There was no experience quite as frustrating as finding problems faster than I could provide solutions.


Chapter 8

Mathematical Prodigy



Sleep escaped me that night. Senai’s journal sat on my desk like a heavy stone, its encoded pages still unreadable. The only sound in our room was Aishe’s soft breathing from her bed across from mine.

I got up quietly. The stone floor was cool beneath my bare feet as I moved to the window. Dzidzo Institute slept below, moonlight catching on the stone buildings.

In the mountains, I’d have gone running to clear my head. Here, all I could do was wait for dawn.

When the first light cracked the horizon, I started my morning forms. Our room in Hungwe House wasn’t much larger than that temporary dorm from the entrance exams. But it was mine—well, mine and Aishe’s—for the next year at least.

I moved through a modified Mountain Root stance, feet planted firmly but quietly on the stone floor. Each breath channeled energy from my core down through my legs, rooting me to the earth despite the confined space. My muscles coiled with restrained power as I shifted weight between my heels and the balls of my feet, finding perfect balance in stillness.

Next came Flowing River, my arms tracing tight spirals rather than the wide arcs I’d use in open space. My hands cut through the air with measured precision, deflecting imaginary attacks while my torso twisted in controlled, fluid motions. Each movement flowed into the next like water finding its path around obstacles.

I could almost hear Senai’s voice in my head: “The river doesn’t fight the mountain. It finds the way around.”

Every movement controlled, restrained, compressed into the small area between bed and desk. The challenge of the limited space only heightened my focus, forcing me to maintain perfect form at quarter-scale.

“That’s beautiful.”

I froze mid-form. Aishe sat up in bed, her hair sticking out in every direction, blue eyes almost glowing in the dim light as she watched me intently. She’d been so quiet, I hadn’t noticed her wake.

“Sorry,” I said, straightening. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.”

She shook her head, reaching for her glasses on the nightstand. “You didn’t. I’ve been awake for a while.” Her eyes traced over my bare chest, then quickly flicked away. “Those movements…your forms, you called them? They’re not like any System magic I’ve seen.”

I grabbed my nightshirt from the chair. “Just stretching.”

“Right.” She didn’t sound convinced. “Just stretching that happens to create perfect circular energy patterns in the air.”

I pulled my shirt on, buying time to think. “It’s…something my grandfather taught me.”

Aishe slid out of bed, her tall frame draped in that simple blue nightgown. It was a prim and proper sort of nightgown, with a high neck and designed to fit like a rectangle. But it was just a bit tight on her, so all it did was highlight the curves my roommate had. The flare of her hips and roundness of her breasts caught my eye.

This was going to be a long year.

“Your grandfather must be quite the mage,” Aishe said, drawing me out of my thoughts. She crossed to her desk, rifling through a stack of papers. “Those movements created mathematical constants in the ambient energy field. Did you know that?”

“No,” I said honestly.

She looked at me over her shoulder, a small smile playing at her lips. “I’d love to study them closer.”

My stomach tightened. More attention on my abilities was the last thing I needed. But the way she looked at me with genuine curiosity made it difficult to refuse outright.

Or to concentrate on anything else but her cute face.

“Maybe someday,” I said, breaking myself out of my staring. I grabbed my uniform. “Classes start today, right?”

“Yes!” She suddenly lit up, all scientific curiosity momentarily forgotten. “We have Magical Theory first, then Spell Construction after lunch.”

I nodded, moving toward the washroom. “Great. I’ll be quick.”

The washroom was small but efficient. There was a basin, a mirror, a toilet, and a copper tub that looked too small for someone my size. I went right for the basin and splashed cold water on my face, trying to clear my head.

It didn’t help. The image of Aishe in that nightgown kept floating back into my mind.

I scrubbed my face harder than necessary, focusing on the sensation rather than my thoughts. A quick wash, a brush of my teeth, and I dressed in minutes. In everything but those ridiculous boots. How anyone fought or trained in footwear that constricting was beyond me.

When I stepped back into the room, Aishe had gathered her clothes and was waiting for her turn. Our eyes met briefly before we both looked away. This close quarters arrangement was going to test my discipline more than any mountain training ever had.

Aishe slipped past me with a smile, the faint scent of vanilla following her.

While she prepared, I looked at my class schedule again. The names meant nothing to me. I wasn’t here to study, I was here to investigate. But I still couldn’t neglect my classes and risk expulsion. How was I supposed to fake my way through actual magic classes?

I looked at Senai’s journal sitting on my desk. My resolve hardened. I’d need to find a way, even if I didn’t know how.

When Aishe emerged, her transformation was striking. Her woolly hair was neatly styled, falling in soft waves that framed her face. The Hungwe uniform—hers was a blue vest over a crisp white shirt with a bronze-trimmed skirt—complemented her tall, willowy frame in ways the nightgown had only hinted at. The bronze emblem at her collar drew attention to the elegant line of her neck.

She’d polished her glasses, too, which made her blue eyes seem even brighter and more alert as they met mine.

My mouth was dry, looking at her. She’d gone from sleepy sheep girl to scholarly beauty in fifteen minutes flat. I realized I was staring and quickly looked down at my schedule again.

“Ready for breakfast?” she asked, gathering her books.

“Born ready,” I replied, my stomach answering with a growl that made her laugh.

The Great Hall was packed with students. Blue and bronze Hungwe colors dominated our table, but the air was filled with the chatter of all four houses. We grabbed food. It was actual seasoned porridge this time, not the bland stuff from testing day. We found spots at the end of a table.

“Nervous?” Aishe asked between bites.

I shrugged. “Wouldn’t help if I was.”

She smiled at that. “Practical approach. I like it.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “I was up half the night cross-referencing previous first-year spellwork. Courtesy of my study group. If you’d like, I made some notes on the fundamental equations for today’s classes that I can share.”

The casual way she offered help, like it was nothing, caught me off guard. “Thanks,” I said, meaning it.

“Partners help each other,” she said simply, then blushed. “Study partners, I mean.”

We finished eating and headed to our first class. The Magical Theory classroom was in the main academic building, a spacious room lined with glass cases containing various relics and substances.

“That’s Professor Namai,” Aishe whispered as we took seats near the back. “She’s brilliant.”

The professor was a tall, severe-looking woman with gray hair pulled into a tight bun. She surveyed the room with sharp eyes that seemed to catalog every student in seconds.

“Welcome to Magical Theory,” she began without preamble. “This course will push you past simple spellcasting. You’ll learn the core principles of magic.”

She waved a hand. Illusions of equations shimmered around her for a split-second, and then sprayed across the board, painting it in a simple chalk scrawl of matrices and equations. The ones closest to the door were giant matrix multiplication problems. The ones at the other end were no less daunting algebra problems.

“Seeing as this is the first day for some of you, we’ll begin with some basic math,” Namai said, crossing the board to the equation at the far end. “This elemental invocation is incomplete, clearly. Can I have a volunteer come up and find the missing variable?”

Hands shot up around the room. I kept mine firmly down, trying to be invisible. This was exactly what I’d feared.

“Laku,” Professor Namai said, her eyes finding me despite my attempt to shrink into my chair. “Perhaps you’d care to solve it? I’ve heard interesting things about your entrance exam performance.”

The room went silent. All eyes turned to me.

“I’m not the best choice, Professor,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

That was obviously the wrong answer.

Her eyebrow raised. “Come to the board, please.”

My legs felt like stone as I walked to the front. Namai pointed to the equation. “Solve this invocation. I’ll even give you a hint. The intended element is fire.”

There was a chuckle around the class at the hint. I wasn’t sure if it was at my expense, or if it was a common joke.

The equation was just numbers to me. They didn’t mean anything. Not without access to the System.

I stared at the algebraic equation. How was I supposed to solve it? I couldn’t channel mana. Couldn’t cast the spell. But as I looked, I saw it. It was magic, sure, but here? On the board? It was just algebra.

I grabbed a piece of chalk. It was a long and unbroken stick—never used—but it worked fine to fill in the equation beneath the illusion. My hand continued down. Breaking down the equation, step by step, solving for the unknown variables. As I worked, I felt my anxiety diminish.

This was just math. I could do math. No mana required.

I stepped back. My solution presented. Then, before I could think, I said, “The notation of the initial problem is all wrong, though. There’s a more efficient way to express these terms.”

Professor Namai’s eyes narrowed. I immediately regretted speaking up.

“Show me,” she said, her voice neither approving nor disapproving.

“Maybe I’m not the best person for this,” I repeated, taking a tentative step back towards my seat. “I should just—”

“Now,” Professor Namai said. Despite being five foot nothing, her room-filling presence made it clear that she was in charge here.

So I did. I started at my answer and worked backwards in a different way, showing how to format the same equation in a way that wasn’t quite so obtuse. As I talked through it, repeating Senai’s words from my education as I went, Namai’s face changed. It wasn’t skepticism anymore.

“Your approach is interesting,” she finally said. “Simple and almost utilitarian. But correct.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Can I return to my seat, Professor?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. Try this one.” She gestured to the next equation down the board. It was visibly longer than the first. “It’s another invocation, but without an elemental aspect.”

The next problem was more complicated. A vector equation. I felt my classmate’s eyes on my back, and heard their whispers. I pushed it all away, focusing on the math, writing out the vector operation, and then solving for the given variable.

“Very good,” Namai said, pointing down at the third equation. “Again. This next one. A simple illusion spell. Auditory only.”

The flurry of math continued. Professor Namai seemed to warm up to me as I went, but her way of showing that seemed to be by pushing me harder, putting more complicated math in front of me again and again.

My head was spinning. The math had started out hard, and at the end it was beyond anything Senai taught me. But the principles of Senai’s lessons were consistent, and my Awakening-boosted mental stats let me make the necessary connections. I even found other inefficiencies in the base problem, reformatting the initial equation in a way that was easier to understand at a glance.

Namai finally let me return to my seat. I wasn’t sure why she let me go at that moment instead of any other, but I didn’t question her. She started her lecture proper, going over the equations again, slower and with more nuance than my solutions had offered.

As I sat down, Aishe gave me a look of pure amazement.

“That was incredible,” she whispered, her eyes wide. “I’ve never seen anyone pivot between such wildly different magical equations like that. How’d you learn all that?”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with the attention. “My grandfather taught me.” Not a lie. Senai had drilled me, teaching me algebra, calculus, and vector and matrix operations… Basic math. The exact nature of the application didn’t matter to me when I could work with the numbers without manipulating the mana.

Around us, other students were whispering and stealing glances. Some looked impressed. Others seemed angry or suspicious.

The rest of the class went by fast. I tried to focus on Namai’s lecture, but my mind kept drifting. Senai had planned for this. As I’d learned from the application documents, he had arranged for my attendance here well ahead of time, but his lessons had been more than they’d appeared. The math hadn’t just been to sharpen my mind. It had been to prepare me for this school. This class. Perhaps even this exact teacher. The crafty old man had always known this day would come.

When class ended, I packed quickly, hoping to escape before anyone could ask questions. But Professor Namai’s voice stopped me at the door.

“Laku, a moment.”

I turned back, tension tightening my shoulders.

“Your solutions were unorthodox,” she said. “But effective. Good work today. I look forward to seeing you apply that mind to harder problems. It will be a great learning experience for the other students to see the spellwork approached from a different angle.”

I nodded, unsure what to say. Was that good or bad?

“Thank you, Professor.”

She dismissed me with a wave, but I could feel her eyes following me as I left.

What an odd woman.

Aishe was waiting in the hall, practically bouncing on her toes. When she saw me, her face lit up.

“Ugh I couldn’t really talk about it in there, but that was incredible!” She grabbed my arm, her fingers warm through the fabric of my uniform. “The way you broke down that third matrix transformation? I’ve never seen anyone approach it from that angle before.” Her eyes were wide with excitement, her hand still on my arm as though she’d forgotten it was there. “Everyone always starts from the fourth term, because, duh, illusion magic. But you… Wow!”

“It’s just math,” I said, shrugging.

“It’s not just math,” she insisted, stepping closer. “It’s elegant. It’s…” she paused, searching for the right word, “…beautiful.” The way she said it made my face warm.

I noticed other students eyeing us as they passed, some whispering behind their hands. Aishe seemed oblivious to them, her attention fixed entirely on me.

“We should compare notes,” she said, finally releasing my arm to pull out a small notebook covered in her neat handwriting. “If we combine your approach with my theoretical framework—” She flipped through pages filled with densely packed equations, her fingers quick and deft. “Look, here. I’ve been working on this application for months, but your method could solve the stability issue I’ve been stuck on.”

She held the notebook up, our faces inches apart as she pointed to a complex equation. The scent of vanilla was stronger now, mingled with the paper and ink. I found myself staring at the curve of her lips rather than the mathematics she was showing me.

“Aishe,” I said, gently pushing the notebook down. “We need to get to Spell Construction.”

Her excitement faltered. She blinked rapidly, suddenly self-conscious as she realized how close she’d been standing. A blush crept across her cheeks as she tucked the notebook away.

“Right. Of course.” She adjusted her glasses, a nervous habit I was beginning to notice. “But later? Please? Your method is—” she paused, catching herself before saying ‘incredible’ again. “—something I’d really like to understand better.”

The hopeful look in her eyes made something in my chest clench tight. There was genuine curiosity there, yes, but something else too. It went well beyond academic interest.

“Sure,” I agreed, my voice coming out rougher than I intended. “Later.”

Her smile returned, softer this time. She fell into step beside me as we headed to our next class.

My anxiety built with each step toward Spell Construction. I’d managed to fake my way through Magical Theory because it was just that—theory. But Spell Construction would involve actual spellcasting. How could I possibly fake that?

We arrived at the classroom just behind a group of other students. Something caught my eye as we entered. There was a carved equation above the doorway, its pattern strikingly familiar. It looked like carefully-organized gibberish. Like the encoding in Senai’s journal.

“Laku,” Aishe called, her voice pulling me from my thoughts. She’d already found seats and was patting the one beside her, saving it from a disappointed-looking Hungwe boy. “Come on.”

I tore my eyes away from the carving, filing it away for later investigation. One problem at a time. First, I had to figure out how to get through a practical magic class without any magic.

As I slid into the seat beside Aishe, she reached out and squeezed my arm before whispering, “Don’t worry. You’ll be amazing at this, too.”

Her confidence in me would have been comforting if she had any idea what I was really up against.


Chapter 9

Hidden Knowledge



Fortunately for me, Professor Namai was an anomaly. The other instructors seemed much more willing to let me sit at the back of the room and avoid notice. I still got a few dirty looks from the other students who recognized me from the exam and from Beldon’s lecture, but that was already starting to fade into the background as the new normal.

There was a break in my schedule between classes in the early afternoon. I was tempted to find a quiet place to mediate or pick back up on my interrupted morning forms, but I couldn’t forget that I was at the Institute for a reason.

Research. Information. Things I was unable to learn from Awakening alone.

Aishe had rushed off to her Advanced Magical Agriculture seminar. She’d invited me to join her study group later, but I needed to use this free time for my own research. We’d agreed to meet up after afternoon classes to go over those spell matrices she was so excited about.

The Bhukumba library took up an entire wing of the main building. Row after row of dark wood shelves packed with books, their spines forming a wall of faded colors. Brass-railed ladders squeaked as students slid them along tracks, hunting for texts on upper shelves. Unlike the smooth stone corridors outside, the library floor was worn in the well-traveled paths, generations of footsteps having marked the hardwood.

I took a deep breath, feeling the energy of the room. Senai had sent me to Dzidzo for information, and this was the biggest collection of knowledge I’d ever seen. His encrypted journal only pointed me in a direction. I needed the institute’s books to fill in the blanks.

The problem was where to start. There wasn’t a big sign saying “Decoding Methods For Old Men’s Cryptic Notes” with my name on it.

I had to guess.

There was no proof Senai had been at Dzidzo before, but it made sense to assume. He sent me here for a reason. He must have had some experience here that he needed me to understand.

So if he were here as a younger man, what books would he have read?

Walking in Senai’s footsteps, running my fingers across books he might have touched when he was my age…it made me feel connected to him. Like I was honoring him.

Frustration filled me immediately. Where the hell had he gone?

Naturally, my first guess was to seek out books on Awakening. The one thing I knew for certain that he must have studied. He had to learn it from somewhere, after all. Unfortunately, there were very few books on the subject here. I picked out a few of the thickest tomes, looking for older volumes that Len might have read.

Three titles caught my eye: “Awakening: A Historical Perspective,” “The Rise and Fall of Pre-System Energy Manipulation,” and “Primitive Magic: An Anthropological Study.”

No instruction manuals. No practical guides. Just academic papers. Dry analysis treating Awakening like some ancient relic. Lists of long-dead people who pioneered Awakening without a word on their methods. Too much detail on how Awakening had beaten other energy systems, then got wiped out by modern magic. Snobby descriptions of tribal societies built around Awakening before they got absorbed or wiped out by magical technology.

The information was somewhat useful. It mentioned advanced Awakening methods unlike anything I knew—and unlike anything Senai taught me—but never mentioned anything about application. These weren’t books Senai would have read. They had nothing to do with his lessons.

My grandfather taught me practical techniques, not history. Even the tone of these books seemed antithetical to his feelings about magic.

I found a more promising book: “The Energy Within: A Complete Guide to Awakening.” It was newer, written in the last ten years, so after Senai would have theoretically been here, but hope filled me anyway. Surely a complete guide would give me something to work with. Citations to track down. Authors to look for. Anything connecting to Senai’s lessons. I started with the introduction, and my hopeful grin quickly vanished.

“While once considered a path to power, Awakening has been thoroughly eclipsed by modern magical theory. This text examines the social and historical factors that allowed such a limited and useless practice to persist for centuries before the advent of proper magic…”

I shut the book hard, anger bubbling up. This was their idea of a complete guide? Useless.

Not just useless, flat-out wrong.

Even ignoring the misleading title, how could everyone write off Awakening so completely? I’d lived it, felt its power. I’d beaten challenges that threatened to kill System magic students. But these scholars treated it like a debunked myth.

Some students nearby looked up when I slammed the book back onto the shelf, rattling the whole thing. I forced a smile, hiding my frustration. Their eyes lingered a moment too long before they went back to work. I’d been getting those looks all day—curiosity and caution, sometimes outright hostility. My performance in the Kurwamba wasn’t a secret, and, from what I’d heard, the rumors kept growing wilder.

I walked deeper into the shelves, away from watching eyes. My fingers found another spine: “Energy Manipulation in Pre-System Societies.” If a complete guide was just sociological garbage, maybe a sociology book would be a real guide?

More disappointment. This one admitted Awakening was useful, at least. But flipping through it, the author saw it as a stepping stone to “proper magic” and maybe useful as a parlor trick.

“While practitioners of Awakening could achieve permanent power, these pale next to even basic spells for modern mages. The advent of vector calculus under the System made such techniques obsolete…”

I gritted my teeth, stopping myself from throwing the book through the shelf. Obsolete? I’d like to see one of these scholars face a pack of mountain beasts with hide that deflects magic.

Getting angry wouldn’t help. I needed focus, method. Something had to be here. Senai must have learned his Awakening techniques somewhere. He sent me to Dzidzo for a reason.

I needed to dig deeper.

Instead of tossing aside more books that dismissed Awakening, I started piling them up. With a bigger collection, I found an empty table and spread them out. For the next hour, I searched texts, hunting for anything useful. It was the same story everywhere. Awakening was a footnote in magical history.

Even the citations were narrow-minded. It turned out that when someone wrote another dismissive history of something they didn’t understand, their sources tended to be dismissive histories written by people who also didn’t understand.

Nothing about energy stages or channeling. Nothing about Breakthroughs or Experience Points. Nothing about Meditation, Martial Forms, or even Breath Control.

These scholars didn’t know what Awakening was. Why did they feel so confident writing about something they’d never tried?

As I closed another useless book, reaching for the next, when movement beyond the tables caught my eye. A few students came out of a roped-off section. Their books looked different than the polished ones on main shelves. They were older, worn.

One student carefully held a book with bindings ready to fall apart, walking carefully to avoid damaging the ancient text.

I sat up straighter. Older books. Books that would have been here when Senai visited.

Why separate them? How could I get in?

I gathered my things, moving to a table closer to the roped-off section. A bored student aide sat at a desk by the rope. He barely looked up as people passed, until a student approached to enter the restricted area. He examined the bronze year marker on her Hungwe uniform collar, then waved his hand over it. The emblem glowed briefly in response. He made a note in his ledger and waved her through. No other security that I could see.

Simple enough. But I guessed my own emblem wouldn’t give me access. He’d seemed to verify her year status and house affiliation, not just logged her presence. Was she on an approved list? Giving permission by being in a specific house? A minimum year requirement?

Whatever it was, I probably didn’t qualify. If I did, why rope it off at all?

It meant I needed another way in.

I stood and pretended to browse a nearby shelf, watching the restricted section. Waiting.

Suddenly, noise erupted near the front. Someone was causing trouble with a book and a levitation spell. The heavy tome zoomed around, snapping at students by flapping open and closed like a mouth. The aide looked up, briefly amused, then concerned when he realized that this was likely about to become his problem.

“Hey!” A librarian called. “Who’s doing this? Stop immediately! I will find you if you don’t stop right now!” A pause, then desperately: “Can I get some help over here?”

The aide pushed himself up with a sigh. “Coming!”

As he hurried away, looking for whoever was controlling the prank, I saw my chance. I checked that all eyes were on the troublemaker, then ducked under the rope. No alarm. No one yelled. I kept my breathing steady as I slipped deeper into the restricted shelves.

On the inside, I just had to act like I belonged. It was the best way to stay hidden.

The restricted section felt different. Its air was cooler, with a metallic smell. Faint equations flickered on the shelves, and I intuited that they were probably preservation spells. Something like the magic-draining spell on the Kurwamba’s walls, passively protecting the ancient tomes from the passage of time. The books were older, bindings cracked and pages yellowed with age. Some were in languages I didn’t recognize.

But the truly ancient books couldn’t distract me from my hunt. I found a small section on Awakening. “Breath Control for Advanced Energy Manipulation.” “Circulation Techniques: The Path to Breakthroughs.” “Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners.”

This was it. What I wanted. Even the titles proved it, mentioning Breath Control, Breakthroughs, and Adept Awakening rank. Whoever wrote these had actually practiced Awakening.

And whoever read them would gain practical knowledge. Just like what Senai taught me.

Perhaps my grandfather had held these books himself. When I reached out and grabbed one, I imagined his fingerprints might be beneath my own.

My fingers shook as I pulled “Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners” off the shelf. I opened it, finding detailed diagrams of energy pathways alongside descriptions of Martial Forms that I could hear in Senai’s voice, remembering the day he taught me—

“First years aren’t allowed in this section without a pass.”

I froze, calculating if I could run faster than a pursuer could ready magic to stop me. Slowly, I turned, sizing up who had caught me.

A girl stood at the end of the aisle, arms crossed. Not a professor or librarian, but another student. Maybe a student aide, like the one guarding the entrance. She was petite, over a foot shorter than me, with a slender, graceful build. Long white fur covered the pointed ears that perked attentively from her head. Her keen green eyes with vertical pupils watched me from behind delicate glasses, strikingly bright against her smooth complexion. They were the kind of green Jenu’s eyes pretended to be. A white tail swished slowly behind her, betraying interest despite her neutral expression.

Something about the way she carried herself—confident, graceful, with a hint of mystery—made it hard to look away. I found myself noticing details I shouldn’t have been focusing on: the curve of her lips as she assessed me, the elegant line of her neck, the way her uniform hugged her petite frame.

There was a hint of curiosity in her face. Amusement, even.

“It’s not just rules,” she said, her voice precise and academic, but with a melodic quality that I hadn’t expected. “It’s a safety matter. Some texts here can be dangerous.”

I swallowed hard. “I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed back here. These are pretty basic manuals. Didn’t think they’d be off-limits.”

Her eyebrow went up. “Basic manuals on Awakening? Odd choice for the guy who aced the Kurwamba.”

Of course she recognized me. Everyone did. What’s more, I could sense her scrutiny, reading it all over her face. This was no sleepy slack-wit. She was sharp. Attentive. If I wanted to look at this book, I needed to convince her to bend the rules.

As we locked eyes, I felt a strange pull, like when you sense a predator watching from the trees…except I wasn’t afraid. Just intensely aware of her presence in a way that made focusing difficult. Her tail flicked with what I hoped was still interest rather than annoyance.

“How do you know about that?” I asked. I already knew, but I needed time. Build rapport. Get her on my side.

A small smile played on her lips, revealing slightly pointed canines. The expression transformed her scholarly appearance, adding a hint of playfulness that caught me off guard. Something inside me tightened at that smile. It was unexpectedly disarming.

“Everyone knows about you, Laku. The mountain boy who outperformed mages without spells. It’s caused quite a stir.”

I grimaced. I knew people recognized me on sight, but I’d hoped my name wasn’t common knowledge yet. So much for that. “And you are…?”

“Danai,” she replied with casual coolness, her tail still flicking. “Library aide and restricted section enforcer.”

I nodded, thinking. Since she hadn’t immediately chased me off, I had a shot at getting her on my side. But trying to bluff her wouldn’t work. Something about her attentive eyes and playful smirk told me she would be looking for lies. If she caught me in one, that would end my time with this book. Even if I escaped, she knew my name, and punishment would find me sooner or later.

Honesty was best. As Senai often said: act with honor, and honor will aid you.

“Let’s be honest with each other,” I said, meeting her eyes. “I know I’m not supposed to be here. The rope was a pretty strong sign. But I need this information. It’s important to me. How can I get early access to these books?”

Danai’s eyes narrowed, her earlier amusement fading. She crossed her arms and leaned against the bookcase, her posture highlighting the graceful lines of her body. I found myself swallowing involuntarily, my gaze briefly traveling the length of her before meeting her eyes again. Her tail swished once slowly, and I wondered if she’d noticed my momentary distraction.

“That’s quite bold,” she said, her tone cooler now. “Most students I catch here stammer apologies and run. You’re asking for special treatment instead.”

“Not special treatment,” I countered. “Just a path to legitimate access.”

“And why should I help you?” She raised an eyebrow. “First-year students sneaking into restricted sections rarely ends well. These books are restricted for good reasons.”

“I understand the risks,” I said.

She scoffed. “No, you really don’t. Some texts here can damage your mind just by reading certain passages. Others have been known to bind themselves to unwary readers.” She tapped the book I held. “This one is relatively harmless, but others? Not so much.”

I could see the tension in her shoulders, the protective stance she’d taken toward the collection. This was more than rule-following. She genuinely cared about these books and their dangers.

“I could vouch for you,” she said after a long pause. “If—and that’s a big if—you can prove yourself, Librarian Mutsa accept you as a new library aide. But I’d need to know I can trust you before I bring you to her. These books are fragile and valuable, and—as I said—some can be dangerous.”

Hope sparked. A chance. Danai had cracked the door open. I just needed to convince her to open it the rest of the way.

“How can I prove I can be trusted?”

Danai smiled, her green eyes catching the light. “That’s the question, isn’t it? Let’s start with why you care about Awakening. It’s not a popular field.”

I hesitated. “It’s…a family thing,” I said. Not a lie. “I was so excited to find practical manuals, I had to hunt them down no matter what.” Also not a lie. Though I hoped she wouldn’t notice that I was omitting something by not mentioning my grandfather’s disappearance or his encrypted journal.

Danai’s eyes lit up with genuine curiosity. Her ears perked forward, and her tail swished more actively. “A family of Awakening practitioners? That’s fascinating. I’ve never heard of anyone truly dedicating themselves to it in the modern era.”

I nodded. “My grandfather taught me everything I know. But there’s no way to continue my education with him now. He’s…” I paused, not wanting to say ‘missing’ since that would lead to more questions. “He’s gone. These books are my only chance to connect with my history. With my grandfather.”

Danai stepped closer, moving as if she were going to comfort me. Then she caught herself and awkwardly crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Danai said, her expression softening. “Is that why you snuck in here?”

“Yes. I’ve been searching for an hour, but everything outside this section treats Awakening like a superstitious curiosity, not a living practice. I need practical information, not opinions. Techniques, not history.”

She sighed, pushing away from the bookcase with fluid grace. “That sounds typical. The bias against pre-System magic is strong in modern texts, and older books on the subject aren’t commonly reprinted.” She paused, looking over the shelves. “Look, I’m not making promises, but I might be able to help you get legitimate access—on two conditions.”

I nodded, offering a grateful smile. “Name them.”


Chapter 10

Learning In The Stacks



“Let’s start with the first,” Danai said, her tail flicking behind her. “You need to prove you can handle these books properly. Most of them are centuries old. One mistake, and they’re gone forever.”

I nodded. “What do you need me to do?”

Danai stepped up next to me. She pointed to the top shelf of the bookcase, far beyond the reach of her fingers. “I need you to get those books down and put them into that cart,” she paused, turning to point to a metal cart behind her, “without damaging them.”

I sized up the task. The books on the top shelf looked ancient. They had cracked leather bindings and gold lettering that was flaking off in places.

I walked over, reached for the ladder, then stopped. Something in Danai’s attentive stance, the way her tail stood perfectly still, told me the test had already begun. And I was about to make a critical error.

I held out my hand to her. “Got any gloves?”

A hint of approval crossed her face as she pulled a pair of thin white gloves from her pocket and tossed them to me. “Smart. Most people either grab them with their bare hands or try showing off with levitation spells. The oils from your skin can damage the leather, and levitation often applies uneven pressure to delicate bindings.”

The gloves were tight since they were made for her smaller hands, not mine. But they’d do the job. I climbed the ladder, carefully lifted the first book with both hands supporting the spine. The thing weighed more than it looked. I descended with measured steps and placed it gently on the cart.

I placed it on the cart and went back for the second one. Danai watched me work, leaning over the cart with a smug, casual look on her face. Her tail lazily swished behind her.

“Most people fail that first test,” she said. “Seems your grandfather taught you well.”

As I reached for the second volume, Danai seemed satisfied that I wasn’t going to make any obvious mistakes and decided to switch the subject.

“So, Awakening,” she said, her tone genuinely curious. “How advanced are you? Most people I’ve met who claimed to practice it barely scratched the surface.”

I kept my eyes on the books. Getting distracted and damaging something would be the end of my hopes of getting out of here with that Awakening manual. “My grandfather was thorough. Started training me as soon as I could walk.” I carefully placed the second book on the cart, then started back up the ladder, reaching for the third.

“Impressive dedication,” Danai said. She rested an elbow on the edge of the cart and then leaned forward so that her chin was perched on her fist. Her tail looped up behind her, swaying playfully. “What aspects have you focused on? Most modern mages dismiss Awakening as primitive and a waste, but I’ve always wondered about its practical applications beyond the basics.”

I paused so I could choose my words carefully. “There’s no such thing as wasteful knowledge. So long as you know how to use it properly.”

Danai nodded. Her eyes never left my hands as I worked, though occasionally I caught them wandering to my arms or shoulders before quickly returning to the task. “Fair enough. Speaking of knowledge, what did you think of Professor Namai’s lecture today? Her way of doing spells is pretty old-school.”

I blinked. The topic changed fast. Was this part of the test? She didn’t seem like the flighty sort. I also didn’t notice her in my class.

“It was informative,” I said carefully. “But some of the spells can be formatted better. Unless she was trying to make the equation harder to solve on purpose.”

“Oh?” Danai’s eyebrow went up, her ears perking forward with interest. “Like what?”

I reached for another book as I started to get into it. “Well, she started me on an elemental invocation this morning. The equation was a quadratic equation, but she presented it in expanded form. There’s no reason not to write it in factored notation.”

Danai’s eyes opened a little wider. “That’s… Huh. Most mages don’t concern themselves with format like that.”

I shrugged. Tried to act like it wasn’t a big deal. “Just my thinking. Why make more work just for work’s sake?”

“Mmhm,” Danai hummed. She sounded like she didn’t believe me. “For a first year on your first day, you have some good ideas.”

I focused on the books, hoping she wouldn’t ask more. If talk kept moving toward magical pursuits, it was only a matter of time before she asked something I couldn’t answer.

Fortunately, the work went fast. When I reached for the last book, it trembled under my fingers. I froze. There was energy there. Not the kind I could tap with Awakening, but something volatile. Dangerous. The leather binding felt warm, almost feverish.

I pulled my hand back, looking at Danai.

“Unstable text,” she said matter-of-factly. “The knowledge inside has been trying to escape for two centuries. It needs a frequency to stabilize the binding runes.” She tapped her throat. “A low hum usually works. Disrupts the vibration pattern.”

I nodded, then hummed a deep, steady tone as I reached for the book again. The trembling stopped immediately, the energy settling into a dormant state under my fingers. I maintained the hum as I carefully brought it down the ladder and placed it with the others.

“Good,” Danai said, watching me with those keen green eyes. “Most students drop it when it starts to shake. The last one who did that spent three weeks in the medical wing.”

I slid the book onto the cart, giving her a grumpy look. “You could’ve warned me before I touched it.”

Her lips curved into a small smile as she leaned closer. It took every ounce of Awakening-enhanced strength to keep my eyes on her face. The valley of cleavage exposed by her lean was tempting. A test of willpower more challenging than anything else she’d presented so far. “I wanted to see what you’d do. Most people rush in without paying attention to what they’re feeling.” Her tail swished behind her, almost playful. “You notice things. That’s rare.”

The compliment caught me off guard. There was something in the way she said it, like she wasn’t just talking about books. Our eyes met for a moment longer than necessary before she cleared her throat and turned away.

“Overall, good job,” she said. “Next, let’s see how you handle organizing.” She pointed to a small stack sitting on another cart around the corner. It looked like this was the task she was working on before she ambushed me. Beside the cart was a nearly empty shelf. “Take those transformation texts and put them in order of difficulty.”

I walked over to check out the pile she pointed at. The books were a mishmash of different authors and styles. There were no conveniently numbered sequence to follow. Just another puzzle to solve.

Part of me wondered if Danai was just getting me to do her chores, but I kept my mouth shut. No sense risking my chance at those Awakening books by asking dumb questions. Instead, I focused on figuring out which transformation text was tougher than the next.

As I carefully flipped through the pages to appraise their relative difficulty, Danai kept asking questions, moving closer to me than was strictly necessary. I could smell a faint, pleasant scent when she leaned in to check my work. It was floral, like lavender.

“So, if you like Awakening so much, why come to Dzidzo? We’ve only got one professor in the whole Institute with any knowledge of it. There must be somewhere better for an Awakening practitioner.”

I handled the books with care, determined to show her my ability to respect the delicate tomes. Also, my caution gave me time to think. I couldn’t just tell her that my grandfather had instructed me to come here in a note I’d found after his mysterious disappearance. Especially when the note warned me to trust no one.

“Dzidzo Institute is very prestigious,” I said as I slid the next book into place on the shelf. “I don’t want a certificate to prove what I already know. I want to learn new things. Challenge myself.”

“Hmm,” Danai said. Her tail flicked with skepticism. “And yet, you’re sneaking into the restricted section for Awakening texts in your first week, instead of focusing on your new challenges.”

I froze for a second. Just a blink of an eye. I made myself keep working, finding a three-book set of extremely dense and technical equations that slotted in at the end of the shelf. “Like I said, it’s important to me.”

“Right,” Danai said. She didn’t sound like she totally believed me. But as she cast her eyes over the shelf, she nodded her approval. “Well, you seem to know what you’re doing here, at least. Let’s see how you do with a real challenge.”

She led me deeper into the restricted section, past another barrier rope. We stopped in front of a tall glass cabinet that housed dozens of ancient scrolls, each one secured in its own compartment. Around the cabinet, a faint shimmer distorted the air, like heat rising from hot stone.

“It’s a containment field,” Danai explained, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “These scrolls contain unstable magic. The barrier keeps them from influencing each other.”

She traced an equation in the air, muttering words I couldn’t catch. The shimmer faded, and immediately the cabinet vibrated. The scrolls shifted in their slots, some straining against their bindings like they were trying to break free.

“That one,” she said, pointing to a scroll near the middle. “Take it to the reading stand over there. But remember: no magic. The scrolls react badly to outside energy signatures.”

I opened the cabinet door just enough to slide my hand in, grabbing the indicated scroll with gloved hands while keeping a wary eye on its neighbors. As soon as I had it, I backed away, and Danai reactivated the containment field.

The scroll pulsed with energy under my fingers, similar to the book from earlier but stronger, more insistent. It twisted slightly in my grip, the parchment trying to curl tighter or perhaps unfurl completely. I couldn’t tell which.

“While you’re working,” Danai said, watching me intently, “explain the principles behind containment fields.”

This was dangerous territory. I knew nothing about the technical aspects of magic. Then I remembered part of Aishe’s rambling lecture from this morning. I felt a surge of gratitude for her inability to shut up when excited about magical theory.

“Containment fields create closed energy systems,” I said, focusing on keeping the scroll still. “They use discontinuous equations with infinite limits to create boundaries.”

The scroll’s movements grew more intense as I approached the lectern. It reminded me of handling snakes in the mountains. They’d always struggle harder just before you released them.

“The key is setting the limits in the right direction for prevailing conditions. They can either go to infinity or negative infinity, and if they go in the wrong direction compared to the energy of the thing being contained—or the ambient energy—it’ll be like pouring boiling hot water into a frozen glass. Crash, shatter, mess.”

At the lectern, I saw leather straps embedded with thin veins of metal. The scroll was fighting hard now, but my Awakening-enhanced reflexes gave me the edge. I untied the binding ribbon and quickly secured it under the straps before it could unravel.

The scroll settled immediately. Under the bright light above the lectern, complex equations written in gold leaf became visible.

“Not bad,” Danai said, moving beside me until our arms touched. “Most people spend half an hour chasing it around the room.” She looked up at me, those green eyes catching the light. “You’ve passed the first test.”

I felt relief. But I kept my face neutral as I wiggled out of the tight gloves and handed them to her. There was more to come, and I couldn’t grow complacent. Not until I held those Awakening manuals in my hands once more. “What’s the second part?”

Danai’s eyes glinted, her tail swishing with excitement. She circled back and grabbed the cart of books I’d filled back near where we’d begun this little test. “Oh, this is the fun part. Come on.”

She led me through the shelves to a desk near the entrance. An old woman sat behind it. Her white hair was in a fancy bun. Half-moon glasses floated a few inches in front of her nose as she looked at us over a big book.

“Librarian Mutsa,” Danai said respectfully, pushing the cart of tomes around the desk for her. “I have someone who might be a good fit as a new library aide. I want you to check him out.”

The old woman looked at me. Her gaze was sharp, and I tried not to fidget under it.

“This is the boy who made a big deal in the Kurwamba, right?” Librarian Mutsa’s voice was strong. It had a hint of an accent I couldn’t place, although the accent did nothing to hide her judgmental tone.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. I tried to keep my voice steady. “Laku.”

“And why do you think you can be a library helper?”

I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. “I grew up around books, ma’am. My grandfather had a big collection. I helped him organize and take care of them for years.”

Librarian Mutsa’s floating glasses dipped a little in response to some invisible cue from her. “Is that so? And what kind of system did your grandfather use to organize them?”

I talked about Senai’s organization system. He’d always allowed me to be slapdash with the storybooks I kept, but when it came to his own reading materials—and the books he used for my education—he was much more rigorous. I didn’t know if his organizational system had a name, but I could describe it well enough. His books weren’t as old as the ones in the restricted section of this library, but living on the mountain made replacing any of them a tremendous chore. Two days’ walk to the nearest village with a decent market. Then two days back. So keeping his books undamaged was very important to him.

When I was done, Librarian Mutsa didn’t change her expression. But her glasses had floated back into place. “Well, you have some experience. And I know no aide of mine would bring a candidate back without testing him on the basics. But basics are just the beginning. Danai, why don’t we test his knowledge?”

Danai nodded and smiled. “Good idea.”

The librarian raised a gnarled hand. With a quick equation, a pile of books floated off the returns cart nearby. They hovered in front of me, collected into a row so that I could read the titles on their spines.

“Tell me the right section for each of these,” Librarian Mutsa said.

I looked at the titles quickly. Basic tomes. I knew most of them from my morning of searching, having noticed that the library had a dozen or more copies of each of these lined up in rows on the shelf. My Awakening-enhanced memory made it child’s play to recite their homes: “Elemental Theory, third shelf in section B. Two copies of History of Magic Schools, top shelf in section H. Basics of Transmutation, second shelf in section T.”

Librarian Mutsa gave a short nod. Those books moved out of the hovering stack and onto the desk, where Danai scooped them up. The next book floated in front of me. Its title was in a language I didn’t know.

“And this one?” the librarian asked, her words spoken like she was making a challenge.

I squinted at the text. I wasn’t sure what I expected. Narrowing my eyes didn’t intimidate the title into changing language. I was probably about to lose my chance to access the restricted books.

Then Danai spoke up as she carried the other books off to re-shelf them.

“Oh, is that using the old system? I was just reading about that.”

Librarian Mutsa looked at Danai. Then back at me. There was a sharpness to her glance. Danai hadn’t said anything specific, but she was probably not supposed to say anything. A hint?

“Ah, yes,” I said. I hoped I sounded sure of myself. “Given the language and the, uh, older system, I’d say…” A moment of memory flashed. A blank spot on a shelf beside a book with a title in a similar language. “Restricted section, Alternative Energy Manipulation? Third shelf. I didn’t think those were supposed to be returned out here in the public section.”

Librarian Mutsa stared at me for a long time. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Not bad, Laku. Not bad at all.” She turned to Danai as the library aide returned from shelving the other books before accepting the restricted section tome. “He’ll do. But remember, girl, being a library aide is a big deal. We protect knowledge. It’s not something to take lightly.”

Danai nodded seriously. “Of course, Librarian Mutsa. Laku was just telling me about how he believes there’s no such thing as wasteful knowledge.”

The librarian’s gaze returned to me with a flicker of appreciation and recognition. “Good man. Don’t make me regret this, and I won’t make you regret it.”

As Danai led me back through the stacks, I leaned closer to her, keeping my voice low. “Thanks for that hint.”

She glanced over her shoulder, her green eyes catching the light filtering through the high windows. After taking another step forward, she stopped and turned to face me. A warm, good-humored smile split her face in two. “Just remember you owe me now.”

There was a playful edge to her voice that made me pause. We stood between two towering shelves, close enough that her tail occasionally brushed against my leg when it swished behind her.

“What exactly does owing you entail?”

Her lips curved upward. “I haven’t decided yet.” She held my gaze for a moment longer than necessary before turning away. “But I’ll collect when the time is right.”

Something about the way she said it made my skin warm, like I’d been training too long in the sun. The debt itself didn’t matter. Not compared to what I’d gained. But I found myself curious about what she might ask for.

In the alternative energy manipulation section, Danai returned the old tome while I reached for the book I’d hoped might help me decode Senai’s journal.

My hands shook a little.

“Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners,” I said quietly. I touched the title, wondering if my grandfather had run his hands over this book in the same way.

“You really care about this, don’t you?” Danai asked as she returned to my side. Her voice was softer, and she moved closer, her shoulder almost touching mine as she looked at the book with me. The scent of lavender was so much stronger now.

I nodded but didn’t look away from the book. Instead, I opened to the page I had been on when Danai ambushed me.

“These forms here… I could repeat many of them with my eyes closed.” I ran my hand down the yellowed page, over the text. “My grandfather taught me these very techniques. Finding this book feels like he’s here with me somehow.”

Looking through the table of contents, I saw the book contained knowledge Senai had never shared with me. Information about advanced techniques beyond what he’d taught. This could be it. The first step on the path Senai had set for me.

“I’ll need time to study this properly,” I said, closing the book. “Is there somewhere quiet we could go?”

Danai’s keen eyes studied me with something more than simple curiosity. Behind that observant gaze lurked something that might have been suspicion, or perhaps just careful assessment.

“Of course,” she said. “I know just the spot.”

Whatever Danai might suspect, whatever debt I now owed her, those were problems for another day. The important thing was that I had found what I needed.

I was about to learn. To grow stronger.


Chapter 11

Between The Lines



Before I could settle in with the book, Danai had helped me find a spot near the back of the restricted section where I could study the volume without anyone bothering me. She kept busy with her library aide tasks, but stayed close enough to keep an eye on me as I read.

I appreciated the space she gave me, as well as the trust.

The book’s leather cover was worn smooth from years of handling, and I had no doubt Senai’s hands were among the countless that had touched this tome, despite not knowing if he’d ever been here. The words in that opening chapter were the exact words he’d used when teaching me those basic techniques. I opened it on the table and flipped back to where the new information started. Time to find out what he would have taught me next, and how to use it to decode his journal.

By combining the right techniques of Breath Control, Martial Forms, and Meditation, an Awakening practitioner could invest Experience Points into something called a Discipline. This would let you use internal energy in ways even advanced magic couldn’t match. These techniques gave Adept-level practitioners the foundation they needed to reach the next level of power.

But Disciplines had to be introduced slowly and carefully. They could kill you if taught too early or without proper respect for the art. Senai had never even mentioned this stuff. I’d been at the limits of my advancement for my Adept stage for a while now. Without Disciplines, I didn’t have anything to spend my Experience Points on when I got a Breakthrough, causing me to bank up dozens of points.

Senai always put my safety first, no matter how intense his training was. I was more than prepared to continue.

The dangers came in two forms. First, burning internal energy when your Awakening skills were too low could mess up your body. Draining your energy too much could even kill you if you couldn’t absorb fresh energy fast enough.

This wasn’t a problem for me. Senai had drilled energy replenishment techniques into me for years.

The book explained that the real danger was in how you spent Experience Points. Disciplines offered tempting powers beyond what you’d get from investing Experience Points into stats. But if you neglected your mental and physical stats, it could be deadly. Mental Disciplines advanced too quickly could overwhelm a mind that lacked the Strength, Quickness, and Vigor to handle their effects. Physical Disciplines could tear your body apart without the same physical stats to support them.

Again, no problem for me. I’d advanced so far into Adept level without knowing about Disciplines that all my physical and mental stats were maxed out.

I must have been close to Senai teaching me this anyway. Probably waiting for me to bank enough experience points for a good foundation.

The first Discipline in the text was called Dragon’s Eyes. A basic mental Discipline that sharpened awareness by channeling internal energy into the senses. The book described it as the foundation for many other mental Disciplines, and even some physical ones.

The text warned not to learn this discipline without at least three points in Vigor of Mind, and suggested one point each in Quickness of Mind and Power of Mind for best results.

A warning I didn’t need. All my stats were at five. I traced the diagrams of energy pathways with my finger as the text finally explained how to cycle energy through Meditation to activate the Discipline.

Focus on the smallest details around you, the manual instructed. Let your breath guide your awareness. Feel the energy you absorb, and cycle it through not just your core, but up and forward. Up your throat, through your sinus cavities, and then wash it back over your mind.

I closed my eyes and followed the breathing pattern in the text. Four in. Hold seven. Out eight. I didn’t need the book for the basics. I focused inward, retreating into my mind to Meditate on the energy. As I settled into the pattern, drawing the energy up through my face and back over my mind, I opened my eyes and looked around.

Specks of dust caught the late afternoon light from a high window. I could track each individual particle as it drifted on the air currents.

The titles on book spines across the library came into sharp focus. I could read them clearly from thirty feet away, picking out hairline cracks in the leather bindings I hadn’t noticed before.

Wood shifted against wood as someone on the floor above moved between shelves. The sound was clear, distinct. The magic residue on the restricted section shelves transformed from background noise into something layered and complex.

All the library sounds sharpened. Pages turning, quills scratching, whispered conversations. They were all separate in my mind. Without moving, I could pinpoint Danai’s location by her footsteps. The soft rhythm of her heart became as clear as a ticking clock. Her breathing—silent to normal ears—now registered clearly, the subtle changes revealing when she concentrated or paused to think.

The text had warned that it might take hours to process enough energy to make real progress. But I could feel the power growing. The energy moving through my sinuses and over my brain wasn’t creating new pathways, but widening ones that were already there. It was like Senai’s training had already prepared me for this somehow.

And then it happened.

A familiar rush washed over me, energy surging, internal barriers giving way. A Breakthrough. Already? How?

Dragon’s Eyes 0 Unlocked!

First Discipline Bonus Breakthrough!

3 Experience Points gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 29

215/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

My breath caught as I felt not one, but three new Experience Points form inside me. My first instinct took over, and I concentrated the unspent Experience Points into my heart with the others, but then I stopped. There was something new within me. These experience points weren’t random. They had a purpose. The Awakening system itself was preparing me—or any other Adept practitioner—for the next step.

I turned back to the manual, skipping past the parts urging patience, using exactly the same phrases Senai had lectured me with over and over. The next section was clear: unlocking Dragon’s Eyes only opened the path. To activate the first rank of any Discipline, a practitioner must channel three Experience Points into specific mental pathways for that Discipline. The book showed exactly how to direct the energy for Dragon’s Eyes.

I closed my eyes and visualized the pathways. Like with increasing stats, I guided the Experience Points out of my heart and up my body, focusing them into the opened channels in my sinuses. It felt weird to feel the concentrated power absorb into parts that weren’t my stats.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then my senses suddenly shifted, like stepping into bright sunlight after being in a dark room. This wasn’t just Meditation anymore. This was something new.

I opened my eyes. The dust I’d noticed earlier now hung suspended, their paths mapped in my mind before they even moved. The book titles didn’t just look clear. They seemed to stand out, edges sharply defined. More surprising were the faint outlines surrounding certain volumes in the restricted section, varying in brightness. The ‘dangerous ones’ that Danai had warned me about.

The magical signatures I’d sensed became clearer, too. Not exactly music, but distinct patterns I could identify and memorize. Near our table, the magic was subtle, a preservation spell barely touching the newer books. Toward the back of the section, that same spell intensified around older volumes, stronger and more complex.

People throughout the library came into focus without effort. A student three tables away wheezed slightly with each breath, asthma, probably. Librarian Mutsa’s fingers made tiny popping sounds as she sorted through index cards. A girl hurrying through the entrance was trying to control her breathing after running.

Danai turned toward me, and my new senses captured everything at once. Her heartbeat quickened slightly as she approached. The scent of lavender trail behind her like a second tail. When I looked up, I didn’t just see the rich green of her eyes or the small beauty mark below her left ear, partially hidden by silky white hair. I saw something else. A subtle shimmer around her form, like moonlight on water, but more defined, more purposeful.

This wasn’t just Danai as others saw her. I was seeing layers of her existence that even she might not fully understand. Did System users ever see this information about themselves or others? I’d never heard of anyone talking about it.

“How’s it going?” Danai asked, her ears perking forward with concern. “You’re breathing kind of heavy.”

I blinked, trying to process all the new sensory input while forming a response. My Awakening-enhanced mental abilities kept me cool, but I couldn’t ignore Senai’s voice in the back of my mind. Trust no one.

“It’s fascinating. I think I’m making progress,” I said carefully. “Though I’m a long way from mastery.”

As I spoke, I focused on the shimmering field around Danai, bringing that information to my mind. It just appeared in my head, like remembering something I’d been told. And as I read her aura, I felt a surge of concern before the emotion even showed on her face.

“You look a bit dazed,” Danai said, her brow furrowing as her tail swished behind her. “Maybe you should take a break?”

I shook my head, both to clear it and in response. “No, I’m fine. Just seeing things in a new light.”

I turned back to the manual, eager to understand what I was experiencing. The text explained that this basic “Examine” ability of Rank 1 Dragon’s Eyes allowed the user to perceive surface information about people, objects, and magical energies. True to that expectation, I turned my attention inward, to examine myself, and found a new category of power within me.

Disciplines

Dragon’s Eyes: Rank 1 [6 points to next rank]

Enhanced sensory perception (As if Vigor Of Mind were 3 ranks higher)

Examine can be used on surface auras of living things.

Nearby magic can be processed through other senses.

The high cost of upgrading wasn’t a huge surprise. Increasing my stats had taken only one point to unlock their Rank 1 power, but had required two to reach Rank 2. The same system applied here, only measured in increments of three points instead of one.

The text of Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners continued explaining. For the “Examine” ability, higher ranks of Dragon’s Eyes would allow more significant data to be read from auras. But it would also act as a foundation for more powerful Disciplines, including mind reading, digging through memories, and—critical to my interests—detecting residue from a person’s aura on objects, like the possibility of my grandfather’s touch on the books in this library. The ability to use Examine set the necessary groundwork for a practitioner to use and understand those and other Disciplines that required enhanced senses.

There were, however, two problems as I turned to the next page to find the next Discipline listed. First, unlocking a Discipline had applied a new effect to me. Just like how after a Breakthrough, my progress to the next one was limited for about a day by the ‘Broken Through’ effect, I had a similar effect now. The ‘Disciplined’ effect warned against trying to learn another Discipline for a time.

The bigger, long-term problem was that the next page didn’t describe a Discipline that would give me the powers I wanted. Instead, it was a similar foundational physical Discipline, Ox’s Hide. The power of Ox’s Hide was impressive, and had a similar description explaining that the ability to reinforce the body with internal energy was a mandatory base for future physical disciplines. But it wasn’t the power I sought.

The end of the Dragon’s Eyes section assured me that this tome contained all the foundational disciplines I could ever need, and that the more powerful disciplines based on them could be found in the next volume: Intermediate Disciplines for Adept Awakening.

I could easily see that such a book wasn’t on the shelves here.

While I could continue with this volume and learn the other Disciplines in it, I immediately hungered for what the next volume promised. Those were the abilities I wanted. No, needed.

If I could read aura residue on objects, I wouldn’t have to search the entire school. I could tell exactly what books Senai had touched. I could tell exactly where he’d been and learn everything he wanted me to know.

That meant I needed to find Intermediate Disciplines for Adept Awakeners. And the sooner I could begin, the better.

“I don’t see the next volume here on the shelves,” I said to Danai, trying to sound casual. “Do you know where I might find Intermediate Disciplines for Adept Awakeners? This one leaves off in the middle of a subject and I need to see the rest of it.”

“It’s an unusual choice of reading material,” Danai said, gesturing to the Awakening manual. “I guess there’s not enough demand to keep it out here. Even this book probably hasn’t been touched in years.”

I carefully closed the book, knowing I would need to return to it eventually to unlock the rest of its secrets. “As I said, Awakening is important to my family. And to me, personally. This is exactly the text I needed to find, but without the next volume, I won’t be able to finish learning this technique.”

Danai’s expression shifted to one of apology, but there was something else that I could detect in her aura—wariness, perhaps? “Most of the advanced Awakening texts were moved to the secure archives years ago. I saw the notes on the move when I started working here. Some kind of directive from the administration.”

My spirits sank. I should have counted myself lucky that this tome had been out here and not locked away, and been content with mastering what it taught. But the promise of more—the promise of a direct path to my main goal—was too good to ignore.

As I looked at Danai, Examine showed me internal energies that I’d only felt faintly before. It was like seeing the stone that hit the water after just feeling the ripples. Her own internal energy was weak compared to mine. She hadn’t practiced Awakening. But her magic? It flared around her like the petals of a flower. The complex pattern of energy flowing through her magical core was visible to me, an intricate movement of power in interconnected wheels of energy that spun around her core.

It said a lot about the nature of magic itself.

Magic was beautiful, impressive…and completely beyond my ability to copy.

But Dragon’s Eyes. This was something I could do. Something I could build on. Maybe there were Disciplines I could use to keep up my magical deception? That might be necessary to access those archives and get what I needed.

“Thanks for the information,” I said, standing and stretching. My muscles flexed beneath my skin in a way that my enhanced senses let me feel with new precision. “I appreciate all your help today.”

Danai nodded, that hint of wariness still in her eyes, though I couldn’t miss how those eyes lingered on my stretching form before quickly darting away. “Happy to help. Just…be careful, okay? Some knowledge can be dangerous if you’re not prepared for it.”

She wasn’t wrong, especially about Awakening. But she also didn’t understand how prepared I was. How necessary this path was for me. How carefully Senai had prepared me for it, even without my knowledge.

I needed to find a way into those archives. The answer to decoding Senai’s journal, to understanding why he sent me here, to uncovering the truth about his disappearance…it all depended on gaining more knowledge. More power.

The library looked completely different as we returned to the main hall. My afternoon classes would start soon, and the crowd had changed as schedules shifted.

Students were hunched over tables, frantically writing notes or muttering spells under their breath. A few looked up as we passed, their curious gazes lingering on Danai and me before returning to their work. With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could sense ripples of interest, speculation, and the occasional flash of envy from those who looked my way.

At the main desk, Danai hesitated. Her tail swished behind her, lashing at the air. She adjusted a small stack of index cards, aligning them perfectly before looking up at me.

“Same time tomorrow?” Danai asked in a quiet voice, her tail curling slightly at the tip. She looked hopeful and expectant. “There’s still plenty to organize in the restricted section. A small price to pay for access to the books you need, right?”

I found myself smiling at her, grateful for the continued access. If I couldn’t find the next volume, the remaining Disciplines in the Foundational manual were still valuable for my growth.

“I’d like that,” I said. “The books are valuable, but having a guide who actually understands their importance makes all the difference.”

She flushed immediately. “Just doing my job,” she said under her breath, even as her aura pulsed with pleasure at the compliment.

“Well, you do it well. Thanks again, Danai.”

Only when I reached the grand doors of the Bhukumba did I check my schedule. Reality crashed back down with cold clarity.

My next class wasn’t another intro course for me to stumble through. It was Professor Tariro’s advanced seminar on Alternative Magical Practices. Even if it were a beginner class, I’d probably struggle to go unnoticed in a course where the teacher had personally picked me to attend.


Chapter 12

Reading The Room



Fortunately for me, Professor Tariro’s seminar was less a class and more a lecture. There wasn’t a real chance for her to corner me and put me on the spot. The large lecture hall only had a few dozen students, making it clear how little interest there was in Alternative Magical Practices.

Once I realized I wasn’t going to get singled out, I was ready to relax. But that only lasted until the professor arrived.

The power of Dragon’s Eyes pulled at my senses almost non-stop. It was a small drain on my internal energies, but as long as I kept up my breathing—which was second nature by now—I stayed ahead of the consumption.

As I looked over the students in the lecture hall, I saw their magical auras. Their talents and affinities. Many were weaker than Danai had been, but some were stronger, the interlocking circles of energy that represented magical power in their body being more or less numerous, or having slightly different shapes or sizes. With time, I’d probably learn what the differences meant. For now, I was still getting used to filtering through my amplified senses. It was still overwhelming.

When Professor Tariro arrived to begin the lecture, I saw something totally different. Something familiar. Something I couldn’t ignore.

And something I couldn’t believe.

Her magical talent wasn’t small, that’s for sure. The flowing circles of her magic were held tight and controlled in her core, but there were twice as many circles as I’d seen in Danai. It made me wonder if they represented something other than power. Like something that comes with age.

But that wasn’t what caught my attention.

Awakening.

Examine let me see the tiny internal energies of the other students. The power I was most intimately familiar with. Without Awakening, it was almost nothing. Professor Tariro’s energy was bright and strong. I could see the way she cycled energy in her core with her passive breathing. The way she moved as she set her materials on the desk and started to write on the board, the way her body collected the kinetic energy of every movement.

It was as if she were in a constant state of Martial Form.

As she began her lecture, I could see that even while speaking, her mind was lit up with Meditation, dropping into the flow of the familiar lecture and letting her mind focus inward to build her energies.

She wasn’t just an Awakening practitioner. She was a master of it. More practiced than me. No wonder, given that she was probably more than twice my age.

Then I saw something I had only just learned to do myself. Examine let me sense her internal energies surge up into the front of her head, filling her sinuses and washing back over her mind.

As she glanced over the class, her eyes stopped on me for a moment, and her lecture skipped a beat as she gave me a knowing smile before moving her gaze back over the rest of the class.

She was using Examine. Channeling energy through the same pathways I’d learned to open up just minutes ago. What’s more, she must have been able to see me doing the same.

There was no break in the lecture, though.

The topic was actually pretty interesting to me. She went over the origins and development of non-magical energy methods. The beginnings of Awakening and other similar practices. Unlike the books in the library, though, she talked about it without prejudice. Without judgment. Compared to the small-minded works in the unrestricted section of the library, it was a breath of fresh air to hear the origins of my craft described with respect and even admiration.

Professor Tariro didn’t pull me aside after the lecture, but she kept her eyes on me as I quickly escaped to head to my next class. The pit in my stomach wouldn’t stop gnawing at me, though. She knew things. Things about Awakening. Things that I might have been supposed to learn from Senai. She might even be able to help me learn more Disciplines.

But I needed to avoid her.

If she could see what I could see, she had to know that I couldn’t make the smallest spark of magic if my life depended on it. I didn’t know what my aura looked like, but there was no way my act could hide the truth. I couldn’t just pretend to have a flower-like structure of magical talent by trying real hard.

She had wanted me in her class for a reason. That knowing smile told me that she had plans for me, and learning Dragon’s Eyes had played right into her expectations. Considering I was already on a mission to decode my grandfather’s journal, I didn’t have time to get caught up in her schemes.

And if I refused to play her game…

Well, she had the knowledge and the power to kick me out of the one place where I could find the answers I sought.

Better to stay away from her.

After that excitement, my other afternoon classes were no more than a chore. Professor Shingai droned about transmutation spells. His words bounced right off me. It was all hot air about hunger for power being bad for you, rather than anything useful. Then, after he’d wasted half the class, a sudden burst of equations on the board as he tried to make up for lost time. I struggled to focus. It wasn’t like I could do anything for the practical parts.

My eyes kept snapping to the equations on the board. Each symbol seemed to glow faintly, hinting at magic humming inside.

“Laku.” Professor Shingai barked my name, interrupting my thoughts. “Care to explain why Aishe’s attempt at turning her quill into a feather duster resulted in this?”

He pointed at Aishe’s desk. A sad pile of feathers sat in a puddle of ink. Aishe’s face was bright red. Her aura flickered with shame and frustration.

I blinked. My senses automatically analyzed the failed spell. Examine allowed me to see through the physical and into the mana and other energies around the effect.

The magical leftovers told a story. Aishe unbalanced the base equation. The object’s structure became unsteady. That’s why it fell apart.

“Unbalanced equations, I guess,” I said, picking my words carefully. “The extra power on the, uh, the second term of the vector equation. It messed with the quill’s properties. Made it unstable.”

Professor Shingai’s eyebrows shot up. Surprise flashed in his aura. Suspicion, too. Even among professors who didn’t have any Awakening, Examine was going to get me in trouble. “That’s correct. Sharp eye for someone who hasn’t tried it.”

“Aishe was just telling me yesterday about the power of prime factorization,” I said, pointing to my roommate with a shrug. I worked to keep my voice casual. “I’m sure she was just trying to skip ahead to the advanced stuff to impress you, sir.”

“Well, let’s keep our feet on the ground until we’re ready to fly, Aishe,” the professor said with a scowl.

For her part, Aishe seemed grateful to me for giving her a flattering excuse to soften the embarrassment of her failure.

Professor Shingai’s eyes narrowed as he gave me a last look. But he turned back to the class without pushing further. He repeated the warning he’d given Aishe, telling the rest of the class to stick to the basics until they mastered the fundamentals. I let out a breath. I silently cursed my slip-up. Needed to be more careful. As much as I didn’t want to out myself as incapable of magic, I couldn’t keep drawing more attention than I could handle.

The final bell rang. Classes were done. I could barely hold back my excitement. My grandfather’s journal was waiting in my room. As much as I knew there would be more to the task than I’d done already, I was hungry to see if Dragon’s Eyes could give me some progress, even without more Disciplines or information.

“Laku! Wait up!”

I turned to see Aishe hurrying toward me, her curls bouncing animatedly with each step. She caught up to me, slightly out of breath.

“I was thinking we could go through Professor Shingai’s equations together,” she said, tucking a stray bit of hair behind an ovine ear. “I’ve got some theories about why my transmutation failed, and I’d like to test them with your help. Your mathematical insights are really quite remarkable for someone who—”

“Actually,” I said gently, “I’ve got something I need to work on alone right now.” I lowered my voice. “Family stuff.”

Disappointment flashed across her face, her fluffy tail drooping slightly. “Oh. Of course.”

“How about we meet up at dinner?” I offered, not wanting to hurt her feelings. “You can tell me all about your prime factorization theories then.”

Her face brightened immediately. “Yes! Perfect! I’ve been working on a new approach to magical stability in vector equations!”

“Looking forward to it,” I said with a smile that wasn’t entirely forced. Her enthusiasm was contagious, even when I didn’t understand half of what she was talking about.

As Aishe headed off toward the library, her stubby tail swishing happily behind her, I made my way toward the dormitories. Most students were hanging around, looking for their friends or forming study groups, but I cut through a quiet courtyard straight towards the tower. This courtyard was cast in shadow, and the coolness of it was almost uncomfortable, so the other students avoided it. But the cold felt good to me. A poor replacement for the mountain’s chill, but familiar all the same.

My Examine-powered senses picked up on the energies buzzing around in the surrounding buildings. The heartbeats of students. The gentle hum of enchantments on the stones, keeping them clean and free of plants.

With my senses giving me all this information, I couldn’t miss her presence. A student pressed against a shadowy alcove on the outside of a building. The core of her magic was not as impressive as other students I’d seen, but the shape of it was precise and measured. I was starting to understand that the number of petals on the ‘flower’ of magic represented potential, while the shape represented practice. She wasn’t a powerful mage, but she’d been using magic since she was very young.

Wait. I recognized those crimson eyes and the wild brown hair. The hellhound girl from my first day at Dzidzo. Ona. The one who’d asked me to kiss her to hide from Jenu. My heart picked up speed at the memory.

Her aura, however, raised alarm bells in me. The pattern of magic around her contained her aura. Made it smaller. I could still clearly see it and read information in it, but whatever she was doing was the beginnings of a spell that might hide her aura entirely, and make her impossible to read. Considering how rare advanced Awakening was, it was likely a side effect rather than what she was trying to do.

I could feel the information from her aura floating in the back of my mind. She was street smart. Cunning. But not cruel. And right now, she was cornered. Trapped, but not afraid. Like a predator ready to fight to the bitter end.

Before I could process more than that, three older students stalked past me. Ignored me like I wasn’t even there. Their auras crackled with tracking spells. Their eyes hunted. They were after someone. It was pretty obvious who.

Ona sucked in a breath as they passed. I recognized the silver and green trim on their uniforms—Nyoka House. These had to be Jenu’s friends. I heard one of them muttering an equation, near to solving, as his fingers traced an illusion to project the spell matrix to make the math easier. Examine told me it was a detection spell. More advanced than whatever Ona was doing.

And if they caught Ona, they’d drag her straight to him.

Not on my watch.

Without thinking, I changed course, moving to walk right by them. As soon as I closed the distance, I kicked my toe in between two of the bricks on the path and launched myself in a poor imitation of a stumble into the back of the group.

All four of us went down in a tangled mess. My elbow smashed into the wrist of the hands half-forming the tracking spell. The broken spell’s energy scattered in the air as we struggled to get back to our feet. One of them shoved me away, and I let him think his strength was enough to move me. Better distraction that way.

“Watch it, clumsy oaf!” the lead student snarled. His aura flared with anger, as if I couldn’t read it on his face without Examine.

“Sorry,” I said. I met his eyes with defiant honesty. “Wasn’t looking at the ground. Used to dirt trails where you kick a rock and the rock falls, not you.”

He opened his mouth. Probably to yell more. I was a new target, bigger. He could turn his anger from Ona to me. Make things worse for himself. Fortunately for him, one of his friends grabbed his sleeve to pull him away.

Then his eyes narrowed as he got a better look at me.

“Wait… I know you. You’re that mountain freak who got in Jenu’s face during dinner before the maze test.”

His friend’s grip on his sleeve tightened. “Come on, man. We’re gonna lose her.”

“Jenu’s still looking to settle that score, you know,” the first guy said, jabbing a finger at my chest. “And when he finds out you’re helping his little hellhound problem again…”

“That’s right,” the third one chimed in. “He’s been looking for the big bastard who helped her hide that first day. When he finds out that it’s the same guy who embarrassed him in front of everyone with that sheep…”

The first one smirked. “This isn’t over, mountain man.”

He glared at me one last time. Then the trio hurried out of the courtyard towards the north. I dusted myself off. Glanced at the alcove. Ona was gone. A flicker of movement caught my eye. I caught her shadow slipping around a corner to the south. My Awakening-enhanced senses caught it, though.

Ona shot me a look before she vanished. Recognition, surprise, and interest all flared in her aura.

I returned to my route back towards the dorm tower. A part of me was mad at myself for making myself a target. Blundering into the middle of a fight that wasn’t my own after spending the day struggling to keep a low profile. But I couldn’t fight the swell of pride. A fight three against one wasn’t fair. Especially not someone about my age against students at least three years older. That girl was about to get caught.

I’d done the right thing. Acted with honor. And I even got out of it without having to resort to violence.

As I walked toward my dorm, I sensed her approach. But just barely. I could tell that without Dragon’s Eyes, I’d have never heard her coming, even with my enhanced senses

“Nice moves back there, Big Guy.”

Ona materialized beside me, letting her magic fade.

She fell into step like she’d been there all along. Like old friends. Her eyes were still that beautiful crimson, her wild brown hair framing her face. Examine showed me her aura, which had changed quite a bit since I saw her in the courtyard. She’d gone from ready to fight to riding high on escape. Confident. A bit smug, even.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. I kept my voice casual. Dismissive, even.

Ona chuckled. No humor in it. “Sure. Like you didn’t trip over your own two feet and crash into Malik right as his tracking spell was about to find me.”

I stayed quiet. Ona’s aura flickered. The familiar curiosity that everyone seemed to have about me, but with something new mixed in. Something like respect, but tempered by plenty of confusion. She didn’t understand why I’d done it, but she knew if our positions were reversed, she wouldn’t have. Wanted to know what made us different.

“Hey,” she said, her voice dropping to something more honest. “This is the second time you’ve saved me from Jenu and his goons. You’re gonna get yourself on his permanent hit list.”

“Already am, from what your friends back there said.”

“Those aren’t my friends,” she said sharply. “They’re Jenu’s lapdogs. And they’re right—he’s been looking for the guy who helped me that first day. Didn’t think he’d pinned it on you.” She studied me. “You really didn’t have to do that again. But I’m glad you did.”

I shrugged, not correcting her about Jenu. Technically, he was pissed at me for Aishe, but she didn’t need to know that. “Three against one. Didn’t seem fair.”

We walked in silence. We approached my dorm. I could almost feel my grandfather’s journal calling. Answers felt close. But Ona wasn’t done.

“You’re still new here,” she said. Her voice was casual, but her aura showed interest. Not necessarily in me, but in an opportunity. “And you definitely don’t have fancy family connections backing you up. Fresh off the mountain or wherever. I could show you how things really work at Dzidzo. Hidden paths. Unspoken rules. Things that people like us need to survive this place.”

I hesitated. Part of me wanted to brush her off. I had enough to deal with, right? Senai’s journal. Awakening Disciplines. Avoiding getting kicked out. But my senses caught something in Ona’s offer. The idea was good enough on its own.

Learning the school’s secrets was almost exactly what I wanted. What if the archives holding the Awakening manuals I needed were somewhere along these hidden paths? What if the unspoken rules were something I needed to know to stay under the faculty’s radar? And what if the knowledge Ona shared had been known to Senai? The knowledge to unlock the journal’s secrets might not exist in any book.

A guide who knew the school’s secrets… That could be useful.

But that wasn’t what made me pause. It was what I sensed within Ona. She wasn’t making this offer for me. She was making it for herself. Trying to do what I’d done. Help a stranger. Reach out without being asked. Understand my choices. Maybe take the first steps towards a more honorable path.

I didn’t have to think too hard to know what my grandfather would tell me to do.

“All right,” I said slowly. “I’m interested. When and where?”

Ona’s grin widened. More genuine. “Tomorrow evening. After dinner. Meet me by the old sundial in the east courtyard.” She started to turn away. She paused. “Oh. And thanks again for the save, Big Guy. I owe you. Again.”

She seemed to melt into the shadows. Or would have, if I hadn’t been able to track her with Examine. She headed toward the kitchens.

I realized something as I climbed the stairs to my room. Jenu’s lackeys had known exactly who I was. My actions in the Kurwamba were public knowledge. But now they also knew I’d helped Ona at least once. Probably would be easy to assume twice. Would there be larger consequences?

I knew I’d done the right thing, but I was starting to realize the problem here. Every time I acted in a way that felt like it was what Senai would have wanted—excelling at mathematics, learning more Awakening, helping others—I was drawing more attention to myself.

I had to get this journal decoded. The sooner I got the information I needed, the better.


Chapter 13

Parallel Paths



I was relieved to return to my room. At least I could be assured I couldn’t get into more trouble here. Even though I wouldn’t have total privacy—Dragon’s Eyes already told me that Aishe was somehow in the room—but not being constantly scrutinized by uncountable strangers was still a step-up.

Of course, that didn’t mean there weren’t hazards. A muffled thump from inside made me freeze. Then a yelp.

I heaved a sigh. I could sense her aura of alarm and frustration through the door, but I could tell she was mostly unharmed. My roommate was brilliant on magical theory, no doubt. But her enthusiasm seemed doomed to outpace her abilities at every turn.

I shoved the door open. A wave of acrid smoke poured out. I waved a hand to clear the air. Through the haze, I saw Aishe hunched at her desk. She was surrounded by a sea of papers. Some were floating. There were frantic calculations covering every page that I could see. Her quill flew, scratching out numbers faster than I could track, as if she hadn’t just been at the epicenter of some manner of explosion.

“Aishe?” I called out. “You good?”

She didn’t look up. “Almost…got it…” Her voice was tight with focus.

I moved closer, peering over her shoulder. The parchment was a disaster. Numbers and symbols were crossed out and rewritten. It was tough to tell where one equation stopped and the next began. Aishe’s quill paused above a formula that looked especially nasty.

“This is it,” she breathed. A wild spark lit her blue eyes. “The variable displacement should counteract the—”

The quill touched the parchment, finishing the equation. Her eyes went far-off for a moment as her fingers traced invisible equations in the air, matching the ones on the page. She muttered quietly, fingers flicking numbers around to account for ambient magical variables.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then, there was a sound like a hiccup mixed with a tiny thunderclap. Aishe yelped and jerked back as a puff of purple smoke swallowed her head, filling the place with a powerful odor of vinegar.

The air cleared quick when I opened the window. Purple dust covered Aishe’s face like she’d just been blasted with dyed flour. Her eyebrows were singed and still smoking a little. Her soft, white-blonde, woolly hair was dusted with purple, too, and stood straight up, buzzing with magical energies.

“I almost had it that time,” she said. She didn’t seem to care how ridiculous she looked. Or even notice the smolder in her eyebrows. Aishe just stuck her tongue out of the side of her mouth, leaned forward again, and returned to her calculations without hesitation.

I shook my head, offering her a smirk. “Maybe a break is in order?” I moved to my side of the room, making space for the next explosion. “Weren’t you going to stay at the library anyway?”

“Oh! Right.” Aishe looked up, adjusting her crooked glasses. “I, er, got kicked out. Librarian Musta said my ‘excessive enthusiasm was disturbing other students.’ Just because I got excited about finding a cross-reference on prime factorization in elemental matrices.” She rolled her eyes. “So much for academic pursuit.”

I chuckled. “Your ‘excessive enthusiasm’ can be pretty loud.”

“One tiny squeal of delight and suddenly I’m a disruption,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “The library’s loss is our room’s gain. I can make much bigger breakthroughs here anyway.”

“And much bigger explosions.”

She waved a hand, not even glancing my way. “Can’t stop now. I’m really close. Just need to adjust the coefficient of magical resonance and…”

Her voice trailed off into mumbling as she seemed to forget I was here. Dove back into her work.

“Did you still want to go get dinner together?”

No answer.

I sighed. No use trying to pull her away from her obsession. Instead, I sat on my bed and crossed my legs into a meditation pose. Focused inward and cycled my energy.

Aishe kept muttering about arcane formulas. I closed my eyes and blocked her out, instead focusing on my breathing.

Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. The familiar rhythm washed over me. It quieted the chaotic thoughts buzzing in my mind. Withdrawing the energy from my sinuses and letting my Examine ability lapse dulled my connection to the outside world, making it easier to focus and concentrate.

With each breath, my awareness expanded inwards instead of outwards. The sounds of the dorm faded. Only the steady beat of my own heart. The soft rush of my own breath. The gentle throb of the blood rushing through my veins. I could sense the energy inside me. A warm current flowed through my body with each breath.

As I replenished my energy, filled myself with the abundant energy present at a magic school full of mages, I felt myself centering. My confidence building. Feeling my anxieties bleed away, I calmed down.

All the other students were busy with those anxieties. If they were watching me, it was for petty reasons. Nothing I had to worry about. I was still in control.

As my confidence built, I reached into my heart. I had a bank of 26 Experience Points there. With more than a little worry, I guided six of them out of my heart and up into my face. Weaving them into the energy pathways there. Feeling them open. Strengthen. Multiply. I could feel the pathways extend into my brain, changing the way my senses processed information at a base level.

Dragon’s Eyes: Rank 2

It was a hefty investment, but as I pressed energy up through those pathways, it flowed smoothly. Efficiently. And my senses exploded once more.

The world around me snapped into focus, even with my eyes shut. I could hear Aishe’s quill scratching with such perfect clarity I could tell what she was writing by sound. I could smell the ozone around her hair from her earlier magical explosion.

Like information I’d forgotten, details floated into my mind. As before, in Professor Shingai’s Transformation class, she was trying to do prime factorization. But she lacked the fine control to maintain the stability of the spell. The spell had too much…too much…aetheric energy? She needed a larger proportion of her personal mana to balance it, even if it meant taking it off of prime factors.

With Dragon’s Eye increased in rank, I cracked an eye open. Aishe’s aura wasn’t stronger—the aura itself wasn’t changed—but looking at it fed me so much more information. Deeper details. Information I wouldn’t have thought to even ask for.

Aishe

19 years old

5’ 10”

135 lbs.

Magical Affinity: Exceptional theoretical comprehension. Poor practical application.

Physical Affinity: None.

Mental state: Academically brilliant. Socially awkward. Thrives when motivated by support. Introvert.

Health state: Requires glasses. Currently suffering minor burns.

More and more information flooded into me as I consulted the aura. I blinked, overwhelmed. It was more than just facts. I could sense Aishe’s core. Her boundless excitement. Her sharp mind. And underneath it all, a deep-seated insecurity driving her to prove herself. Wanting to live up to her family’s legacy.

Watching her through this new lens, I felt a surge of affection for my odd roommate. She put forth the persona of being meek and soft, but there was something underneath it that was easy to miss with unaided eyes but unmistakable when looking at her aura.

Grit. Persistence. Tenacity.

This spell had literally blown up in her face more than once. Disastrous results that would have discouraged a person of lesser will.

But Aishe kept at it. No failure could dissuade her. I had to respect that.

Time ticked by while I meditated on this new information. The sky outside our window went dark, and our lamps turned themselves on. Still, Aishe worked.

I was in awe of her focus. True, I was doing the same, but my discipline had been drilled into me from a young age. Cycling and processing my internal energies was a lifelong pursuit that came as second nature, especially with little else to do in the mountain wilds.

Aishe was a village girl constantly surrounded by a thousand distractions. That her concentration was near a match for mine was no small feat.

It wasn’t until well past midnight—and several more failed spells—that she finally crashed. Her head bobbed down slowly over the pages, getting lower and lower, until, eventually, she slumped forward onto her desk with a soft snore.

I waited a few minutes to make sure she was really out. Then, I quietly got out of bed. The control Awakening gave me over my muscles meant the bed didn’t even creak as I stood.

With my Examine-enhanced senses, I could tell there was nobody immediately nearby. Nobody wandering the halls or lurking out the windows. Perfect.

I made my way to the small trunk at the foot of my bed. It had come with the room and was far too large for my few possessions, but it had something I hadn’t thought to bring. A lock. Unlatching it, I pulled out Senai’s journal.

My pulse quickened as I returned to my bed, clutching the leather-bound book. It was a mundane object, with no aura to read. But I had to hope. Dragon’s Eyes was not an ability I could have acquired on my own. What if it was all I needed? What if this unlocked the truth all on its own?

I opened the journal. My eyes danced over the familiar, indecipherable script. With Examine active, I focused on the first page.

At first, nothing. Then, slowly, I started to see…something. Patterns. Marks too small for my previously unaided eyes. Separating some letters from the others. But they weren’t in order. It was still gibberish. Anagrams?

No… I couldn’t reorder every individual letter like that. I could just make the message say whatever I wanted. And as I flipped through the pages, the letters weren’t marked everywhere. Just the first page, the last page, and a handful through the middle.

I had 20 more experience points. Frustration overwhelmed me. Seeing a message so close to my grasp, but just beyond my abilities. Just out of reach. I jammed the Experience Points up into my sinuses. The pathways spread over my skull, running through my whole head as they expanded and multiplied again.

It was impulsive. Perhaps even wasteful. But…

My Dragon’s Eyes power increased again. The world blown wide open. I grunted at the strain of how much information my senses were feeding me now. I clamped down on my energy, diverting it away from my senses, deactivating Examine. Even without the channels being actively fed energy, my senses were redoubled. As powerful as using Rank 1 Dragon’s Eyes without any effort at all. It was overwhelming.

Though what bugged me even more was the new message as I focused on the ability.

Dragon’s Eyes: Rank 3 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

So there was a limit, as there were for my stats. I felt the surge of frustration redouble.

I snapped the journal closed. The sound was deafeningly loud to me. I needed to adjust to my increased senses before I tried to activate Examine again to take a shot at whatever code the ability was revealing, but if Rank 3 wasn’t enough? If the secrets of the journal were still beyond my reach?

Across the room, Aishe stirred. She lifted her head from her desk, mumbling in confusion.

“Huh…?” she slurred. She blinked at me. Her face was still smudged with soot. A piece of parchment stuck to her cheek. “You stuck on Professor Namai’s impossible homework, too?”

I paused, then decided to take a shot. “Something like that.” I chose my words. “Hey, Aishe… How do mages level up their abilities? Is there a trick to getting higher-level spells?”

Aishe yawned. She rubbed her eyes, smearing the soot even more. “‘S not just talent,” she mumbled, her words slurred by sleep. “Takes time. Discipline. Gotta advance your core magical ability first. Can’t cast higher-tier spells ‘til your mana pool’s big enough.”

I leaned forward, suddenly alert. “How do you do that? Advance your core ability, I mean.”

Aishe frowned in sleepy concentration. Groggily, she shoved up out of her chair, swiping the page from her face and letting it flutter to the floor. “Lots a’ ways. Practice, mostly. Absorbing ambient magic, callin’ it up over and over, pushin’ your limits. Gotta remember your ABCs. Always Be Castin’.” She adjusted her crooked glasses with a sleepy smile. “Some rich folks use Mvuto-enhanced artifacts or rituals to speed it up. But doin’ it right takes time, you know? Resources. Can’t rush it or you risk burnout. Or worse. Damaging your magical core.”

Something clicked in my mind.

The parallel to Awakening stages was clear. It had been a few years since I’d reached the 30 Breakthrough milestone to become an Awakening Adept from an Initiate. I’d almost forgotten that my stat maximums had been capped at three until that day. I’d need to advance past the Adept stage before I could push Dragon’s Eyes any higher.

It was…strangely reassuring. Even if I couldn’t read the journal now, I still had room to grow. It would take time to achieve the Breakthroughs necessary to reach the next rank, but when I did, I could keep advancing my Dragon’s Eyes rank. Opening these pathways with the manual wasn’t something they could take away from me if I messed up and got kicked out of the school.

It was also reassuring that magic and Awakening followed similar rules. Maybe I knew more than I thought about how to pretend to be a mage.

“Oh,” Aishe added as she slumped down on her bed, still in her school uniform. Her curls falling around her face as her eyes already started to droop closed. “Remind me ‘bout tomorrow’s Alternative Magical Practices class with Professor Tariro. S’posed to be covering some old but effective methods of energy awakening or somethin’. Was hopin’ to sit in with you even though I’m not in the class.”

My attention snapped back to her. “Energy Awakening?”

But Aishe was already snoring again. Her singed eyebrows still faintly smoking, even hours later.

I turned back to the journal. Aishe had been more helpful than she knew. Even if Rank 3 Dragon’s Eyes failed, I just needed time to grow stronger. And even if Dragon’s Eyes alone wasn’t enough, there were other sources of information. Other Disciplines. Other secret knowledge.

And maybe even one class where I could pick up details I couldn’t find anywhere else.

I focused on activating Examine again.

The rush of information was easier to handle now. Less new and alien, though it was still a little overwhelming.

The little markers on the letters I’d noticed were suddenly much more visible. They weren’t just markers; they were instructions. The notations divided the indicated words into groups. Ordered. With my Awakening-enhanced mental stats let me read it easily.

When you can read this, you’re ready for the next step. Page 42 has instructions for more efficient Breakthrough techniques. Knowledge I’ve kept from you until you’re ready. Until you’ve mastered a Discipline. I’ve probably told you to trust no one, but as you get deeper into the Dzidzo Institute’s secrets, that only becomes more true. I know you can’t do it alone, but be careful. Not all teachers have your best interests at heart. And not all students are innocent, either.

I sat back with a grimace. I was on the right path. Disciplines were what Senai had wanted me to learn here, and growing to the next stage of Awakening was an obvious step. But I had choices for how to proceed. The library with Danai. Ona’s tour of the school’s secrets. Professor Tariro’s class on energy Awakening. Each offered answers, but each came with risks.

True to his words, page 42 and onward—the other marked letters I’d seen—outlined more advanced methods of energy cycling. It would sacrifice the amount of internal energy I built up, bleeding it off at speed. But it would be like building physical strength by lifting a heavy rock over and over. Exercising the pathways and training the body, even if what I was doing wasn’t useful or productive.

Before poring over those lessons, I flipped to the back of the journal. Where I saw the other marked letters.

These entries were fresher.

While much of the journal was written in black ink, I remembered a few months ago when the town of Kuchera had no black ink. Only blue. These pages were in that color. Senai had written these only a few weeks before his disappearance. The letters had the same marks, and I quickly decoded the message.

I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve written these words that you’re reading them. Knowing how long it took me to finally unlock Rank 3 Dragon’s Eyes, I’m sure you’re a man grown now. I have no doubts, though, that however old you are, you’ve been true to my teachings. An honorable man that I am proud to call my grandson. You can overcome any challenge with the strength and honor that has brought you this far. I love you.

With a shaky breath, I got up and returned the journal to its hiding place. I wasn’t going to be doing any more reading tonight. Not with my eyes all watery like this. I needed a good night’s sleep. Clear my mind. Process my emotions.

He was a cunning old man, unyielding as stone and a demanding teacher. But he had raised me. Given me the skills I had. Made me into who I was. This rare moment of softness from him hit me in a way I hadn’t expected.

I settled back onto my bed. My gaze drifted to Aishe. Her dedication, even with her constant failures, was inspiring. I had overcome my challenges without difficulty, but that didn’t mean I would never fail. Whatever challenges were coming, eventually I was going to find my limit. And when I did, I’d face them with the same grit Aishe had displayed.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, starting my nightly meditation that always lulled me off to sleep. Tomorrow would bring new chances and new dangers. I needed to be ready. Full strength. Cycling my energy, I wondered if sleep would find me before the Breakthrough I could feel drawing closer on the horizon. But since I needed over eighty more Breakthroughs to get to the next rank, I wasn’t going to force myself to stay up to chase it and face the next path without a proper night’s sleep.

As my mind drifted out of wakefulness, I asked myself: which path? The library’s hidden knowledge? Ona’s underground network? Or Professor Tariro’s Awakening expertise?


Chapter 14

Inauspicious Starts



Sleep hadn’t brought me answers, but my muscles knew what to do while my brain sorted out the problem after waking. Aishe was still crashed out on top of her covers, wearing yesterday’s school uniform. Her woolly curls were a mess, and her fluffy tail twitched occasionally in her sleep. I moved quietly so I wouldn’t wake her as I slipped outside. Down to the courtyard.

The morning air bit at my skin while I began my Martial Forms routine in the early light. There was a time when practicing would’ve needed all my focus. Careful control of my body to channel energy into my core. But after doing this since I was a kid, the movements came easy. My mind was free to figure out what to do next.

Which way should I go to unlock Senai’s journal?

The library seemed obvious. Danai had already helped me get the Dragon’s Eyes Discipline, which let me read part of the journal. I wasn’t sure if Ox’s Hide from that Foundational Disciplines book would help, but extra protection couldn’t hurt. And the other Disciplines might be valuable too.

But I hit a wall there. The next book in that series was locked in the archives where I couldn’t reach it. Maybe the ability to see magical traces on books was just a shortcut to find which ones Senai had read, but it was my best lead so far.

The problem was, doing chores for Librarian Musta might never get me into those archives.

Professor Tariro seemed like the next best option. She was an experienced Awakening practitioner and could teach me directly. She might even have known Senai during his time here. I thought she looked too young to have been his classmate, but maybe they had the same teachers?

But Senai’s warning kept coming back to me: Trust no one. His new message was even clearer about being careful with the instructors.

I already suspected Professor Tariro wanted something from me. There’d be a price for her help, and Senai had indirectly warned me not to pay it without serious need.

That left Ona’s secret paths. I had no guarantee they’d connect to Senai’s journal, but her offer was tempting. The underground secrets could help me stay hidden while I pursued the other options. Plus, helping Ona embrace honor and kindness seemed worthwhile.

Her offer was also time-sensitive. The library and Professor Tariro would be there as long as I stayed at Dzidzo, but if I skipped out on meeting Ona tonight, she’d probably write me off.

I stopped mid-form, letting my breath steady as the idea hit me. Why choose? Senai had taught me to never waste an opportunity. When hunting in the mountains, you don’t track just one trail; you follow all promising signs until one leads to prey.

The library could give me knowledge. Professor Tariro might provide training. Ona offered access to hidden places. Each path had something different to offer, and none closed off the others.

By the time the sun rose, I finished my routine with a settled mind. I’d gather information from all three sources. Work in the library, attend Professor Tariro’s class, and take the first step into Ona’s confidence. I’d move carefully on each path, watching for whichever showed the most promise, ready to commit fully when the time came.

Senai would have approved. “Patience before action,” he always said. “But when you act, do so with complete commitment.”

I got ready and went to classes with a plan. The school day was predictable. Professor Namai looked for every chance to embarrass me. Professor Shingai droned about power corrupting people.

Even the library was boring. Danai had class during my free period today, so I ended up with Librarian Musta ordering me around. I shelved books, fetched stacks for professors, and cleaned shelves bearing dust older than my grandfather. Not exactly thrilling work, but I had to see how it might pay off.

The old elf watched me like a hawk, testing me. Each book returned to its exact spot earned a tiny nod of approval. Small steps, but that’s how you climb mountains. Keep doing the boring work well enough, and maybe she’d trust me with the good stuff eventually. The archives had what I needed, and Librarian Musta was the potential gatekeeper.

Professor Tariro’s class got more interesting when Aishe tagged along. Like she predicted, the class covered practical energy manipulation, and she was fascinated. She filled five pages of notes before I stopped counting.

“This is incredible!” she whispered to me, her blue eyes bright behind her glasses. “The theoretical applications alone have so much potential to change how we understand System magic integration with physical forms!”

I nodded, not wanting to interrupt her excitement.

For me, the methods were too basic. Ancient ritual dances that served the same purpose as Martial Forms. Breathing incense in ways that reinforced good Breath Control. Prayers that worked like Meditation. I could see how these practices would eventually lead to modern Awakening, but there was nothing new for me to learn.

Professor Tariro knew more about Awakening than I did, though. As she demonstrated some ancient energy techniques, I used Examine to observe her. With Dragon’s Eyes at Rank 3, I could see new details. Sure, I could see her exact age and physical stats, like with everyone else. But it was the opened energy pathways in her stomach, arms, legs, and a complex web of channels running from her sinuses over her whole head that interested me.

The knowing glance she gave me confirmed she knew what I was doing. There was even surprise in her eyes, probably because I’d jumped from Rank 1 to Rank 3 Dragon’s Eyes overnight. I was impressing her, but I still couldn’t trust her motives.

After class, Aishe bounced beside me as we walked through the hall.

“Thank you for letting me come!” she said, her whole face lit up. “Did you see how she demonstrated the energy flow patterns? That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to understand for my spell matrices!”

“Glad it helped,” I said, smiling at her enthusiasm. “Those ancient methods have some useful connections to what you’re working on.”

“You really understand this stuff,” she said, looking at me with genuine curiosity. Her fluffy tail swished with excitement. “How did you learn so much about energy manipulation growing up in the mountains?”

“My grandfather was traditional,” I said carefully. “He believed in old-school training methods.”

“Well, it’s fascinating,” she said. Her ears perked up. “Maybe we could study together sometime? I could help with System theory, and you could explain more about these physical practices?”

The hopeful look in her blue eyes made it difficult to refuse. “Sure. We could do that.”

We spent dinner discussing connections between her notes and the three pillars of Awakening. I figured it was a good investment. If none of my other plans paid off, Aishe’s brilliant mind might help me bypass the need for a manual or mentor.

“So the energy channeling through physical forms corresponds to the body’s natural meridians?” she asked, leaning forward over her plate, practically ignoring her food.

“That’s right,” I said. “The movements aren’t random. They’re designed to direct energy flow in specific patterns.”

“Fascinating!” Her ears twitched with excitement. “I wonder if the same principles could apply to System equations…”

We kept talking until the dining hall emptied around us. Aishe’s enthusiasm never dimmed. Every answer I gave just sparked three new questions. Her mind worked differently than anyone I’d ever met, connecting dots that seemed worlds apart to me.

“Oh!” She suddenly noticed the empty tables around us. “We should probably go. But could we discuss this more sometime?”

The look in her eyes was so eager, it was hard not to smile. By the time we parted ways outside the dining hall, I’d resolved to share all my notes from Professor Tariro’s classes with her. Smart allies were rare, and Aishe’s mind was smarter than most. Sometimes the best path forward is the one you walk with someone else.

I looked up at the sky and cursed under my breath. Our conversation had run longer than I’d realized. Ona would be waiting.

“I’ve got to run,” I told Aishe, already backing away. “Someone I need to meet.”

Her ears drooped slightly, but she nodded. “Tomorrow, then? Maybe after class?”

“Count on it,” I called over my shoulder, already breaking into a jog.

I cut across the quad, taking the shortest path to the eastern courtyards. There were three on this side of campus, but only one had a sundial. That would be my meeting spot with Ona, where she promised to show me the “real” Dzidzo Institute.

The last thing I needed was to keep someone like her waiting. People who dealt in secrets and favors didn’t appreciate being stood up.

I made sure I hustled.

The courtyard was quiet when I arrived, shadows stretching long across the stone. I activated Examine, scanning for any sign of Ona. The magic traces in the stonework lit up in my enhanced vision, old spells holding dormant power, waiting for some trigger to awaken them.

Then I sensed it: a subtle shift in the air behind me. A carefully masked presence moving closer, wrapped in layers of concealment magic. Ona approaching, thinking herself completely invisible.

“Admiring the view?” Ona’s voice came from behind me. I didn’t turn, letting her think her entrance had worked. “Not surprised? Good. Getting eyes in the back of your head is a vital survival skill that I don’t have time to teach you.”

I turned to face where I knew she stood, though I couldn’t see her with my normal eyes. Her aura shifted with sudden worry. From her perspective, she was completely invisible, but my eyes locked right onto her without hesitation. That would have to be unnerving.

“So,” I said casually, “you promised to show me the real Dzidzo Institute. I’m interested.”

Ona finally dropped her cloak, her russet-furred ears flicking in irritation. She looked much the same as yesterday, except for the ghost of concern in her eyes that quickly gave way to excitement.

“Oh, you have no idea what you’re in for,” she said with a mischievous grin that showed her pointed canines. “Come on, let’s start with the basics. Allow me to introduce you to the secret passages.”

She led me behind the sundial to a plain section of wall. I watched as her slender fingers traced a pattern on the weathered stone. My enhanced senses picked up the subtle flow of magic as the stones rippled and shifted. With a click and a soft grinding sound, a hidden door appeared in the solid stone.

“Someone’s full of surprises,” she said, studying my face with new interest. Her tail swished behind her. “Most first-years would be jumping out of their skin right now.”

“I don’t scare easy,” I replied.

“I’m starting to get that,” she said, her smile widening. “You’re different, Big Guy. I like different.” Her eyes lingered on mine a moment longer than necessary. “After you,” she added with a playful flourish toward the narrow stairwell descending into darkness beneath the school.


Chapter 15

Converging Paths



I hesitated for just a moment before stepping down into the hidden stairwell. The passage was dark and cold, like it hadn’t seen light in years. Despite being just feet from the surface, the air felt old and stale. My enhanced senses picked up traces of old magic sticking to the stone walls, faint but definitely there.

This place felt…sealed off. Like the thin layer of courtyard stone wasn’t the only thing keeping this world separate from the one I’d just left. Maybe it was the magic’s doing.

Ona followed me in. The entrance grinded shut behind us with a soft scrape of stone against stone, and everything went black. For a second, the walls seemed to close in, triggering a flash of panic I hadn’t felt since exploring a tight cave with Senai years ago. I forced myself to take a controlled breath. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. The panic backed off, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being enclosed by stone.

“Relax, Big Guy,” Ona said, her voice bouncing slightly off the walls. It made the space feel smaller and bigger at the same time. “These passages have been here since before Dzidzo was built. They’re not going to collapse on us now.”

Her fingers twitched through a quick spell, lips barely moving as she muttered something under her breath. The spell was basic—I recognized it from one of Professor Namai’s examples—but she did it perfectly. A ball of soft blue-white light appeared above her palm, lighting up our surroundings.

Dragon’s Eyes immediately made my vision better in the weak light. The passage walls weren’t just old stone like I first thought. They were ancient blocks fitted together perfectly, each one showing tiny chisel marks from craftsmen who’d died centuries ago. Thin cracks filled with mortar spread across their surface, telling stories of earth movement and centuries of settling.

I ran my finger along one crack, feeling the cool, rough texture.

“How’d you find these passages?” I asked.

Ona shrugged, pushing past me to lead the way down. Her tail brushed against my side as she moved. I was surprised by how soft the fur felt. “Depends on the passage. For some, a troublemaker like me gets noticed by an upperclassman who wants to pass on the traditions. For others, you’d be amazed what you can learn when people don’t know they’re being watched.”

She paused a few steps down, looked over her shoulder at me, and motioned for me to follow. The crooked smile she gave me was more than enough to draw me after her.

The air got cooler as we went deeper. Our footsteps made a steady rhythm on the stone.

“For this particular passage,” Ona said, waving her free hand to motion at the stairwell we were in, “it was a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time and really needing an exit. And for once, luck was on my side without needing a big mountain boy to save me.”

I could hear the smile in her voice. There was no meanness in her teasing, not like I’d gotten used to from other students. The words others used as insults felt like a compliment from her. Her eyes caught the light from her spell as she glanced back at me, and for just a second, I saw something genuine there. Something beyond the flirty troublemaker act she put on around campus.

That’s what made me curious about her. Most people at Dzidzo wore their personalities like uniforms. They were predictable, appropriate, and safe. But Ona seemed to shift between masks. The mischievous trickster. A serious explorer. The vulnerable girl who’d needed my help that first day.

Which one was real?

“You come down here often?” I asked, my voice sounding too loud in the quiet passage.

“Often enough,” she replied, not looking back. “It’s peaceful. Nobody watching. Nobody judging.”

After that, we fell into silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Just two people focused on the path ahead, each lost in our own thoughts. I could sense faint traces of magic woven into the stones around us. More secret passages? Or old magic keeping the tunnel from collapsing? As I followed Ona, more questions kept piling up without answers.

“So,” Ona said, breaking the silence. “You’ve survived your first few days at Dzidzo. Not bad for someone who sticks out like a sore thumb.”

I frowned, trying to think of a safe response. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ona glanced back at me, her eyes sharp in the dim light. “Come on. The way you move, the way you watch everything… You’re not like the other students. You’ve got training. Skills I’ve never seen before.”

I could sense her curiosity. She was trying to figure me out. Obviously, I couldn’t tell her everything. But if I wanted her as an ally, I needed to give her something real.

“Awakening,” I said finally. “My grandfather taught me. I’m learning now that it makes me pretty weird around here.”

“Really?” Ona’s ears perked forward. “Huh. I can respect that. This place could use some shaking up with different stuff like that.”

Despite her words, I could tell she was already dismissing what it meant. Even though she’d seen what I could do during the entrance exam, just putting a name to what I did was enough to make her brush it off.

Good.

Less interest meant fewer questions. And a shifty person like Ona was more likely to ask questions that could lead back to parts of my past worth keeping quiet. Senai’s disappearance. My investigation. Me being a Zero. Things I couldn’t trust anybody with. And she was sharp enough to realize when I was being evasive and reach conclusions of her own.

After a while, we came out into a small room. It was nearly a perfect circle. Bookshelves lined the walls, packed with ancient books and scrolls. The room was narrow, only about eight feet across, but almost twenty feet tall, with shelves going all the way up. A single desk stood in the middle, its surface covered in dust, with a tarnished silver insignia of a bird on the front. The fancy chair behind it was just as old, but not nearly as dusty. I figured out why when Ona walked right over and dropped into it, putting her feet up on the desk.

“Welcome to the Forgotten Library,” Ona said with a dramatic wave of her hand. “One of Dzidzo’s best-kept secrets. Some of the professors don’t even know this place exists anymore.”

I walked up to one of the shelves, my fingers hovering over the spines of books whose titles I could barely make out. My Examine ability picked up traces of powerful magic coming from some of the volumes, marking them as more of the magically charged ones Danai had warned me to be careful with in the library.

This place looked more like the restricted sections of the library than the public areas. I could even sense protection spells over one of the shelves of scrolls.

“So it’s just a bunch of books?” I asked, hiding how impressed I really was at the sheer amount of knowledge hidden away.

Ona leaned over the desk, pointing to some ancient documents so covered with dust they looked like part of the desk. “From what I’ve pieced together, this was a private collection belonging to one of the Institute’s founders. Or some professor from the early years with enough pull to get a place like this built. No name to put to him, though. He must have died unexpectedly, without telling anyone about this place. The other secret passages under the school don’t connect to this one, so nobody found it until I got lucky. Or unlucky, depending how you look at it.”

I pulled a book from the shelf at random, carefully opening its fragile pages. Complex diagrams and equations filled the yellowed paper, describing magical theories that would send Aishe into a frenzy.

When I returned it, I then moved and picked up another. It was some kind of history text with faded illustrations of ancient mages. A third book contained charts tracking the movement of stars and their effect on spell potency. The fourth seemed to be a student’s journal, filled with handwritten notes in a language I didn’t recognize.

I kept browsing, pulling volumes that caught my eye. This one was a treatise on magical metals. That one a bestiary of Category 4 beasts with detailed anatomical drawings. Another was a heavy tome on elemental affinities.

After examining nearly a dozen books, my fingers brushed against a worn leather spine that felt different. An Awakening manual. The title was in code, but it was a simple thing to decipher. It was a code Senai had taught me.

If I had this book for just an afternoon, I could crack its secrets.

Too bad the book was closed to me. Literally. A lock on the cover glowed with magic. The quiet hum it gave off was a containment spell, like the one holding the scrolls in the restricted section of the library. No telling what might happen if I broke that seal without the right tools.

Tools that the library could give me. Danai had broken through the scroll case’s protection with just a wave of her hand. Maybe she could help me with these locked books too.

“This is an amazing find,” I said, putting the old book back, trying to seem like I didn’t care too much. A collection of ancient books the teachers didn’t even know about. Hidden for decades. Maybe centuries. Awakening manuals here wouldn’t have been caught in the archive cleanup Danai told me happened just a year ago. They might have the advanced knowledge I needed.

“It is,” Ona agreed. “But it’s also dangerous. Some of the books in here… Well, let’s just say there’s a reason the old guy kept this place secret. And why I brought you here.”

I looked up sharply, surprised by the serious tone in her voice. It seemed out of character for her to take something this seriously. “What do you mean?”

Ona sighed, running a hand through her wild brown hair. “Look. I brought you here because I think you might be different. Like me. You helped me that first day when you didn’t have to. Risked getting targeted by Jenu for a stranger. You’re a puzzle. And puzzles don’t last long at Dzidzo unless they can run really fast. Trust me. I know.”

She paused, seeming to choose her words carefully.

When she spoke again, she leaned over the desk and lowered her voice. “I’ve been crawling around the passages under cities my whole life, and the passages under this school for nearly a year. There are things happening here that go beyond simple student rivalries. Old magic, old grudges. The kind of stuff that can get people hurt…or worse.”

A chill ran down my spine at her words. I thought of Senai, of the mystery around his disappearance. Was this connected somehow? Did Ona know something?

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, keeping my voice low as I crossed to the desk, standing across from her. “Why did you bring me here?”

Ona met my gaze, her expression still serious. “Because when I look at you, I see something I never thought I would. An outsider. No family ties to old blood. No connections to any of the players in the shadows. A clean slate. A total unknown.” Her expression suddenly changed, her face splitting into a wide grin. “A wild card.”

I stared at her. This was dangerous ground. Senai’s message told me to trust no one, and it was obvious that Ona had plans of her own. But I could sense she wanted to be good. Honorable. How could I hold her plans against her while I kept my own hidden?

“What exactly are you suggesting?”

Ona smiled, but narrowed her eyes. “For now? Nothing. Just that we look out for each other. I find something interesting, like this library, and I share it with you. If you learn something interesting, like any shady dealings, you share it with me.”

“I could be open to that,” I said carefully. I wasn’t sure what I might find that would need Ona’s input. But if a library like this was what she offered on her end, I’d be stupid to say no.

She pushed away from the desk and stood up. “I knew I had a good feeling about you, Big Guy.” She leaned across the desk and offered her hand. “You can count on me to be your guide to Dzidzo’s secrets.”

“Glad to have you,” I said, shaking her hand. Her grip was firm. Honest. This wasn’t just a quick agreement. To her, this was a promise she meant to keep. Or, at least, I hoped. I could have been reading too much into this.

“By the way, you did a terrible job of keeping quiet during your entrance exam,” Ona said with a smirk. “Maybe I can teach you a thing or two about keeping your head down.”

“Probably too late,” I said, returning her smirk. “Everybody knows who I am already.”

“I might have some magic that can help with that,” she said calmly, stepping around the desk to lead me back to the passage. “I can show you sometime when we’re not about to get busted for breaking curfew. I know you can get off with a warning, but I’m on thin ice with the administration. Let’s move.”

We made our way back toward the entrance. I paid closer attention to the magic lingering in these tunnels. Without more practice using Examine on magic, I couldn’t tell exactly what the spells were. But some had the same feeling as the stones in the courtyard. If these passages were a secret leading to a long-dead professor’s private collection, what might be behind these other paths?

If I needed something from Ona, maybe I could trade the secrets of her own tunnels to her.

We came back into the courtyard just as the last light was fading from the sky. Ona turned to me, her easy grin back in place, the serious look gone as she switched back to her mischievous, flirty self.

“Well, Big Guy, that’s just a taste of what Dzidzo has to offer. Same time tomorrow?” She winked at me. “Just keep your ears open for me. You hear anything about those old grudges, you tell your buddy Ona before you do anything stupid, okay?”

I nodded, trying to match her casual tone. “Sounds good. Thanks for the tour.”

She didn’t move to leave right away. Instead, she stepped closer, looking up at me. “Before you go, I’ve been thinking about our first meeting.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “The part where you crashed into me, or the part where you made me kiss you to hide from Jenu?”

She laughed, the sound light and musical. “It worked, didn’t it?” Her tail swished playfully behind her. “But I’ve been wondering something since then.”

“What’s that?”

“Whether you’re actually any good at kissing, or if that was just beginner’s luck.” She tilted her head, studying me with those bright crimson eyes. “After all, you were just following orders then.”

My heart beat faster. Warning signals flashed in my brain. This was dangerous territory. Senai had taught me to be careful. And I needed to stay focused on my mission.

But there was something about Ona that made it hard to think straight.

I looked down at her lips, and a tiny pink tongue flickered out between them. When I looked back up at her eyes, I could see the spreading smile that followed my gaze.

“Is that why you brought me down there? To figure that out?” I asked, my voice rougher than I intended.

“Maybe,” she said, tilting her head to one side. “Or maybe you’re just interesting to me. Not many people surprise me anymore.”

She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel her warmth in the cool evening. Ona smelled like a campfire at night. It was heady, almost familiar. Her ears twitched forward, focused entirely on me, and her tail swished slowly behind her. Like a predator considering her prey.

“You know what I think, Big Guy?” she whispered, looking up at me through her lashes. “I think you want to surprise me again.”

Every instinct told me to back away, to keep my distance. This couldn’t end well. I had too many secrets, too much at stake. Getting involved with anyone at Dzidzo would just complicate everything.

And then I did the stupidest thing I could think of.

I kissed her.


Chapter 16

Borrowed Knowledge



For a moment, there was nothing but us. The cool night air vanished. There was just her and me and our lips touching in a chaste surprise kiss. Her lips were soft and warm against mine.

Then Ona made a sound in the back of her throat. It was the sound of her walls crashing down. Her hands tangled in my hair as she pulled me closer. Ona pressed her body against mine hungrily. I could feel her unleashed passion. Her desire. How much she wanted not just me, but this.

Her tongue flicked against my lips, and I responded without thinking. My hands moved to her waist, pulling her closer, while her fingers tightened in my hair. I chased her tongue with mine, and she groaned against my lips. For someone who’d spent years fighting mountain beasts, I was completely defenseless against this.

A distant bell chimed across campus, and Ona stiffened.

Then, just as suddenly as it began, she pulled away. Her eyes were wide, her breathing quick. For a second, I thought I saw something vulnerable in her expression, something real beneath the masks she wore.

She took another step back, running a hand through her disheveled hair. “Well.” She took a deep breath, then caught herself. A smirk quickly replaced her genuine expression. “You’ve been holding out on me, Big Guy. Where’d a mountain man learn to kiss like that?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You act as if you didn’t start it.”

“Started it, ended it,” she said with a forced lightness, her ears flicking nervously as she glanced toward the main buildings. “And speaking of endings, I really should go. Curfew patrols will be making rounds soon, and I can’t afford another mark on my record.”

“Ona—”

“Let’s meet tomorrow,” she said quickly. “Same place. I can show you more of what’s underneath this place.” She paused, then winked, cocking her hip to one side. “The passages, I mean. Though I wouldn’t be opposed to other explorations.”

Before I could respond, she darted forward, planted a quick kiss on my cheek, and whispered, “Don’t get caught, Big Guy,” before disappearing into the shadows.

I stood there for a moment, my fingers touching the spot where her lips had been. Part of me wanted to follow, but I knew better. Ona moved through Dzidzo like wind through tree branches. I’d never catch her.

The walk back to my dorm was quiet, with only the occasional student hurrying to beat curfew. I kept to the shadows, using the skills Senai had taught me to move silently across the grounds. Even with my size, I could be invisible when I needed to be. No magic needed.

My mind kept replaying the kiss as I slipped through the dormitory door and climbed the stairs to my room. The way Ona’s body had felt against mine. The softness of her lips. The little sound she’d made before giving in.

It was difficult to concentrate on anything else.

Aishe was already asleep when I entered our room, her breathing soft. I got ready for bed in the near-darkness, my enhanced senses making it easy to navigate without making noise. As I lay down, I tried to clear my mind as Senai had taught me, but sleep came slowly, filled with dreams of secret passages and red eyes.

I woke before the sun, my internal clock as reliable as ever. While Aishe snored softly in her bed, her white-blonde curls splayed across her pillow, I moved through my morning Awakening forms.

The rhythm of the movements centered me, driving away thoughts of soft lips and promises. With each stance, I gathered energy, pushing my body closer to the next Breakthrough. My muscles tightened and loosened with practiced control as I shifted from Mountain Root to Flowing River, then to Striking Snake.

When I finished, the sky was just starting to lighten. I got dressed, careful not to wake Aishe. Despite my efforts, she rolled over, one blue eye cracking open to look at me.

“You’re up early again,” she mumbled, rubbing at her eyes. “Your dedication is impressive. I should run some tests on your circadian rhythm patterns sometime.”

“Is that your way of asking to spend more time with me?” I asked, echoing our conversation from days ago.

Her cheeks flushed, and she buried her face in her pillow. “You know what I mean,” came her muffled response.

I laughed softly. “Go back to sleep. Class isn’t for another hour.”

“Can’t,” she said, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “Too many formulas running through my head.” She reached for her glasses and squinted at me. “You seem different today. More…focused? What are you planning?”

Nothing got past her. Even half-asleep, her mind worked faster than most people’s on their best day.

“I’m heading to the library after class today,” I said, seeing no reason to hide it.

Aishe perked up. “Research for one of Professor Namai’s assignments?”

I hesitated, then decided to trust her with at least part of the truth. “Not exactly. Remember that journal I brought with me? The one I can’t read? I think I might have found a lead.”

“Oh?” Her tail gave a little swish of excitement as she sat up straighter. “You never mentioned what was blocking you. Is it in a different language?”

“Something like that,” I said, not wanting to get into too many details. “But I have an idea how to crack it.”

Her eyes brightened with interest. “If you need help with decoding, I’d be happy to assist. I’ve been working on a mathematical approach using prime number sequences for pattern recognition that might help identify structural elements in complex ciphers—”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, cutting her off before she could get too deep into theory this early. “But first I need to learn more about how these spells work.”

Aishe looked disappointed but nodded. “Makes sense. Good luck.” She pushed herself out of bed, stretching her arms over her head. “Want me to save you a seat in Vector Calculus this afternoon?”

“Always.”

I managed to make it through my morning classes, though sitting still through Professor Namai’s lecture on magical vectors was torture. My mind kept wandering between the Awakening manual locked away in the Forgotten Library and last night’s kiss with Ona. Both held secrets I wanted to uncover.

When the final morning class ended, I raced from the classroom toward the library. The moment I pushed through the heavy wooden doors, the smell of old books hit me like a punch to the face. Thanks to my Dragon’s Eyes Discipline, the scent was almost overwhelming. I could clearly make out the leather bindings, paper both new and ancient, and the faint metallic smell of the ink used in texts.

My heightened senses also picked out the quiet sounds of the library, like Librarian Musta’s joints crackling as she stood from her desk. Two students whispered excitedly in the stacks.

I followed that sound, picking up the scent of lavender. Danai. Just who I needed to see.

I found her near the back of the library, returning books to the shelves. Each book slid into place with graceful precision. Her white-tipped ears swung my way as I approached, and she turned before I could announce myself.

“Morning, Laku,” she said, a small smile playing on her lips. “I heard that Librarian Musta put you through the ringer yesterday.”

I returned the smile, trying not to get distracted by how my enhanced senses picked up the way her magical aura brightened when she saw me.

“A little, yeah. We missed you.”

Danai waved away my words, her ears flattened against her head. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do,” I said honestly, but decided to get to the point. “I have some news to share.”

Danai’s ears instantly stood up tall, curiosity plain on her face. “About what you learned in that Awakening manual?”

I nodded, weighing what to tell her. I’d promised to share what I learned, and Dragon’s Eyes had detected she could spot lies easily. But showing all my cards could be risky.

“After studying that manual, I found a new use for Awakening,” I began carefully.

“Really?” Danai set down the book she was holding, giving me her full attention. Her tail swished behind her. “What sort of use?”

“It’s called a Discipline,” I said. “There are many of them, apparently. Just like Awakening can strengthen your body and mind, you can also gain new abilities through it. The book taught me Dragon’s Eyes, which enhances my senses.”

“Enhanced how?” Her green eyes narrowed with interest.

No need to tell her exactly how strong the ability was. How I could see the colors of her aura shifting with her emotions, or detect the subtle change in her heartbeat.

“Everything’s just…more,” I said with a shrug. “Brighter. Louder. Clearer. Even when I’m not actively using it, my nose is strong as a hellhound’s. I knew you were back here when I first walked in.”

Her eyebrows rose. “How?”

“The lavender in your hair,” I admitted, feeling a bit awkward. “Is it shampoo or something? Could smell it from the front door.”

A light blush colored her cheeks, and she touched one of her ears self-consciously. “That does sound powerful. Almost too much.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I agreed, then cleared my throat. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you again. Without that manual, I’d never have found this new power. There could be all kinds of Disciplines out there if I can find the right books.”

Danai’s smile widened, warm and genuine. “I’m glad I could help. And thank you for telling me. This kind of ability…probably best not to advertise it. I appreciate your trust.”

We stood there for a moment, the quiet of the library broken only by the turning of pages and distant whispers.

“Well,” Danai said, gesturing to the cart of books beside her, “since you’re here, want to help? There’s always more work to do.”

I nodded, happy for the chance to build trust with her. As we shelved books from the overflowing cart, I steered the conversation toward what I really wanted to know.

“So,” I said, trying to sound casual, “I’ve been thinking about that containment spell on the scroll rack. Since I’m a library aide too, should I know how to open it?”

Danai glanced at me, her tail giving a curious twitch. “Probably not your first week. Why do you ask?”

I shrugged, playing it off. “Just wondered if Librarian Musta might ask me to fetch a scroll sometime. Plus, the math behind containment spells seems interesting. Thought you might know more about them.”

She nodded, but I caught the hint of suspicion in her aura. Still, her pride at being the one I asked outweighed it.

“There are different types,” she explained. “Basic ones like we use here keep the more volatile texts—like those scrolls—cut off from ambient magic so they stay dormant. Anyone could break through with enough power, but the whole library would know. Then there are advanced spells that can keep out people, contain dangerous beasts, or trap harmful enchantments. Those can’t be broken by force.”

“But you don’t use force to open the scroll case,” I prompted. “How do you do it?”

Danai stopped shelving and turned to face me. Her eyes narrowed, studying me with intensity. “Laku, why are you suddenly so interested in this?”

My heart sped up, and I knew she noticed. I’d pushed too far. I could make up something, but with her ability to read people and my need to build trust, honesty seemed the better choice. Partial honesty, at least.

“I found another Awakening manual,” I admitted. “It’s locked with a containment spell similar to the ones here. I was hoping to open it without damaging the book.”

Her ears and tail stood straight up in surprise. “Another manual? Where?”

“Private collection,” I said quickly. “And I might be in trouble just for mentioning it. Can’t guarantee I’ll still have access if word gets out.”

Danai looked at me for a long moment, weighing my words. I could see suspicion in her aura, but it came from concern, not distrust.

Finally, she sighed. “Laku, I want to help you. But you need to be straight with me. Nobody uses containment spells without good reason. Is this manual dangerous? Illegal?”

I shook my head firmly. “No, nothing like that. Or I don’t think so, anyway. It’s encrypted too, but it’s a simple code my grandfather taught me. It might be…” I sighed. “It might be a book he studied. A lesson he wanted me to learn before…”

Her expression softened. I felt a twinge of guilt using Senai’s disappearance this way, but everything I said was true.

“Okay,” she said after a pause. “I can’t teach you to break containment spells whenever you want. What we do here is more like using a key. It’s a specific equation that library aides learn to suppress the spell temporarily. But I can help you research containment spells in general. Maybe we can find a safe way to unlock the manual you discovered.”

Relief washed through me. She didn’t have the knowledge I needed, but she was willing to help me find it. And I hadn’t lost her trust.

“Thanks, Danai. I owe you one.”

She nodded, turning back to the cart. “Let’s finish up here, then we can hit the books.”

We worked side by side, falling into an easy rhythm. There was something calming about shelving books with her, our movements in sync. As we neared the end, Danai spoke again.

“I appreciate you sharing what you learned,” she said. “Maybe if I help you with the containment spell research, you could share what’s in that other manual too?”

“Of course,” I agreed. Her help could be valuable. “As long as it’s not too dangerous to share. And if it is, I’ll still tell you as much as I can.”

Her eyes lit up with excitement. “Let’s see if I can hold up my end of the bargain first.”

With the cart empty, she led me through the stacks like she’d memorized every shelf. She didn’t take anything from the restricted section. There were plenty of basic texts on containment magic in the public areas. She also grabbed books on transformation, invocations, and one odd volume on Dzidzo’s history.

As we settled at a table to begin reading, I felt a sense of partnership growing between us. We hadn’t known each other long, but our arrangement worked for both of us. She got first access to Awakening secrets that no one else knew, and I got help finding information crucial to my mission.

Danai worked efficiently, finding important passages on containment spells and cross-referencing them with related magic. She even found relevant information in the history book about advanced containment spells used to secure the school’s archives during its centennial celebration. That was potentially useful if the Forgotten Library didn’t have what I needed.

We were making good progress when I noticed a shift in the air. Looking up, I saw Librarian Musta heading our way, her face set in a stern expression.

“There you two are,” she said, her voice firm. “What are you researching?”

Danai sat up straight, meeting the librarian’s gaze. “We’re doing extra study on containment spells, Librarian Musta. For a project.”

The librarian’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I see. The last time half these books left the shelves together, it was for an elaborate prank. What project is this? Which professor should I ask for confirmation?”

I felt a spike of worry, but before I could speak, Danai jumped in.

“It’s personal research, not for a class,” she admitted. “Laku is interested in the mathematical theory. I’ll vouch for him. He’s been respectful of library rules since he arrived. I wouldn’t help him if I thought he meant harm.”

Librarian Musta studied us for a long moment. Her expression gave nothing away, but I could tell she didn’t trust me yet. She did trust Danai, though, and that seemed enough.

“Very well. I trust your judgment, Danai. For now. But be careful with these topics. Containment spells protect everyone. They’re boundaries to respect, not challenges to overcome.”

When she walked away, I turned to Danai, grateful. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

She smiled, a hint of mischief in her eyes. “Of course I did. I don’t get any answers from you if you can’t get them from the books, right?”

I felt a different kind of warmth spread through me as I looked at Danai. Her aura radiated the same feeling back, and I realized our connection was growing deeper than just a simple trade of favors. There was something genuine between us now, something that felt like it could become more with time.

We went back to our research. The books were dense, but slowly we started to get a better picture of how containment spells worked. As I already knew, they worked on mathematical limits. Discontinuous functions. But the exact nature of the function and the discontinuity could be anything.

But there was hope. Every containment spell had a corresponding charm. An equation that could be used to remove the discontinuity harmlessly, bypassing the containment without damaging the spell. But those equations were normally determined when generating the spell. It was an art on par with locksmithing to reverse-engineer a charm from the containment spell.

None of these books had details on how to get started on that process. But Danai was compiling a list of more specialized texts from the bibliographies we’d found.

She took a trip through the shelves to return our first batch of books before gathering the more targeted texts. While she was gone, my enhanced senses picked up someone entering the library and heading straight for me.

I looked up to see an older student making his way between tables. He looked slightly uncomfortable in the quiet library.

“You’re Laku, right?” he asked, his voice carrying further than it should have, drawing a few annoyed glances from nearby students.

I nodded.

“Professor Tariro asked me to give you this,” he said, handing me a sealed note before heading back out.

I opened the note, finding the location of her office and a request to meet her as soon as possible. That was odd; I didn’t have her Alternative Magical Practices seminar until tomorrow. Why would she want to see me now?

Professor Tariro knew about my Awakening. She was also the one person at Dzidzo who definitely knew I had no connection to the System. I couldn’t ignore this.

“Laku? Everything okay?” Danai asked as she returned with the cart of books.

I looked up. “I have to go. Professor Tariro wants to see me in her office.”

Her brow furrowed slightly. “Right now? But we just started making progress.”

“I know,” I said, gathering my things. “But I can’t exactly tell a professor to wait. I don’t even have her class today, so it must be important.”

Danai’s tail swished with mild irritation, but she nodded. “The containment spell research will be here tomorrow. Do you want me to keep digging while you’re gone?”

“That would be great,” I said, truly appreciative. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure.” She studied me for a moment. “Is everything all right? You look worried.”

I shrugged, trying to appear casual. “Just wondering what she wants. Probably nothing serious.”

As I packed up my notes, I found myself genuinely curious about Professor Tariro’s summons. Was this about my progress with Awakening? Or was it something completely unrelated?

At the library doors, I glanced back. Danai was already pulling books from the cart to continue our research, her white-tipped tail flicking thoughtfully. She gave me a small wave when she noticed me looking.

I headed across campus toward Professor Tariro’s office, mulling over what she might want to discuss. Whatever it was, I’d handle it the same way I’d handled everything else since arriving at Dzidzo: carefully, and with my eyes wide open.


Chapter 17

Earning Favor



The walk to Professor Tariro’s office gave me time to wonder what she wanted. But really, my mind was still split between the research with Danai and the kiss with Ona the night before. Both were distractions I couldn’t afford if this meeting was about to go south.

My Dragon’s Eyes picked up details as I walked. Footprints in the mud. Voices from nearby classrooms. Traces of magical energy lingering in the air from student practice. I could see the fine cracks in the stone where magic had been used carelessly.

Eventually, however, I reached a wooden door with a simple metal nameplate: “Professor Tariro” and under that “Alternative Magical Practices.”

For a moment, I almost turned around. My instincts warned me like they did back on the mountain when I wandered too close to a predator’s den. But I couldn’t run now. Dragon’s Eyes told me she was inside, waiting. I took a breath and knocked.

“Come in,” Professor Tariro called, her voice calm.

I pushed the door open, ready for anything. The office surprised me. Unlike the chaotic workspaces of other professors at Dzidzo I’d seen, hers was clean and ordered. Few pieces of furniture. Neatly stacked notes. A single shelf with books arranged by size and subject.

It made sense. She practiced Awakening like me. Discipline and order were part of her path.

Professor Tariro sat at a simple desk, back straight, hands folded. Her ears swiveled slightly as I entered, but her expression remained calm. I could tell by her posture that she had been expecting me, and probably sensed my approach with her own enhanced senses.

She gestured to the chair across from her. “Have a seat.”

I sat. My senses picked up on everything. Herbal tea in the air. Magical energy humming around certain books on her shelf. A containment spell on her desk drawer. The energy in her body, ready but calm.

“I appreciate you coming so quickly,” she said. “Do you know why I asked you here?”

I shook my head. Didn’t trust my voice yet. Even though she wasn’t using Dragon’s Eyes right now, I was sure she could hear my heart pounding.

“First, congratulations on learning Dragon’s Eyes,” she said with a small smile. “And already at such a high level. Very impressive progress for someone your age.”

“Thanks, Professor,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. Her confirmation that she knew about my Discipline was both a relief and a worry. It meant she definitely knew I had no connection to the System. “I’ve been working hard.”

“You have.” She nodded and leaned forward, looking at me closely. “How many total Breakthroughs have you achieved in your Awakening practice?”

I hesitated. How much should I say? What was the safest answer? Her eyes told me lying would be pointless.

“Two hundred and fifteen,” I said truthfully. “The most recent was from unlocking Dragon’s Eyes, and I’m close to another one.”

Her eyebrows rose as she straightened. Despite her controlled expression, I could see genuine surprise in her eyes.

“That’s…remarkable. At your age? You’re closer to Master level than many practitioners ten years older. Did you learn on your own? It’s unusual to achieve so many Breakthroughs before learning any Disciplines.”

I shifted in my seat. “My grandfather taught me. He…disappeared before he could teach me any Disciplines.”

Professor Tariro’s face softened. “I’m sure he’d be proud.” She paused, leaning forward again. “I see great potential in you. Not just for your own growth, but for something more. You could change how the world sees Awakening with your abilities.”

My guard went up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she said, her voice growing eager, “you could prove the value of Awakening. People dismiss it as outdated, a relic from before the System. But you and I both know its power. You are the perfect example of why Awakening deserves respect. We may need to bend some rules, but the results will be worth it.”

I frowned. “Rules? What rules?”

Professor Tariro sighed, her ears flattening slightly. “The unspoken ones, Laku. The ones that say the System is all that matters. The ones that label all alternatives as primitive practices and useless traditions. The ones convincing everyone that Awakening practitioners are backward savages.” She reached down and opened the sealed drawer on her desk. “We need to change these attitudes, but we can’t be caught breaking the rules while doing it.”

She pulled out a small, ornate box and opened it.

Inside were dozens of small badges made of polished metal. They caught the light, each bearing a stylized insignia. The designs were different on each one, but I could see they would form a pattern when placed together correctly.

They were a puzzle. Six badges together would form the letter D, for Dzidzo Institute.

“These badges represent Exemplar Points,” she said, touching the insignia with her fingers. “They’re awarded for exceptional performance in class, valuable contributions to discussions, and research assistance. Collect six, and you’re recognized as an Exemplar. The best of the best. Those who earn this distinction are considered the future leaders of magical innovation.”

I looked at the badges, starting to understand her plan. “You want me to become an Exemplar.”

She nodded, closing the box. “Yes. And if a student known for Awakening rather than System magic were to earn that honor? The world would take notice. You would open doors for all Awakening practitioners. You would show everyone the true value of our art.”

It was a tempting offer. Testing myself. Proving myself. And not just that, but honoring Senai’s teachings. Making him not just a skilled teacher, but someone whose methods could change the world.

But I was still unsure. Professor Tariro had to have her own reasons. Senai had taught me to be cautious, to question people’s motives.

“Why me?” I asked. “Why now?”

Professor Tariro’s smile turned knowing. She channeled her energy through her sinuses, activating Dragon’s Eyes to look at me more deeply. “Because I know you’re a Zero. The first in the institute’s history to make it past the entrance exams.”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. I had hoped somehow she didn’t know, that I could find a way out of this conversation without being backed into a corner.

“Don’t worry,” she said quickly, holding up a hand. The energy stopped flowing through her sinuses. “I have no intention of telling anyone. Awakening is practiced by very few people in the region, and even fewer understand Disciplines like Dragon’s Eyes. I want you here, Laku. I need you to succeed. You can’t show the world that the System isn’t the only path if you’re expelled. Or worse, in the hands of the Vatariri.”

“But why?” I pressed. “What do you get from this?”

She gave me a flat look. There was a flicker of disappointment in her aura that I hadn’t figured it out by now. But her purpose became much clearer when the ambition in that aura overwhelmed the rest of her emotions. “I believe in Awakening. Heart and soul. It’s saved my life, and I know it can save the lives of young mages who even just put a semester or two into learning its practices.

“I’ve spent my whole life trying to show this school its value,” she continued, words picking up speed, aura flaring with frustration. “My research is ignored. I’m given curriculums to teach that leave no room for practical knowledge. I can’t get the administration to sign off on even the most basic Awakening course.

“You, Laku, could change that. Prove the value of Awakening to the world. The administration will be knocking down my door to beg me to teach the secrets of our art.”

I leaned back. Her plan wasn’t as bad as I feared. She wanted to use me to gain recognition, but in a way that could help others. She was right, even basic Awakening knowledge could save lives. A few Experience Points in Vigor of Body could help any young mage overcome injury or illness. A slight increase to Quickness of Mind could help even an experienced researcher react quickly to an experiment going wrong.

The plan was tempting, but risky. Right now, the attention I was under after the entrance exam was finally starting to wane. Trying to become an Exemplar would put me in the spotlight again. Those competing for the honor—and anyone opposed to Tariro’s goals—might look for reasons to get rid of me.

And they’d have an easy way to do it.

I was a Zero. If discovered, I’d be kicked out.

Or worse.

“I need to think about it.”

Professor Tariro nodded. She understood my hesitation without question. “Of course. Take your time. But let me offer something. A gesture of good faith.”

She reached for her bookshelf without looking and pulled a book from the far left. She placed it on the desk.

“Whether or not you work with me,” she said, pushing it toward me, “I want you to succeed. This book is the best help I can offer without showing obvious favoritism.” Her expression turned serious. “Favoritism that would cause problems for both of us.”

I almost didn’t take the book until I saw the title: Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners. Another copy of the book I’d learned Dragon’s Eyes from. One with secrets to many other Disciplines I hadn’t been able to study because of my limited access to the library’s restricted section.

“Consider it a gift,” she said with a small smile. “From one practitioner to another. We won’t get far by keeping our knowledge to ourselves.”

I didn’t tell her I already had access to a copy. No need to reveal all my cards.

“Thank you, Professor,” I said, taking the book. It would be useful to study it privately, to learn what other abilities might be within my reach.

“And please consider challenging yourself to reach your potential,” she said, standing to open her office door. “The training you’ve received is exceptional. It would be a shame to waste it.”

I left her office feeling dazed.

The whole campus seemed different after Professor Tariro’s offer. Full of both opportunities and dangers.

I could do something important here. Use Senai’s teachings to make a difference. Improve things not just for mages who might learn valuable skills, but for people like me. Those without System access wouldn’t be looked down on if they could learn Awakening.

But trying to outshine students with System access? Making it clear that I was succeeding with Awakening instead of “proper magic”? I couldn’t predict what enemies that might create.

My stomach growled. Thinking was easier with food.

The smell of lunch hit me before I reached the dining hall. I pushed through the doors. The noise of voices and clattering dishes washed over me. I stopped channeling energy to my sinuses. Dragon’s Eyes was too much in this crowded space.

I spotted Aishe at our usual table. She smiled when she saw me, her blue eyes bright behind her glasses, ears perking up.

“Laku!” she called, waving her notes in the air. “You won’t believe what I’m working on!”

I smiled as I sat across from her. Her excitement was always catching. “What is it this time? More prime factorization? Or some new theory?”

She leaned in, her voice low but excited, her tail swishing. “Better. I think I can combine energy manipulation techniques from Professor Tariro’s class with System magic!”

I blinked in surprise. Despite our talks about energy manipulation, I hadn’t expected this. We hadn’t gotten that in depth on the topic yet. “Really? How?”

Aishe started talking faster, hands waving wildly. I leaned in, already interested in her exploration of basic Awakening principles. But with Professor Tariro’s offer in mind, the importance of Aishe’s work became even clearer.

“See, System magic uses energy, right? The caster uses personal mana to balance the equation, but ambient energy powers the spell too. Outside energy. Awakening draws on outside energy and brings it inside to strengthen the body,” Aishe explained, gesturing enthusiastically. “Outside energy. Inside energy. But it’s the same stuff! A mage could use internal energy in their spellcasting just like mana. You wouldn’t just modify the mana terms to balance ambient energies. You could add or remove ambient energy. Control the whole equation!”

As I listened to Aishe, something became obvious. She cared deeply about this. Her System access was weaker than many students, but her knowledge and passion were extraordinary.

Professor Tariro’s offer wasn’t just about my potential or her career. It was about people like Aishe. Smart people whose magical capabilities made them second-class citizens in a world that needed their insights.

“That’s a solid theory, Aishe,” I said, nodding. “If it works with even basic energy manipulation, it could be powerful with advanced Awakening techniques. Have you thought about telling Professor Tariro?”

She nodded quickly, her ears bouncing, then paused and shook her head. “She has office hours tomorrow. I can’t wait to show her my calculations!”

We talked as we ate, Aishe explaining her theories while I offered practical insights.

I thought more about Professor Tariro’s offer. Yes, there were risks. Yes, she had her own agenda. But the good it might do…

If it was a trap, it was too tempting to ignore.

It was clear this plan served her interests. I wasn’t blind to the fact that she’d gain status as the school’s Awakening expert if the practice gained recognition.

But that was it. Status and recognition.

With the Disciplines book in my bag, I was confident my search for Senai wouldn’t lead back to her. If she had been involved in his disappearance, she never would have given me more power.

And why couldn’t I pursue my own interests too? Earning those Exemplar Points would push me to improve. Create more Breakthroughs. And keeping Professor Tariro as an ally might mean access to more Awakening manuals. More Disciplines.

Maybe even the tools to unlock the secrets of the Forgotten Library.

And if it made Awakening more accepted, that could change everything. For me, for Aishe, for anyone with the determination but not the right birth. People could succeed based on their will and discipline, not just the power they were born with.

With those benefits laid out, how could I turn down the challenge?


Chapter 18

A Pleasure To Have In Class



Since I arrived at Dzidzo Institute, my intent had been to keep a low profile. Professor Tariro’s plan, however, required me to reverse course. Fortunately for me, making a big mess at the entrance exam had put eyes on me anyway.

Now I just had to give them something to see.

“Now.” Professor Shingai tapped his chalk against a knot of equations on the board. It echoed through the classroom like a woodpecker hammering bark. “Who can tell me the implications of this convergence point?”

He was met with silence. My classmates looked lost, their faces blank. Even Aishe, usually quick with an answer, seemed hesitant. Her ears were tucked in close to her head as she studied the complex mathematical matrix sprawled across the blackboard.

I stared at the equations, and something clicked. The convergence pattern, the way the variables interacted…this was exactly the kind of mathematical relationship Senai had drilled into me for years. Matrix operations, stability analysis, feedback loops. At the time, I’d thought he was just sharpening my mind with abstract problems.

The math made sense to me in a way it clearly didn’t for anyone else. They were looking at the magic, and it was tripping them up. I could work through the implications without needing to channel mana or access the System. Just pure mathematical reasoning.

I raised my hand.

Professor Shingai’s dark eyes found mine. “Yes, Laku?”

I took a breath. This was my chance. “The convergence creates a feedback loop, Professor. It amplifies the mana flow, but it also increases instability. Without proper anchoring, the entire spell matrix could fail.” I paused, then added with confidence, “Would fail, in fact. Reaching for power has its consequences.”

Professor Shingai’s eyebrows shot up. A smile tugged at his mouth before he quickly suppressed it. “Precisely correct.” He turned back to the board, his chalk flying through matrix multiplication until the instability became obvious to the rest of the class. Despite hanging onto his harsh demeanor, I could see the pleased energy radiating from him. Someone was actually listening to his lectures about the corrupting influence of unchecked magical power.

“And how,” he continued, pointing to another section, “might we prevent such catastrophic failure?”

My hand went up again before anyone else could react. “Distributed anchor points, sir. Instead of one primary anchor bearing the full load, you create multiple smaller anchors. Like spreading weight across several support beams instead of trusting everything to one.”

“Excellent analogy.” Professor Shingai actually smiled this time. “Can anyone build on that concept?”

I waited a beat, giving others a chance. When no hands rose, I spoke again. “You could also use harmonic dampening. Small oscillations that counter the building resonance before it reaches critical mass.”

The professor nodded enthusiastically. “Yes! Exactly the kind of thinking that separates competent mages from excellent ones.”

The classroom energy shifted. Whispers started up behind me, and I caught fragments of hushed conversations. Someone muttered something about “showing off.” Another voice wondered aloud where I’d learned so much theory. I ignored them and focused on the lesson.

Professor Shingai continued his lecture, and time after time, he called on me. I supplied answers. They weren’t always perfect, but they were engaged. Thoughtful. I could see him warming to having an active participant instead of rows of glazed stares.

Professor Shingai turned to a new section of the board, sketching out a complex diagram with intersecting energy pathways. “Now, here’s where it gets interesting,” he said, tapping different points on the diagram. “We have multiple energy sources converging at irregular intervals. The flows are unstable, constantly shifting. How do you maintain consistent output when your input variables are in constant flux?”

The classroom fell silent again. I watched my classmates squint at the board, clearly struggling with the concept.

“Anyone?” Professor Shingai prompted. “This is fundamental to practical spellcasting. You can’t always count on perfect conditions.”

Still nothing. A few students shifted in their seats, but no hands went up.

I raised mine. “You don’t try to stop the fluctuations, Professor. You work with them.”

“Elaborate.”

“It’s like water finding the path of least resistance down a mountainside,” I said, standing so the whole class could hear. “The water’s always changing. There’s more after rain, less during dry spells, or different paths as rocks shift. But if you put barriers in strategic places, you can guide that flow exactly where you want it, regardless of how much water you’re dealing with. But always let gravity do the work.”

Professor Shingai’s eyes lit up. “Outstanding,” he said, making a note in his ledger. “Practical application of theoretical concepts. This is exactly what I want to see from all of you.”

I caught Aishe scribbling furiously in her notebook, her quill racing across the page as she tried to capture something. When she looked up, there was that familiar spark in her eyes that appeared whenever she’d stumbled onto an interesting theoretical connection.

She was staring at me like I’d just solved a puzzle she’d been working on for months.

Aishe opened her mouth as if to say something, but Professor Shingai called the end of class before she could speak.

As the other students began packing up and filing out, I made a deliberate choice. Usually, I’d be among the first out the door, eager to avoid drawing more attention. But today was different. Today I needed to be seen.

A girl near my seat was clearly struggling with one of the concepts we’d covered. Her notes a mess of crossed-out equations and frustrated scratches. She sat with her head in her hands, groaning.

Perfect.

“Here,” I said, sliding my chair closer. “Let me show you a different way to think about it.”

I walked her through the problem step by step, using simple language instead of the dense academic jargon Professor Shingai favored. I made sure to speak loudly enough that the professor could hear as he organized his materials at the front of the room.

“Thanks,” the girl said after a few moments. “I don’t know how you make sense of all this so fast.”

I shrugged, offering what I hoped looked like modesty. “Just lots of practice, I guess.”

As she left, I noticed Professor Shingai watching from his desk. He gave me an approving nod before making another note in his ledger. Good. The act was paying off.

“Looks like someone’s been hitting the books hard.”

I turned. A student leaned against the doorframe, and I immediately recognized the familiar silver-gray wolf ears and that insufferably smug expression.

Jenu.

It was impossible to forget such a punchable face, even after everything that had happened since our last confrontation. He had the same overconfident smirk, but now there was something sharper in his altered emerald eyes. Anger, barely contained.

He wasn’t alone. Two other students flanked him like loyal hounds. I recognized one as Malik, the catboy who’d been hunting Ona the other day.

“Just keeping up with the rest of the class, Jenu,” I said, keeping my tone level. “You should try it sometime.”

He pushed off the wall, stepping closer. His ears shot forward in alarm. “Oh, he’s got jokes now. Some of us don’t have to try so hard.” His lips curled back, revealing those enhanced canines. “I don’t blame you for working overtime to overcome your obvious deficiencies, but you know what they say about reaching too high, too fast?” His smirk turned vicious. “The fall can be painful.”

I almost rose to the challenge. Jenu clearly had considerable magical power, but I could tell from his posture that he had about as much physical ability as a pampered house cat. Instead, I forced myself to relax and offered a guileless smile. “I appreciate the concern. I’ll be careful.”

Jenu’s eyes narrowed. He was used to people either cowering in fear or puffing up for a fight. My calm response clearly threw him off balance.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” he said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Playing protector to strays like that woolly bookworm and that hellhound thief. Making me look bad in front of the faculty.”

So that’s what this was really about. He wasn’t just annoyed about my classroom performance. He was furious that I’d interfered with his harassment of Aishe and helped Ona escape his clutches.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said mildly.

“Don’t play dumb with me, mountain boy.” His ears flattened against his head. “You cost me face when you stepped in at the dining hall. Then your little friend slipped away from my associates the other day. That’s twice you’ve stuck your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

I met his gaze steadily. “Maybe your associates need better hunting skills.”

Malik stepped forward, his ears pinned back in anger, but Jenu held up a hand to stop him.

“This isn’t over,” Jenu said, stepping aside to let me pass. “I’ll be watching you very carefully now. All of you. And when you finally slip up…” He gestured grandly. “Well, accidents happen at magical academies. Especially to students who overestimate their abilities.”

I walked past him, feeling his glare burning into my back. The message was crystal clear: I had successfully painted a target on my back, and he was taking aim at it.

The rest of my classes crawled by. I put every effort into my classroom participation, not just answering questions but seeking out struggling students to offer help. It felt good, despite my ulterior motives. I was actually learning and applying my knowledge, and better yet, actually making a difference for my classmates who were falling behind.

After classes, I returned to the library. The quiet stacks were a welcome break from the constant work of being alert and attentive. I wanted to continue the research that Danai and I had started yesterday. I wasn’t meeting with Ona until much later in the afternoon.

The lavender scent in her hair told me she was here before I even saw her. A small stack of books she’d gathered were waiting on our usual table, and I could hear her voice from deeper in the stacks.

But as I got closer, I realized she wasn’t alone. Her normally calm tone had an edge to it, and a deeper, unfamiliar voice was responding with rough aggression.

I rounded a shelf and found Danai backed into a corner between two towering bookcases. A large upperclassman loomed over her, using his size to crowd her against the wall. He had the broad build and rounded ears of a bear, and everything about his posture screamed bully.

“Come on, little bookworm,” he growled, his voice low and threatening. “You know the tricks to getting around the containment spells. Just help me out this once, and I’ll make it worth your while.” He leaned in uncomfortably close. “Or I could make you regret saying no. Your choice.”

Danai’s green eyes flashed with anger. Her hands were clenched into fists, and her white ears were pinned flat against her head. “I’ve told you, Rufaro. I’m not helping you cheat on your tests. Now back off before I call Librarian Musta.”

Rufaro’s expression twisted into something ugly. His giant hand shot out, grabbing Danai’s wrist with enough force to make her wince. “You’re not going anywhere until—”

“Is there a problem here?” I asked, stepping forward quickly but keeping my voice calm.

The upperclassman’s head snapped around. I watched him size me up twice. The first glance told him I was younger, a first-year who should mind his own business. The second time, though, he noticed that I wasn’t backing down. That I was walking straight toward him without a trace of fear.

“This doesn’t concern you,” he said. His voice sounded as uncertain and confused as his aura. He didn’t know why I was approaching. The only reason for me to get closer was if I wasn’t afraid of him.

I kept walking right up to him, never breaking eye contact. “You’re bothering my friend. That concerns me plenty.” I gestured dismissively. “She said no. Be a man and get over it.”

For a moment, tension filled the air like the pressure before a thunderstorm. Rufaro’s grip tightened on Danai’s wrist, and I could see him weighing his options. Then something in my stance or expression must have convinced him this wasn’t a fight worth having.

He released Danai’s wrist and stepped back. “Whatever,” he muttered, shouldering past me without quite making contact. “It’s not worth the hassle.”

He stomped out of the library, his heavy footsteps echoing off the stone walls.

Danai let out a quiet sigh of relief, rubbing her wrist where he’d grabbed her.

“Thanks,” she said, her usual composure returning. “I had it under control, but I appreciate the backup.”

I nodded, offering a small smile. “I know you did. But I figured I could save him the embarrassment of whatever you were planning to do to him.”

That earned me a rare smile from the reserved catgirl. “You might be surprised what I was considering.”

“You should tell Librarian Musta about this,” I said, pulling out a chair for her at our research table.

Danai sank into it gratefully. “I’d be labeled a snitch if I did that. Creates its own problems.” She looked up at me with a slight smirk. “You handled that pretty well for a first-year, though. I thought you were trying to keep a low profile?”

I returned her smirk as I settled into the chair beside her. “Yeah, that plan wasn’t working out, so I’m trying something different.” I reached for the stack of texts. “So, are you ready to get back to our research?”

We dove into the books with renewed focus. Poring over ancient texts was actually a welcome break from the politics and posturing of regular classes. As Danai went to fetch another volume, I noticed an old tome near the bottom of our stack. Its pages were brittle and yellowed, requiring careful handling.

I flipped through it slowly, looking for whatever had caught Danai’s attention. Most of it was filled with ancient rituals, all outdated and out of use even when the book was written. Then my eyes widened.

A section near the back described a ritual for suppressing magical auras. According to the text, it had been commonly used by spies and criminals who wanted to appear much weaker than they actually were. The ritual required specialized components and extraordinarily complex mathematics, but…

This could be a perfect alibi.

If I had some of these components, could solve the math on demand, and kept notes about the formula, anyone who sensed I was powerless might be convinced I was hiding my true magical strength with this ritual.

I couldn’t actually cast the spell, of course. But if someone discovered I was a Zero, having evidence of researching aura suppression could buy me precious time. Even a day or two of confusion might be enough to complete my real work here before getting expelled.

I quickly copied down some key details, focusing on the component list and the basic mathematical framework.

Footsteps announced Danai’s return. I closed the book as she approached with another armload of research materials.

“Find anything interesting?” she asked, setting down her books with characteristic precision.

I shook my head, perhaps a bit too quickly. “Nothing specific yet. But I’m sure we’re close. There has to be something here.”

We continued our research as the afternoon wore on. We found plenty of fascinating information about containment spells, but the actual technique for unraveling them without the key equation remained just out of reach. Every promising lead pointed to another book, another citation, another dead end.

Eventually, I had to admit defeat for the day.

“I’ve got to run,” I told Danai, gathering my notes. “Promised to meet someone.”

She nodded without suspicion. Apparently my intervention with Rufaro had earned me some trust. “Of course. We can pick this up tomorrow.” She paused, her eyes meeting mine. “Just be careful with whoever you’re meeting, okay? I wouldn’t want someone like Rufaro taking advantage of your new expertise in containment spells.”

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Trust me, I wouldn’t hang around with anyone like Rufaro.”


Chapter 19

Statue’s Secret



A few nights later, I expected to find the East Courtyard empty again. No reason to anticipate that today would be any different from the previous few evenings. Ona had been avoiding me since our second kiss, slipping away whenever I tried to catch her between classes or in the halls. She was a fast when she wanted to be, and knew the terrain better than I did.

So imagine my surprise when I found her leaning against the sundial, arms crossed, watching me approach.

“You’re persistent,” she said, though her usual confident smirk seemed forced. “I’ll give you that, Big Guy.”

“You’ve been avoiding me,” I said, not bothering to dance around it.

Her ears flattened against her head, and for a moment something vulnerable flickered across her face. Then the mask slipped back into place. “I’ve been busy. Did you know this place was a school?”

“That explains all the students doing equations.”

“They should be living a little. You wanna live a little tonight, Big Guy?”

I ignored her question and stepped closer. She didn’t back away, though her tail went still behind her. “So what changed? Why are you here now?”

Ona’s eyes met mine for a heartbeat before looking away. “Maybe I got tired of sneaking around campus like I was the one being hunted.” She pushed off from the sundial, gesturing north. “Besides, I figured you owed me. After all the trouble you’ve caused.”

“What trouble?”

Her laugh was sharp, but there was something bitter underneath it. “Jenu’s convinced he owns me. Has been since we first met. Every time you’ve gotten in his way, it just makes him more determined to prove his point.” She started walking, not looking back. “He thinks if he can corner me enough times, I’ll eventually give in and play along with whatever he wants.”

“Which is?”

“Control.” The word came out flat, matter-of-fact. “Over me, over the things I’m involved in around here. Jenu doesn’t like it when people operate outside his little power structure.” She glanced back at me, something guarded in her expression. “Let’s just say my extracurricular activities are the kind that could get someone expelled if the right person complained to the right instructor.”

That explained the hunting, the constant pressure. Jenu wanted leverage over her, and Ona’s underground dealings gave him ammunition. But only if he could actually catch her.

“But every time his friends get close,” she continued, “you show up and mess with his plans. So now he’s taking it out on anyone he thinks might be helping me.” Her tail lashed behind her. “Come on. This way.”

I followed her through a series of narrow alleys that cut between the older campus buildings. We walked without talking, but it wasn’t the comfortable quiet I was used to with her. This felt different. Charged with everything we weren’t saying.

“Where exactly are we going?” I asked as we turned down yet another passage I’d never seen before.

“Somewhere private.” Ona’s ears swiveled back toward me. “You wanted to talk, right? Can’t do that with half the student body capable of eavesdropping.”

That felt like a forced excuse, but I just followed her anyway.

The path finally opened into a small courtyard hidden in the northeast corner of campus. Ivy had claimed most of the walls, and weeds pushed up between the old stones. A weathered statue stood in the center, its features worn smooth by years of neglect.

“Cozy,” I said, looking around. “Very romantic.”

That earned me a snort of laughter. “Don’t get any ideas, Big Guy.” But some of the tension left her shoulders as she said it. “Besides, this place isn’t about romance.”

She walked over to the statue, running her hand along its base with practiced familiarity. “This old thing looks like just another forgotten memorial, doesn’t it? Another dead mage nobody remembers.”

“But it’s not?”

Ona glanced back at me, something calculating in her crimson eyes. Like she was deciding whether I was worth the risk. “No. It’s not.” She paused, then seemed to make up her mind. “It’s the entrance to something the professors would shut down in a heartbeat if they knew about it. A place where students settle things the old-fashioned way.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Meaning?”

“Combat magic isn’t taught to everyone, but we all need to test ourselves sometimes.” She glanced at me sideways. “No professors, no rules. Two mages enter, one mage wins. Nobody dies, of course. We’re not animals. But it gets intense.”

She started explaining how to open the entrance hidden in the statue’s base, and I found myself watching the way she moved, the way her voice got excited when she talked about something she cared about. The same way it had sounded right before she’d kissed me that second time.

“The competition is like nothing else you’ll see at Dzidzo,” Ona continued, running her fingers along the smooth stone surface. “No instructor watching to stop things, no banned techniques, no predetermined outcomes. They go all out. Some students even bet on matches. I’ve seen someone win enough to pay for a whole year of tuition on a single underdog victory.” She shook her head. “Risky as hell, but—”

A sound from one of the alleyways cut her off. My enhanced senses picked up the approaching footsteps before I saw them. A figure emerged from the shadows, followed by several others.

Jenu. And others. I could see Rufaro among his crew.

Figures.

Ona went rigid beside me, her ears flattening. “Damn it,” she whispered.

“Well, isn’t this cozy,” Jenu drawled, his gaze fixed on Ona with possessive intensity before sliding to me with pure hatred. “Finally tracked down your new pet, did you?”

Ona stiffened beside me, her ears flattening against her head. “Just showing Laku around campus, Jenu. No need to make this into something it’s not.”

But Jenu ignored her, turning his attention fully to me. The anger in his altered green eyes was unmistakable. “You know, I’ve been watching you, Laku. Quite the stand-up guy, aren’t you? Always with the right answer, always so helpful.” He spat the last word like it was poison.

“Did you know this place is a school?” I said, repeating Ona’s earlier words. “Some of us are here for an education.”

“Oh, I’m sure.” Jenu’s canines flashed as he sneered. “But there’s a natural order here at Dzidzo. And you keep disrupting it.”

I could feel the situation spiraling toward violence. Jenu wanted a fight, and had clearly been looking for an excuse. Part of me wanted to give him one, especially after seeing how he looked at Ona like she was property he’d been denied.

“Look, Jenu, I’m not trying to—”

“Enough,” he cut me off, stepping closer. “If you think you’re so special, prove it. Fight me in the arena.” His gaze flicked to Ona, then back to me. “Unless you’re smart enough to know your place and stay away from things that don’t belong to you.”

The last part was clearly about Ona, and I felt anger flare in my chest. But before I could respond, Ona stepped forward.

“I don’t belong to anyone,” she said, her voice sharp with fury. “Especially not you.”

Jenu’s expression darkened. “We’ll see about that.” He turned back to me. “What’s it going to be, mountain boy? Or are you hiding something? Some reason you can’t show us your real power?”

The students behind him began muttering. They were his followers, but I caught fragments of their whispered speculation. Was I some noble’s bastard hiding my bloodline? A weakling putting on an act? Someone who’d gotten lucky in the entrance exam but couldn’t back it up?

Was I a Zero?

“Come on, Laku,” Ona said quietly, and I could hear something in her voice I hadn’t expected. Not just support, but genuine concern. “You don’t have to give him what he wants. Might be good for him to hear the word ‘no’ more often.”

I looked between Ona and Jenu. Walking away was the smart play. The safe play. Let Jenu think he’d won this round.

But the way he’d looked at Ona, like she was something he owned. The way he’d humiliated Aishe in the dining hall. The casual cruelty that seemed to come so naturally to him.

And I didn’t want to back down. I wanted to see what his face looked like with that smug look slapped right off it.

I took a breath, centering myself in the Awakening techniques Senai had drilled into me. Four in, hold seven, eight out.

“All right,” I said, meeting Jenu’s gaze. “You want a fight? You’ve got one.”

Excitement rippled through the small crowd behind him. Jenu’s smirk turned predatory, like he’d just gotten exactly what he wanted. Like I’d just made a mistake.

“Excellent. Let’s see how easy you bruise, country boy.”

Ona moved closer to my side. “Don’t worry about his friends,” she said, her voice low. “Arena rules are sacred. If they interfere, the whole place turns against him. And he can’t make a fuss if you win. Not without bringing down the faculty on the arena and getting it all shut down.”

“Touching,” Jenu said, his lip curling as he watched Ona defend me. “But she won’t be able to help you down there, either.” His followers chuckled at his confidence. “This will be over quickly, I promise you that.”

I nodded to Ona, trying to project confidence I didn’t entirely feel. “Thanks for the warning. I appreciate it.”

Jenu gestured toward the statue. “After you. Let’s see if you can even figure out how to get inside.”

“I didn’t finish explaining—” Ona started, but I raised a hand to stop her.

Jenu’s whole problem was underestimating everyone around him. Time to use that against him.

I stepped up to the statue’s base, extending my senses through the breathing techniques Senai had taught me. Looking for any clue, any hint of the mechanism Ona had been describing.

There was no System magic here, just as she’d said. But my enhanced awareness showed me something else. Tiny seams in the stone, marks too small for normal eyes to catch. Slight indentations where countless hands had worked the same puzzle.

Four stone panels, nearly invisible, were positioned close together. I placed my hands carefully, fingertips on two panels, thumbs on the others. Exactly where the wear marks suggested they should go.

I pressed all four at once.

One panel slid inward with a soft click. As it locked into place, another began to move under my touch. Then the third, and finally the fourth slid home with a louder clunk.

A section of the pedestal swung open, revealing a dark passage leading down.

I turned to Jenu and gestured grandly. “After you,” I said with a smile that felt sharper than it should have.

Jenu’s eyes narrowed, his ears pulled back. He hadn’t expected me to solve it so easily. But he didn’t back down, stepping toward the entrance with his followers close behind.

“Let’s go then,” he said, brushing past me. “Time to show everyone what you’re really made of.”


Chapter 20

Popular For All The Wrong Reasons



The stone passage spiraled down into the arena. The steps under my bare feet were worn, edges polished by thousands of footfalls like my own. Behind me, Jenu’s crew followed like a pack of well-dressed wolves. The passage was narrow at first, forcing us into single file. Jenu had pushed ahead, eager to make his grand entrance, while his followers hung back to make sure I actually followed through. No doubt they expected me to lose my nerve and try to slip away in the shadows.

Most seemed convinced they were watching my final moments, but I ignored their whispers. What bothered me was how some wondered if I’d even manage to cast a spell before Jenu finished me off.

It reminded me that a few had questioned whether I could cast any magic at all. Win or lose, that question was going to surface again after this fight.

How many more times before curiosity turned into suspicion?

Ona walked beside me, pressed close in the tight quarters, as if being tucked against my side was protecting her from Jenu and his followers. She had her usual confident smirk, but I could see real worry in the way she looked at me. “You okay, Big Guy? You’re looking pale. Like fresh-off-the-mountain pale, not just your usual country-boy pale.”

I forced my face into a smile that felt stiff. “Just great. Nothing gets the blood pumping like having some rich brat pick a fight with you. Really makes the evening special.”

Ona chuckled, but the sound felt hollow in the narrow space.

Her ears flicked twice as she leaned closer, voice dropping low. “Look, you got this. Jenu’s good, but he’s predictable as sunrise.” Her eyes darted back to make sure Jenu’s group stayed far enough behind us. “He’ll try some flashy move to throw you off, then he’ll go with his standard pattern. Fire, then ice, then fire again. Like he memorized it from some battlemage textbook and never learned to think for himself.”

I nodded, soaking up every piece of information like my life depended on it. Which it might. I’d fought Category 4 beasts with their own patterns and weaknesses, but never a mage who wanted me humiliated or worse. The basic approach was the same—find the pattern, exploit the opening—but everything else would be completely different from Senai’s training. And there was no telling what Jenu’s magic would do to me without the ability to use magical defenses to mitigate the damage.

“The real trick is,” Ona said, her voice so quiet I almost missed it, “Jenu gets sloppy with his equations when he’s angry. Make him mad enough, and his spells will backfire on him. Get under his skin, and he’ll do half your work for you.”

I glanced at her, struck by how seriously she was taking this. For all her usual playful teasing, she genuinely wanted me to win. “You’ve really studied him, haven’t you?”

“Had to,” she said with a slight shrug, but I caught the flash of something darker in her crimson eyes. “Know your enemies and all that.” She looked ahead as the staircase began to widen. “Besides, someone needs to knock that smirk off his face. Might as well be you.”

I liked the way she thought.

The spiral staircase finally opened into a giant room. An inset arena was set up in the center of it. It was a ring of packed dirt set low into the stone floor, surrounded by rows of rough stone benches already half-filled with students. There were no magical lights here. Just torches in iron brackets along the walls, throwing long shadows that made the space feel ancient and alive. Flickering flames painted the faces of gathered students in gold and black, showing eager eyes and hungry grins.

The atmosphere was raw, almost ceremonial. This wasn’t some polished training hall with rules and referees. This was something older, something that existed before Dzidzo’s fancy reputation. A place where real scores got settled and reputations were made or destroyed. The excited chatter cut off completely when we entered, replaced by a tense quiet that seemed to press against my skin.

In the center of the arena, two mages had been preparing to duel, but they immediately stepped aside when Jenu marched over to them. I watched their faces flicker between resentment and deference as they yielded without complaint. Even without enhanced senses, I could see the fear there, carefully hidden but obvious enough.

Despite Ona’s tips and encouragement, I was clearly stepping into Jenu’s territory now.

Jenu strutted across the ring before stopping to pose. A cruel sneer twisted his features as he gestured for me to join him. “Ready to eat dirt, mountain boy?” The words practically dripped with excitement.

I dropped down into the ring across from him. The dirt shifted and crunched under my weight, deeper than I expected. I took a slow breath, centering myself with Senai’s techniques. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out.

“I did skip dinner,” I said finally, putting on a false bravado, “but I’m pretty sure the only thing I’ll be tasting tonight is victory.”

A ripple of amusement spread through the crowd, but Jenu’s eyes narrowed to slits. I saw his fingers twitch, barely containing his eagerness to unleash his power.

A student I didn’t recognize stepped forward. Red hair, horns, big grin that commanded attention—clearly some kind of announcer here. His voice filled the space, building the crowd’s energy.

“We’ve got a match cutting the line tonight, folks, but you know what happens when one of the Kova boys comes down here… We make room! Now, you know the rules: no killing, no permanent damage, no crippling, and keep it above the belt. Fight stops when someone quits or can’t continue.” He backed up quickly, a quick-cast equation settling around his legs before he easily hopped the five-foot wall to clear the arena back up into the stands. “Begin!”

Jenu didn’t hesitate. The moment the word left the announcer’s mouth, his hands shot up with practiced precision. His fingers traced a flurry of equations around his head. They were complex patterns, far beyond what I’d seen in classroom demonstrations.

This wasn’t simplified academic magic. It was battle magic, raw and aggressive. The mathematical symbols spun and twisted around his head, building toward something that felt both beautiful and dangerous.

His whole body practically vibrated with confidence and barely contained power. I’d have been impressed and worried if it were anyone other than Jenu. Thanks to his overconfidence—and Ona’s warning—that this was going to be a flashy display instead of anything truly dangerous.

The air rippled like heat waves off sun-baked stone. Reality seemed to tear and split around Jenu, fragmenting into multiple copies.

First two of him. Then three. Then six.

Finally, eight identical Jenus stood in a loose semicircle, each one wearing the same smug expression. The crowd murmured in appreciation. This was clearly a signature move they’d seen before.

“Come on, country boy,” the eight Jenus said in perfect unison, their voices overlapping in an eerie chorus. “Don’t you get it? I outnumber you all on my own.”

The crowd’s laughter rolled through the arena. Jenu’s followers at the front looked practically giddy, hungry for my humiliation. I stood still, letting my senses process the scene. The illusions were impressive. Masterful, even. Each duplicate had proper shadows and substance, reflecting the torchlight convincingly.

But my Awakening-enhanced awareness was more than enough to see through the trick. All eight figures were phantoms. They were hollow shells of light and misdirection. Easy to identify with Examine by their lack of aura. The real strategy was more subtle: while I was supposed to be distracted by the multiple images, Jenu had slipped a concealment charm over himself, circling quietly to my right to find a better angle of attack.

Under different circumstances, I might have played along. Maybe pretended confusion, attacked one of the false images, given Jenu the satisfaction of thinking his trick worked before turning the tables. It would have been the smart play, making him underestimate me even more.

But something about being in this arena—surrounded by people who already saw me as an oddity, a mountain bumpkin who didn’t belong—shifted something inside me. I was tired of pretending to be less than I was. Tired of hiding.

Instead, I did exactly what I’d done when Ona tried to fool me with her own tricks. I ignored the illusions completely and turned my head slowly until I was staring directly at the real Jenu, my eyes locking onto his through his concealment spell.

The crowd fell suddenly silent. Several people gasped.

“I thought we were supposed to begin,” I said. “What’s all this elaborate show? This is a fight, not a magic performance, right?”

Jenu froze mid-step, his concentration faltering for just a fraction of a second, but it was enough. The equations around him wobbled, variables slipping out of alignment as his focus split between maintaining his illusions and processing what was happening. His whole aura flashed with surprise, then quickly hardened into something colder, more dangerous.

The illusions didn’t vanish. He was too skilled for that. But they did flicker almost imperceptibly. I could feel every eye in the arena as the atmosphere shifted from anticipation to confusion.

This wasn’t how the fight was supposed to start. The country boy was supposed to be dazzled, disoriented, an easy target for Jenu’s opening attack.

Instead, I stood relaxed and ready, eyes fixed unerringly on my opponent through his magical veil as if it weren’t even there. My expression stayed neutral, but I allowed the faintest hint of a smile to touch the corners of my mouth. Just enough to let him know his trick had failed.

“Cheater,” Jenu snapped, dispelling all the illusions with an angry gesture. “Someone told you I would do that.” He glared toward Ona for just a second. “Hardly surprising that you need every advantage you can get to stand a chance against me. Unfortunately for you, I don’t rely on cheap tricks. Let’s see some real power.”

Magic swirled around Jenu as he called up his energy. His hand shot forward and a blazing ball of fire erupted from his palm.

Ona’s warning had been spot-on.

I shifted slightly to the right, the intense heat of the fireball scorching the air where I’d been standing moments before. The spell slammed into the stone wall, exploding in a shower of sparks and leaving a blackened scorch mark.

“Flashy,” I said. “But when do we actually start fighting?”

Jenu snarled when Ona let out a bark of laughter at that. Magic whirled around him as he pushed his power harder. Razor-sharp ice shards materialized in the air, propelled by gusts of wind. A cloud of tiny frozen spikes flew straight at my face.

But it was so slow. Barely the speed of an arrow in flight. Might as well have been standing still.

I easily ducked left and right, weaving around the storm of attacks and letting the ice shards shatter harmlessly against the stone wall behind me.

Jenu kept pouring power into the spell, doubling and redoubling the cloud of ice shards, but to no effect.

“How’s he so fast?” someone in the crowd murmured.

I wanted to show off. Jenu was thrown off his game. But I didn’t have flashy magic to display.

“Is he going to beat a Kovan without casting a single spell?”

There it was. I grinned.

Jenu abandoned the ice when the murmurs started turning from incredulous to impressed. He flung another fireball right at my feet, forcing me to dart left to avoid the shower of burning sparks when it exploded against the ground.

“Fight back, you coward!” Jenu roared, his face flushed and slick with sweat. His breathing was already ragged.

“I’ll start fighting when you do,” I said calmly, flashing him a fierce grin. “But I’m worried when you finally get a real spell ready, you’ll be too tired from these little party tricks to give it proper power.”

That crossed a line. Jenu bared his teeth like an animal, abandoning any pretense of control.

He flung fireballs with both hands now, trying to recreate the storm of ice shards but with fiery explosions instead.

But his attacks were painfully slow. These were no more dangerous than apples falling from a shaken tree. I would have had to fall asleep to get hit.

Instead of standing back and dancing around his attacks, I went on the offensive. Years of brutal training had honed my speed and reflexes to a razor edge, and they cut me through his desperate spray of fire. My fingers shot out in quick strikes, targeting the precise pressure points Senai had drilled into me. One, two, three hits landed along Jenu’s arm and shoulder, disrupting the energy flow within him.

It would make his whole arm numb and useless for several seconds.

Jenu cried out as his arm seized and spasmed. His next spell sputtered and died, the energy dissipating harmlessly into a little spray of glittering frost.

He tried to retreat, tried to dart back. But he was even slower than his spells.

“What… What did you do?” he gasped, staggering backward. As I moved with him, blocking his escape, he attempted to fling another spell with his other arm.

I didn’t answer, pressing my advantage. Another series of precise strikes, this time on his other side, disrupting his other arm. A sputter of weak red sparks sprayed harmlessly against my shirt.

The crowd’s muttering stopped completely. All of Jenu’s followers held their breath, watching in stunned disbelief as their champion visibly fell apart. The students who had been here before we arrived looked equally shocked, and I could already hear money changing hands in quick whispers.

Somewhere in the crowd, Ona was barely containing her laughter at how the fight was going.

Jenu lashed out in desperation. The equations forming around his head couldn’t push magic through the disrupted pressure points in his arms. Instead, he threw a punch. Just wildly swinging a poorly formed fist at my face. I caught his wrist easily and squeezed, earning a gasp of pain. He twisted, trying to wrench his hand free.

“Hey,” I said calmly, reaching up with my free hand to adjust his fingers, fixing his fist formation. “Thumb goes on the outside, kid.” I offered him a big grin. “Don’t worry, we all make mistakes in our first real fight.”

And then I punched him in the mouth.

He spun around twice and hit the dirt with a heavy thump. I winced at the sound. I thought I’d pulled the punch enough for him to keep fighting for a few more minutes. Didn’t expect him to have such a glass jaw.

For a long, breathless moment, nobody moved. Then all hell broke loose.

Students surged forward, jumping down into the fighting pit, shouting questions, wanting answers. It was so deafeningly loud that I had to drop Examine to prevent the surge of attention from blowing out my eardrums.

I stood there, focusing on my breathing, trying to adjust to the noise. I had a moment’s distraction anyway as I felt my internal energy surge at the feeling of an important social victory well-earned.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 12

216/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

Ona pushed through the crowd to my side, her usual confident grin stretched wide across her face. “I never doubted you, Big Guy. I just didn’t think you’d make it look so easy! And without magic, too?”

“I’d have shown him my magic if he’d put up a real fight,” I said loudly, hoping the words would spread through the crowd. “But he certainly didn’t earn it. Ona, were those little party tricks what passes for battle magic here in the big city?”

Before she could answer, the arena went quiet. I could hear stone shifting as unseen side entrances opened, and the smarter folks in the arena were suddenly leaving in a hurry.

I didn’t need enhanced senses to understand why when I turned to see Headmaster Nakai standing in the main entrance. She looked disappointed.

How the hell did she know about this place? Wasn’t it supposed to be outside instructor purview? Wasn’t it supposed to be a secret?

“Laku,” she said. Her voice cut through the remaining noise like a blade. The students who hadn’t noticed her before froze like startled deer. “A word, if you please.”

My heart dropped. This was it. I’d been caught breaking the rules. Not just that, but she’d probably just watched me punch a wealthy, high-status student in the face. I was about to be expelled.

I turned to say something to Ona, but she had somehow vanished from right beside me. Great. On my own.

But as I walked up to the Headmaster, I saw something in her eyes. Not anger, but…curiosity?

“That was quite a display,” she said, voice low. “Resourceful. Unconventional. Skillful. And against several institute rules.”

I started to apologize, but she held up a hand to stop me.

“Dzidzo Institute is a place for learning, Laku. Not a fighting pit. I trust this will be the last time I find you engaged in such unsanctioned activities?”

I nodded quickly. “Yes, Headmaster. I’ve discovered fighting isn’t really to my taste. It won’t happen again.”

Which was disappointing. Fighting fellow students would be an excellent way to test my skills and push my limits. However, looking up into Headmaster Nakai’s face, I had no doubt that my next underground fight would also be my last day at Dzidzo.

She studied me for a long moment, then nodded. “See that it doesn’t. Now, I suggest you return to your dormitory. It’s ten minutes until curfew, and you have classes in the morning.”

As she turned to leave, I thought I caught a ghost of a smile on her face. But it was gone so fast I couldn’t be sure.

When I turned back to the arena, it was empty. No one had stuck around to see what the consequences would be. Even Jenu was gone, though the drag marks in the dirt suggested he hadn’t gotten up on his own.

I hurried back toward the dormitories, grateful just to have escaped with my enrollment intact. But no matter how fast I walked, I couldn’t outrun the news. Everywhere I went, students whispered and pointed. I’d thought the fighting arena was supposed to be secret, but apparently not so secret that word wouldn’t spread like wildfire.

Aishe was waiting when I got back to our room. She met me at the door practically bouncing with excitement, her tail swishing rapidly behind her. “Laku! Is it true? Did you really beat Jenu with your bare hands?”

I pushed past her and collapsed onto my bed. It had only been around a five-minute walk. How had she heard already? “News travels fast, huh?”

Aishe nodded eagerly, her blue eyes bright behind her glasses. “It’s all anyone’s talking about! How did you do it? Was it some new spell? Or some old technique from Professor Tariro’s class?”

I closed my eyes, trying to think of an answer. “It’s…an old family thing. Don’t worry about it.”

Aishe looked disappointed but nodded. “Okay, I understand. Family secrets and all that. But Laku, you have to know what this means! Jenu was undefeated in those fighting rings, and you made him look like a complete amateur! He and his family have enemies all over campus, and you just showed everyone you could be a powerful ally. You’re about to be the most popular student in Dzidzo!”

There was a sudden sinking feeling in my gut.

That was a problem.

I’d wanted to prove I belonged here. But I’d just painted a huge target on my back. How long before one of these new ‘friends’ wanted to drag me into another fight? Before someone looking to curry favor with Jenu’s family took a swing at me for revenge? Before someone figured out the truth?

How long before my lies completely fell apart?

As Aishe chattered about the fight, repeating the extremely elaborate and dramatized version that was apparently racing through the dormitories like wildfire, I tried to think of a way to keep myself safe. The identity concealment was one part of my plan, but the only real solution was to get back to my investigation.

The quest to stay hidden was rapidly becoming a race to find answers before my secret was inevitably exposed. I had to move fast. But I had resources available to me. The Awakening disciplines I was learning. Access to sealed materials like what Danai had mentioned in the archives and what Ona had hidden in the Forgotten Library. Earning more trust from Professor Tariro to unlock additional knowledge. And mastering the advanced techniques from the parts of Senai’s journal I could actually read.

I had a long way to go, and no way of knowing how much time I had before my stay at Dzidzo Institute would meet an abrupt and disgraceful end.


Chapter 21

Six Disciplines, Twelve Points



Aishe talked herself out after a while, but the rumors of the fight kept growing more ridiculous by the minute. Instead of being a quick scuffle, the gossip had turned it into an hour-long battle where I’d supposedly shrugged off hundreds of Jenu’s spells like they were raindrops.

In one version, Jenu had unleashed raw power unlike anyone had ever seen, destroying half the arena and injuring dozens of spectators. Some people even believed there were casualties. And I’d emerged from the destruction without a scratch, breaking Jenu’s jaw with one punch that shook the entire school.

It was poetic. Dramatic. Satisfying. But completely false.

The hype would dissolve tomorrow morning when Jenu walked around with an unbroken jaw. Hopefully, that would smooth over the drama and let me continue my act as a model student.

When Aishe finally settled down at her desk, books and notes scattered in her usual organized mess, it was time for my own work. While I needed to spend some time on regular schoolwork to maintain my grades, I had a more important subject of study waiting.

Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners.

Finding the tome tucked in the back of the library’s restricted section had been a boon. Having an hour to skim through it while being watched was one thing. But having the book here in my hands, where I had some privacy, was something else entirely.

Well, relative privacy. Aishe was here, but she’d shown time and again that once she dove into her magical theory, I could probably have another fight with Jenu right here without her noticing. Her eyes were already fixed on her work, woolly curls falling around her face as she hunched over complex equations.

The first thing I did was review the sections I’d already read. While Professor Tariro had made it clear she wanted to help me grow stronger, I wasn’t about to give anyone my complete trust. My Awakening-enhanced memory meant she couldn’t fool me with a falsified version, either.

I quickly confirmed that the Dragon’s Eyes section matched the restricted library copy perfectly. Good sign. I flipped through the other sections I’d only glanced at before. My sharp mind still held perfect pictures of the page layouts and enough of the words to be sure.

This was genuine. Possibly printed at the same time as the library copy, just in better condition from less handling.

I settled in to read the full text. This time, I resolved not to spend any of my precious twelve Experience Points until I’d absorbed everything. No more rash decisions. Not that I regretted my investment in Dragon’s Eyes.

The next Discipline was another foundational technique I’d already scoped out: Ox’s Hide. It was the physical mirror to Dragon’s Eyes. While the Discipline I’d already learned enhanced my Vigor of Mind, this new one would enhance my Vigor of Body. The tome warned that using advanced physical Disciplines without proper preparation risked destroying the body. Feats of tremendous strength or speed would tear muscles apart without at least basic investment in Ox’s Hide.

Following the text’s instructions, I focused my internal energy and breathed. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. I sent the energy down into my core, through pathways twisting around my organs. I concentrated on directing power into my gut’s center, then let it flow through those channels, washing over my kidneys and liver.

The effect wasn’t as dramatic as my first experience with Dragon’s Eyes, but it was still incredible. My body felt more solid. Aches and tension I hadn’t even noticed melted away. I felt like I’d just had a full night’s sleep and a hearty meal.

If not for my resolution to see all available Disciplines first, I would have poured every point I had into this feeling.

Ox’s Hide 0 Unlocked!

No surge of bonus Experience Points this time. Apparently that was only for the first Discipline. But I still had a description to review:

Ox’s Hide: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Enhanced stamina and endurance (As if Vigor of Body were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Fortitude to reduce incoming damage from all sources

Increased resistance to poison and disease

That last line brought a surge of relief. With Jenu’s family connections to the Vatariri and their wealth, poison would be an obvious way to get revenge for his public humiliation. Subtle, hard to trace, and exactly the kind of underhanded tactic someone like his father might employ. This Discipline could be the difference between life and death if they decided the mountain boy needed to disappear quietly.

I made a mental note to prioritize Ox’s Hide. Protection against poison wasn’t just useful; it might be essential for survival.

The next discipline was Rabbit’s Feet, based on Quickness of Body. The tome warned that using it without at least one point in Ox’s Hide would be devastating, possibly dislocating joints.

I wasn’t spending points yet anyway. I focused energy into my shoulders and hips, letting power wash down through my limbs, flowing through wrists, elbows, knees, ankles.

My body suddenly felt lighter. Quicker. My fingers moved faster as I turned pages. My feet felt energized, like I wanted to run a mile and knew my legs could do it faster than ever before. Even knowing this was just an echo of the Discipline’s true potential, the feeling was intoxicating.

Rabbit’s Feet 0 Unlocked!

Rabbit’s Feet: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Increased physical speed (As if Quickness of Body were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Quickening to redouble physical speed while active

Acrobatic talents go beyond physical limits

This was wildly attractive. My victory over Jenu had hinged on being faster than his spells. Against more powerful opponents, I’d need all the speed I could get to stay ahead of competent mages in real fights.

The next Discipline paired naturally with Rabbit’s Feet.

Snake’s Tongue corresponded to Quickness of Mind. Like Rabbit’s Feet, it required proper mental preparation, but my rank 3 Dragon’s Eyes already exceeded requirements.

I focused energy into my head again, but instead of flowing through my sinuses, I passed it directly through my eyes and ears first.

As power washed over my brain, my senses became not just sharper, but more detailed. Like wiping grime off a window and realizing how obscured everything had been. Dragon’s Eyes let me hear Aishe’s heartbeat, but Snake’s Tongue let me track everything simultaneously. The rhythm of her breathing, the soft whisper of pages turning three rooms down the hall, the way dust motes drifted in the lamplight, even the subtle creaking of the building settling for the night.

It was overwhelming at first. My mind was suddenly processing dozens of small movements and sounds that I’d never noticed before. But within moments, the chaos organized itself into a clear picture of everything happening around me.

Snake’s Tongue 0 Unlocked!

Snake’s Tongue: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Enhanced reaction time (As if Quickness of Mind were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Vigilance to increase predictive power over enemies and surroundings

Tracking movements of surrounding objects becomes trivial

Aishe shifted in her chair, muttering softly as she worked through a complex calculation. Her ears were pulled back in concentration, and her tail swished in a steady rhythm that seemed to match her thought process. I found myself watching the hypnotic motion, fascinated by how much her body language revealed about her mental state, before forcing my attention back to the book.

The combination of Rabbit’s Feet and Snake’s Tongue was almost irresistible. Seeing all threats coming and reacting to them, plus the physical speed to stay ahead of any attack? Potent. The challenge would be keeping Ox’s Hide and Dragon’s Eyes level with growing demands on mind and body.

Only two more Disciplines remained. Each foundational technique corresponded to one of my stats. These last two obviously matched Power of Body and Power of Mind, following the pattern.

I channeled internal energy into my heart, letting it flow through pathways in my veins to wash over my muscles. The feeling of power was similar to investing Experience Points directly into Power of Body, but going through my heart made me feel supercharged. Dangerously addictive.

I had to remind myself to see all available powers before making decisions.

Tiger’s Claws 0 Unlocked!

Tiger’s Claws: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Increased physical strength (As if Power of Body were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Brawn to redouble strength while active

Jump distance and punch force increased

Fighting the urge to invest heavily into Tiger’s Claws immediately, I noted the tome’s repeated warnings about building Ox’s Hide to prevent the body from tearing itself apart. The allure of power like this hadn’t been lost on whoever wrote these techniques.

The final Discipline had me focus on pathways directly in my brain. Energy went straight into the center, making my senses buzz as it washed out over my mind, traveling opposite to the usual direction for mental Disciplines. Everything seemed to slow down. For a moment, I thought I’d accidentally activated something else.

I wasn’t moving faster. My thoughts were.

My perspective shifted out of normal time, giving me fractions of seconds longer to consider every stimulus around me.

Monkey’s Grin 0 Unlocked!

Monkey’s Grin: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Increased intelligence (As if Power of Mind were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Presence to dilate mental perception for more thinking time

Recall accuracy and learning speed increased

Like Tiger’s Claws, Monkey’s Grin’s allure was powerful. The surge of brainpower was addictive, but I could sense its potential over every challenge. Using Presence to slow time perception, analyze situations, and plan optimal attacks. Having time to think would let me use whatever other Disciplines I developed to their fullest.

The tome’s final pages warned against neglecting base Stats for Disciplines, while reinforcing the value of Dragon’s Eyes and Ox’s Hide as preparation for the others. It stressed keeping core Disciplines at least half the level of peak mental or physical Disciplines, and researching prerequisites for advanced techniques.

All these options tingling in my mind were tempting. But I only had twelve Experience Points to divide between them. I could afford one rank in four Disciplines, or bring one to Rank 2 with one more at Rank 1.

I hadn’t faced this kind of choice since I was much younger, investing my first precious Experience Points in stats. The struggle had been difficult then too.

I knew I needed Ox’s Hide before taking Rabbit’s Feet or Tiger’s Claws, but the fight against Jenu proved I couldn’t neglect physical abilities for just the mental side. Against skilled mages in real battles, I couldn’t win just by knowing what they could do and having time to plan. I needed speed and power to stay ahead of attacks and end fights.

Which brought me back to my problem: not enough Experience Points.

I’d spent too many on Dragon’s Eyes. While I didn’t regret that power, since I’d needed it to crack Senai’s first code, but I needed more Breakthroughs to unlock new opportunities. The sooner I pushed past Adept level, the sooner I could pour more points into Dragon’s Eyes and base stats without channeling internal energies.

“You’re doing that thing again,” Aishe said softly.

I looked up. She’d turned in her chair, watching me with curious concern behind her glasses.

“What thing?”

“That intense thinking face. Like you’re trying to solve the mysteries of the universe.” She tilted her head to the side, like she was trying to make sense of an image. “You get this little crease right here.” She leaned across and reached over, gently touching the spot between my eyebrows. Her fingertips were warm against my skin.

The simple contact sent an unexpected jolt through me. When she realized what she’d done, her cheeks flushed pink, and she quickly pulled her hand back.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to…” she stammered, suddenly shy.

“It’s fine,” I said, surprised by how much I’d liked the touch. “I’m just working through some complicated stuff with this book.”

She nodded, still blushing. “Well, if you need someone to bounce ideas off of, I’m pretty good with complex problems. Theoretical ones, anyway.”

I smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She returned to her work, but I caught her stealing glances at me over her notes, her tail swishing more actively when she thought I wasn’t looking.

Tentatively, I reached into my trunk and dug out Senai’s journal from its hiding place. Opening to the middle pages revealed his final lesson: cycling methods to earn Breakthroughs faster.

I had a lot of work ahead of me.


Chapter 22

Balancing Act



When I woke up, my body ached and my head throbbed. Without any of the fun to show for it.

I’d stayed up far too late studying the methods in Senai’s journal, committing them to memory and carefully exploring their methods and applications. Starting with some of the advanced Breath Control and Meditation exercises had worn me out.

And after exhausting myself so thoroughly, I’d only gotten three or four hours of sleep.

My mind was so foggy, I couldn’t tell for sure.

The room was dark. Still before dawn, at least, the discipline of my schedule overpowering my fatigue. Aishe’s breathing was soft and even from her bed across the room, the rhythmic sound oddly comforting.

I slipped out of bed, making sure not to disturb her. Didn’t trust myself to get out the door and down the stairs quietly, so instead I moved to the small open space between our desks.

Originally, I had been excited about this part. But with the overwhelming exhaustion filling my body down to the bone, that anticipation was over.

In addition to the Breath Control and Meditation exercises, Senai’s journal—now safely tucked away in the chest at the foot of my bed again—described a particularly rigorous Awakening Form. It would generate less usable energy to fill my internal reserves, but it would push my body to cycle more total kinetic energy, making more progress toward a Breakthrough.

The initial movements felt good. Stretches with controlled breathing were always a great way to start the day. But as I followed Senai’s instructions into the more active part of the Form, the intensity was more than I was used to.

And then the intensity doubled.

And doubled again.

My muscles burned. I held each position longer than usual, pushing myself. Focused on my breath.

I channeled the movements of my body into myself. Processed the energy. Felt how much it concentrated inside me.

The energy processed into such a small return. But so much power coursed through me. It was invigorating, but tiring. My senses were on fire as the energy flowed through all my open pathways.

Time seemed to slow, drawing out every movement.

My muscles surged with power, my limbs trembling with quickness. I could hear the breathing and heartbeats of every person in the dorm, counting out who was asleep and who was not.

Sweat dripped from my forehead as I moved. Each move was more demanding. My body screamed at the effort.

I pushed on, gritting my teeth. This had to be done. I had to get stronger. I needed more Breakthroughs. To build up my Disciplines. To unlock Senai’s secrets.

As I finished the final set, my legs shook. I leaned against my desk, trying to catch my breath. The energy roiled within me, and I could feel it just on the edge of reach. Focusing inward, I controlled my breathing, forcing it to be smooth and even. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. No amount of exhaustion could overcome my discipline.

After a moment, I finally felt it.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 13

217/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

It wasn’t enough to get me another point of a Discipline, but it was progress. I couldn’t remember ever getting a Breakthrough so close on the heels of the last one. Senai’s secret cycling methods were devastatingly exhausting, but I couldn’t argue with the results as I guided the new experience point into my heart with the others.

A soft sound came from Aishe’s bed. My pre-dawn solitude was over. I straightened up. Evened out my breathing as she stirred.

“Laku?” Aishe mumbled, her voice distant and sleepy. She sat up in bed, white-blonde curls in complete disarray. “Up early?”

“Always am,” I said. I turned to face her and plastered on what, I hoped, was a casual smile. “Just getting some exercise. Go back to sleep if you want.”

Aishe blinked rapidly, trying to focus. Even half-asleep and disheveled, there was something endearing about the way she processed what was happening. “No, no, I’m awake.” She fumbled for her glasses, almost knocking them off the nightstand before settling them on her nose. “Actually, I’m glad you’re up. You were busy last night and I didn’t want to bother you, but I’ve been thinking about this problem all night. I’m not any closer to an answer, though. Do you think you could help me?”

I held back a sigh. All I wanted was to fall back into bed. Give my aching body time to recover. But I couldn’t let Aishe see how beat I was. Couldn’t have her asking pointed questions. Spreading gossip. Especially the day after I was the subject of a late-night story circle among the entire student body.

“Sure,” I said, moving to sit on the edge of my bed. “What’s up?”

Aishe’s face lit up, and despite my exhaustion, I smiled at her enthusiasm. She scrambled out of bed, nearly tripping as she shook off sleep with alarming speed. Grabbing a stack of papers from her desk, she hurried over, settling cross-legged on the floor near my bed.

“I’ve been working on this spell matrix integration for Professor Shingai’s class, but I can’t get the theoretical framework to align with the practical applications.” Her brow furrowed as she spread the equations out between us. “I thought maybe you could look? You always see things from such interesting angles.”

I took the papers and started to look them over.

My eyes struggled to focus on the matrices. They swam before me. Even with all the empowerment Awakening gave to my thoughts, my brain was simply too tired to make sense of what I was looking at. This wasn’t a simple problem from homework. This was a personal project, complicated far beyond anything asked of any of us in class.

I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear my vision. “Aishe, this looks incredible, but…” I gestured helplessly at the equations. “My brain feels like mush right now. Could we maybe tackle this after breakfast? I want to give this the attention it deserves, and I’m not firing on all cylinders yet.”

Her face fell, and I immediately felt bad. The way her ears drooped made my chest tight with guilt.

“Oh,” she said, trying to cover her obvious disappointment with a dismissive wave. “Yeah, of course. It is super early, isn’t it? Sorry, I just got excited. Mathematical theory doesn’t really follow normal sleep schedules, you know? But we can look at it again later, if I don’t figure it out on my own.”

The hurt in her voice made me want to kick myself. She gathered up her papers, her tail swishing in that particular way that meant she was trying not to show she was upset.

“Aishe, I—”

But she stopped me with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“It’s fine. Really. You’re right, it’s too early. We can take another swing at it later. I’ll see you at breakfast, okay?”

“No,” I said gently, catching her attention. “I need to explain. I’m not brushing you off. This looks way too complex and interesting for me to half-ass it when I’m this tired. You deserve better than whatever scrambled thoughts I can manage right now.”

Aishe gave me a small smile. “I appreciate it.” She ducked her head. “I was actually worried you thought it was silly, but knowing you actually want to give it real attention…” Her ears perked up slightly as she looked up at me. “That means a lot, actually.”

“Of course.”

I watched her return to her side of the room. She began getting ready for the day with quick, efficient movements that still seemed dejected. The door clicked shut behind her when she left for the washroom, and I flopped back onto my bed, arm over my eyes. I let out a long sigh.

This wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t keep pushing myself like this. I was pushing away the few friends I had. But what else could I do? I needed to get stronger. That meant I needed more power. I needed to uncover the truth about Senai’s disappearance.

I groaned and sat up. No way I was getting any more sleep now, anyway. I’d either just lay here awake, wallowing in guilt over disappointing Aishe, or I’d pass out and sleep too late to make it to class.

But there was another option.

I concentrated on the Experience Points gathered in my heart. Taking three of them, I guided them out of my heart and down into my gut, toward the pathways up through my kidneys and liver. As the Experience Points absorbed into the pathways, I invested in my first rank of Ox’s Hide. I had wanted to form a more cohesive plan before investing in anything, but Ox’s Hide was a safe bet.

If I wanted any physical Disciplines, I would need to start with Ox’s Hide first.

The effects were instant and immediate. I felt my stamina increase, and with it, my fatigue evaporated. My body felt hale and healthy, but the mental effects of the Discipline were suddenly more valuable to me. With the ability to operate under only three hours of sleep, I could get so much more done.

Only by reminding myself of the high cost of investing further was I able to resist the urge to jam six more Experience Points into the Discipline to increase the effects.

As I got properly dressed in my uniform and gathered my supplies to head down to breakfast, I started to notice the drawback of Disciplines. I felt tremendously powerful, with my internal energy flooding my sinuses to enhance my senses, and flowing through my organs to reinforce my body. But unlike when I only had Dragon’s Eyes, keeping both active at once was draining my energy. I couldn’t keep up with the cost using just Breath Control alone.

I would be drained of energy before I made it to the end of my first class of the day.

This was disappointing. I mulled through the problem. I could keep any one Discipline fully active at all times. But splitting my energy between two active techniques was too demanding. This was especially an issue with the new cycling method. When using the more demanding techniques in Senai’s journal, I would be replenishing less energy. If I burned through my energy, I couldn’t afford to use the more advanced techniques. And if I couldn’t afford the more advanced techniques, I couldn’t push for more Breakthroughs as fast.

For now, I kept my energy passing through my gut, making my body solid and resilient. I wanted to get used to the new feeling before investing in the next ability. Once more, I was tempted to invest further in Ox’s Hide.

Aishe and I talked through her problem over breakfast. Even with my refreshed mind, the math was beyond my ability to grasp quickly, but talking through it with her gave her the help she needed. While explaining it to me, she had her own kind of breakthrough on her mistake, and we worked through the math together on the walk to class.

“You see,” she said animatedly, her tail swishing with excitement, “the issue was that I was treating the theoretical energy displacement as a constant, but magical theory suggests it should fluctuate based on ambient mana density, which means—” She caught herself mid-sentence and blushed. “Sorry, I’m rambling again.”

“Don’t apologize,” I said, and meant it. “Your enthusiasm is infectious. Besides, watching you work through problems is pretty impressive.”

Her blush deepened, and she gave me a shy smile that made something warm unfurl in my chest.

The day progressed surprisingly well after that. Considering the exhausted start, I felt like I held together remarkably well. In Magical Theory, Professor Namai asked me to solve an equation on the board. I found myself focusing inward, on my internal energy, enjoying the feeling of power within me.

“Laku?” Professor Namai said, interrupting my distraction. “The answer, please.”

I blinked, forcing myself to focus. Having Dragon’s Eyes’ enhanced awareness active for nearly two days straight was messing with my head. Finally letting the power lapse was making me forget where I was without the constant awareness of every breath and heartbeat around me. I quickly set my attention to the problem on the board.

When I answered, Professor Namai raised an eyebrow. “Correct, but your method is unorthodox. Next time, stick to the lesson plan?”

I nodded, returning to my seat with a grimace of regret. Whispers erupted. My face burned. I’d solved the problem, but in my distraction I’d used the methods that Aishe and I had been discussing, and not the subject of the day’s lecture.

And now everyone thought I was showing off.

Despite my promises to myself, I couldn’t help but imagine that I could have avoided the issue with the Monkey’s Grin Discipline, using the Presence ability to give me all the time I needed to think. Or, perhaps, Snake’s Tongue giving me the predictive power to see my mistake before I made it.

The day was not without more challenges, though.

In Practical Applications, I had to fake my way through demonstrating a levitation spell. All I had to do was mutter a few numbers and then lift the leaden weight with my Awakening-enhanced strength, hiding the amount of effort a non-practitioner would have to employ. I got a few weird looks from the other students, but shifting my energy from my gut to my sinuses let me hear that they were muttering about the duel with Jenu, not my magical methods.

Despite my excitement to get back to hunting for answers to the containment spell on the Awakening tome in Ona’s network, it just wasn’t in the cards today. Librarian Musta took me aside as soon as I walked into the library and directed me to the back to help with a big project.

“It’s all hands on deck today, Laku,” Danai explained when I got there. “Professor Munari is hosting a bunch of researchers from other institutes, and they need half the library for their work.”

She had every cart in the library lined up, every one filled to bursting with tomes of every description. Other library aides were still moving through the shelves, carrying short lists and gathering books to add to the already enormous piles.

There was something different about Danai today. Her usual composed demeanor had a subtle edge of concern, and her eyes kept finding their way to me when she thought I wasn’t looking.

“How can I help?” I asked immediately.

“Do you know where the Divination building is?” Danai asked, gesturing at the row of filled carts. Her tail twitched with what might have been nervous energy.

“Not yet,” I said with a smile, taking hold of one of the carts. “But if you lead the way on the first trip, I can handle the rest after.”

Danai took the lead, and we carted the books across campus. The Divination building was near the Practitioner’s Garden, and Professor Munari’s office was up three flights of stairs. Danai was about to warn me about using levitation magic around some of the more delicate books, but I simply lifted both carts onto my shoulders and carried them up.

“Awakening?” Danai asked at the top of the stairs as she guided me down the hall to the researchers’ workspace. There was something almost protective in the way she stayed close, like she was worried I might strain myself.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Comes in handy sometimes, you know.”

We unloaded the carts and hurried back to the library, and I started the task of ferrying the stacks and stacks of tomes to the researchers. Without needing to slow down for Danai, I was able to push my Awakening-boosted stats to their limit, crossing the campus at speed and hefting the cart up the stairs with ease.

The whole way, though, I wondered if I could do better with the power of Disciplines. Rabbit’s Feet boosting my speed even further, or Tiger’s Claws letting me take two carts at a time without straining.

But I refrained from making any rash decisions. Such a choice was permanent, after all.

“Good job, Laku,” Librarian Musta said when the task was done. “You work fast.” Her tone was brusque and dismissive as she returned to her desk with all of the assembled lists of tomes with the names checked off.

“Wow,” Danai said quietly, her ears twitching with what might have been amusement. “I’ve never heard her actually compliment someone.”

“It didn’t seem that sincere.”

“Maybe not,” Danai agreed. “But it’s the closest I’ve ever heard from her.” She paused, then added more softly, “You looked tired earlier. Are you getting enough rest?”

The genuine concern in her voice caught me off guard. I found myself studying her face, noting the subtle way her tail twitched like a cornered snake when she was worried.

“I’m fine,” I said, though something about her attention made me want to be more honest. “Just been burning the candle at both ends lately.”

Her eyes searched my face for a moment before she nodded. “Just…be careful, okay? Pushing too hard can be dangerous.”

Unfortunately, the task had eaten all of Danai’s time, and instead of hitting the books with me, she had to get to her next class. The research simply wouldn’t have been the same without her, so instead, I left the library.

The task in the library had only highlighted a pressing need. Every time I faced a challenge, or when something went just a little wrong, my thoughts turned to the ten Experience Points still waiting in my heart. Waiting to be distributed into a Discipline. But I couldn’t just pick them haphazardly. I needed to make smart decisions. Arrive at intelligent conclusions. I couldn’t undo what had been done if I made a mistake.

I needed a plan. Which meant that I needed help.

And there was only one person who might be able to give it.


Chapter 23

Build Philosophy



Instead of heading to my next class, or back to my dorm, I made my way to Professor Tariro’s office. My hand raised to knock, but I was still flooded with hesitation. This could be a mistake. Trusting her was risky. She had plans for me, and I couldn’t trust that those plans would always work towards my interests.

Nevertheless, I didn’t exactly have another person I could turn to. She was the only other Awakening practitioner I knew. And she already knew I was a Zero, so I didn’t have to be afraid of giving away that secret.

I took a breath. Knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Professor Tariro called.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Her office was just as spartan as before. All clean and professional. Professor Tariro sat at her desk, favoring me with a smile as I entered.

“Laku,” she said, gesturing to the chair. “I was wondering when you’d come to see me.”

“You were expecting me?” I sat down, feeling that hesitation come roaring back. I hoped I wouldn’t regret this visit.

“You’ve had time to read through the Disciplines in the book I gifted to you,” she said. She leaned back, steepling her fingers. “And it hasn’t been so long since I read that tome to forget what it’s like to be a young person with such power stretched out before them.”

“I guess you’re also expecting my questions, then,” I guessed, trying to suppress a sigh. I didn’t like the feeling of her being two steps ahead of me. It was frustrating enough to have to come to her for assistance, but it really irked me that she expected my struggles and had waited for me to come and ask for help again. Instead of offering the advice that she’d already known I’d need from the start.

“Not exactly,” she admitted, though her steepled fingers did little to hide her smirk. “But only because I don’t put much stock in rumors. The halls are afire with tales of your illicit duel with Jenu last night, but I wasn’t going to make assumptions about your decisions.”

Her breathing shifted, and I could guess that she was pushing energy into her sinuses, using Dragon’s Eyes to examine my Awakening pathways. The surprise in her eyes gave me a small surge of satisfaction. As much as she was pretending she could guess my path, I was still defying her expectations in small ways.

“Perhaps I was putting more stock in rumors than I suspected,” she said at last. “I had expected seeing a collection of Disciplines at work inside you. An Awakening practitioner does not easily best a battle mage in single combat.”

“I don’t like speaking ill of others behind their back,” I said firmly. “But Jenu is no battle mage.”

“Just so, I suppose,” Professor Tariro said, shaking her head.

She leaned forward over the desk, peering into my eyes. Observing.

I wondered what she was looking for.

“When I was your age,” she finally said, “I could not have won a fight like that. Not even using my magic to supplement Awakening. It wasn’t until I’d invested in Rabbit’s Feet, Snake’s Tongue, and Monkey’s Grin that I became a passable duelist, and only in short bursts due to the energy cost of using three Disciplines at once. If you fought a mage with only Dragon’s Eyes and Ox’s Hide, and won…”

“Just Dragon’s Eyes,” I said, correcting her. “I put a point into Ox’s Hide this morning because I hadn’t gotten enough sleep last night.” I tapped the meridian over my gut, where my energy pushed down through to keep the active form of the Discipline running. “It’s why I don’t have Dragon’s Eyes active right now. I was a mess this morning.”

Professor Tariro stared at me for a long moment. Her expression was unreadable. Did she disbelieve my claim? Was she impressed? Or was she judgmental about investing precious Experience Points just for an early-morning energy boost?

Or was she re-evaluating my potential to serve her plans?

“That’s not what you came here to ask me about,” she said at last.

“I have unlocked the Disciplines in the book you gave me,” I said simply, trying to establish some control in the conversation. “I came to ask for your advice on where to spend my Experience Points. Once I invest in a Discipline, I can’t undo it if it was a mistake.”

“You are early enough in your path that nothing you can do would be a mistake,” she replied firmly. “In magic, power comes from unpredictability. From having a broad toolkit of options. Awakening is the same. None of the foundational Disciplines are unworthy of your time and attention. You will probably invest in all of them before you reach the next tier of Awakening.”

“That advice isn’t as useful as you think it is,” I said. “You’re a mage, so you can do the math. I only have ten Experience Points. I can’t invest in all of them right now. Where should I focus my attention first?”

“I can’t tell you how to begin your path,” she said quickly, a defensive note in her voice. “Your Experience Points are your own. An Awakening practitioner’s journey is a deeply personal one.” She gestured to herself. “When I was far enough into Adept rank to begin to learn Disciplines, my decisions were informed by my body. I am not a large woman, and so I found Rabbit’s Feet more appealing when it came time to fight. And as a mage, the power of Monkey’s Grin had huge value to me.”

Her eyes took on a distant cast for a moment. Like she was chasing a memory.

“I remember using the power of Monkey’s Grin to extend the hours into days when I was your age, using a single night to accomplish a week’s worth of study before final exams.”

“So you didn’t invest into Tiger’s Claws and Snake’s Tongue?” I asked, finding myself leaning over her desk, toward her.

“I did, in time,” she corrected, shaking the thoughts away. “In fact, those talents were just as vital to my success in the early years of my career.” Her face suddenly flashed into a playful grin that made her look ten years younger. Her tail swished behind her chair with what looked like mischief. “Imagine the look in the eyes of a man when a woman my size lifts him over her head? I could never accomplish that without the power of Tiger’s Claws.”

“Why?” I asked, the mental picture sparking my interest. “Why did you lift him over your head, I mean.”

She leaned over the desk towards me, matching my excited energy. “My position here is an offshoot of the history department. The department head wanted to cannibalize my budget for his own projects.” She drew herself up, doing a mockery of an impression of an imperious old man. “‘Dzidzo Institute’s funding is better spent on real research. If you can prove the value of your work, I’ll relent, but I know as well as any the worthlessness of those ancient superstitions.’” That playful grin returned. “So I picked him up with one hand and held him over my head until Headmaster Nakai told me to put him back down. I kept my job and my funding.”

As much as I questioned her motives, I was catching a glimpse of something I had never seen before. Tales of a young Awakening practitioner. An authority figure confiding in me adventures that related to my experiences. Although I loved Senai and appreciated every one of his lessons, he was very tight-lipped about his past. No doubt a decision made to protect me, and a smart decision given what happened to him. But it made me hungry for more stories like this.

“So you can see, spreading your talents wide is the wisest course of action,” she explained, leaning back in her chair again. “I know that choosing on gut instinct alone feels wasteful, but until you unlock more advanced Disciplines with narrower uses, there is no decision you can make that would be wrong.”

Despite her reassurance, I still had a tickle of doubt. Is that what Senai would tell me? I wasn’t sure.

And her story did have one small problem. She clearly didn’t have her base stats at their maximum as an Adept. Tariro must have invested in Disciplines too heavily.

My Power of Body stat would let me lift up a man, and most beasts, regardless of size disparity. I didn’t need Tiger’s Claws to do that. I also could already endure claws and blades with my Vigor of Body. And my Power of Mind let me keep up with my studies despite all the distractions constantly raining down around me.

I already had the versatility of my stats. Wouldn’t it be more rewarding for Disciplines to invest deeper instead of wider?

“You’ve helped a lot,” I said tentatively.

I found myself reminded of when I helped Aishe through her math problems. I hadn’t found the solution for her, but talking through the problem had gotten her to find her own solution. In much the same way, I disagreed with Tariro’s advice, but hearing it had helped me work through to find my own path.

I wouldn’t invest in my abilities right now. But I could make an informed decision about what to focus on, and specialize in just a couple of Disciplines, letting the breadth of my stats fill in the gaps.

“I can help more, as well,” she promised. Her smile took on a bit more sincerity, becoming more genuine. “You’ve proven a more skilled student of Awakening than I expected. Your grandfather must have been a truly gifted teacher to give you these skills. But as you unlock Disciplines, you will find they drain your internal energy. No doubt you’ve discovered this pitfall already.”

My nod came easy. “I can keep one Discipline in its active form off of just breathing,” I said. “But activating two at once starts to drain me. And my grandfather’s final lesson to me was in cycling methods that replenish less energy, but work faster towards Breakthroughs.”

It was simple to make sure to keep to myself that this lesson came in a journal that I was trying to decode, and not from the man himself.

“I’m familiar with those cycling methods,” she said, nodding along. “Advanced Martial Forms. They will serve you well in your push to advance out of Adept rank and towards Master. But exploring your growing Disciplines will make them dangerous.”

She stood and moved to the bookshelves. Ran her fingers along the spines. Then she grabbed a small book. “Advanced Martial Forms has a converse,” she said, turning back. “Advanced Meditation. It will cycle less energy overall, advancing toward Breakthroughs more slowly. But it will replenish your energy rapidly.”

My heart skipped a beat. This was what I needed. Not just to experiment with Disciplines, but in a tight spot. If I burned through my energy in a fight, like if Jenu wanted a rematch, Meditation would let me recover if I pushed myself too hard.

But as I reached for the book, she held it back a moment longer.

“However,” she said, “my help comes at a price. One you will be willing to pay, but a price nonetheless.”

I tensed. Should have seen this coming. “What kind of price?”

Professor Tariro sat down. She put the book on the desk, but kept her hand over the cover. “There’s a school tournament coming up,” she said. “An interdepartmental competition. I want you to represent my department.”

My blood turned cold. A tournament? Duels? I couldn’t do that. Headmaster Nakai had made clear that dueling was off-limits if I didn’t want to get expelled. And getting into a fight with a stronger mage, upperclassmen with power that dwarfed Jenu’s, was going to out me as a Zero for sure.

“Professor,” I started, “I can’t…”

“You can,” she said, interrupting me. Despite the firmness of her tone, her smile was gentle, reassuring. Her ears were pricked forward attentively. “I know why you’re worried. Headmaster Nakai. But this is no underground street fight. Sanctioned, supervised, and well within school rules. This is your chance to show what you can do. You have the opportunity to prove that you belong here. And the Exemplar Points on the line are a worthwhile prize.”

Even without Dragon’s Eyes active, I could sense the ambition in her tone. She did want me to succeed and prove myself in the public eye, that was no lie. But she was using me. Wanted to prove the mettle of Awakening. Wanted to spark more enthusiasm for the out-of-favor practice. To show its power and potential.

“I don’t know the rules,” I protested, though I could feel that my heart wasn’t in resisting. “And I’m not a real duelist. I just know how to move fast and make a proper fist.”

“That’s why you’ll train with me,” Professor Tariro said, leaning forward. Her tail swished behind her. “I’ll teach you. This technique…” She tapped the book. “…will help keep your energy high. But you have to commit to this tournament. Without your help, this chance is going to slip through our fingers.”

She paused, seeming to consider something.

“There’s something else you should know about Awakening,” she said carefully. “Something the texts don’t make clear, but that I’ve spent considerable time researching. The path becomes far more potent when energy is shared between practitioners. Between partners.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Partners?”

“Intimate partners,” she said, her voice taking on a more personal tone. “I’ve studied the fragmentary records extensively. The ancient practitioners developed techniques for shared pathways, where energy flows between lovers and multiplies in strength. But it’s not simple coupling.” Her ears flicked back slightly. “It requires one partner to serve as an anchor. Someone with exceptionally developed pathways who can guide the energy flow safely through multiple connections.”

“What do you mean by multiple?”

“The records suggest at least three partners for true resonance, possibly more. The energy needs to flow in specific patterns.” She leaned forward, her expression growing more intense. “But here’s the crucial part: without a sufficiently powerful anchor, the shared energy becomes chaotic. Dangerous, even. The anchor bears the responsibility of stabilizing everyone’s pathways.”

Her tail swished behind her chair, betraying some frustration. “I’m competent, Laku, but I’m not nearly strong enough to anchor even two connections, let alone more. Most Awakening practitioners aren’t. The level of internal power required…” She shook her head. “It’s extraordinary. Beyond what most of us ever achieve.”

“So how does it work?” I felt myself asking, unable to resist the allure of knowledge.

“As as with most things of that nature, it will come naturally. As naturally as breathing, you might say.” Her tone was dry, as if that was a joke for me to understand later. “But, my own practical experience with it is limited, and the written resources are sparse.”

I furrowed my brow, considering this as an avenue of growth. On the one hand, if this could be the path to the techniques I needed to learn. But on the other, it very clearly involved placing my trust in another person. Among other things.

She studied my face carefully, and it wasn’t clear to me what, if anything, she was reading in my expression. “But someone with your raw potential? Your natural strength? You might be different.”

I could feel the truth in her words. I was different. Strong enough for what she described, maybe.

But that kind of power came with its own complications, and I already had enough of those to deal with.

I couldn’t ignore the risks of the tournament, though. Last night I’d promised the people in the arena that I would use my magic when I faced a foe that earned it. If I stepped into the ring with a foe powerful enough to defeat me and didn’t use magic, the rumor mill that spread around my victory over Jenu was going to turn against me. Out me as a Zero.

End my time here at Dzidzo.

And maybe end my life, if I was turned over to the Vatariri.

But Professor Tariro’s plan sought the greater good. Once again, I remembered Aishe’s excitement while she explored the basics of energy manipulation. Danai’s struggles as a library aide that I’d overcome with Awakening. The dangers Ona faced that could be mitigated if she had the power and discipline that Senai had taught me.

I looked up at Professor Tariro. I saw the fire in her eyes. Excitement. The way her ears were pricked forward. She was driven by ambition, sure, but in serving herself, she would serve others. A curriculum of Awakening would empower those who weren’t born into power they didn’t earn themselves. Spread the virtues of discipline and honor.

And I couldn’t ignore my own self-interest. The book beneath her hands also held promise. Not only of the energy-replenishment techniques within, but there was always the chance that it might be another key. It was an Awakening tome.

What if Senai had read it in his time here? What if I needed it? What if I never had another chance to find a copy of it?

I didn’t have a choice. I had to become Tariro’s pawn. All I could do was try to make sure I got as much out of it as she did.

“All right,” I said at last. “I’ll do it.”

Professor Tariro smiled. She pushed the book across the desk, finally lifting her hand off of it. “Good. We’ll start training tomorrow morning. And Laku?”

I paused, touching the book.

“Humility is a virtue, but don’t overdo it,” she said with a genuine smile. Her ears were alert and forward. “You’re going to change the world.” She jerked her chin towards the door, dismissing me. “Now get to class. I have to get you submitted as an entrant to the tournament before today’s lecture.”


Chapter 24

The Price of Power



My afternoon classes went smoothly. Professor Tariro’s lecture finally covered the early history of Awakening, something Senai hadn’t taught me, but my time in the library searching for Awakening tomes had given me a head start.

After that, Professor Shingai’s Transformations class moved from practical casting to the theory behind mathematical transformations that could modify the spells we’d used. While the knowledge was useless to me personally, the focus on mathematical theory meant I could excel without having to fake being a mage.

Ona didn’t show up at the Sundial that evening. Whether she was deep in some other kind of trouble, or if she thought I had faced worse problems with Headmaster Nakai than I actually had after the unsanctioned duel, I couldn’t say. But it did give me time to focus on my long-term plans.

I sat in the east courtyard and turned my attention inward. On the Experience Points waiting in my heart.

The first thing I did was resolve to keep three unspent Experience Points until I needed a Discipline to activate. Being able to suddenly manage a feat of tremendous strength or speed after a moment’s pause would always be more useful than having just one option but never the other.

But the morning’s challenges made one thing clear: Ox’s Hide was a must-have skill.

As I moved the majority of my remaining Experience Points into my gut, opening those pathways, enhancing my body, I could feel exactly what I expected. Investing further in Dragon’s Eyes hadn’t just upgraded my senses while the Discipline was active. It had sharpened all my senses at all times. With the second point in Ox’s Hide, I wasn’t just that much more resilient with the active ability running, I had boundless stamina even without it. I could operate on less sleep and spend more of my time on my studies, my investigation, and my growth.

To that end, I returned to the dorm and started to study the tome Professor Tariro had given me. I didn’t need the advanced Meditation technique right now. But it was better to practice and commit the method to memory so that I wasn’t left high and dry when I needed it.

I spent about an hour learning and perfecting it. The types of meditation Senai had taught me involved focusing on the present moment. Absorbing the world around oneself to take in energy and make it one’s own.

This technique was somehow both more and less focused at the same time.

It concentrated wholly on a single sound, any sound, a sigh, a word, a phrase, and focusing on it over and over. Completely clearing the mind.

Concentrating everything to a single point.

The feeling of how much energy I absorbed was intoxicating, but it was coming from my focus alone. It required so little cycling to refine and absorb into myself that it barely counted as meditation. But there was a cost. I could employ this practice for months on end and never cycle enough to produce another Breakthrough.

As I went to sleep, I made up my mind to only use that method as a last resort. My growth was too important to fall behind on.

No sooner had my head hit the pillow than I found it was morning.

There was an electric energy under my skin as I awoke. Professor Tariro’s training session was today, and while I wasn’t sure what to expect, it felt like a turning point. My routine held new purpose. I wasn’t just chasing Breakthroughs to gain power for its own sake, but to prepare for the challenges to come. The Experience Points in my heart had a destination now, and were not merely an ever-growing stockpile.

Aishe’s soft breathing let me know she was still fast asleep. I slipped out of bed, moving silent as a shadow. The control over my body was enough with just my pure stats to avoid waking my roommate without trouble.

I paused for a moment, watching her sleep. Her woolly curls were spread across her pillow. She looked peaceful, vulnerable in a way that made that warmth unfurl in my chest again. The sheep girl who had stood up for me during the entrance exam, who had rambled about mathematical theories with such passion that I couldn’t help but be drawn in.

Professor Tariro’s words from yesterday drifted through my mind: intimate partners sharing energy, pathways connecting between Awakening practitioners. Aishe had shown genuine fascination with my abilities, asking questions that went beyond simple curiosity. The way her eyes lit up when she talked about energy manipulation…

Maybe there was more to explore there than just friendship.

The thought made me smile as I moved to the space between our desks. I needed to focus on my training first, but the possibility lingered like a pleasant warmth in the back of my mind. I began the advanced Martial Forms, the stretches easing the stiffness of the morning. As the new routine grew in intensity, I could feel my muscles burn and sweat broke out all over my skin. Not even the power of Ox’s Hide could outweigh the burn of good exercise. As I finished, the surge of energy started to build.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 5

218/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

I knew it was coming, but was still surprised. Three Breakthroughs in as many days was no small feat. These new Martial Forms were tremendously powerful for gaining Experience Points.

A flicker of pride at my progress was quickly drowned out by anxiety for what was coming. Professor Tariro’s training session hung in my mind like a storm cloud. I had no clue what to expect, and that uncertainty twisted in my gut. Was she going to train me in combat like Senai had? Or was she just going to sit down and lecture me on history and politics of the tournament, the way she talked about Awakening in class?

If not for the opportunity the tournament represented, I never would have agreed. But I’d already decided that the rewards were worth the challenge.

I dressed quickly, slipping out of the room barefoot before Aishe woke. The halls were empty, my bare feet silent on the stone as I slipped out early. Technically, I shouldn’t be in trouble for being out this early. The curfew rules covered how late students could walk the grounds, but they didn’t specify how early I could begin my day.

I was able to make my way to Professor Tariro’s office before dawn without any problems.

She wasn’t there, but she’d left a note stuck to the door. Pulling it down, it was simply directions to a training room elsewhere on campus. That was both a good and bad sign. If she was going to only go over the theory of dueling, her office would have served just fine. But if we were going to be in a training space, it was possible that this would be a hands-on lesson. I always learned best from practical experience.

But I didn’t think I was ever going to be in the mood to have a mage three times my age and experience pelting me with magic.

The door to the training room was already open. I paused, taking it all in. The room was bigger than I thought, filled with strange gear I couldn’t name. The air buzzed with power, making the hairs on my neck stand up. I could feel it wash over me as I walked in.

“Ah,” Professor Tariro’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Right on time.” I turned to see her walking over, her formal professor’s robes looking just a little out of place in this athletic environment. I didn’t really have room to critique, though, since I’d just come in my school uniform as well.

“Morning, Professor,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt.

“Ready to begin?” she asked, her amber-gold eyes searching mine. I could tell she was sizing me up, using her enhanced senses to detect that I’d only invested a second point into Ox’s Hide, ignoring her advice to diversify my abilities.

She didn’t try to correct or scold me, though. I supposed when she said that an Awakening practitioner’s journey was their own to choose, she’d actually meant it.

“You’ll have to tell me what beginning means,” I said, “but growing up on the mountain taught me to be ready for anything.”

“Excellent,” she said with a smirk. “Your grandfather was a good teacher, then. You’ll have to tell me more about him sometime. He sounds like he was a man worth knowing.”

I definitely didn’t want to discuss him with her right now, but she didn’t press the issue. Instead, she began her explanation of the tournament.

It would be a double elimination bracket. If I lost a fight, I could still battle my way to the finals so long as I could defeat everyone else who had lost. But at the same time, if I defeated a foe and gave up enough information about my weaknesses to let them win a rematch, they could fight their way through the losers’ bracket and get that rematch.

“The duels are in the standard format,” she explained. With a wave of her hand tracing a handful of well-practiced equations around her head, she formed an illusion in the air between us. “The underground arena where you bested Jenu is a primitive version of the standard arena, from a time when mage duels were the primary form of legal dispute resolution. When properly civilized governments were finally formed, the practice was adapted for entertainment. That means larger arenas to accommodate more spectacular shows of force, and larger audiences.”

The location her illusion depicted was unmistakable. The Kurwamba from the entrance exam. I had expected something like the underground arena, but the scale of this was absurd. The entire labyrinth had held scores of students and countless beasts, and it had fit neatly inside what Professor Tariro was telling me was the battlefield.

And it was that big to account for the tremendous scope of magical spells. Jenu’s fireballs and ice shards only filled a few cubic feet of space. How could I evade a firestorm if it was the size of a house?

“The rules are simple enough,” she continued, either oblivious to or dismissive of the fear growing in my gut. “Much like you were no doubt told in the underground arena, no spells for death or dismemberment are allowed. To inflict lasting harm on your foe is to forfeit. This is no blood sport. It is a display of skill, tactics, and power.”

She paused. Almost like mulling over a thought. “It is also considered bad form to continue to fight when you are clearly outmatched. Just as your foe is supposed to leave the arena alive, so are you. Don’t forget that.”

I nodded along, feeling a bit of advantage coming on. Professor Tariro hesitated for a moment, clearly reading something, either in my eyes or in my aura.

“Is something amusing to you, Laku?” she asked with a small smirk.

“Are those the only rules?”

“There are others, but they’re not going to be of much interest to you.” She paused a moment, and then dismissed the illusion. With a gesture and a murmured quadratic equation, the door to the training room closed, ensuring privacy for this next part. “I doubt someone of your talents will need to worry about a specific list of banned spell formulas and casting practices.”

Of course. As a Zero, I wouldn’t need to worry about breaking those rules.

“So any other tactic is fair game?” I asked. “So long as I don’t kill or maim my opponent, I can do whatever I want physically.”

“Yes,” she confirmed, and her eyes narrowed for a moment. “What are you planning?”

“Only Awakening,” I said, offering her a smirk of my own. “Of course.”

When I refused to say more, I could tell she was tempted to press. But I could also tell it was only curiosity, not concern. But this was a test.

And for a change, it was a test for her, not me.

After a moment, she seemed to come to a decision. She didn’t ask again. She could let me keep my secrets, so long as I was working for her goals. That was good to know.

“Officially,” she continued at last, “the only prizes on offer are for the students. Those who make it to the winners’ or losers’ finals will be guaranteed an Exemplar Point. The winner will earn two. And one student will be chosen from the tournament by vote of the audience. Sometimes, it is the winner, but only rarely. The audience often loves an underdog.”

“So if I win, and earn the audience vote…”

“Three Exemplar Points,” Professor Tariro confirmed with a fierce smile. “Halfway to an Exemplar at a single stroke.”

She let those words hang for a moment. Tempting me.

Her face eventually returned to her more controlled and unreadable expression as she continued. “Unofficially, the department whose candidate wins will receive favorable treatment when the budget is balanced for the next year. It has been so long since the History department has put up a good showing, the department head has given up on the practice. The other professors have been playing hot potato with responsibility for this department’s failure for as long as you’ve been alive. It’s why it was so easy for me to name you as our entrant.”

The explanation didn’t matter to me. What mattered was the prize. Halfway to fulfilling Professor Tariro’s goal. Halfway to an Exemplar. And if my plan worked, it might be crazy enough to earn the fans’ favor and make it happen.

Unknown doors would open to me then. Professor Tariro’s remaining Awakening tomes, certainly, but perhaps others. The school’s archives? A skill, Discipline, or Ritual that might allow me to unlock the secrets of the Forgotten Library?

The path to the answers I sought was growing clearer by the day.

“The tournament will be intense,” she went on, drawing my attention back to the present. “You shouldn’t expect it to be easy. There is a lot on the line. Your foes will be as hungry for the Exemplar Points on offer as you are, and their patrons will be as desperate as I am to see their students prove the worth of their department. They’ll be looking for any weakness.”

I nodded, feeling that my own hunger was going to eclipse what anyone else could feel. But I wasn’t seeking personal glory. I was seeking a way to find out what happened to my grandfather. My foes would be hard-pressed to be more motivated than me.

“While I wish that we had more time for training this morning, I have work to do,” she said, walking me to the door. “The rules and regulations are no less important, but I should be able to clear more of my morning schedule tomorrow. We can use this space for more practical training then.”

Before opening the door, she paused, eyes piercing through me again. What was she looking for this time?

“I will give you one thing to think about,” she said at last. “You will have more eyes on you at the tournament than ever before. If you want to get through this with your secret intact, you’ll need to learn one thing: How to think like a mage.”

She left without elaborating.

Think like a mage? What did that mean?


Chapter 25

Magical Thinking



Aishe was awake and at her desk when I got back to our room. The way she was surrounded by books made it seem like she was in her natural habitat. She looked up as I came in, her eyes lighting up with interest. Her fluffy tail swished with excitement, but I couldn’t tell if she was actually happy to see me or just wanted a distraction from her work.

“Laku! I woke up and you were gone. Figured you’d be downstairs doing your forms thing, but you were out longer than expected. Was something going on?” she asked, her enthusiasm infectious, even if I wasn’t sure of the source.

“I had an appointment with Professor Tariro,” I said, feeling a smile come to my face as I sat down at my own desk. “She wanted to discuss me helping the History department.”

Aishe’s interest immediately grew ravenous. She pushed her glasses up her nose and leaned forward. “Oh? How?”

“There’s an interdepartmental tournament coming up,” I explained, reaching over and running my hands over the covers of the small collection of Awakening tomes I was building by working with Professor Tariro. Two was a small number, but it was growing. “She wants me to represent her department.”

“Because of the fight with Jenu?” Aishe asked quickly, turning away from her desk to give me her undivided attention.

“No,” I said, though I hesitated when I could hear the uncertainty in my own voice. “Probably not,” I corrected myself. “She says she believes in my potential. You’ve been in her class with me, so you know she appreciates the powers of Awakening.”

“She wants an exhibition,” Aishe guessed, her tail swishing faster as her mind worked through the implications. “The whole school was talking about your fight with Jenu. Even as a first year, you’re going to draw a crowd. If you put on a show that lives up to the rumors, and use Awakening to do it, her classes on Alternative Magical Practices are going to fill up next semester.”

“And the department gets more funding,” I agreed, finishing the thought. I had forgotten how sharp Aishe could be. It was easy to assume that her intelligence was limited to mathematics and magical theory, but she was just smart all around. “So we’re doing a couple of early morning training sessions to whip me into shape for it.”

“I’m jealous,” Aishe said, though her tone suggested it wasn’t entirely true. She fidgeted with her notes, looking down at them rather than at me. “Getting special training? Practically a mentorship? You’ve got someone at the peak of her field giving you special attention. I wish a teacher had that much faith in my potential.”

The way she said it made something protective flare in my gut. Aishe was brilliant, more brilliant than anyone I’d met, but she still doubted herself sometimes. It made me want to reassure her, to tell her how remarkable she was.

“Hey,” I said, leaning forward slightly. “You shouldn’t doubt yourself like that. You’re incredible, Aishe. The way your mind works, the theories you come up with… I’ve never met anyone who can think the way you do.”

Her ears twitched, and she looked down at her notes, but I could see the pleased smile she was trying to hide. “I’m just good with numbers and equations. That’s not the same as being remarkable.”

“Are you kidding?” I said, incredulous. “You stood up to that instructor during the entrance exam when he tried to disqualify me. You cited the exact section of the Institute Charter from memory. And your magic theories? Especially how you apply it to agriculture? They could revolutionize how people grow food. That’s not just numbers, Aishe. That is genius applied to making the world better.”

She looked back up at me then, her eyes bright behind her glasses. Her tail swished happily, and the pink in her cheeks deepened. “You really think so?”

“I know so,” I said firmly. “Any professor would be lucky to have you as a student. You just need to believe in yourself the way I believe in you.”

For a moment, we just looked at each other. There was something about the way she looked at me, like I was the only person who had ever really seen her potential.

“Thank you,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “That… That means a lot to me.”

I had to clear my throat and look away before I said something that would push us past the friendship line we’d been dancing around.

Aishe studied my face with those perceptive blue eyes, and I could practically see her brilliant mind working. “But something’s bothering you,” she said gently. “What’s wrong?”

I found myself smiling despite my worries. Of course she’d notice. “I’m just a little bit anxious about the tournament,” I admitted. I couldn’t shake Professor Tariro’s final directive out of my head. “It’s a lot of pressure.”

“You are just a first-year student,” Aishe pointed out, looking back up at me with those striking blue eyes. “Nobody is expecting you to win, especially against upperclassmen hand-picked by professors whose specialization is battle magic. You just have to put up a good fight.” She shrugged, her tail settling into a slower rhythm. “Just do what you did against Jenu again. Absorb a few hits, run circles around your opponent, and maybe give them a bloody nose.”

I found myself about to say more than I’d normally be comfortable confiding. And as much as I wanted to keep my troubles to myself, I couldn’t do this alone forever. Especially not when I’d just been reminded that Aishe was a brilliant thinker. It was going to be a risk to try and get help from her without admitting too much, especially since I couldn’t say how much was too much for her sharp mind to pick up on. But her knowledge was too powerful of a resource to deny myself.

“Professor Tariro gave me something to think about before our next training session,” I said, turning in my own seat to face Aishe, mirroring her posture. “To be honest, I’m having trouble understanding it. It feels like something so simple, but I can’t imagine what she means by it. Do you think you can help me out?”

Aishe’s face lit up, her entire demeanor transforming as it always did when presented with an intellectual puzzle. “Of course! I’d love to. What are you struggling with?”

I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. I had to be extra cautious here. Aishe didn’t know I was a Zero, and I couldn’t let anything slip. “Today, we only discussed the rules of the tournament. The format, the spells and all that… But she said something odd. She said I need to learn to think like a mage.”

“Think like a mage?” Aishe furrowed her brow, her woolly curls bouncing slightly. “You’re right. That is a peculiar thing to say.”

“Right,” I agreed quickly. “I am a mage. Just like everyone else here. What would I need to do to think like a mage?” The lie tasted bitter on my tongue, but it was necessary.

Aishe stood up and started to pace the room, her feet clicking softly against the floor. She tapped her chin thoughtfully, her tail swishing back and forth. “It’s especially strange if she wants you to show off Awakening,” she said, though her tone was more to herself than to me. “Wouldn’t she want you to not think like a mage?”

“Right,” I agreed again. “I feel like I’m missing something. Something she expects me to figure out before training tomorrow morning.”

She was silent for a long moment. I found myself shifting my energy into my sinuses, activating Dragon’s Eyes. The enhanced perception let me see her magical aura clearly, and what I saw shocked me for a moment. It was so incredibly active, whirling through thoughts and emotions at tremendous speed. She wasn’t just focused on the problem, she was turning it over in her head to examine from every angle. Her mind was working at a pace that would have left most people exhausted.

“Tell me more about Awakening,” she said at last, turning back to me with sudden and uncharacteristic authority. Her blue eyes were intense behind her glasses. “And not just history or beginner’s stuff. Tell me what you’re working on now. What you’re studying at your current level.”

“Why?”

“Trust me,” she said firmly, stepping closer. The scent of her, something like fresh wool and wildflowers, filled my senses. “What are you working on now?”

I debated for a second on if I should lie again. Telling her something more basic. She was smart, but I could definitely pull the wool over her eyes if I had to. But… She was trying to help me. She couldn’t help if she didn’t have the whole story. Well, most of it, anyway.

“There are advanced techniques called Disciplines,” I explained carefully. I tapped my sinuses, where the energy was flowing to enhance my senses. “They use internal energy to produce powerful effects. For example, right now, I can see your magical core. Your aura. It tells me things about you that I otherwise couldn’t know.” I consulted the information I could perceive for a moment. “You’ve been staying up too late working. Your energy patterns show you haven’t been getting enough sleep.”

“How did you know that?” Aishe asked, her eyes widening with fascination rather than discomfort. Her ears perked forward with interest.

“Your aura shows the strain,” I explained gently. “You should be getting more rest. All this studying won’t help if you’re too exhausted to think clearly during exams.”

A small smile tugged at her lips, and I caught a hint of pink in her cheeks. “You can really see all that? That’s…actually kind of sweet that you’re worried about me.” She adjusted her glasses, looking pleased rather than embarrassed. “Right, so that’s what she wants. She wants you to use Disciplines. Probably… Probably ones that are showier than that. Playing ‘Guess My Sleep Schedule’ isn’t going to win you a duel.”

“That does make sense,” I agreed, but I tilted my head, giving her a curious look. “But why does that follow from what Professor Tariro said?”

“How do you get a student interested in magic?” she asked. She raised her hand, and with Dragon’s Eyes active, I could see the way the magic in her core spun up, activating as she drew System energy to herself, performing a simple spell. With a flash of a simple equation, a little sparkle of colorful lights erupted from her fingertips. “By using magic to show off.”

I nodded at that. It made sense. Both in terms of Professor Tariro’s goals, and in terms of my own. The rumors of my duel with Jenu had gone to great lengths to exaggerate every action. Describing my speed as inhuman. Giving Jenu’s spells much more credit than they deserved, even if only to make my surviving them all the more incredible.

Professor Tariro was right. I needed to think like a mage. Because if I showed everyone a feat of Awakening worth talking about, they wouldn’t even notice that I hadn’t used the System.

“Thanks, Aishe,” I said as we wrapped up. “This has been really helpful.”

She waved it off with a smile, though I caught the way her eyes lingered on me. “Any time. It’s nice to have someone to talk about stuff with, whether it’s your Awakening or my magical theory. Most people’s eyes glaze over when I start talking about mathematical applications to spell construction.”

I chuckled with a nod. Even I had to admit that I sometimes tuned out the finer details when she got too deep into her theories. But it was just common courtesy to pay enough attention to follow along. “I’m always happy to listen. Your theories go over my head sometimes, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t interesting.”

Aishe beamed, her whole face lighting up. “We could make it a regular thing if you’d like. Study sessions, you know? I can talk about my struggles, and you can talk about yours, and we can work together to find solutions.” She offered a conspiratorial smile that made my heart skip a beat. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in learning more about Awakening on the side, as well.”

I hesitated, weighing the risks. Regularly discussing magic and Awakening with Aishe opened up more and more opportunities for her to discover the truth. There was no telling how she would react to learning I was a Zero, and didn’t belong here at Dzidzo Institute. Or anywhere in civilized society, according to the Vatariri. And Senai’s warnings still hadn’t left my mind. Trust no one.

But the thought of having someone to talk to… It was too tempting to pass up. I needed resources, didn’t I? Yes, books and Breakthroughs and techniques and favors, but also allies. Friends. Maybe more.

Once more, I thought of the conversation I’d had with Professor Tariro. Intimate partners sharing energy, pathways connecting between Awakening practitioners. The idea of sharing that kind of connection with Aishe, of her brilliant mind working alongside my growing power…

I coughed, clearing my throat.

“That sounds great,” I said, returning her grin. “Let’s do it.”

A moment passed between us. Just the smallest bit of awkwardness, the kind that happens when two people realize they’re standing closer than they meant to, looking into each other’s eyes a little too long.

“Hey. I wanted to say… I’m sorry for not helping you yesterday morning with your equations.”

“It’s fine,” Aishe said immediately, her ears twitching nervously. “We resolved it eventually anyway, right?”

“Stop.” I reached out, putting a hand on her shoulder. Aishe flinched away at first, then looked up at me curiously. “I had barely gotten any sleep the night before, but that didn’t give me the right to dismiss you. It isn’t an excuse, just an explanation.”

Aishe’s head bobbed up and down. “Right, of course.”

“Don’t dismiss your feelings just to smooth something over.” I reached for one of Senai’s favorite sayings. “Conflict builds character.”

“But resolution builds friendship,” Aishe said, adjusting her glasses. Her voice was soft, almost shy. “At least, that’s the saying my mother always shares.”

A small smile crept across her face as Aishe chattered about all the things we could learn together, even though her attention was clearly on the books laid out before her. I knew I was walking a dangerous line, getting closer to people while hiding such a big secret. If I was found out, I could lose everything.

Trust no one.

Not all teachers have your best interests at heart. And not all students are innocent, either.

But… I could keep ahead of the danger. As long as I surrounded myself with allies who were invested in my success, and not my failures, my secret should be safe.

And for everyone else, I just had to think like a mage. Give them something else to talk about.

I knew just the Discipline for the job. I only needed to chase the Breakthroughs to pay for it.


Chapter 26

The Locked Secret



After my morning classes, I wasn’t entirely hopeful about my next stop. Danai and I had been struggling to make progress on our research into containment spells. But I couldn’t deny that the work was satisfying. Danai’s skill at picking through citations and finding the path forward was something I could learn from.

When it came time to really dig for the secrets of Senai’s journal, that might be a useful talent to copy.

Pushing the doors open to the Bhukumba, the familiar smell of old books and parchment hit me. The library was quiet. Pages rustled. A whisper sounded here and there. I shifted my energy into Dragon’s Eyes, feeling the familiar tingle as my senses sharpened. Danai didn’t seem to be—

“Laku!” Danai shout-whispered, her voice cutting through the library’s hush with my sharp senses. She waved from a table toward the back. Our usual spot. She held a big, old book and wore a broad smile. Hopeful.

I walked over, my surprise at her presence overtaken by curiosity. Even with her composed scholarly demeanor, I could see the way her ears practically vibrated with excitement, and her tail swished behind her chair. “What do you have? An answer?”

Danai set the book down on the table with careful precision. “Librarian Musta set this book aside for me,” she said, her voice hushed but excited. Her eyes practically glowed green as she looked up at me. “She said it was to help with our project so that we can get back to focusing on our real work. I’ve seen the citation but couldn’t find the text. Apparently, that was because Professor Shingai was using it. It’s supposed to be a book on advanced containment magic, but…”

She bit her lip, pausing. The gesture drew my attention to her mouth, and I had to force myself to focus on what she was saying.

“But what?” I asked, leaning in for a look. She smelled different this morning. Clean and fresh, sure, but not like lavender. Did she change shampoo?

“Take a look.” Danai opened the book, her slender fingers graceful as she turned the pages. The text was very clearly a historical account of a distant region. “I’ve clearly seen the citation in our containment magic research, but it doesn’t say a single word on the topic anywhere. I’ve never seen anything like this in all my research.”

I stared at the pages. With Dragon’s Eyes active, my mind devoured the page she showed me, and I saw all the telltale signs. Awkward wording. Illogical line breaks. Repeated information.

“It’s not a history book,” I said quietly, tracing a particularly poorly formed phrase. “It’s a cipher.”

Danai’s ears perked forward with interest, her eyes wide. “A cipher? Are you sure?”

I nodded, excited but a bit frustrated. This was the right direction, but it was straight into a new obstacle. “Look at how this explorer’s name and age is repeated. Three times on this page. The line breaks. This one right here, with more than enough space for the next word. It’s all on purpose. Everything is phrased just a little weird. It’s not about conveying this information. It’s about arranging the letters just right for the code.”

Danai leaned in closer, her shoulder touching mine as she examined the page. The contact sent a jolt through me that I tried to ignore. Her tail had gone still, which I was beginning to recognize as a sign of her intense focus.

“You’re right,” she said. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice. I was so focused on the information I didn’t think about the layout.” She looked up at me, and for a moment our faces were only inches apart. “But how do we decode it?”

I straightened up, trying to order my thoughts despite the distraction of her proximity. “We need to figure out the key. Like a containment spell, there’s a pattern that will unlock the truth. It might be hidden in the author’s other work, so we’ll need to investigate that. At worst, I just need time to crack the pattern by brute force. A lot of time.”

Danai nodded, looking serious. Her academic composure was back in place, but I caught the way her tail twitched slightly. “I’ll find what we need. You get started on the brute force while I do some digging?”

“Perfect.” I agreed. Danai hurried off to find the materials I needed, moving with that silent precision that seemed natural to her. I pulled out a notepad and turned the heavy tome back to the first page, ready to start my search.

Danai was wonderful. A great resource, sure, but also a fun person to be around. Her interest in Awakening was way less academic than with Aishe; she didn’t seem to want to interact with it, but was just curious for curiosity sake.

Would she ever be willing to attempt the sharing of power that Professor Tariro mentioned?

I shook my head, forcing myself to focus on the cipher.

Decoding a cipher by brute force was normally impossible, unless the author left clues behind. Senai had taught me decryption during my Awakening training, and had explained to me that books of knowledge had those clues. Even when the authors took effort to keep their secrets hidden, they wrote it down for a reason.

Danai came back, her arms full of books. She set them down with practiced care, the motion graceful despite the weight. “I’ve got everything I could find from the author,” she said. “And a couple of books on old codes. Where do we start?”

I started to make notes on what I could see so far. “Separate the books into two piles. Some of them should be the author’s normal work. Texts without the tells of being a cipher. The others will be the ones that are also encoded.”

We started to work. As Danai pored over the books to divide them into the two categories, I sifted through the text of the tome we were trying to decode. There were tells, but they were vague. Unclear. Needed more context. I hoped we could get that context from the other books Danai had gathered.

“Didn’t realize you were here when I walked in,” I found myself saying, making conversation while we worked.

“I thought you looked surprised to see me,” Danai said, moving another book carefully into one of her two piles. Her movements were precise, methodical. “Even though I was right in plain view.”

“Your scent,” I said, turning the page of the old tome and finding another clue. A citation footnote that didn’t match the material on the page. “I didn’t pick it up when I walked in, so I assumed you weren’t here.”

Danai’s ears flicked back slightly, and I noticed a blush rising on her cheeks. “Enhanced senses from your Awakening training?”

“Something like that.” I admitted. “It was Dragon’s Eyes, the Discipline I told you about before.”

“I remember,” she said, picking up a book, snapping it open and shut, and moving it right to the next pile.

“Hold on,” I said, turning to look at her. “Why did you move that book to that pile? You barely opened it.”

“Oh, it’s the pattern,” she said simply, picking the book back up. Her confidence was attractive, the way she moved through her explanation with methodical precision. “It’s a history book. All of the coded ones are history books.” She opened the book to a random page, and I could clearly see all the same markers plain as day. “I still took a peek, but it’s been a consistent pattern so far.”

I stared at the two piles, impressed despite myself. Her archival background was showing.

“Is there a…” I trailed off for a moment, eyes tracing the spines of the fake history texts. “Can you find a biography of the author anywhere?”

Danai didn’t hesitate, flipping through the stack of books to be sorted to produce a thin tome. “I almost didn’t grab it because I didn’t think it would be relevant. But he did write a brief autobiography.”

I took up the tome and flipped through the pages rapidly. My enhanced senses picked out the words I was looking for. Country names he had visited. The years of his visits.

“Find what book he published in 1028,” I said to Danai. “In the real pile, not the history pile.”

“Why 1028?” she asked, though she was already filtering through the tomes. Her movements were quick and efficient.

“It’s the year he visited Voskon,” I explained, tapping the history book that started us down this path. “He was on the continent this book is a history of.”

She found a thick textbook in the pile. A third edition of a basic tome on enchantment spells, including containment magic, written for classes on the subject.

It seemed innocuous enough.

“So now what?” Danai asked as I arranged both tomes before me, flipping through the pages. Her tail was swishing again, a sign of her curiosity.

“It’s a book cipher,” I explained, remembering well Senai’s lessons on basic encoding methods. “Usually, you pick a book to act as a key, and the message is composed of a sequence that references locations in that book.” The first page of the history book listed a sequence of eight conspicuous dates. I flipped rapidly through the textbook, finding the page corresponding to the day, and the letter on that page corresponding to the year. I quickly wrote out the message hidden there.

WRONG WAY

“What does that mean?” Danai whispered, leaning close enough that I could feel her breath on my cheek as she watched me work.

“It means this author was either very good at this, or an absolute lunatic,” I said with a grin. It felt good to use Senai’s words when he’d described a similar encoding among his books. “The history book is the key, not the message. It’s why the words are all so messed up.” I tapped the textbook beside it. “The message is in this book. Something he wrote almost two decades earlier. He wrote this book and arranged the letters just right so that the equations already written in the older book would point to the message written in this one.”

“That sounds like a lot of work,” Danai observed, her green eyes studying the relationship between the two books.

“It probably was,” I said, flipping through the textbook to find the equations that would represent the beginning of the message. “It would have been far easier to go the other direction.”

“I mean for us.”

“That, too,” I admitted, turning back and flipping through the history book to get the first letter of the real message.

It wasn’t challenging to follow the cipher, now that I had both message and key. Danai set about re-shelving the rest of the books while I populated my notebook with the text of the message. I found myself watching her move between the shelves, admiring the quiet grace of her movements.

When Danai returned, I was halfway through the transcription. Looking over the filled pages, she maintained her scholarly composure. Her feline tail, however, gave away her excitement with its rapid swishing.

“It’s the ritual that we’ve been looking for,” she said.

“And instructions on how to use it,” I said, tapping the page I was currently working on. “It will peel out the equations used in a containment spell. We’ll still need to solve the math problem they represent to find the key.”

Danai nodded, her smile only growing. “No wonder it was encoded like this. With this ritual, we can access just about anything anyone has sealed.”

I nodded. “If the math isn’t too hard, of course. More powerful containment spells will still take time to solve. But that’s just a matter of time and knowledge. Like a locksmith, we need access to the containment spell for long enough to do the math.”

I could feel my own excitement building. The limitation of the ritual was no problem for me. This was the key to the Awakening tomes in the Forgotten Library.

As I studied the ritual, memorizing every detail, I thought about all the applications of it. This wasn’t just a way to open up a few musty old books hidden in a particular spot underground. This could be a way to access all kinds of sealed knowledge. Like, for example, the secret Archives where Danai had said the other Awakening tomes had been taken.

But as I got more excited, I also felt the sting of my next obstacle. I couldn’t cast this ritual myself. Nor could I apply the solution equation to the containment spell to neutralize it, even if I could solve the problems. I was a Zero. I had no magic.

The knowledge was within reach, but using it was not.

“This is great.” Danai glanced at the clock and sighed. “But we have to get to our next classes soon.”

I nodded, closing the book and tucking the ritual into my bag. “You’re right. We did a lot today. Thank you for your help, Danai.”

Danai started to gather her notes, smiling. Her whole demeanor seemed warmer than usual. “Good luck cracking into the tomes in that private collection. Remember, you have to share with me whatever you learn, okay?”

I felt a stab of uncertainty. “Of course,” I said, nodding. “I wouldn’t dream of forgetting my end of the bargain.”

Danai nodded, gathering her own things with methodical precision. “That sounds good. Make sure you keep a close eye on that ritual, though. I wouldn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands.”

I found myself already puzzling over the new obstacle. How could I get the Awakening tomes open if I couldn’t actually do the ritual? And how could I share the information with Danai if I couldn’t access it?

As we walked out of the library together, Danai turned to me, smiling. There was something different about her expression, softer somehow. “Same time tomorrow?”

I nodded, managing a small smile. “Wouldn’t miss it. Thanks for all your help today.”

As we parted ways, I focused hard on the problem before me. I had the knowledge, but no way to use it. It left me with few options, and none of them were good.

The first and most obvious option was to confess. Tell someone, anyone, that I was a Zero. Danai, Aishe, even Ona.

They all had the magical power to use the ritual.

If I admitted the truth to them, they could do the spell for me. But that was a dangerous game to play. Senai had been very clear not to trust anyone in my time here at Dzidzo. It was one thing to share generic information about Awakening with Danai and Aishe, and to conspire with Ona to explore outside the school rules.

It was another thing to hand them the ammunition to get me expelled. Or worse.

The second option was no less attractive. Professor Tariro knew the truth about me, and she could certainly breach the containment spells on the books in the Forgotten Library. But looping her in on the existence of Ona’s secret spot was a fast track to making Ona an enemy. Not to mention how she might use those books as leverage over me on top of the knowledge I already wanted to get from her.

I could keep researching alone. I could find another way that didn’t need magic. But that would take longer. The longer I spent digging for a way, the more suspicious Danai would become when I couldn’t produce the secrets I’d promised to share. And there was no guarantee that I would ever find the magic-free path I needed.

Each choice had its own risks and rewards. I felt alone. Now more than ever, I missed Senai’s guidance. I wanted someone I could trust without fear.

As I thought about trust and partnership, Professor Tariro’s words crept back into my mind. The idea of sharing energy pathways with intimate partners. The way she’d described the anchor needing to stabilize multiple connections. I found myself wondering if that kind of bond might be the answer to more than just power sharing. A path to trust. But a long path, and not one I was standing on yet.

In the absence of any acceptable options, I needed another way. And I needed to find it while pursuing all of my other goals.

Maybe there was a way. I already planned on meeting with Ona for reasons related to the tournament. Maybe I could make sure that encounter went just right to give me what I needed in the Forgotten Library.


Chapter 27

Calculated Moves



I couldn’t help but be distracted during afternoon classes. I still pushed myself to excel and impress my professors as much as possible, but between the tournament, the training, and the ritual, there was a lot on my mind. Fortunately, I could put together a plan. It just had one crucial component that I needed to track down.

Ona.

After my final class, I stepped out of the lecture hall and into the late afternoon sun, squinting as my eyes adjusted to the brightness. Students milled about the courtyard, some practicing simple spells, some simply standing around chatting, and others hurried to later classes. I pushed my internal energy into my sinuses, activating Dragon’s Eyes. The familiar rush filled my senses.

The world transformed around me. Colors grew more vivid, sounds more distinct. Each person glowed with their unique aura. Some were bright and vibrant, others muted and contained. Every one of them were decorated with interlocking rings of their magical talents. I’d seen Ona with this ability before, and would recognize her on sight and sense her presence through any disguise or magic. Her aura was a deep crimson with flickering orange edges that would stand out in any crowd.

Finding one person on a campus this size would normally be impossible, but Dragon’s Eyes gave me an edge. I just had to cast a quick glance through any crowd and know for certain whether she was present or not. I moved methodically through the main thoroughfares, scanning the crowds, letting my enhanced senses guide me.

After twenty minutes of searching, I moved onto the smaller side paths. I caught a flicker of Ona’s aura darting between buildings on the far side of the east courtyard. She was moving quickly.

And she wasn’t moving alone.

I changed direction, picking up my pace as I circled the other side of the building she’d vanished behind, cutting her off. As I drew closer, I detected three other auras pursuing her, bright, aggressive patterns that pulsed with malicious intent. I recognized the magical signatures from our first meeting: the same upperclassmen who had been hunting Ona when we’d first met. Even through the building’s cover, I could see the leader, Malik, using his magic in a tracking spell to prevent escape.

Perfect timing.

I cut through a narrow passage between the alchemy building and the dormitories. The stone walls were cool against my shoulders as I squeezed through, emerging into the courtyard beyond just as Ona rounded the corner, breathing hard.

She nearly collided with me, skidding to a halt with a startled expression that quickly melted into recognition.

“Laku?” she hissed, glancing over her shoulder. Even winded and worried, she was beautiful. Wild brown hair framed her face, and her eyes were wide. “You’ve got perfect timing, Big Guy. I’ve got—”

“Company,” I finished for her, stepping protectively in front of her. “I know. Stay behind me.”

The three upperclassmen appeared moments later, their faces flushed with exertion and anger. They stopped short when they saw me standing between them and their quarry, blocking their path completely. The would-be attackers’ expressions changed from predatory to uncertain in a flash.

Malik and his companions were bullies and built like it. All broad shoulders and square features. And with Dragon’s Eyes active, I could see their magical power was nothing to scoff at. But their pathways were closed off. None of them had ever touched Awakening. Despite their size and appearance, they wouldn’t stand a chance against me physically.

“Ah,” Malik said, trying to sound confident despite the wariness in his eyes. His ears laid back slightly. “Why does it seem like every time I’m trying to pin her down, you show up?”

I smiled thinly. “Must be a coincidence,” I said.

Ona’s hand brushed my back, almost as if she were leaning on me. The tiny touch threatened to break my stoic glare, but I was able to suppress my smile.

Malik and the others shared an uncomfortable look.

The rumors about my duel with Jenu had spread throughout the school, growing more exaggerated with each retelling. I’d overheard a lot of new versions. A story that had started with me defeating him without casting a single spell had mutated. Gossipers whispered that I’d used some ancient, forbidden magic.

But a crumb of the truth had leaked through.

Not only had I defeated him, but I’d done so with a dismissive disdain that made clear I wasn’t using my full power.

Malik and his two hangers-on hadn’t been there that night, so he must have heard the story second hand. What did or didn’t he know?

I could tell Malik was uncomfortable. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, and his tail twitched with agitation. “We just want a word with the hellhound here. Nothing to do with you.”

“She’s with me,” I said. “Consider her under my protection from now on.”

Ona made a small sound behind me.

Malik’s eyes narrowed, and he took a half-step forward. “You don’t know what you’re getting involved in. That little piece of—”

“Careful,” I said, my voice dropping low.

The thug’s ears flattened completely against his head. After a moment, he forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Listen, we don’t want any trouble with you. But Jenu has made it very clear what happens to people who cross his crew.” His gaze flicked over my shoulder, then back at me. “He’s got a good, long memory for people who embarrass him. And also for those who help him.”

He paused, like I was going to buckle under the pressure of making a spoiled brat happy. I let the moment hang pregnant between us. “Good to know,” I said finally.

Malik grimaced. “Fine. Whatever,” he muttered. “We’ll catch up another time.”

“Really?” Ona said, peaking out from behind my back. “You’re just gonna let one guy chase all three of you off?” She grinned up at me, the playfulness clear on her face. “He’s not even that big. I bet you could take him.”

“Yeah, and then you can escape in the ruckus?” Malik asked with a laugh. “Fat chance.”

“Boo.” Ona crossed her arms over her chest. “I was hoping to see him flatten you guys.”

I put a hand on Ona’s head, right between her ears. “Don’t press your luck,” I said. She squirmed out from under my touch, but not before I caught the flush that made her face match her eyes.

The three upperclassmen retreated, trying to maintain some dignity as they walked away. I waited until they were out of sight before I turned to face the hellhound.

She was looking at me with big, wide eyes. All joking and discomfort were gone. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said.

“Yes, I did.” I practically snarled the words. “They need to stop messing with you.”

Ona blinked. Her face turned a little more red before she looked away. “Well, thanks, Big Guy. Though now hey know we’re…” She gestured vaguely between us.

“We’re what?”

Her tail swished behind her, betraying her nervousness. “W-working together. Connected. Whatever this is.” She looked back up at me, and I watched in real time as her defenses slammed back down. “Although, you’re one handy mountain man to have around. Was there a reason for this little meeting today, or do you just have a thing for damsels in distress?”

I wanted to grab her and wipe that smirk off her face. How intense of a kiss would it take? Could I make her beg for more before those walls came back up around her?

“Business,” I said, shoving those thoughts aside.

Her smile faltered. It wasn’t in the way I wanted, the way I craved, but it was still satisfying.

“Right. Listen,” she said, trying to regain her composure. “I promise I’ve been looking for you. Jenu and his posse have had it out for me since the duel. I wasn’t gonna stiff you.”

I considered her for a long moment. The terror wasn’t entirely an act. There was real worry in her eyes.

“How about you start talking?”

Ona laughed, a short, sharp sound without a hint of humor. “All right, so, I admit it. I bet a lot of money on you to win in your duel. The odds were against you because, you know. Jenu. He’s got a reputation and a family name that give him odds to win any duel.” She ran a hand through her wild brown hair. “It’s why I told you what to expect. I thought you might get an edge. Especially since you can see through even my best tricks.”

I raised an eyebrow, and she gave a nervous grin.

“I promise I meant to cut you in,” she added, glancing around. “But Jenu pinned the whole thing on me for bringing you in. I didn’t even attend classes today or yesterday. He’s…threatened me pretty good.” Her tail drooped, and I could see worry clear on her face.

What the hell had Jenu said to her?

“If he touches you, I’ll kill him.”

I didn’t mean to say it. And I definitely didn’t mean to growl it like I was some Category beast given sapience. But Ona looked up at me like I was a big damn hero. She was practically swooning, her hands clasped between her breasts and her tail wagging excitedly behind her.

“Don’t take that as a reason to torment him,” I said, pinning her with a glare. “If you instigate, I’ll throw you to the wolves. Literally.”

“You’re so not fun,” Ona said with a click of her tongue to the roof of her mouth, but I could see her smile when she said it. “Spoilsport and all that.”

“Yep. That’s me.” I took a step toward her. “So, we gonna talk business now?”

Ona looked up at me, lips parted like she wanted to say something. Her mouth upturned in a smile, and she winked. “Sure, Big Guy. But not here. I’m a bit of a screamer. Usual place?”

She didn’t wait for me to answer, but instead started to walk away. Well, more like saunter. Her hips rolled seductively under that tiny red plaid skirt, accented by her fluffy wolf tail that wagged the opposite way.

When she got to the edge of the courtyard, she paused to look back at me. One hip was cocked to the side, her hand resting on it. She raised an eyebrow and gave me a crooked grin.

“You coming or what?”

Oh, I wanted to be.

I followed the hellhound while trying to calm my damn libido. There was something about Ona’s bratty exterior that made me really appreciate the moments of vulnerability when I could catch them. But those walls were thick, and she was good at keeping them in place.

What would it take to get her to drop them completely?

As we walked across campus, I noticed the sideways glances and whispered conversations that followed us. My victory over Jenu had changed things. Before, I’d been a curiosity, just a country boy who’d done something unexpected during the entrance exam. A fluke, at best. Now, the whispers had doubled. I’d proven myself more than just a one-hit wonder. Their whispered tales and watchful expressions varied between curiosity, respect, and wariness.

It was useful, but dangerous. I wanted the attention of the faculty in order to earn Exemplar Points. The attention of the student body was a more unwelcome shift. The last thing I needed was more eyes that might spot me slipping up and revealing my nature as a Zero. Because with Jenu after me, if that rumor started, the Vatariri wouldn’t be far behind.

Ona led me through a series of increasingly obscure pathways through campus, the crowds giving way to smaller groups, and eventually vanishing altogether. We emerged into the courtyard with the sundial that stood over the hidden entrance to the Forgotten Library. She tapped the specific sequence on the stones of the courtyard, and the passage opened, revealing the narrow staircase that descended into darkness.

I watched more carefully as she did it now. This passage did involve magic, but not anything Ona did. It was just a pattern of taps and touches. Something I could repeat.

I committed the sequence to memory this time, allowing me to access the hidden collection without Ona if I wished.

The air grew cooler as we descended, the sounds of the world above fading behind us. Ona lit our way with a small ball of flame that hovered above her palm, a casual display of magic that she didn’t know I couldn’t mimic. The fire danced between her fingers like it was alive.

When we reached the library, Ona closed the passage behind us and expanded her flame spell, illuminating the chamber. The forgotten books and scrolls lay undisturbed on their shelves, centuries of knowledge hidden away from the world above.

“So,” Ona said, her casual confidence returning as she dropped into the chair behind the desk. She propped her feet up, but I caught the way her ears stayed alert, still listening for trouble. “We’re cool, right? I thought you were mad, but you seem relatively chill about it all.”

“You said you meant to cut me in,” I said firmly, taking a step toward her. “How about we discuss that?”

“Of course, Big Guy,” she said instantly, her grin fading. “The odds were fantastic. Five to one against you.”

“Why?” I found myself asking. “He was a pushover.”

“To you, maybe,” Ona said, trying to maintain her casual demeanor. “But his great-grandfather built the arena. That’s whose statue is over the entrance. The Kova family has been nothing but battle mages for centuries. It intimidates folks.” She pointed at me. “But you didn’t know to be intimidated, and I knew you could show he didn’t deserve the reputation. I bet my whole purse on it, and you wouldn’t believe the face the bookie made when he had to pay out. You’d think I was handing him his own liver.” She pulled a fat pouch from her pocket and jingled it. “I had to pay my debts off first, but surely you’ll be happy with the remainder? Thirty percent is a fine cut, isn’t it?”

I leaned against a bookshelf, considering my approach. This was good news. I wanted something from Ona, and now it turned out she owed me.

The hook was set, time to reel in my prize.

“I’m not interested in your money.”

Ona’s eyebrows shot up, and for a moment, her mask slipped completely. Real surprise flickered across her face. “No? Really? I can keep it?”

“Yes,” I agreed, “but don’t think you’re off the hook. You owe me. And it’s not thirty percent.”

“Of course,” Ona said, attempting to sound casual despite the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “We’re friends, right? I pay my debts even to folks I don’t like, don’t you worry about me forgetting the good turn you did me. How…can I pay my debt to you?”

I realized in that moment I could ask her anything. She’d willingly given me the power. Would demanding she kiss me again be a step too far? Maybe spreading her across the desk and giving her—

“Information,” I said, tamping down the thought.

Ona raised an eyebrow. “Is that all?”

“No,” I said, not bothering to lie. “But it’s enough for now.”

“Information is dangerous,” Ona said, crossing her arms over her chest. “What kind do you want?”

I pushed off from the bookshelf and began to pace slowly. It took everything I had to keep my voice casual and my eyes locked on Ona. “I’ve been selected to represent the history department in the interdepartmental tournament.”

“The, the tournament? The big show? You?” Ona paused, the gears turning in her head. “Bold move. The tournament’s serious business. Upperclassmen usually dominate.”

“Not this time,” I said. “Professor Tariro put me on the field for two reasons, and I want your help with both. First, I intend to win.”

“Ambitious,” Ona remarked, studying me with new interest. Her tail had gone still, and she licked her lips slowly. “So how do I come into the picture?”

I stopped pacing and faced her directly. “Your advice about Jenu’s fighting style was invaluable. You knew his patterns, his preferred spells, his weaknesses. That’s the kind of intelligence I need for the tournament.”

Understanding dawned on Ona’s face. “You want me to be your scout.”

“And you owe me,” I said firmly, stepping in close to tower over her where she sat. “You gather information about my potential opponents, their fighting styles, spell preferences, weaknesses, and I use that information to win. We call our debt even.”

Ona leaned back, looking up at me with a grin. Her eyes were bright with calculation. The confident facade was back, but I could see the genuine interest underneath. And not just in what I was saying.

“That could work. Very well, in fact.” She drummed her fingers against the arm of her chair, thinking. “The tournament bracket won’t be announced until the day of, but I should be able to find the entrants anyway. I have some contacts who keep an eye on the tournament. I can spread some coin around, get some intel.”

“Perfect.”

Ona wasn’t fooling me. She had contacts who took bets on the fights. And with me being a first year on a field full of upperclassmen, the odds were going to be against me every time.

She wasn’t just going to be doing this for me. It was very clear she’d be serving her own interests, too.

In other words, I didn’t have to trust her in order to trust her.

As my new informant mulled over the implications of this deal and the profit to be had along the way, I pushed away from her chair and resumed my casual circuit of the room. I gradually worked my way toward the shelf where I’d spotted the sealed Awakening manual during our last visit.

“Jenu will likely be competing for the Elemental Magic department,” Ona said, warming to the topic. Her ambition was overwhelming her wariness more and more by the second. “His daddy has big influence there, so he’ll be in just to keep the department’s big donor happy. Jenu will definitely be out for revenge, but like I told you, he gets stupid when he’s mad. And you made him so mad his spell might explode in his own face at the word go.” She tapped her chin, searching her memory. “The senior from Transformations, Takura, he’s the favorite to win. But he’s a master of using transformations in his magic. His spells will be the most unpredictable. Hopefully some other big shot will take him down before the finals.”

I nodded, filing away the information as I moved closer to my target. “What about defenses? Any weaknesses I should know about?”

Ona grinned, and for a moment, it was the same mischievous expression she’d worn when she first asked me to kiss her. “Takura is arrogant, doesn’t think first-years are worth preparing for. Other than that?” She leaned back in her chair, confidence reasserted. “I can get you more details on all the likely competitors. Class schedules, practice habits, the works.”

“What I need most is information like you gave me on Jenu,” I said, finally reaching the shelf with the sealed Awakening manual. I ran my fingers along the spines of the books, pausing at the one I wanted. A thick volume bound in faded red leather, its cover etched with symbols in a familiar cipher that I could practically read on sight.

Without breaking the flow of conversation, I casually took the book from the shelf.

“Tell me how to win the fight, and I’ll do the rest.”

Ona watched me take the book but made no comment. Her crimson eyes tracked my movement with interest. “So I gotta ask, you said Professor Tariro picked you for two reasons, and you wanted my help with both. Wanting to win is the obvious one, and you can count on me for that, Big Guy.” She gestured to the book in my hands. “Is that the other way I can help?”

I glanced down at the manual, maintaining an air of casual interest. “Oh no, this is just something I’ve been thinking about since the last time I was here.”

Ona nodded, clearly understanding that the Forgotten Library was part of our new arrangement. “Take it. Consider it a good faith gesture.” She kicked her feet back up onto the desk, casting her gaze over the other shelves. “So what is the other thing, then?”

“Professor Tariro wants to stoke interest in alternative energy manipulation techniques,” I said, turning the book over in my hands. It didn’t take much to confirm the containment spell holding the cover closed and locked. Dragon’s Eyes let me hear the notes of the spell clearly. “The fight with Jenu showed that if I make a big spectacle, I get people talking. That’s my second objective. Putting on a good show. I can’t impress everyone if all I do is walk up and hit my opponent with a wild uppercut.”

“Sure you can,” Ona said with a dismissive wave.

“Not if I want to succeed at making a real spectacle,” I explained, gesturing at her with the sealed book in my hand. “I need everyone shocked at what I’m capable of. I need to draw every eye and demand attention. If I can turn that attention towards Awakening, then Professor Tariro’s classes on the subject next semester aren’t so bare.”

“Awakening?” Ona scoffed, though there was curiosity in her voice.

“Yes, Awakening,” I said firmly, giving her a flat look. “It’s how I beat Jenu.”

“That’s the old magic, right? The physical stuff?”

“Among other things.”

Ona stood up and almost instantly was by my side. She watched me with an intense, almost reverent look. “Could you teach me?”

The question caught me off guard. “Why?”

“Because I saw you against Jenu. You moved like nothing I’ve ever seen. If Awakening is the source, I need it.” She hissed the last three words, stepping in so close I could almost feel the heat of her words on my skin.

I grabbed her. One hand on either arm, holding her not only close but tight. She couldn’t wiggle away. As much as I wanted to kiss her—especially after she made a breathy little gasp at my speed—I only leaned in close.

“You help me, I’ll teach you. Not only that, I’ll teach you a secret technique no one else knows.”

That got her attention. Ona licked her lips, looking up at me. “Promise?”

The word was a whisper, a promise all its own. Ona would be a willing partner for energy sharing, and something told me she’d be a hell of a lot of fun, too.

“Business first,” I said, moving back so she was at arm’s length. Literally and figuratively. “If you were so impressed by my fight, what caught your attention? How can I make just as big of a splash at the tournament?”

“Depends on whom you ask,” Ona said with a laugh.

“I’m asking you,” I said, releasing her arms.

Ona immediately took a step back, although a grimace crossed her face like she regretted it. “A lot of folks are quite taken with parts of the story that definitely didn’t happen. They say you carved through Jenu’s flames with your bare hands, faced down a magical blizzard without getting thrown from your feet, threw him around like a rag doll…”

“I can’t control the story that happens after,” I said with a sigh. “Just the fight itself.”

“Right. But…that’s the thing. Lots of folks weren’t there to see what you actually did. They were impressed with the feat, not the act.” She smiled. “But your speed? Dodging ice shards and fireballs… Every other duelist in the whole world uses wards and shields. You just…didn’t get hit. Nobody knew what to think about it. You do that again against some serious heavy hitters, and you’ll be a legend.”

“And that will get people interested in Awakening?”

“Big Guy, if you put on a display like that again, I’ll be first in line to learn,” she promised, placing a hand over her heart. “Cross my heart.”

I nodded, looking back down at the book in my hands. Professor Tariro’s goal wasn’t just achievable. It would be simple. I had everything I needed. I just needed a few more Breakthroughs and the Experience Points would get me there.

“We gotta make a plan, though,” Ona said, interrupting my thoughts. “I gotta have a way to get the intel to you.”

“Agreed,” I said, tucking the book under my arm. “How do I find you? You seem to have a talent for evading notice.”

“Not that it stopped you today,” Ona grumbled, but there was a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

She dug around in her pockets and produced a small crystal. When she whispered to it for a second, mana flowed around the bauble. It glowed briefly, then returned to normal.

“Communication crystal,” she said, holding it out to me. “Basic model, but it’ll work for our purposes. If I need to reach you, it’ll turn green. Just hold it and think of me, and I’ll know where you are. I’ll come to you.”

I accepted the crystal from her hand. I tried to ignore the way her fingers brushed against mine in a deliberate gesture, instead examining the red bauble for a second before slipping it into my pocket. “Useful.”

“I’m all about useful,” Ona replied with a grin. “That’s why we’re going to work so well together.” She moved toward the passage that led back to the school. “I’ll start gathering information tonight. We should meet again tomorrow. I’ll signal you. It’ll be a fine field test of the crystals.”

I nodded, following her to the exit. As we prepared to leave, Ona paused, looking back at me with a curious expression.

“You know, most people would have taken the money,” she said. Her voice was quieter now, more thoughtful. “Why information instead?”

I considered my answer carefully. I drew myself up and made my best impression of Senai in the midst of one of his lectures. “Money comes and goes. Knowledge is power.”

Ona laughed, but it was different from her usual laugh. Warmer. “You sound like a professor.” She shook her head, and for a moment, her mask slipped completely. The real Ona looked out at me, vulnerable and maybe a little hopeful. “But I like the way you think.”

As she turned away, I reached out and grabbed her shoulder gently. “One more thing, though.”

Ona tensed slightly, but didn’t pull away. Her eyes met mine, and I saw a flicker of something I couldn’t quite name.

“Not that,” I said, letting go of her and waving my hand dismissively. “There’s one thing you can do with the money for me.”

“Sure, Big Guy,” Ona said, recovering quickly. “I was going to give it to you as your cut, so I don’t mind making a little investment in your continued goodwill.”

“Lavender soap,” I said. “Something nice. Have it with you when we meet up next.”

“That’s kind of a fancy smell for a man like you,” Ona said, clearly trying to suppress a laugh. “But I guess I shouldn’t question the mighty Awakening master.”

“It’s for a friend,” I explained, waving her off. “You’re not the only one who owes people favors.”

A dark shadow crossed her eyes, just a small flicker of jealousy. “A friend, hm?” But then she shook her head and grinned. “Something tells me I would rather not be on the bad side of anyone you owe something to.” She turned back toward the stairwell. “I’ll do my best, don’t worry.”

After that, we headed back upstairs and parted in the courtyard. Ona looked back over her shoulder at me before vanishing down an alley.

I was sad to see her go.

But I had gained what I needed.

The book from the Forgotten Library was in hand, and I could access the collection freely now. Professor Tariro was going to begin more practical training tomorrow morning, and Ona was going to provide me with the information I needed to win those fights the day after.

And more than that, Ona had told me the secret to putting on the show that Professor Tariro wanted. Not just that, but I knew how to take advantage of it to its fullest.

I paused briefly in the courtyard outside my dorm, taking a deep breath and focusing my attention inwards. Gently, I pulled three Experience Points out of the store in my heart and guided them towards the pathways in my joints. My shoulders and hips accepted the power eagerly, opening the channels and letting energy flow freely through them.

And I elevated Rabbit’s Feet to Rank 1.


Chapter 28

Investment



Balance. Control. Precision.

I moved through the Advanced Martial Form in the darkness. I didn’t need light to see what I was doing. Not only could I sense where the furniture was, but these motions were becoming second nature. Each movement flowed into the next with practiced ease, my body a tool honed through years of training.

My roommate’s soft breathing provided a gentle rhythm as I shifted between stances in accordance with the instructions in Senai’s journal.

The Form grew more challenging as it progressed. Familiar stances had my muscles aching with effort as I shifted between them rapidly, arms and legs lashing the air in a series of movements that could devastate an attacker.

And with every motion, I captured the kinetic energy of my body, cycling it inside me, and feeling it join with the energy in my body.

Sweat beaded on my forehead as I reached the final sequence. This was where I’d faltered yesterday. A series of movements that required absolute control over every muscle, perfect balance, and unwavering focus.

I breathed deeply, centering myself, then began the sequence.

Left palm strike, right knee lift, pivot on the supporting foot, elbow block while maintaining the knee position, then a controlled drop into a split, arms extended outward.

Each position held for exactly three heartbeats before transitioning to the next.

I felt the resistance building, not in my body, but in the energy within. That familiar wall that came before a Breakthrough. My muscles burned, not with fatigue, but with energy seeking release. My breath came in measured counts—four in, held seven, eight out—just as Senai had taught me when I was just a boy.

The wall crumbled, and energy surged through my meridians, pooling in my core before dispersing throughout my body. The feeling was like diving into cool water on a hot day. Refreshing, energizing, clarifying.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 3

219/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

The release of pressure was amazing.

I completed the Form with renewed vigor, ending in a centered stance, palms pressed together before my chest. For a moment, I simply stood there, feeling the energy cycle through my body, savoring the feeling of growth. I guided the new Experience Point into the stockpile in my heart, finally having enough for a new Discipline.

With that part of my morning routine done, I grabbed my towel and headed to the bath, careful not to wake Aishe. The hot water washed away the sweat, but my mind remained active, turning over the question that had kept me awake much of the night.

Which Discipline should I develop next?

Rabbit’s Feet had been the obvious choice after my conversation with Ona. My baseline speed from Awakening had been the impressive part of the duel with Jenu, and doubling it with the Quickening effect of Rabbit’s Feet would make my fights in the tournament into the spectacle I desired.

But it wasn’t enough on its own. Speeding up my body was just the first step. I also needed to hone my mind.

Snake’s Tongue would enhance my predictive ability. With Vigilance, I could know what was coming ahead of time when facing unknown opponents. Combined with Rabbit’s Feet, it would make me more difficult for any foe to attack.

But Monkey’s Grin would sharpen my mind, allowing me to analyze patterns and solve problems faster when using Presence. It might not be as effective when dealing with the unknown, but slowing things down mentally would give me time to think when facing magical defenses that Snake’s Tongue might not be able to help with.

Both had merit. Both had drawbacks.

And I didn’t have enough Experience Points for both.

I dressed quickly in my school uniform before leaving the dorm room. Aishe mumbled something in her sleep as I slipped out the door, but didn’t wake. She’d probably be studying when I returned, but that didn’t mean she needed to be up before dawn.

The campus was quiet at this hour, mist clinging to the ground as the first rays of sunlight started to touch the eastern sky. I made my way to the east wing of the practical applications building, where Professor Tariro had set up our training room.

I half-expected a note telling me to meet her in her office, but she was waiting for me there, arms crossed, expression stern.

“Right on time,” she said, offering a small smile. “Good.”

“I try to make a habit of punctuality.”

She nodded, raising her hands as she started solving an equation. Magic flowed around her. “Today’s session will be practical rather than theoretical. You need to experience the types of magic you’ll face in the tournament.”

I looked around the room, and at her gesture, it transformed. The gathered training equipment along the side of the wall levitated into positions around the room. A series of metal pillars arranged themselves around the training area. There was a shallow stone basin that landed in the far corner and filled with water from her spell. A set of wooden platforms moved to the center of the room and hovered there, rotating in lazy circles.

All of them were laced with mathematical equations carved into their surfaces.

“The tournament will feature students from all magical disciplines,” Professor Tariro explained, walking toward the center of the room. “Each has their own approach, their own strengths and weaknesses. More than that, every foe has the potential to blend the disciplines together. The power of a mage is in their versatility. While an Awakening practitioner’s power is bounded by the limits of their body, a mage’s power is only limited by their imagination and capacity to do complex math.

“The most basic of offenses is also the most common.” She raised her hand, and magic flicked from her fingers towards the pillars. “Elementalists rely on brute force. Direct, powerful, overwhelming.”

The metal pillars each took on intense glows along the carved equations, then erupted. The ones that glowed red unleashed columns of flame that shot toward the ceiling. The ones that glowed blue collected condensation, froze it into a sheath of ice, and then exploded, sending a flurry of shards whirling through the air. A smaller number of them glowed yellow, and crackling bolts of electricity leaped between them and the other metal columns.

“They’re flashy and dangerous, but often predictable,” she continued, raising her voice to be heard over the crashing of elemental power. “Their equations follow clear patterns, building to crescendos of power. The versatility of the elements is offset by the differences in math required to channel them. It is the mark of a battle mage to switch between them at will.”

With a gesture, the surge of power cut off, the pillars falling silent again.

“You will need to be prepared to deal with any of these attacks in the arena. The most basic of defenses is not just the most common, but considered essential to modern mage combat.”

She gestured toward the floating platforms, and each one was suddenly surrounded by shimmering semitransparent spheres, shimmering energy running along the carvings around their edges.

“A mage who cannot do simple abjurations is considered a liability on any battlefield. The most common of these are wards.”

With a gesture, three of the metal pillars lit up. Fire and lightning lanced from the pillar to the nearest of the sphere-surrounded platforms. They never touched the surface, stopped cold by the shimmering barrier.

“Wards will stop magic,” Professor Tariro said, pausing then to smirk at me. “For obvious reasons, you will not need to worry about them.”

I chuckled.

With another gesture, the glowing blue pillar sent out a barrage of ice. Unlike the other elements, the shards passed through the barrier, a hail of ice crystals battered the wooden platform. The barrage continued as that platform rotated away. But the barrier on the next platform in line caught the ice shards, deflecting them and protecting its platform.

“Shields will stop physical attacks,” she went on. “Every mage will know them because many battle spells also deal in flinging physical objects rather than magical energies. The time they take to cast will determine their durability. You will need to learn to recognize the difference, estimate their power, and react accordingly.”

She turned to the pool of water. “Other sorts of magic are more subtle. While they fall under many different descriptions, in battle they are considered interchangeable in duels. Unique tricks to complicate the field and confuse the foe.”

The water in the pool rose, forming a perfect sphere that hovered in the air. Then it transformed. First into a cube, then a pyramid, then a complex crystalline structure that caught the light in dazzling patterns. As it turned into a sphere again, two more split off of it, and when it went through the cycle of forms again, the new bodies of water did the same.

With Dragon’s Eyes, I could tell that the new shapes were fake. Illusions. But when I let the ability lapse, they were indistinguishable from the real thing.

“These sorts of magics are versatile, presenting both real and imagined threats,” Professor Tariro explained. “But they require complex calculations. The more dramatic the transformation, the more variables they must control. While switching between elements on offense is not uncommon, performing both illusions and levitation at the same time is extremely rare without assistance.”

She dropped her hand, and as the spell ended I could sense the way she hesitated, catching her breath at the effort required for the demonstration.

“Other sorts of magic are not unheard of in duels, but will be rare,” she said, stepping away and walking through the pillars. “Enchantments, conjurations, transmutations, and even divinations have been used in battle, but the time and complexity of the formulae required for those sorts of spells will be simply too large of an opening. We will not concern ourselves with training for them.”

Professor Tariro stepped up onto the floating platforms, using her Awakening-enhanced strength to leap up to the highest one.

With another gesture, she activated all of the demonstrated magical effects at once. Elements erupted from the pillars, the water formed into darting projectiles, both real and illusory, and the bubbles around the platforms reappeared, shifting between shield and ward.

“Navigate the room,” she commanded, raising her voice to be heard over the noise of the magic filling the space. “Reach me however you see fit. Use the Disciplines you intend to employ in the tournament. This is your training.”

I took a deep breath and focused. Activating two Disciplines at once was going to be draining, but I had to get used to it. I pushed energy into my joints, and then up into my sinuses, and let it flow naturally through the pathways established by Dragon’s Eyes and Rabbit’s Feet.

My body felt impossibly light and responsive as I darted forward. Examine from Dragon’s Eyes let me sense which of the attacks were real and where they were coming from, and Quickening from Rabbit’s Feet kept me just barely ahead of them.

Flashes of lightning, blasts of flame, shards of ice, and pellets of water filled the air.

But my speed kept me out of range of them all.

I could feel my internal energy being drained, but my reserves held enough to keep me going. Dodged between the metal pillars. Ignored the illusions and avoided the real attacks. Nothing was fast enough to touch me. Not when my senses knew where they were coming from.

The barrier-protected platforms provided a challenge. With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could hear the melodies of the abjuration magic, but that’s all they were. Just a collection of jangling notes corresponding to the mathematical formulae that formed them. I stepped up beneath one of the platforms and lashed out, a palm strike slapping the surface and confirming it to be a shield. Not a barrier I could pass through. I mentally filed away the musical pattern of that spell, planning to recognize it on sight in the future.

With that information, I easily identified the platforms that I could leap up to and lunged, using the ward spell on the platform to filter out the attacks coming for me. I leaped up to the platform Professor Tariro was waiting on.

She nodded, a hint of approval in her eyes. “Not bad. But that was just a taste. Again.”

For the next two hours, she had me run the gauntlet through the training room, each time ramping up the difficulty. Elemental energies changed patterns and positions. Water formed into complex shapes designed to trap rather than strike. The shields grew more numerous than the wards, and eventually covered every platform, forcing me to physically strike and break through while dodging attacks the whole time to advance.

The training took every ounce of my attention, every bit of speed from Rabbit’s Feet, every insight from Dragon’s Eyes.

I didn’t succeed in every run.

Flames singed my sleeve when the pattern shifted, a splash of water that caught my shoulder when I was caught in a web of attacks that was too dense to avoid. Shields too powerful for my strength stopped me long enough for the storm of ice shards and electric bolts to catch up to me.

By the end, I was drenched in sweat, my muscles aching from constant exertion. Professor Tariro finally called a halt, and the magical effects subsided. With a gesture, the props of the training levitated back to the walls.

At another motion, a pair of towels levitated back over to us.

“You’re learning,” she said, handing me one of the towels while using the other to dab the dense sheen of sweat down her face. Her ears flattened to her head. “But this is just basic training. In the tournament, you won’t have time to analyze each attack as it comes, and it won’t be presented to you in uniform ways with clear indicators of when and where it originates from.”

She gestured over at the equipment again.

“While the equipment we used here allowed me to increase the density of attacks you faced, they made my attacks predictable. Your opponents will have less power at their disposal, but it will be harder to avoid nonetheless. You need to read your foes, understand their strategies. We will practice again tomorrow, and I will try to make the regimen a significant departure from today’s, but neither challenge will exactly represent any battle you’re ever likely to face.”

I wiped my face, considering her words. There was an obvious question to help me meet her expectations. But I already knew the answer. “There are two Disciplines that could serve me in that area. Which do you recommend: Snake’s Tongue or Monkey’s Grin?”

She raised an eyebrow. “That’s not for me to decide. A Discipline is a personal choice, an extension of your own nature.”

Exactly the response I expected.

“I don’t have the Experience Points for both,” I pressed. “I’m not asking you to decide for me, I’m asking for your advice.”

“They both have their strengths and weaknesses,” she said with a smile. “And that you have given it so much thought as to ask for advice reassures me that you will not choose lightly. There’s nothing I can tell you that you don’t already know about the two Disciplines.”

I hated the non-answer.

“Rest. Reflect,” Professor Tariro instructed, walking me to the door. “The answer will come to you. Give it time.” She paused for a moment before adding. “But not too much time. The tournament is in only a few days.”

I bowed and left, frustrated by her refusal to give direct guidance but understanding her reasoning. A Discipline wasn’t just a tool to be picked up and put down. It was an extension of self, a path of development that required commitment and understanding.

An investment that couldn’t be unmade.

Of course, none of that got me any closer to knowing what to do.

When I returned to my room, I found Aishe surrounded by crumpled papers, muttering to herself as she stared at a complex equation scrawled across the top of a page. The same equation was repeated again and again at the top of every crumpled paper. Her woolly hair was even more disheveled than usual.

“Trouble?” I asked, setting my bag down.

She looked up, blinking rapidly. Her striking blue eyes were slightly unfocused from intense concentration. “Sorta. Professor Namai’s homework. It’s due today, and I can’t get past this extra credit problem. Have you had much trouble?”

My time had been spent on training more than anything else; while I had gotten the homework done, the moment I saw the extra credit I ignored it. Professor Namai was very good at making things too complex for her own good.

I peered over Aishe’s shoulder at the equation. It was a very complex magical formula, the kind used to balance energy transformations in advanced spellcasting. Even with my Awakening-enhanced mental abilities, it took me a moment to grasp the principles involved. A big part of the challenge was that the equation was trimmed out of the larger spell, denying us the equation’s context.

“What’s the stumbling block?” I asked, before pulling my chair over so I could sit next to her.

Aishe ran a hand through her already disheveled hair, making it stick up even more. Somehow, it was endearing rather than messy. “I know the formula for solving this type of equation. It’s in the textbook. But Professor Namai included these variations.” She pointed to several terms in the equation. “The standard formula doesn’t account for them, and I can’t figure out how to adapt it.”

I studied the equation more carefully, and I found myself leaning a little closer than strictly necessary to examine her work.

“Have you tried working from first principles instead of the formula?”

“That would take forever,” Aishe said, a soft groan escaping her throat. She caught herself and blushed deeply. “The formula is a shortcut for a reason.”

“But if the shortcut doesn’t work, you have to take the long way,” I pointed out. “No matter how unpleasant, if there’s only one road, you have to take it.”

Aishe looked thoughtful, unconsciously adjusting her glasses. “That’s the thing, isn’t it? There are two approaches: memorize formulas to get quick answers, or understand the principles deeply enough to solve any variation.” She sighed, her breath stirring a loose curl that had fallen across her forehead. “The first is faster, but the second is more versatile.”

Her words struck a chord. Wasn’t this exactly my dilemma with Snake’s Tongue versus Monkey’s Grin?

Snake’s Tongue would give me quick warnings about specific threats, like a formula for avoiding danger. But Monkey’s Grin would help me understand the underlying patterns, like grasping the principles that generated those threats.

“Which approach do you think is better in the long run?” I asked, genuinely curious about her perspective.

Aishe didn’t hesitate. “Understanding the principles. No question. You might save time in the short term by memorizing formulas, but what happens when you face a problem that doesn’t fit any formula you know? You’re stuck.” She tapped her quill against the equation on her notepad, her tail swishing with emphasis. “But if you understand the fundamentals, you can work through any problem, no matter how it’s presented.” She grimaced. “Supposing you have the time to do it.”

I nodded slowly, my decision crystallizing. In the unpredictable environment of the tournament, being able to anticipate my opponents might be attractive, but if I ever faced a situation where anticipation doesn’t immediately produce a strategy, I would be stuck. A shield beyond my strength’s capacity to break? An attack that covers too large an area for Rabbit’s Feet to outrun?

Anticipating those problems with Snake’s Tongue wouldn’t solve them.

But having time to think? Slowing the world down so that I could react? It wasn’t a fast solution, but it was universal. So long as a problem had an answer, I could get there.

“So we help each other out, share the load,” I said, pointing to the equation. “May I?”

Aishe handed me her quill, and I began working through the equation step by step, explaining my reasoning as I went. With my natural mathematical ability enhanced by my Awakening-boosted stats, I worked quickly, approaching the problem from the basic building blocks without the use of shortcuts.

As I worked, I was acutely aware of Aishe leaning closer to watch. Her hand brushed against my arm as she leaned in to see better, and I caught myself slowing down just to extend the moment.

“The key is to recognize that these variations change the energy flow pattern, but not the underlying conservation principle,” I explained, drafting a modified version of the standard formula that accounted for the new variations in the equation.

Aishe watched intently. I could practically see the gears turning in her brilliant mind. “That actually makes sense. You’re not treating the variations as exceptions to the formula, but as a part of the formula and needing a new approach.”

“Exactly,” I said, finishing the calculation. “The formula is just a shorthand for a common problem. When the conditions change, you can’t adapt the formula to a situation it wasn’t made for. You need a new formula.”

Aishe took the notepad back, studying my work with growing excitement. Her ears perked up, and her tail began swishing happily. “This is brilliant, Laku. I’ve been approaching it all wrong.” She looked up at me with appreciation and respect that made something warm unfurl in my chest. “You have a real gift for this.”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise but pleased by the way she was looking at me. “Just a different perspective.”

While Aishe worked on applying the new formula to the remaining problems where it was applicable, I excused myself to take another bath before class. But I found myself lingering longer than necessary, replaying the way she’d smiled at me, the soft sound of her voice when she said my name.

Under the hot water, I made my decision. I couldn’t count on Disciplines to solve all my problems. But when I needed to approach something new, anticipation was no match for comprehension.

Monkey’s Grin would be my choice. But with the tome from the Forgotten Library on hand, now was not the time. I couldn’t spend the Experience Points until I had all the information.


Chapter 29

Priorities



I arrived at the library as fast as I could after my morning classes. Only a handful of students occupied the reading tables, their heads bent over books or notes, the scratch of quills and occasional turning of pages the only sounds breaking the silence.

Librarian Musta sat at her desk near the entrance, organizing a drawer of index cards, hands moving like precision clockwork. She glanced up as I entered, giving me a brief nod of recognition without pausing her task.

My bag felt heavier than usual, though its physical weight hadn’t meaningfully changed. Inside, carefully wrapped in a piece of cloth, was the sealed Awakening tome from the Forgotten Library. I’d spent half the night rehearsing what I would tell Danai about bringing it here.

I’d already told her it belonged to a private collection, and not the school library. But I couldn’t let slip that the reason I was bringing it to her was because I couldn’t use the containment spell lock picking ritual.

That I was a Zero.

I made my way to our usual spot, the table in the far corner, closest to the restricted section. Setting my bag down, I pulled out my class notes to maintain the appearance of a diligent student while I waited.

Twenty minutes later, Danai arrived. Her white hair was loose around her shoulders, and she carried her ever-present notebook under one arm. Her ears rotated forward slightly as she spotted me, as if she’d known exactly where to look, and she made her way over.

Unlike Ona’s aggressively seductive walk, Danai moved with grace and an ease that looked almost fluid.

“You’re rarely here before I am,” she said as she slid into the chair across from me, her voice low but tinged with amusement. She studied me with keen interest. “Did you find something interesting?”

I glanced around, ensuring no one was within earshot. “You could say that.”

With careful movements, I reached into my bag and partially unwrapped the book, just enough for her to see its ancient binding and the faint glow of the containment spell that sealed it shut.

Her ears perked forward, and her white tail swished once behind her chair. “Is that—”

“The book I mentioned,” I interrupted softly. “Considering our deal, I came to an understanding with the person in charge of the private collection. It didn’t feel fair to you that you did all the work and would only get to enjoy the results secondhand.”

Not a lie. I had come to an understanding with Ona. And it hadn’t felt fair. But her skill at detecting falsehoods wouldn’t know that the two things were unrelated. And that both were unrelated to the reason I brought the tome here.

Danai’s fingers hovered over the book’s cover, not quite touching it. I could see the questions forming behind her eyes, who owned this collection, how I’d gained access, why I couldn’t tell her more. But the challenge of the containment spell proved more enticing than her curiosity. Perhaps she was making a similar calculation to mine. Trying to decide if she could approach with enough caution to secure those answers at a later date.

“Let’s see if our research pays off,” she said, withdrawing her hand at last. “We should move to one of the study rooms if they’re available. This isn’t something we want to attempt in the open.”

I nodded, rewrapping the book while Danai approached Librarian Musta to request a private study room. I watched their interaction carefully. Danai’s posture was relaxed, her smile natural. Nothing in her manner suggested we were about to attempt anything untoward.

Librarian Musta handed over a small brass key. “Room Three is available until noon. Remember to log your time when you leave.”

“Of course, Librarian Musta. Thank you.”

The small study room was barely large enough for the table and two chairs it contained, but it offered what we needed most: privacy. Danai closed the door behind us and peered through the small window beside it while I got out my notes on the ritual.

“We don’t want anyone watching,” she explained, reviewing the notes as I laid them out before her. “Containment spells can be temperamental when disturbed.”

I placed the wrapped book on the table between us. “How dangerous is this going to be?”

Danai arranged her reference materials in a neat semicircle. “Not dangerous, exactly. But from the other texts on the topic, it’s not exactly like picking a lock. A lock doesn’t care if you’re using the key or a pick. A containment spell can be a bit more…volatile.”

“Hopefully not too volatile,” I said. “I don’t exactly have another copy of this book to try again.” I paused for a moment before adding: “Or to return to the collection if something happens to this one.”

She positioned herself with her back to the door, further blocking any potential view through the small window. With practiced movements, she began preparing for the ritual, placing small markers at specific points around the book.

“Ready?” she asked.

I nodded, keeping my eyes on the door in case anyone approached.

Danai took a deep breath and began. Her fingers traced complex patterns over the book while she muttered equations under her breath. The mathematical formulas flowed from her lips in a steady stream, barely audible but filled with purpose and precision. The System energy, her mana, spun around her head like a normal spell, but then peeled away from her, whirling into faint flickers of equations around the book. A loop of matrix multiplication problems started to form, circling around the tome.

At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then, almost imperceptibly, the book began to tremble.

The trembling increased until the tome was actually shifting on the table, as if trying to escape the ring of equations that represented Danai’s influence. Her brow furrowed with focus, a light sheen of sweat appearing on her forehead, but her fingers never faltered.

The air seemed to thicken, growing heavy with an energy I could feel but not see. My Dragon’s Eyes Discipline itched to activate, to peer more deeply into what was happening, but I resisted. I needed to conserve my energy.

Danai’s face flushed with effort as she reached what appeared to be a critical point in the ritual. The book’s resistance intensified, actually rising slightly off the table before she pressed it back down with one hand while continuing the patterns with the other.

“Almost there,” she whispered. “Get ready.”

With a final complex equation and a decisive gesture, Danai broke through. The book gave a soft but distinct click. A series of specific equations exploded out of the tome, hovering in the air for a second and a half before collapsing into sparkling motes of numbers.

The book trembled, but fell still and silent once more.

Danai collapsed with a gasp. My hands were already moving. Even though my Awakening-enhanced senses would be able to recall the equations perfectly for a full day without effort, Danai didn’t need to know that.

“Okay, now the hard part,” she said, wiping her brow with the back of her hand. “We need to use those equations to find the real key.”

“Not that hard,” I said, quill flying over the page of notes. “It’s not as complex as all that.”

She leaned forward and looked over the page of scratched equations as I combined them to find the solution that would be the book’s key. “How are you doing that so fast?”

“It’s not that complex,” I repeated, attention still on the math before me. “This is just a lock on a single Awakening manual, not a vault door hiding all the world’s deepest secrets.”

I finished the math and pushed the page towards her. Without hesitation, she reached out and pressed her hand to the book, using the solution to resonate with the containment spell and open it. Something she did frequently in her duties as a library aide.

Snap, click!

The containment spell popped like a soap bubble, and the little lock popped open to give access to the pages within.

“It worked!” Danai whispered, her eyes bright with triumph. Her tail swished happily behind her chair.

“That was incredible,” I said, meaning it. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Let’s see what was worth protecting,” she said, sliding the book toward me.

I opened the tome carefully. The pages were yellowed with age but remarkably well-preserved. The text was written in a flowing script that seemed nothing but gibberish. Encoded. Fortunately, the cipher guarding the contents was the same as the one I’d recognized on the cover. One Senai had taught me years ago, a simple substitution method used by early Awakening practitioners to protect their knowledge.

“As I suspected, it’s encoded,” I said, running my hand down the page.

Danai leaned closer, and I caught a faint scent of parchment and ink that clung to her from her work in the archives. “Another cipher? Like the history book? Do we need to find a key book?”

I shook my head with a smile. “There are other kinds of ciphers. This is one my grandfather taught me. A common substitution. It would be a challenge to resolve by brute force, but fortunately, I have it committed to memory.”

“Awfully convenient,” Danai observed with a dry tone. “Do you actually have it memorized, or are you using another one of those Discipline things?”

“Most of the Awakening manuals in my grandfather’s collection used this cipher,” I explained, looking over the text again. “I can practically read it by sight.”

I began to pore over the tome, reading sections aloud as soon as I confirmed that they were not dangerous information for Danai to know. She watched intently, occasionally peering at the page and following my finger, as if she could learn the encoding method just by watching.

As we decoded the text together, my excitement waned. The text of the book was a fiction story about an Awakening practitioner detective. He had to solve a locked door murder before the killer struck again. I started to skim over the details, but Danai sensed my frustration and pushed me to examine the story more closely.

And she was right to do so.

At the climax of the story, with the killer about to strike again, the detective turned to advanced forms of Awakening, consulting his library of techniques to find the one he needed. The text described in intimate detail an Advanced Discipline called “Rat’s Nose” that built upon Dragon’s Eyes. This Discipline was one that I’d read about before, and had sought ever since learning of it in Foundational Disciplines for Adept Awakeners. After studying it and expending the Experience Points to learn it, Rat’s Nose allowed the detective to sense aura residue left on objects, essentially seeing the imprint of everyone who had handled an item. How long ago, and with what intent.

With it, he could examine the scene of the crime and identify the murderer by the residue on the murder weapon.

And despite being a fictional account, the tale detailed all the specifics of Rat’s Nose. Where to direct energy and how to use it. Even as I spoke, I focused my energy on the pathways in my sinuses, and pushed the energy through, not just washing over my brain with Dragon’s Eyes, but through my eyes as well. Finding that the pathways described in the mystery story corresponded to the true method of unlocking Rat’s Nose.

Rat’s Nose: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Enhanced pattern recognition (As if Quickness of Mind were one rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Resonance to be used to sense the residue of Auras on non-living surfaces.

Enables superhuman tracking skills using a combination of all the senses.

I found it mildly amusing that Dragon’s Eyes went through my sinuses while Rat’s Nose went through my eyes.

I wondered who named these.

“This is fascinating,” Danai said, pretending to read over my shoulder as I described the Discipline. Her proximity made me acutely aware of her presence, the way her breathing changed when she focused intently on something. “It’s like a form of magical forensics, but using Awakening instead of divination magic.”

I nodded, my mind racing. This was exactly what I needed to track which books Senai had touched during his time at Dzidzo. If I could follow his research path, I might find the key to decoding his journal and understanding the secrets he’d kept from me.

I could finally have the answers I’d come to this school to find.

But as the implications sank in, so did a sobering realization. Developing this Discipline would require me to invest my three Experience Points, the same points I’d planned to use for Monkey’s Grin before the tournament.

I sat back, the conflict clear in my mind.

The tournament was days away. Not enough time to earn three more Experience Points unless I let my devotion to my studies lapse. And that would mean losing my chance at future Exemplar Points.

Without Monkey’s Grin to complement my Rabbit’s Feet, I’d be disadvantaged against opponents who could use complex magic. But Rat’s Nose could be the key to unlocking the mystery of Senai’s disappearance and the secrets he’d kept.

“What’s wrong?” Danai asked, noticing my change in demeanor. Her ears had flattened slightly against her head.

I hesitated, weighing how much to share.

Trust no one.

And yet I wanted to trust her.

“I’ve been selected to enter the interdepartmental tournament that’s coming up,” I said carefully. “And there are Disciplines I could practice that could help me to win those fights. The Discipline of Rat’s Nose couldn’t help with fighting, but… It’s incredibly powerful. It could help me in so many other ways.”

Danai studied me, clearly processing what I’d said and what I hadn’t.

Her uncanny ability to see through lies and half-truths was going to get me into trouble sooner or later.

“So you’re torn between preparing for the immediate challenge of the tournament and pursuing this personal research?”

“Exactly,” I said, relieved she understood without needing more details. “The tournament is important for my standing at the school, especially with Professor Tariro, but this…” I gestured to the book. “This could lead me right to the whole reason I came to Dzidzo in the first place.”

Danai was quiet for a moment, her green eyes thoughtful. Her tail had gone still behind her chair.

“When my mother taught me advanced mathematical theory,” she finally said, “she always told me that the right answer isn’t always the prettiest one. Sometimes you have to solve for the variables in a specific order.”

She tapped the Awakening book gently, stepping around the table to stand at my side. “This knowledge has been preserved for centuries. It will still be here after the tournament. But the tournament and your performance in it is something you only get one chance at. You take that shot now, or not at all, right?”

I nodded, not happy with the answer.

“Sometimes we have to put aside what we want tomorrow to secure what we need today,” she added softly, resting a hand on my shoulder. The touch was brief but warm, and I found myself wishing it had lasted longer.

Before I could respond, a knock at the door made us both jump. Librarian Musta opened it without waiting for a response. Her already stern expression grew even more disapproving when she saw us standing so close together.

“I need you both to get out here and help shelving a cart of returns,” she said, her tone making it clear this wasn’t a request. “It’s the beginning of the term, and we’re short-staffed as it is. Don’t make me revoke your privileges.”

“Of course, Librarian Musta,” Danai replied smoothly, gathering our notes while I carefully closed the Awakening tome and slipped it back into my bag.

We followed Librarian Musta to a loaded cart near the reference section. As we began shelving books side by side, I mulled over Danai’s words. There was wisdom in her perspective. If I was defeated in the tournament, that was three Exemplar Points suddenly out the window. I couldn’t afford to lose Professor Tariro as a resource by failing her. Not when there was still so much for me to learn.

Or, worse, defeat could expose me as a Zero. Jenu could have me delivered to the Vatariri to be culled by this time next week. Even if I could outrun them, I would never be able to return to Dzidzo to complete my investigation.

I couldn’t risk that. Not yet.

Even if I could glance over the shelves and tell exactly what books Senai touched, it wouldn’t matter if I couldn’t stick around to read them. If I lost a fight, I needed an ironclad excuse for why I didn’t turn to magic in my most desperate hour. It was better to simply win every fight with the combined power of Rabbit’s Feet and Monkey’s Grin, right?

“You’re right,” I told Danai quietly as we worked. “The tournament comes first. I can return to my long-term goals afterward.”

She smiled, pleased that her advice had helped. The expression transformed her usually reserved features, making her eyes sparkle. “I hope we can discuss Awakening more, as your research continues. I’m curious about these Disciplines now. They’re quite different from how I approach magic. Using them together must be fascinating.”

“It’s a deal,” I said, feeling tension bleed out of my shoulders. The decision felt right, a strategic sacrifice that would ultimately serve my greater purpose. And it wasn’t like I even needed the book again to learn Rat’s Nose. With the pathways explored, I had Rank 0 ready and waiting for the Experience Points to unlock the power beyond.

As we finished shelving the last of the books, I checked the time. “I should get going. I have class in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow for our regular shift?”

“Definitely,” I confirmed. “And…thank you. For everything today.”

She nodded, understanding in her eyes. “That’s what friends are for.”

The word “friends” lingered in my mind as I left the library. When I’d arrived at Dzidzo, I’d been so scared by Senai’s warning. I hadn’t expected to form connections, to find people I could call friends.

As I walked across the campus toward my next class, I reflected on how my priorities had evolved. What began as a simple quest for answers had become more complex, requiring me to balance immediate survival with long-term goals.

In the privacy of an empty corridor, I took a moment to center myself. I focused on the three Experience Points I’d accumulated, feeling them pulse with potential in my core. Closing my eyes, I channeled them into the pathways that would develop Monkey’s Grin, guiding them into the center of my brain where the paths could wash the energy out over the rest of my mind.

The sensation was unlike anything I’d experienced before. While my other Disciplines had enhanced existing capabilities like speed, stamina, sensory perception, Monkey’s Grin seemed to create entirely new ways of thinking. My thoughts became sharper, more ordered, connections forming between ideas that had previously seemed unrelated. Memories that had just started to fade into the haze of distance were suddenly clear once more.

The world around me didn’t really slow down.

Instead, my processing speed increased.

The effect was the same, but my perception of it wasn’t what I’d expected. I could observe multiple details simultaneously, analyzing patterns and projecting outcomes with remarkable clarity. It wasn’t precognition like Snake’s Tongue might have offered, but something more fundamental. An enhancement of my ability to understand what I was seeing. And my natural Quickness of Mind stat was still high enough to give me a rough projection of what to expect.

I shifted the energy again, activating Examine at the same time. My enhanced perception and accelerated processing met. The corridor looked the same, yet different. Richer in detail, the relationships between objects more apparent, the mathematical principles underlying the architecture suddenly obvious.

This was the right choice. With Monkey’s Grin to complement Rabbit’s Feet, I felt invincible. If a mage thought they could overpower me, they would find that their power couldn’t keep up with my speed. And if they thought they could outsmart me, they would find my thinking remained three steps ahead.

Afterward, with the tournament won and Exemplar Points in hand, I could take whatever Experience Points I earned in the battles and develop Rat’s Nose to continue my investigation into Senai’s journal.

The tournament loomed just days away, but for the first time since arriving at Dzidzo, I felt truly prepared.


Chapter 30

Intelligence Gathering



The communication crystal in my pocket grew warm as I crossed campus after my afternoon classes. I pulled it out to look at it. The pulses of heat turned it shade by shade to green.

Ona was looking for me.

I scanned the area, searching for a private spot. In the late afternoon, many students lounged on benches or strolled along the paths, enjoying the end of their school day. But the sprawling system of paths and courtyards across campus meant there was always a secluded spot to find.

I found myself roughly in the same place Ona and I had met up yesterday. Through the alley between the alchemy building and a dorm hall was a small garden with stone benches partially hidden by overgrown ivy.

Perfect.

Using Dragon’s Eyes to heighten my senses, I scanned the area to make sure I had total privacy. There were students inside the buildings and walking by beyond them, but no one was looking here.

I settled onto a bench and looked at the crystal. It glowed a soft green in my palm, warm and expectant. Ona had explained that I needed to focus on her while holding it, and the connection would form to give my location. I concentrated, picturing her face, her mannerisms, her voice.

A flutter of worry passed through me. What if it didn’t work? What if my Zero status prevented the crystal from functioning properly?

Most magical items required the user to channel at least some mana through them. There wasn’t any sort of reaction on my end.

Was it working? The only way to know was to wait and see if Ona appeared.

I waited, eyes scanning the courtyard methodically. The stone walls created natural blind spots, but my enhanced senses picked up the patterns of student movement beyond. No one was coming this way.

A shadow detached itself from the wall to my right. I might have missed it entirely if not for Dragon’s Eyes. Ona materialized from the darkness, her approach nearly silent. It would have been impressive if my Awakening-enhanced senses didn’t make her stick out like a torch in the night.

“Did you drop that thing on the way here?” Ona asked with a smirk, settling onto the bench beside me. Close enough that her tail thwapped against my leg. “I could barely hear it.”

I tensed slightly at the idea that the communication crystal might give away my secret. “Must be energy interference from my Awakening.”

“Is that how that works?” she asked, then shook her head. “Actually, never mind. That’s not important.” She pulled a slim notebook out of her jacket. “The tournament’s the day after tomorrow, and you need to know what you’re up against.”

“You found something?” I asked, eyeing the notebook.

Ona grinned. “I found everything. You’re gonna love me forever.” She opened the document, revealing meticulously gathered notes on a dozen mages. “I couldn’t dig deep on your opponents because, until the bracket goes up, I don’t know who they are. No one does. Professors are holding those cards close to their chests. So, I cast a wide net and got a little bit on everyone. These are the most likely participants.”

She opened the notebook to the first page, which featured a detailed profile of a familiar name.

Jenu.

“Our friend,” she said, making it so I could clearly hear the air quotes, “has been busy. And he’d have to be. Because everybody knows he’s going to be the Elementalist department’s entrant, he’s got a target on his back as a first year. After you embarrassed him, he’s been training with upperclassmen to diversify beyond his predictable illusion, fire, ice sequence. The Elementalist entrant from last year has taken a special interest in his training. Tai is known for an unconventional type of elementalism. Earth magic. So expect something in that vein if you fight him again.”

I nodded, taking the page. As I read, I channeled energy into my mind, activating Monkey’s Grin. The world seemed to slow slightly as my mental processing accelerated. The information on the page organized itself in my mind with crystal clarity. Based on the more specific notes beyond Ona’s overview, Jenu’s anger management issues were not his biggest social weakness. It was living up to his name.

Win or lose, he needed to impress.

“He’s trying to cover his weaknesses,” Ona continued. “After you embarrassed him, he’s determined not to be caught off guard again.”

“He’ll be looking to show off to reclaim lost glory,” I said, letting Monkey’s Grin help me connect this situation to Professor Tariro’s training. “He’ll be weaving fire, ice, and earth together as much as possible. Showing that he’s got the skill of a battle mage.”

“Good eye,” Ona agreed, giving me a sidelong look that made heat curl in my chest. She tapped notes that I’d already read ahead of her summary. “He’s got his family name to live up to.”

“His focus on his offense will leave him wide open,” I said firmly. “I hope I face him again. It’ll be an easy win.”

Ona gave me an appreciative look.

“Getting past the rerun, I got some intel on the tournament favorite,” Ona said, flipping the page to another profile. “We talked about him before, too. Takura, third-year, Transforms department. Half-dragon. His skills are basically public knowledge. His mastery of transforms converts simple spells into devastating weapons. A basic light spell becomes blinding flashes; minor levitation turns into weight manipulation. He barely even uses elementalism or protection spells. He just doesn’t need to.”

My enhanced mind immediately began formulating counter-strategies, analyzing angles of approach and timing that might exploit weaknesses in these techniques.

“Improvised transforms are rare to see in a duel,” Ona explained. “But Takura is a real prodigy. Once-in-a-generation genius. It means I can’t tell you much. Any spell that I tell you he can do, he will change on the fly to react to your adjustments. No one’s beaten him in a practice duel this term.”

Looking at the profile, I could see exactly what Ona meant, and why Takura was the favorite to win. If he could simply change his strategies at will, I would need to come up with counter-strategies just as fast. I found myself grateful that I’d selected Monkey’s Grin as my mental Discipline of choice. Being just as able to adjust my plans in battle would be vital.

“He has a weakness,” I said. Not a question.

“Pride,” Ona agreed. “Good catch, Big Guy. Like I said, no one’s beaten him in a practice duel since last year. He’s not gonna expect much from a first year like you. You work fast as you did on Jenu, and he’ll be out of the fight before he realizes he should take you seriously.”

I nodded at that. However, that raised a serious problem. The double-elimination format meant that even if I beat him once, I might face him a second time if he got through the losers’ bracket.

He wouldn’t underestimate me twice.

Ona continued flipping through the profiles, looking for someone. I tapped the page, stopping her from passing by some familiar names.

“Hold on,” I said. “Tell me about these two.” I tapped a pair of much briefer profiles, the two of them fitting neatly on a single page.

“Malik and Rufaro?” Ona asked. “Nothing special about them. Jenu’s boys. Upperclassmen with more confidence than charm. And without the skills to back it up.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Malik’s got it out for you, but you’re picking a fight with the bear too?”

“Not on purpose,” I said.

“Malik has been a problem for me all semester,” Ona said. “Well, I guess maybe I’ve been a problem for him. Even though he looks like a pretty boy, his mom is the department head of Divination, and he’s got the skills to match. It’s why he can always keep track of me when nobody else can.”

“He’ll try to predict my moves,” I observed, glancing at the profile. “But it makes him weaker in other areas. His attacks and defenses will be unpracticed.”

“Good catch again, Big Guy,” Ona said. “You sure you even need me?” She laughed and touched my arm. “Just playing with you. And even though he’s an upperclassman, you probably remember Rufaro as one of Jenu’s backup dancers.”

“He was also hassling a friend of mine recently.” I was already poring over the details in the brief profile.

“Rufaro’s exactly the meathead he looks like,” Ona said. “The Conjuration department is like the History department, right? They don’t often field good duelists because Conjuration is normally too slow for battle mages. But Rufaro is a real believer in the practice. He’ll try and call up some stuff to outnumber you and muscle you out, and being an upperclassman, the strategy might work against other first-years. If you can’t get through his shields and protections before he calls in his reinforcements, you’re gonna get toasted, so don’t let him do whatever he wants.”

She paused, leaning back.

“Whatcha thinking?”

“Logistics. If you fight him, it’ll either be in the early rounds, or in the losers’ bracket after he gets stomped by literally anyone worth a damn in a real fight.”

I nodded, mentally filing away these details. My Monkey’s Grin Discipline allowed me to organize and process the information with remarkable efficiency, and promised that I could recall it with perfect clarity at any time.

If I came up against Malik and Rufaro, I’d have the knowledge I needed to get revenge on them for bothering my friends and allies.

“And here’s an interesting one,” Ona said, flipping to the page she was trying to find earlier. “Iwe. He’s a first year like you. The Abjuration department picked him to represent them.”

This caught my attention. “Abjurations? Shields and wards, isn’t it? That ought to be serious battle magic.”

“Right,” Ona nodded. “They always field a master of the craft, which usually means upperclassmen. That’s what makes Iwe so unusual. According to my sources, he’s exceptional with defensive magic, but he’s never been seen in a duel, sanctioned or unsanctioned. Nobody knows his full capabilities.”

“Nobody knows my full capabilities, either,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but you’re being sent by the History department,” Ona said, tapping the profile. “This is Protection magic, Big Guy. Folks from every other department use Protection in their duels. The grand finals last year were Takura versus Chipo, an absolute legend from Protection. Sure, Chipo graduated last year, but going from the girl Takura had to go all-out against to an unknown first year has everyone scratching their heads.”

I studied Iwe’s profile. There wasn’t much there, just basic information and sparse notes on his class schedule. I could get more information on him with Dragon’s Eyes than Ona had been able to find, which I couldn’t say for any of the other profiles, even the brief notes on Malik and Rufaro.

“This is really all I could find on him,” Ona said. “He keeps to himself, doesn’t make waves. But as the Protection entrant, everyone says he’s the kid to watch.”

Even with such little information, Monkey’s Grin did its work. There wasn’t much here, but there wasn’t nothing, either.

“He’s got a trick up his sleeve,” I said firmly. “Something only he can do. A family specialty, maybe.” I tapped the profile. “Something he’s confident in. And the Abjuration department head must be confident in it, too.”

“Very likely.” Ona nodded slowly, studying me with new respect. “You’re sharper than you were yesterday. Something change?”

I merely smiled, not revealing my new Discipline. Ona was still too wary of me to question further.

“I assume you’ll be able to gather more information once the tournament is underway,” I guessed.

“Once the bracket comes in, and I know who you’re up against, I’ll be able to fill in some of the blanks,” Ona confirmed, handing me the notebook. She flipped to the blank pages at the back. “You might be on your own in the first round, but once I have time to dig between rounds, you’ll be set.”

I gave her a questioning look, and she pulled out a second notebook and a special looking pencil, marking down the words Trust me. In a few seconds, the words appeared on the notebook in my hands.

“This will update with opponent information once the brackets are announced,” she explained. She met my curious look with a smirk as she tucked away her notebook. “I know what you’re thinking. ‘Where does she get those wonderful toys?’ Well, it’s because my debts don’t come from gambling. That’s all you need to know.”

The way she said it, with that mischievous glint in her crimson eyes, made me want to know more about her. About the risks she took, the connections she’d built, the life she’d carved out for herself in the shadows of Dzidzo Institute. But before I could ask, I remembered my request.

“What about the lavender soap?”

Ona’s demeanor shifted subtly. Her shoulders tensed, and she avoided direct eye contact. “Ah, right. Slight complication there. My usual supplier is, ah, indisposed. Supply chain issues, you understand.”

With Monkey’s Grin active, I picked up on the inconsistencies in her explanation. A slight tension in her posture, a flicker of discomfort in her eyes. She’d either forgotten, or she’d hoped I would. I couldn’t tell exactly which without adding Dragon’s Eyes, and I didn’t want to expend more energy on the task.

“I’ll have it at the tournament,” she promised. “Quality goods take time.”

I sensed there was more to the story but decided not to press. “That’s fine,” I said.

“If you’re hoping to win the whole thing, focus on preparing for Iwe and Takura. They’re the ones everyone else is hanging their hopes on. Takura is the favorite, and Iwe is the dark horse.”

I nodded. I didn’t need enhanced senses to know she was referring to the betting odds she’d seen. “Thanks for the help.”

Ona grinned, but there was something different in her expression. Something softer. “I owe you, right? Just make sure you win, Big Guy. I’ve got a good feeling about this arrangement, and you know I hate to be wrong.”

She started to stand, but I caught her wrist. The contact sent a jolt through both of us. Her eyes widened, and she let out a soft sound.

“Ona,” I started, not really sure what I wanted to say.

She looked down at where my hand circled her wrist, then back up at my face. “Yeah?”

The space between us seemed to shrink. I could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. My thumb brushed across her pulse point, and I felt it jump.

“I…” I started again, then gave up on words entirely.

Pulling her closer, I was surprised that she came willingly, her free hand coming up to rest against my chest. When our lips met, it wasn’t a desperate, stolen kiss. This was different. Deeper. She melted against me, all her usual guards down, and I could taste the sweetness beneath her usual fire.

I thought she was going to pull away, but Ona scrambled into my lap instead. Her bare thighs straddled my legs, clamping down to hold herself upright. I looped my arms around her, resting my hands on her lower back as she came in for another kiss.

And another.

I could have spent the whole rest of the day kissing the hellhound in my arms, and she didn’t seem bothered by that idea. But we did finally break apart, both breaking hard. Ona’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright.

“Sorry,” she said, wiggling like she was going to stand back up.

“Don’t be.” I nuzzled my nose along her neck, refusing to let her pull away. “Do you like me?”

“Yeah.” The answer came fast. Uninhibited. “Too much.”

I paused, kissing her throat. “Yeah. Same.”

And then I let her pull away, putting that space between us. But not before I caught an eyeful of a pair of satiny, black panties before she smoothed down her skirts.

I must have groaned because Ona laughed, the sound pure and unguarded. “You surprise me, mountain man.” She glanced around the empty garden, then back at me. “We should probably…”

“Yeah,” I agreed, though I made no move to leave.

She didn’t seem to mind. “After the tournament,” she said. “When this is all over, we should talk.”

“I’d like that.”

She smiled then, soft and genuine. “Good. Because I think I’d like it too.”

We parted ways reluctantly, with Ona disappearing into the shadows while I headed toward my dorm through the more conventional paths. I found myself grinning like an idiot the whole way back.

When I reached my room back at the tower, I found Aishe surrounded by stacks of books on tournament history and magical combat theory. Papers littered the floor. Everything was covered in complex equations and diagrams.

“Hi Laku!” Aishe exclaimed, looking up with excitement. “Glad you’re here. I’ve been researching previous tournaments.”

“Find anything interesting?”

My roommate grinned at me. “Sure did! Do you know first-years typically face the toughest opponents in the early rounds? It’s a seeding strategy to make sure the better fights happen in the later rounds. Weed out the weak, as it were.”

I set down my bag, still feeling the lingering warmth from Ona’s kiss. “Good to know. Any insights that might help me?”

Aishe launched into an enthusiastic explanation, her hands moving animatedly as she spoke, pointing between her notes and the books surrounding them. “I’ve analyzed the statistical patterns from the last ten tournaments. First-years who advance past the third round have a seventy-three percent chance of making it to at least the semifinals. So long as you can take on whatever upperclassmen they put you up against in Round 2 in the losers’ bracket, you’re statistically likely to see the loser’s finals.”

Her excitement was infectious, and I found myself genuinely impressed by the depth of her research. “I don’t intend to see the losers’ bracket,” I said, grabbing the chair from my desk and pulling it over to sit beside her. “But I do appreciate your support.”

“It’s what friends do, right?” she said, so casually as to be automatic. She grabbed a book from the pile, flipping to a marked page. “And I’ve been studying magical theory that might help you anticipate your opponents’ strategies. Transformations have a mathematical weakness. The complexity increases exponentially with each additional transformation. I know Takura is the favorite after he swept the tourney last year but…”

I immediately grasped the implications, seeing how this ran parallel with Ona’s assessment. “If I force him to keep changing his spells…”

“He’ll eventually reach a breaking point,” Aishe confirmed, eyes bright with excitement. Her tail swished happily behind her chair. “The calculations become too complex to maintain in combat conditions. Prodigy or not, if he has to stop and start over, it’ll slow him down. And if he tries to keep building what he’s working on, the chance of the magic falling apart will just keep growing.”

She pulled another book from the stack, scrambling for a moment to find the specific passage she wanted.

“Elemental magic has similar vulnerabilities,” she said. “Each element requires different equation structures. Switching between them creates momentary gaps in a mage’s defenses.”

“Professor Tariro told me about that,” I confirmed. “And the ability to change rapidly between elements is the mark of a real battle mage.”

“But you’re not up against real battle mages,” Aishe said, growing more excited by the second. “It’s just students like us. Even the best of us are going to still be making mistakes.” She thumped the books before her. “If you know what those mistakes are, you can know exactly when and where to hit.”

Aishe’s research was exhaustive and dense, and I found myself drawing on Monkey’s Grin just to keep up. We discussed various theoretical approaches, with me asking targeted questions that prompted Aishe to explore angles she hadn’t considered. Our conversation became a productive exchange of ideas rather than Aishe’s usual one-sided explanations.

“You’re asking fantastic questions today,” Aishe observed, adjusting her glasses. A faint blush colored her cheeks. “It’s really nice.”

I smiled, pleased that my investment in Monkey’s Grin was already paying dividends. “You’re the one doing all the work here. I’m just listening like usual.”

“No, you’re not,” she said firmly, then seemed to realize how that sounded. Her blush deepened. “I mean, you’re really engaging with the material. It’s… It’s incredible.”

The way she looked at me then, with those bright eyes full of appreciation, made my chest warm. There was something endearing about her earnest enthusiasm, the way she threw herself completely into helping me succeed.

She and Ona were so different, and yet I found myself attracted to both of them. And then there was Danai…

A small envelope on my bed caught my attention. How long had that been there?

“Did someone come by while you were studying?” I asked Aishe.

She looked up, blinking in confusion. “Not that I noticed. But you know how I get when I’m focused.”

I approached the envelope cautiously, looking it over before opening. Inside, I found a detailed training schedule for tomorrow and a note from Professor Tariro requesting my presence both before, between, and after classes for the final training sessions.

The note ended with an acknowledgement and a warning: Smart move to look into your opponents for weaknesses. But remember, they’ll be watching for your weaknesses, too. Don’t show them one.

That gave me plenty to think about. Most notably, its dual meaning, both as tournament advice and as a reminder of my precarious position as a Zero. Just as I was hoping to uncover knowledge on my opponents, they’d be looking to uncover my secrets too. And I had a secret that I needed to hide, not just for the sake of victory, but for the sake of my continued attendance at Dzidzo.

I was going to be watched. And so I had to be ready.


Chapter 31

Obligatory Tournament



As I had every day since arriving at Dzidzo Institute, I woke well before the dawn.

Unlike previously, I woke earlier than even normal. My two points of the Ox’s Hide Discipline was giving me the ability to go with even less sleep than before.

The familiar darkness of the dorm room greeted me, illuminated only by the soft glow of moonlight through the window. Like so many days before, my roommate’s soft breathing created a steady rhythm from the other side of the room, just as familiar to me in these early hours as the brisk morning air.

Today was different, though.

It was tournament day.

Much more of the previous day had been spent on training than I anticipated. Professor Tariro had kept me running drills from the moment I arrived at the training room until barely a few minutes before my first class. She claimed it was part of the training, demanding that I get accustomed to practical use of Quickening to make it to my class on time.

And she must have meant it because the training schedule had left similarly slim gaps between all my classes and the time under her tutelage.

Knowing what was coming today and knowing what preparations were required, I slipped out of bed without a sound and moved to the space between our desks. I pushed myself now to fall into the familiar rhythm of the Advanced Martial Form. The movements felt smooth and practiced. I was getting better at it, and the physical strain was negligible. The internal strain was still noticeable, pushing myself over the edge to the next Breakthrough in almost an hour of grueling focus.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 1

220/300 Breakthroughs to next stage.

It was a lot to push myself like this, but just because I had the tournament ahead didn’t mean I could neglect my progression. I still needed Resonance from Rat’s Nose, and I meant to have it by the time classes started up again next week so that I could continue my investigation into Senai’s journal. Letting one more day slide by without a Breakthrough wasn’t an acceptable cost.

But that’s why I’d woken up earlier than usual. With my Breakthrough secured, I lowered myself to the floor. Crossing my legs, I straightened my spine and began the Advanced Meditation technique that Professor Tariro had provided.

The world responded immediately.

As I cleared my mind of all thoughts but the slow thump of my pulse, the metaphysical energy of my surroundings rushed in. Pure and clean. So easy to feel and cycle and add to my internal stores. Professor Tariro’s training had ramped up to demand I keep two, three, or even all four of my Disciplines running. With the thought that today’s tournament would demand just as much or more effort, I couldn’t go running in without restoring what I’d spent.

Unlike the Advanced Martial Forms from Senai’s Journal, which focused on generating Breakthroughs, the Advanced Meditation technique was designed purely for energy recovery. Instead of strain and struggle, this method of cycling was a balm to my fatigue. Almost more restful than sleep. And the more I practiced, the more easily I could lapse into it between fights to keep myself in top form.

I knew it wouldn’t contribute to any more Breakthroughs. That was the trade-off. Energy recovery at the cost of growth. But developing my technique in it would be instrumental to my victory today.

“Tournament day,” Aishe said, her voice mumbled from across the room, intruding on my focus. I opened my eyes to see her sitting up, fumbling for her glasses on the nightstand. “You nervous?”

I ended my Meditation, letting my mind return to the physical world. After focusing on my heartbeat alone for so long, I felt completely centered and refreshed.

“No, not nervous,” I replied, rising to my feet in a smooth motion. “Ready. Maybe even impatient.”

Aishe watched me with those bright blue eyes. She wore her worry like a second nightgown, completely obvious and natural. “You’ve been training so hard,” she said softly. “I heard you leave early every morning this week.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I understand if you want to get a different roommate. One who doesn’t wake you up so early.”

“No!” Aishe said, a little too quickly and a lot too loud. She slapped her hands over her mouth and giggled uncomfortably. “Sorry.” That was stage whispered, and she shrugged. “No. I like you as my roommate.”

I grinned at her. “I like you as my roommate too. Especially since you stopped blowing spells up.”

Aishe sat up, intent on defending herself, but I walked across the room, stripping my nightshirt off as I went. All words died on her lips.

“I’m going to get a bath,” I said, stopping at the washroom door. “You need anything?”

“Bwah?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. Aishe immediately blushed and covered her head with her arms, like she was trying to hide in the folds of her sleeves.

“You good, Aishe?”

“I’m fine!” she squeaked, once again a little too loud. “Go bathe!”

Snickering under my breath, I went into the washroom to prepare for the day. My roommate was predictable, adorable, and incredibly easy to fluster. I absolutely wasn’t above toying with her for my own advantage.

After I finished washing and dressing, I reviewed Ona’s notes one final time. In particular, Iwe and Takura’s techniques and weaknesses were committed to memory, though there hadn’t been any further developments. The pages at the back remained blank but for Ona’s last little demonstrative note.

Trust me.

She didn’t know how strange those words felt to read. Trust was a luxury I couldn’t afford and yet found constantly demanded.

When I exited the washroom, Aishe was sitting on the edge of her bed, waiting.

“I’ve been researching tournament strategy all week,” Aishe said, climbing out of her bed and padding over to her desk. She was practically swimming in her simple nightgown. “Mathematical probability suggests that if you can get past the first two rounds…”

She trailed off as she noticed me watching her. A blush colored her cheeks.

“What I mean is, I believe in you,” she said. “You’re going to show them all what real strength looks like.”

Something in her tone made me pause. I turned to face her fully, and she stepped closer, then closer still. It was like watching a mouse creep forward, unsure if it was going to get to the crumb before a threat attacked.

When she got to my side, she put a hand on my arm. “For luck,” she said, rising up on her toes to press a soft kiss to my cheek. Her lips were warm against my skin, and she lingered there for just a moment longer than necessary.

When she pulled back, her face was bright red, but her eyes were steady on mine.

“Now go win this thing,” she said, trying to sound casual and failing completely.

I felt the urge to grab her and make her really blush, but I had to get going. So instead I just smiled at her. “Thank you, Aishe. I won’t need luck, but I appreciate it all the same.”

“I’ll be watching,” she said, and with that, I headed to the door.

The campus was quiet as I made my way toward the Kurwamba, the rising sun casting long shadows across the manicured lawns and stone pathways. A few early risers nodded to me as I passed, some offering words of encouragement. My reputation had spread far and wide since the duel with Jenu, though most still viewed me as a curiosity rather than a serious competitor. The rumors had grown too large, too fast, and people knew they were exaggerated.

That would change today. My amplified abilities would make even the tallest tales of my prowess believable.

The Kurwamba loomed ahead. Unlike during the entrance exam, when it had housed a labyrinth that appeared from nowhere, today it was configured as a proper arena. Even from outside, I could sense the magical energy humming through its dark stone walls, the complex runes that allowed it to transform to suit today’s purposes.

Professor Tariro waited for me at the competitors’ entrance, her normally calm expression tinged with concern. Her ears were perked forward attentively at my approach, and her bushy tail swished with barely contained energy.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, giving me a quick once-over.

“Prepared,” I answered truthfully.

She nodded, apparently satisfied with what she saw. “Remember what we discussed,” she said quietly. “Show them what Awakening can do, but reveal only what you must.”

“I won’t use more energy than necessary,” I promised. “If any of them want to see what Awakening is capable of, they have to earn it, right?”

Professor Tariro only smiled at me.

“There is one final preparation,” she warned as we walked into the corridors beneath the arena. “As you know, the Kurwamba can shift and change at the whim of Headmaster Nakai. These battles won’t be on empty sands.”

“Of course,” I said. I hadn’t needed Monkey’s Grin to figure out that the battles would be more than just straight-up brawls. Mages prided themselves on versatility and adaptation. Fighting on an even playing field wouldn’t show off those skills.

“At the beginning of the tournament, Headmaster Nakai will shift the arena, showing the five layouts selected for the event,” she explained. “Before each fight, you and your opponent will be allowed to choose one of the five layouts to strike from your match. After a coin flip, the winner will select which of the remaining three will be the arena of your battle.”

I nodded. That was a perfectly reasonable complication. It was also well in line with my expectation of the Kurwamba. Providing walls, high ground, and cover was well within reasonable bounds when making a battle more interesting.

“Remember your abilities,” she cautioned. “Your own offense is limited to close quarters. Arena layouts that restrict your ability to approach must be avoided at all costs.”

I didn’t need her to tell me that—I was well aware of my limitations—but I appreciated the warning regardless.

We joined the other department representatives gathering in a staging area beneath the stands. The stone chamber was larger than I’d expected, with high vaulted ceilings supported by thick columns inscribed with protective runes. Torches burned in metal brackets along the walls, their flames dancing with unnatural steadiness thanks to magical enhancement.

Wooden benches lined the perimeter of the room, and several small alcoves provided private spaces for last-minute strategy discussions between competitors and their professors. The space buzzed with nervous energy, competitors and their instructors engaged in hurried conversations.

With Dragon’s Eyes active, I observed the other competitors carefully. Some paced nervously, muttering spells under their breath. Others sat in meditation, their auras pulsing with magical energy. A few practiced small magical gestures, mana called up and dissolving around their fingertips.

I recognized many from Ona’s intelligence.

Takura stood apart from the others, radiating confidence. His horns and the smattering of scales running up his neck made him stand out. Tall and lean, with sharp features and calculating eyes, he projected an aura of absolute certainty in his abilities. He didn’t practice or prepare. Takura simply waited, as if the outcome was already decided.

It was obvious that he wasn’t standing alone by mistake. None of the others dared to even look at him.

Jenu was surrounded by supporters from the Elementalist department, his expression bouncing sharply between wounded pride and barely controlled anger once he spotted my approach. His ears flattened against his head, and his eyes narrowed with hostility.

Our duel had clearly left its mark on him, and he seemed eager to prove himself.

Malik and Rufaro stood off in a corner, sharing notes, occasionally glancing in my direction with undisguised contempt. They clearly hadn’t forgotten our previous encounters. Even from here I could hear them making friendly wagers about which of them would get to knock me out of the tournament.

It was curious to see that they weren’t buddied up to Jenu. Did he not treat them as friends in professional settings? Or had my meddling finally driven a wedge into Jenu’s power structure?

And then there was Iwe, sitting quietly alone, seemingly lost in thought. He was the only other person here who was purely human. It was honestly a bit weird to see. Unlike the others, whose auras blazed with magical energy, his was contained, controlled, revealing nothing of his capabilities. Opposite of Takura, he wasn’t scaring the others off. He was simply keeping to himself, and all the others had bigger concerns than making a new friend.

A tournament official, a stern-looking woman in formal robes, called us to order. “Attention, competitors! The opening ceremony will begin shortly. Each department’s champion will be presented to Headmaster Nakai and the audience. Stand tall, represent your department with dignity.”

She organized us into a line, alphabetical by department. Abjuration first, which put Iwe at the front, followed by Alchemy, Conjuration, Divination, Elementalism, and so on through to Transformations, with Takura at the end. A professor of their respective department accompanied each one.

I didn’t miss that most such professors were more decorated than Professor Tariro. Department heads, and not mere instructors.

“The History department hasn’t fielded a competitor who won in the first round in three years,” Professor Tariro told me quietly as we took our place in line. “And never a first year. You’re already making an impression just by being here.”

“They’ll see the impression I can make on their competitors, then.”

Tariro only smiled at that, reflecting the flash of ambition that flared in her aura.

The official signaled for silence. “It’s time. Follow me, in order, and wait for your department to be announced before entering the arena.”

We filed through a short tunnel that opened onto the main floor of the Kurwamba. From the shadows, I could see that the arena had been transformed. Tiered seating surrounded a circular battlefield, filled with students and faculty. Hundreds more than had attended the entrance exam. The air hummed with magical energy as protective wards maintained comfortable temperatures and amplified sound throughout the structure.

In the middle of the arena, there were two raised platforms.

“Representing the Department of Protections,” a magically amplified voice announced, “First-year student Iwe!”

Iwe stepped forward into the light, guided by the head of Protections, and was greeted by thunderous applause. The reaction seemed disproportionate to his status as a first year, suggesting that his reputation preceded him.

That was consistent with Professor Tariro’s description and Ona’s assessment. The crowd loved an underdog story, and Iwe seemed the perfect hero for them.

After him, one by one, the competitors were announced, each walking to the center of the arena to stand before Headmaster Nakai, who sat on one of the elevated platforms flanked by department heads. As the entrants filed in, they ascended a metal staircase to take positions in neat ranks on the other platform.

When it was our turn, Professor Tariro squeezed my shoulder briefly. “Representing the Department of History,” the announcer called, “First-year student Laku!”

I walked beside Professor Tariro to the center of the arena, feeling hundreds of eyes upon me. Unlike the enthusiastic reception for most departments, our entrance was met with a noticeable hush, followed by polite but restrained applause.

The contrast was striking and telling. There were whispers under that applause. I let Dragon’s Eyes lapse so that I didn’t have to hear the same rumors repeated again and again. Not now, when I needed my focus on the challenge ahead.

Headmaster Nakai’s expression revealed nothing as she acknowledged me with a slight nod, the same gesture she had offered each competitor before me. Her amber eyes with their vertical pupils, however, lingered on me a moment longer than the others. I was tempted to reactivate Dragon’s Eyes to get a read on her, but the moment passed without me having to spend the energy.

Once all competitors were presented, Headmaster Nakai rose.

“Today,” she announced, her voice once again magically amplified to reach every corner of the Kurwamba, “these chosen students will demonstrate the culmination of their magical education. They represent not just their departments, but the future of magical practice.”

She gestured with elegant precision, and a glowing bracket appeared in the air above the arena. Gasps and murmurs rippled through the crowd as the matchups appeared.

My eyes immediately found my name…

…paired against Takura in the very first round.


Chapter 32

Seeded For Failure



Beside me, Professor Tariro stiffened, her teeth grinding with anger as she took in the bracket. Her bushy tail bristled and lashed once before she controlled it.

“This is deliberate,” she whispered, voice tight with controlled rage. “They’re trying to clean us out of the way.”

I studied the bracket with Dragon’s Eyes active, seeing the pattern immediately. The seeding had been arranged to pit the perceived weakest competitors against the strongest, ensuring quick elimination of “unworthy” participants, just as Aishe had suspected. The History department’s champion—me—had been deemed the least threatening and matched against the tournament favorite.

The bracket was arranged so that Iwe was on the opposite side. The plan was clear: if Iwe and Takura fought, it wouldn’t happen until the very end.

Instead of feeling discouraged, I felt fired up. They wanted an underdog story, but had missed the real one. I would show them how wrong they were.

“Good,” I said quietly, surprising Professor Tariro. “Facing Takura was bound to happen. This just means he won’t have the chance to figure out how to fight me.”

I felt a warmth in my pocket and discreetly pulled out the enchanted notebook from Ona. It had finally activated, detailed notes on Takura appearing on the previously blank surface. The information confirmed what I already knew but added new insights about his recent training focus, specifically, his work on combining multiple transformations in rapid succession. Exactly what Aishe had said would be his weakness.

Ona’s message included a final, less professional note: Don’t worry, Big Guy. The losers’ bracket has plenty of room to show off, too.

I couldn’t fight a smirk. Everyone assumed I wanted or needed the losers’ bracket.

They were all wrong.

I was here to win.

“The forms of the arena have been chosen,” Headmaster Nakai announced. “Designed by a committee at the Institute of Magical Combat specifically for the capabilities of the Kurwamba, they will be as follows…”

The arena’s floor shifted. Raised platforms grew taller, giving us a bird’s-eye view of the battlefields to come. The first was not what I expected.

As the floor shifted, the segmented platforms moving down, sand poured in through the gaps, filling it with a thin and even layer.

“Known as the Tin Lion, this is the most basic arena,” Headmaster Nakai continued. “An even field of battle, providing no cover but what you can make yourself.”

The arena shifted again, the sand draining out and the platforms rising into a series of four-foot-tall, layered barriers. All bare metal and right angles.

“Silver Puma. This is one of the Institute’s most popular arenas,” she explained. “No tournament can be expected to skip the classic chest-height walls and simple design.”

A third shift, this time with a series of scattered elevated platforms about six feet off the arena floor, spread wide. There was a whoosh, and the arena filled with five feet of water, leaving the scattered pillars as the only place to stand.

“Copper Tiger,” Headmaster Nakai named this configuration. “While dropping into the water is not considered a forfeit, if your foe has the most basic offensive magic at their disposal, you can assume being submerged is unwise.”

As the arena shifted again, I knew I was going to have to use my strike on Copper Tiger. The scattered platforms weren’t too far to jump between—especially not for my Awakening-enhanced strength—but those leaps would broadcast my path. I was going to get picked out of the air on my approach toward my opponent, just as Professor Tariro warned.

“Steel Cheetah,” Headmaster Nakai announced with a slight smile. This arena had several floating platforms like those Professor Tariro had me train with. They rotated in lazy circles over a floor pattern so jagged and uneven that running across it would be impossible. “The perfect venue for a battle of elevations and levitations. Please watch your step if you dare to venture to the upper platforms. The uneven floor will be no more forgiving than your opponent.”

The arena shifted again, and I couldn’t help but curse my luck. Two large platforms raised on opposite sides of the arena, with a slight lip at the front, offering a sparse foot of cover to someone lying flat.

And then the empty space of the entire rest of the arena filled with bubbling muck.

The smell was clear. Heated tar. Not hot enough to cause a serious injury, I had to assume, but just enough to make the thick fluid thin, so that stepping off the platform would cause someone to sink to the waist and become stuck fast.

“Brass Jaguar is perhaps my favorite of our arenas today,” Headmaster Nakai continued. “One large nearly impassable obstacle, minimal cover. The perfect arena for a true duel of spells and shields.”

Now there were two arenas where I would be at a considerable disadvantage. Copper Tiger would force me to leap in predictable paths to get shot out of the air, or to swim through the water against foes who could pelt me with electrical attacks. Brass Jaguar would force me to make an impossible run through hot tar, being nothing but a big stupid target for several minutes as I closed the distance.

And I could only strike one of them from the choices.

“The first match will begin in one hour,” Headmaster Nakai announced. “Competitors, prepare yourselves.”

Officials surged forward and ushered us back to the staging area. Professor Tariro pulled me aside before we were separated, her expression serious.

“They expect you to lose quickly and quietly,” she said, her voice low but intense. “Prove them wrong.”

I nodded, feeling the pressure of her expectations alongside my own pride. “I will.”

In the staging area, the competitors broke into small groups, discussing the bracket and the arena layouts, but avoiding giving away any of their plans and strategies. I found myself isolated, with most of the others casting dismissive glances my way.

I caught snippets of conversation as I centered myself. The comments weren’t anything I didn’t expect.

“Poor history kid, getting Takura right out of the gate,” a male student said once he was certain I couldn’t overhear him. Dragon’s Eyes said otherwise.

Another student next to him scoffed. “At least it’ll be quick.”

“Same as last year,” a third said, shrugging. “Not his fault that his department sucks.”

Despite my confidence, I had an uphill battle ahead, once my foes knew which arena was bad for me.

I kept my cool, using the solitude to center myself and review my strategy. The dismissal only strengthened my willpower. I used Dragon’s Eyes to covertly listen to the discussions of the others, hoping for some snippet to use to my advantage. None came, but it was worth trying.

After a few minutes alone, Jenu approached, finally flanked by both Rufaro and Malik. Maybe he just wanted to limit his association with them while his professor was around. His aura pulsed with barely contained anger. There was something else, too. Fear. Though not of me.

Fear of failure, of not living up to expectations.

“Looks like you won’t make it far enough for me to get my revenge,” he said, his tone mocking. “Shame.”

I met his gaze calmly. “Don’t count on it. Good luck in the losers’ bracket, though.” I gave him the fakest smile I’d ever worn. “I don’t plan on meeting you there.”

His face flushed with anger, but before he could respond, Malik pulled him away, whispering something about not losing his cool before the tournament. Jenu responded quickly to the upperclassman’s advice, storming off before he could pick a fight that he’d already lost once before.

As I returned to my preparations, I noticed Iwe watching me with interest. Unlike the others, he approached alone, extending his hand.

“Iwe. Abjuration,” he said simply.

I shook his hand, sensing genuine respect in the gesture. “Laku. History.”

Iwe smiled, a quick flash of warmth that transformed his serious face. “Lots of first-years in this tournament. That’s rare. The rest are underestimating us.”

I studied him carefully, noting the controlled energy in his movements, the quiet confidence in his bearing. His aura was disciplined, revealing little of his capabilities. It was a skill I didn’t even know could be learned.

“You’re not what I expected.”

Iwe shrugged. “That’s our advantage. Nobody expects much of you, either.”

“Not that,” I said firmly. “You seem decent. Didn’t expect to see that here.”

That got a laugh.

With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could see a thread of protest in his aura. But when he looked around, taking in the other competitors regarding us with either contempt or pity, he wasn’t able to form an argument against me.

“You got some bite to you,” Iwe said at last. “That’s good. We’re gonna need it if we’re going to meet up in the grand finals.”

“Winner’s finals, you mean.”

Iwe didn’t bother to hide his doubt. He just arched an eyebrow and looked across the room at Takura, and then back to me.

I nodded, showing him the most confident smile I was physically capable of.

His other eyebrow joined the first. “Really?”

“Won’t know what hit him,” I promised. I leaned in and added: “Make sure you have a strategy to fight him yourself. Because I’ll send you down to meet him in the Loser’s Finals.”

There was a long pause. Iwe sized me up. The grin that split his face was blindingly bright. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to believe you, but I almost do.”

“You will,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “You will.”

Iwe’s expression turned serious. “If we meet in the bracket, I won’t hold back. I respect you too much for that.”

My smile only widened and I nodded. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

Iwe walked away. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to him than met the eye. His aura had fluctuated subtly during our conversation, suggesting he was hiding something, though whether it was about his abilities or something else, I couldn’t tell.

The hour passed quickly.

I spent my time wisely, carefully reviewing Ona’s new notes on Takura, but there was little that I could use. Specific spells he’d used, and the defenses his foes had made that failed to stop them. It was valuable information for a mage, but for someone using Awakening, it wasn’t as helpful. I wasn’t going to use a ward or shield against Takura’s spells.

But I was going to take advantage of his true weakness. My status as a disrespected first year was the perfect setup to capitalize on his endless arrogance.

Tournament officials began calling for the first competitors.

“Takura and Laku, prepare to enter the arena.”

As I moved toward the arena entrance, I joined Takura, who barely acknowledged me beyond a quick glance. The dismissal only strengthened my drive. Confirmed the validity of my strategy.

I stood at the threshold, hearing the roar of the crowd beyond. In this moment of quiet, I thought of Senai, of all the training that brought me to this point. I remembered the mountain, the Category beasts I faced, the discipline I forged within myself.

“What are your strikes?” the official asked. “If you need me to explain the choices again, just ask.”

“Brass Jaguar,” Takura answered immediately, surprising me.

“Copper Tiger,” I said, hesitating for just a moment. I couldn’t let him know that this was the best outcome for me.

The official flipped a coin, and then held it up. The magical coin had Takura’s name on the upward face.

“Takura picks,” the official said. “The remaining arenas are Tin Lion, Silver Puma, and Steel—”

“Tin Lion,” Takura interrupted. “Nowhere to hide,” he added, shooting me a dismissive glance.

Did he…think this wasn’t the best outcome for me? I carefully hid my grin.

The official signaled for us to proceed down the split hallway toward our starting positions. I stepped forward, ready to face not just Takura, but the expectations of everyone who doubted me. Through the stone halls, I could hear the booming voice of the announcer hyping up the crowd for the match as the grinding rush of sand filled the field.

I emerged into the Kurwamba’s main arena to polite applause and curious murmurs. The space had taken the form of the Tin Lion arena, the fine sand crunching under my feet, dense enough to offer secure footing, but light enough to kick up with the slightest effort.

From the opposite entrance, Takura emerged to thunderous applause. The contrast in reception was clear, but I didn’t let it affect my focus. And neither did he, ignoring his supporters and focusing his attention on me so firmly that I could feel it like a crushing weight on my head and shoulders.

As we took up positions on opposite sides of the sands, I studied my opponent with Dragon’s Eyes active. Takura’s aura pulsed with magical energy, the interlocking circles of his core spinning rapidly as he prepared for battle. His expression was one of casual confidence, barely registering me as a threat.

A tournament official stood at the center, amplified voice explaining the rules one final time. “The match ends when one competitor yields, is rendered unable to continue, or breaks any of the tournament rules. Lethal or permanently damaging spells are forbidden.”

The official looked at each of us in turn. “Are you ready?”

Takura nodded casually. “Ready.”

I met the official’s gaze steadily. “Ready.”

The official levitated back out of the arena and into the stands. She raised a hand to signal the start of the match.

I forced energy into my pathways, activating my other Disciplines.

The energy burn was intense, but I knew I would only need this power for a few seconds.

In this moment of perfect clarity, I felt no fear, only focus. Complete and utter certainty. Strangely, it was a perfect mirror for Takura. We both knew with total confidence that the victor was already decided, the actual fight a formality.

It was time to find out who was right.

The official’s hand dropped. “Begin!”


Chapter 33

Sand In Your Eyes



With all of my Disciplines active at once, that one word—”Begin!”—felt like it took forever. My accelerated awareness drew that moment out. The internal feeling of pressure from draining my energy so quickly was immense. I trained up in hours-long battles with Category beasts to defend my home and feed my family. Being on the clock with my internal energy draining was a new challenge.

But I held firm.

With Monkey’s Grin’s Presence active, my thoughts accelerated to an impossible speed. The world seemed to slow once more, giving me precious extra moments to analyze and react.

Examining the world through Dragon’s Eyes, I detected the subtle gathering of magical energy around Takura’s fingertips, the equations traced invisibly in the air before him.

Fortitude from Ox’s Hide reinforced my body, a comforting solidity flowing through my limbs.

And with Rabbit’s Feet giving me Quickening, I knew I could move faster than any spell could reach me.

Across the arena, Takura’s expression remained one of casual confidence. He began his first spell with a theatrical flourish, his movements deliberately showy for the crowd’s benefit.

Following along with my Awakening-enhanced mind, I could see they were simple vectors, not full matrices. But as he worked, the numbers exploded in complexity as he used his signature flair for transforms to modify the spell.

“Let’s start with something simple,” he called out, his voice carrying to the front rows of spectators. His tone was mocking, and I didn’t need my amplified mental capacity to tell that he didn’t just think he was better than me. He thought he was better than the spectators, too.

I watched the equations form under his hands, shifting and transforming as he applied his specialty. What began as a basic light spell morphed into something more complex, the mathematical formulas rewriting themselves under his control. The variables twisted and changed, multiplying in complexity.

With my enhanced mental faculties, I could make out exactly what he was doing. He was transforming a harmless illumination spell into a powerful flare that would blind, stun, disorient, and maybe even burn.

The instant his fingers completed the final equation, I moved.

Quickening surged through my muscles as I pushed off from my starting position, leaping ten feet to the left. The sand shifted under my feet as I landed, just as Takura’s spell erupted across the arena. It was a brilliant flash that would have blasted right in front of my face had I remained in place.

Even with the distance, I lifted my hand to shield my eyes, completely avoiding the spell.

The sharp pop and whoosh of air told me there was a component I hadn’t even considered. A blast that would have knocked me flat on my back.

The crowd gasped, first at the impressive display of magical transformation, then in confusion when they realized I had avoided the attack. I tried not to take it personally that they were surprised I was still in this fight.

No one was more surprised than my opponent.

Takura blinked, his composure flickering for a moment. He had been expecting to end the fight with a single stroke, but to find that an unworthy little first year would demand a second spell from him? Unthinkable.

“Lucky dodge,” he called out. There wasn’t any uncertainty in his tone. He really believed that I’d gotten lucky.

I was looking forward to proving him wrong.

“If you really believe that, try again,” I called back. “I’ll give you another shot.” I lowered my stance slightly, like a sprinter at the blocks. “And then we can see how lucky you are.”

He snorted, dismissive of my bravado. His hands moved in more complex patterns now, the traced equations around him multiplying as he channeled more power.

“All right, first year, you asked for it,” he said, his voice carrying across the arena. “Goodbye.”

With the combined powers of Dragon’s Eyes and my heightened awareness, I could sense what he was doing next.

He started with a basic levitation spell. The most basic of spells, seeing has how it was the one the school had used to confirm an applicant’s suitability for the larger exam. But the modifications he applied were intense. Amplifying the power. Shifting the direction of applied force. Expanding targeting. Tweaking duration. Another minor transform to reduce the mana draw as an afterthought.

I could see the flare of his aura that told me he was pushing the spell out. A combination of contempt and aggression.

At the last moment, I moved.

There was a great whooshing sound right behind me as a giant ball of sand flew skyward. He had been trying to fling me up into the air, either to pick me out of the sky with a spell, or to just let me hit the ground hard enough to take me out of the fight.

The spell sent up a plume of loose sand, and I rushed out of it. Quickening made me so fast, the cloud of sand clung to me, keeping me hidden as I rushed right for Takura. I kept my expression neutral despite the growing strain of maintaining all four Disciplines.

Sweat beaded on my forehead, not from exertion, but from the internal pressure of channeling so much energy at once. The power coursing through me was incredible. But there was a limit.

Especially since I still had to cross the arena to actually get to Takura before I could end the fight in my favor.

Takura’s confidence visibly wavered as I charged. It became painfully obvious just how much he’d been holding back. As his hands rose again, the spell didn’t slowly come together. It formed in a flash. The transforms he applied to it weren’t as numerous, making the individual spells less flashy and impressive, but the economy of his choices was clear. Takura wasn’t just an arrogant brat who hadn’t faced a challenge in his life.

He really knew what he was doing.

An elementalism spell to create a blast of ice took on a dozen transforms. As it pulled moisture from the air, it didn’t freeze it. Takura’s modifications chemically converted the water to acid. The spray of corrosive droplets filled the air, pelting toward me at speeds much faster than Jenu’s ice spell had been.

It might have been enough, if not for Quickening.

My doubled speed let me dance through the acid rain like it was no more deadly than a hail of arrows. I barely even had to slow down, sprinting directly into the oncoming droplets and closing the distance faster and faster.

Takura tried a modified levitation spell again, an incredibly complex transform making him break out in a sweat as he altered the viable targeting to include living things. Instead of trying to fling me up or away, he just tried to reverse the effect, jamming me straight down into the sand. Fortitude picked up the slack this time, and I shrugged the effect off without a stumble.

The distance was closing. He had only seconds to stop me.

For just a moment, I saw Takura start to panic. He clamped down on the emotion, replacing it quickly with frustration.

With Dragon’s Eyes letting me see his aura, I could almost read his thoughts. He had tricks he hadn’t wanted to show off until later in the tournament. He’d planned to breeze through weaker foes with impressive transforms on basic spells.

Now he had to reach a little deeper and give away tricks he was supposed to be saving.

Illusions sprang to life around me—brick walls and whirling blades—then solidified into partial reality as Takura transformed his own magic into something between illusion and physical matter. I relied on Dragon’s Eyes to distinguish the real threats from the merely visual, dodging only what could actually harm me, and doing it with ease.

Through it all, I remained untouched, my Quickening-enhanced speed and Dragon’s Eyes-guided perception allowing me to navigate the increasingly dangerous battlefield. But the cost was increasing. My breath came faster, my muscles burning not from exertion but from the strain of channeling so much energy through my Disciplines.

Despite my training, this was still such a new feeling.

The crowd’s reaction transformed from dismissive to astonished. Whispers like shouts, amplified by Dragon’s Eyes, spread through the stands like wildfire.

“How is he doing that?” someone asked, incredulous.

Another murmured: “Is that even magic?”

“Incredible,” a feminine voice said. “No one’s ever avoided Takura’s attacks like that!”

“Tch,” someone responded. “No one’s ever avoided any magic attacks like this. Is this even allowed?”

From her position at the edge of the arena, I caught a glimpse of Professor Tariro. Her face showed both pride and concern. She understood better than anyone the energy I must be expending to maintain all four Disciplines.

But in these scant few moments, I’d certainly given the crowd something to talk about. Even if I were to fail here…

No. I couldn’t let myself think like that. I had to win.

“Stand still and fight properly!” Takura shouted, abandoning any pretense of casual superiority.

Just as Aishe had predicted, Takura began to overreach. He layered transformation upon transformation in an effort to contain me, pushing beyond what even his prodigious talent could reliably control. The mathematics became exponentially more difficult with each addition, requiring split-second calculations that even a genius would struggle to maintain under combat conditions.

With Presence slowing my perception of time, I observed the equations Takura traced around himself.

I could see the pattern—and the flaw—emerging.

A new illusion formed, this time just a dome of solid brick forming around me. His transforms locked the spell to my location, making it impossible for even Quickening to dodge, and pushed the spell to its limits of quasi-reality. They modified it to fool the sense of touch so powerfully that it would stop me from walking through.

I spotted the flaw before it fully manifested, seeing my opportunity. It left me with a critical decision to make. I could wait for the spell to collapse on its own, which would be safer and smoother. The downside was that the few precious seconds might give Takura time to think. Time that I didn’t want him to have. It also might hold long-term benefits by breaking his confidence. Seeing one of his spells fail without my intervention would make clear just how unearned his confidence was.

Or…

I could take the spell head-on. A show of force, capitalizing on the flaw and making clear that I was his superior in combat. It would take more effort and present unknown challenges, but the display of power would have its own benefits.

When I thought of it that way with Presence’s speed, the choice was obvious.

The brick dome closed around me, and in the moment before it fully solidified, I heard Takura let out a bark of a laugh. He thought he was about to win.

The flaw in his math wasn’t easy to see in the equations themselves—and if it had been, he could have fixed it—but from here, with Dragon’s Eyes converting the spell into musical notes for my convenience, it was impossible to miss.

The slight discordance in the melody corresponded to a missing periodic element of the transformed function. As a result, the component that made the illusion feel real enough to stop me was unstable. The illusion was losing integrity.

So I punched right through.

My fist smashed against the illusory bricks. Against a real wall, I would have had to strike again and again to make a hole big enough for my body to fit through. But against Takura’s semi-real illusion, putting my hand right through the brick caused the flaw in the transform to crumble.

Instead of having to stop and break through, I burst out of the dome at full speed.

The crowd was cheering for Takura’s apparent victory, but then fell silent in shock as I suddenly appeared directly before Takura, who barely had time to register what was happening. His eyes widened, his hands still locked in the complex gesture of his failing spell.

“I’d say it was a nice try,” I said conversationally. “But I don’t want to patronize you.”

Before he could react, I hit him with a lightning-fast strike to the solar plexus. The wind shot from his lungs, and the flow of mana he was struggling to control rushed out of his grasp. His eyes widened and he gasped for breath.

As much as I’d stunned him physically with the strike, he was just as mentally stunned by the realization that he was about to lose.

Ending the fight now became a matter of making a choice. I could knock him in the head. Or I could grab him and throw him around like a rag doll. I could get him in a joint lock and wait for him to beg for mercy.

Instead of brutality, I elected to let him leave the arena with some dignity. I hooked my hand around his neck and pulled down and to the left. The move flung him face-down into the sand hard enough to bounce. He was still coughing and wheezing from the blow to the solar plexus, and the addition of sand in his face turned it into choking and hacking.

I planted my foot between his shoulder blades, pinning him down.

Takura, the tournament favorite, was face down in the sand, unable to even sit up, let alone continue the fight.

And I, the first year nobody from the department everyone had dismissed, was clearly and unquestionably victorious.

The arena remained silent for three heartbeats, the crowd collectively holding its breath as they processed what they’d just witnessed.

Then chaos erupted.

Officials rushed to check on Takura while the announcer stammered in disbelief: “I… I don’t believe it! Takura is down! The History department’s Laku has defeated the Transforms department’s tournament favorite in the first round!”

I stood over Takura, feeling the full strain of maintaining four Disciplines simultaneously. My internal energy reserves were lower than I could ever remember them being.

It felt like I’d gone three days without sleep.

I finally let the Disciplines lapse, reality returning to normal with a feeling like ice water being thrown over my overheated skin. I maintained my composure, stepping off of Takura’s back and offering a respectful bow to my fallen opponent as medical staff attended to him.

“Thank you for the lesson,” I said, Senai’s teachings too strong for me to ignore the little ritual.

Looking around the arena, I caught the varied reactions: Professor Tariro’s expression of stunned pride, the excitement in the rest of the audience, and even a few familiar faces.

Ona had a grin on her face so wide that it looked like the top half of her head was about to pop off. Aishe was jumping up and down cheering so loud I could pick her voice out of the crowd without the assistance of Dragon’s Eyes. And Headmaster Nakai sat in her place of honor, showing the world a knowing smirk, as if she expected this the whole time.

The shocked faces of the other competitors stood out. I didn’t need Presence to read them, hastily reassessing the threat I posed. Among them, I spotted Jenu, his face distorted by disbelief and anger. Next to him, Iwe watched with keen interest, a small smile playing at his lips.

As soon as it was confirmed that Takura wasn’t injured beyond the tournament’s rules, the official raised my hand, declaring me the winner.

The crowd’s reaction doubled. Some stood, applauding what they’d witnessed, regardless of who they’d supported. Others remained seated, too shocked to do more than clap along. But none could deny that the tournament had just gotten a great deal more interesting.

The energy in the stadium was intoxicating, and even just breathing made me feel dizzy with power. Cycling it was a challenge, but the high I was being fed was intense. I could feel it rushing through me until it coalesced into a familiar feeling.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 2

221/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

Adding this Experience Point to the other in my heart felt like a bigger triumph than the fight. It was as much a challenge to hide my surprise as it was my fatigue. Earning a Breakthrough normally made earning a second tremendously difficult for a full day. To earn two just a few hours apart felt impossible. I wondered if I might get another every fight.

As I was led back through the competitors’ tunnel, I focused on just keeping Fortitude active. The sudden absence of the other Disciplines’ enhancement made me feel like I was swaddled in cotton, senses dulled and movements slowed. But the burned-off internal energy made me feel weary, necessitating Fortitude to keep myself moving calmly and smoothly, keeping my momentary weakness hidden.

An official approached me with a schedule update: “Your next match will be in three hours, against the winner of the fourth bout.”

The three-hour gap was both a blessing and a concern. There was time to recover, but also time for my future opponents to study what they’d just witnessed. My victory over Takura had come from his arrogant dismissal. Tin Lion was probably the best arena for me. No one would pick it against me now. And Takura’s failure to even present a single abjuration shield or ward against me was not an oversight I was likely to encounter again.

In the competitors’ area, the atmosphere was different. Where before I was ignored or dismissed, now I was the center of attention, though no one approached directly. Jenu, Rufaro, and Malik huddled in a corner, pointedly avoiding eye contact, no doubt whispering plans to deal with the speed and endurance I’d just shown off. The others also gave me wide berth, trying to formulate their own solution in the privacy of their own minds.

I found a quiet corner, intending to begin the Advanced Meditation technique Professor Tariro had taught me.

My body felt hollow, drained in a way I hadn’t experienced since I was a child when my internal energy stores were just starting to develop. As brief as the fight had been, the intensity had forced me to pull more deeply than I had ever done in training. Even just a few minutes of meditation would cycle my energy back to more reasonable levels.

Before I could start, Iwe approached, a genuine smile on his face.

“That,” he said, “was impressive.”

Unlike the others, there was no fear or calculation in his manner, just straightforward respect.

“I told you they were underestimating us,” he continued with a grin. “But I think that problem has been solved.” He offered me a small vial containing a shimmering blue liquid. “Mana restoration potion. I’m sure you just burned a lot with… Whatever that was.” He pointed back the way he’d come, toward where a tournament official was seated, casually flipping through a paperback novel. “They’re provided by the staff to make sure everyone’s in top shape every round.”

I accepted the vial, studying it briefly with Dragon’s Eyes. The potion was exactly what he claimed. It was a simple but effective magical energy restorative, with no hidden properties or dangers.

Mana restoration wasn’t going to be effective on me and my internal energies. But it was still a kind gesture.

“Thanks,” I said, tucking the potion into my shirt pocket. “Good luck in your matches. Don’t you dare get knocked out before I get a chance to do it myself.”

Iwe nodded, offering a fierce grin. “I’ll need all the luck I can get now that you’ve put first-years on the map. No one’s going to take us lightly after what you just did.”

As he left to prepare for his own match, I settled into meditation to complete my recovery. The meditation technique Professor Tariro taught me felt as good as a full night’s sleep. My mind cleared quickly, and the energy that suffused my body replenished my strength with almost alarming speed.

It seemed the more drained I was, the more effective the Advanced Meditation could become.

I felt refreshed and ready to fight in a little under an hour. I let myself come up out of the deeper meditation and consider the outcome of the battle. To a degree, my objective was complete. I’d proven Professor Tariro right. Awakening was indeed a force to be reckoned with, capable of overcoming even the most talented mages when properly applied. I’d also stunned the audience.

Even if I was eventually defeated and didn’t get the two Exemplar Points for winning the whole tournament, the audience vote Exemplar Point was very likely to go to me. Especially after taking out the favorite in such a convincing fashion.

I just had to keep winning. Even if it meant pushing myself even harder.

If I lost, I risked someone asking why I didn’t throw up a basic ward or shield. Or fling a basic fireball or cloud of ice or bolt of lightning. Or use any other basic spell.

Because under scrutiny, someone might realize the truth. That I wasn’t using an unusual form of magic to make Awakening look good, but no magic at all.

As I floated there in meditation, not quite awake but not quite sleeping either, I became aware of Professor Tariro approaching. She sat beside me and I peeked open one eye. Pride and concern radiated off her.

“You exceeded my expectations,” she said quietly. “But you’ve also painted a target on your back. Every competitor here is now studying what you did, looking for weaknesses.”

I nodded, having already reached the same conclusion. “Good,” I assured her. “I hope they can find one. It was difficult to learn anything from a fight that went down so easily.”

Professor Tariro studied me for a moment, then smiled slightly. “Be careful about that confidence, Laku. You wouldn’t want to fall to your own arrogance like Takura did.”

“Fair point,” I said, nodding.

When she left, I returned to my meditation, more determined than ever. I’d proven my worth in one match, but the tournament was far from over. I remained in the staging area as the other competitors moved to watch the fight. The drone of the announcer and the bombastic sounds of battle were distant.

Instead of distracting myself, I kept my attention inward. Clearing my mind and pushing my internal energy stores as high as I could. If the next foe was going to have forewarning of my abilities, I was going to need all the power I could get.

But as my energy replenished, I felt a little bit of a distraction leak in. Everyone, even Professor Tariro, was surprised by my victory. Half the crowd didn’t even know how to react. Even Aishe and Ona, my allies who should have expected better, were overwhelmed by my unexpected win. All the other entrants had been thrown off, frustrated at the change to their expectations of the bracket. No one had thought I could win, let alone known that I would.

Except one person.

Headmaster Nakai.

That calm, knowing smirk kept intruding on my meditations. What did she know? Had Tariro told her I was a Zero? Did she know the truth about Awakening? Or was there some other danger at work here?

As the hour of my next match approached, I finally roused myself from meditation. My competitors were out watching the next match, and so I did some simple stretches to limber up my body. I pulled out Ona’s notebook, flipping to the end. It seemed while I was isolated in my mind, the fourth bout had come and gone, the winner—and my next opponent—determined.

Ona had done her research on the fight to come.

Rufaro had overcome the Alchemy department’s entrant with a mighty display of the power of conjuration. Ona warned that he’d been working on his shields and wards, learning to split his focus to strengthen his defenses while he pushed through the time-consuming casting of a conjuration spell. If I couldn’t get through that defense before Rufaro could call up his magically summoned reinforcements, Ona warned that I would be dead meat.

Her concern was touching.

Unfortunately for Rufaro, he and I had a score to settle. He’d tried to bully Danai into helping him cheat on some test.

I was looking forward to the chance to make him regret bothering my friend.


Chapter 34

Making Waves



It didn’t feel like it had been three hours since the last fight. Meditation had made the time pass quickly, but it was as much a curse as a blessing. I’d had time to recover from what I’d spent in the fight against Takura, but I hadn’t had the time to watch the other battles in the first round. The other competitors had valuable information that I lacked.

“Laku and Rufaro, please report to the arena entrance for your match preparation.”

The announcement circulated through the competitors’ area, pulling me from my thoughts. I rolled my shoulders, feeling the satisfying pop as joints realigned.

Time to go.

As I approached the official waiting for us, I caught sight of Rufaro already there. His stocky frame seemed to have grown even broader since our brief encounter in the library when he’d been trying to intimidate Danai. His face bore an expression of smug confidence that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Those betrayed a wariness that hadn’t been there before my match with Takura.

It was good that he feared me, but it meant I couldn’t slip under his guard as I had against Takura.

“Competitors, step forward,” the official said, this time a thin man with spectacles perched on the end of his nose. “You know the procedure. Each of you will strike one arena configuration from the selection. The winner of the coin toss will then choose from the remaining options.”

Rufaro’s lips curled into what might have been a smile. “I’ll strike first,” he announced, not waiting for the official to offer. “Tin Lion.”

No surprise there. He’d seen what happened to Takura in the open field. Everyone had.

“Your strike, Laku?” the official prompted.

I considered my options carefully. Ona’s notes had been clear about Rufaro’s strategy. He needed time to complete his conjuration spells. The more obstacles between us, the better his chances. But with Tin Lion out, there weren’t any remaining options that were as open and easy to traverse. Unfortunately, my limitations compared to all my opponents meant that my hand was forced. Brass Jaguar, with its platforms separated by bubbling tar, would be a nightmare for me in any circumstance, but it would give Rufaro all the time he needed if I had to navigate the field on foot.

“I strike Brass Jaguar,” I said firmly.

The official nodded, making a note on his clipboard. “Very well. We have Silver Puma, Copper Tiger, and Steel Cheetah remaining.” He produced a coin, holding it up for us both to see. Magic swirled around it and the faces changed. One side now read “Rufaro” with the other side reading “Laku.”

There was a flicker where it looked like my side said “Takura” instead for a second. Probably a trick of the light.

The official flipped the coin, and held it out to show that the face-up side was the one with my name on it.

“Laku wins the toss. Please select your arena.”

I almost called Silver Puma instantly. The sparse cover it offered wouldn’t slow me down at all, and there wasn’t anywhere where Rufaro could hide. I would be able to cross the arena in a flash and bring the fight to a swift conclusion.

But there was more to consider than just this match. Future opponents would be watching, analyzing my choices. With both Brass Jaguar and Copper Tiger in the running, I couldn’t strike both of my bad arenas. No doubt Takura hadn’t kept it to himself that I’d struck Copper Tiger against him. I couldn’t count on winning the coin flip every time, and if an opponent got the chance, they might bring me to Copper Tiger if they thought I was opposed to the decision.

But if I picked it myself? Planted a seed of doubt that it was unfavorable ground for me?

“Copper Tiger,” I announced, enjoying the flash of surprise that crossed Rufaro’s face. He must have known it was my strike against Takura.

Hopefully that surprise would spread to the others.

The official raised an eyebrow but made no comment. “Copper Tiger it is. The match will begin in five minutes. The rules remain the same. Victory by knockout, surrender, or if your opponent is rendered unable to continue. Remember that the water in Copper Tiger is approximately five feet deep. Falling in is not grounds for disqualification, but if you’re submerged for over two minutes, we’ll assume you are unable to continue and call off the fight so that you don’t accidentally drown.”

I wanted to protest that. I could hold my breath for fifteen minutes before even investing in Ox’s Hide. But Rufaro didn’t need to know that.

As we turned to head toward the arena entrance, I caught Rufaro’s eye.

“Looking forward to finishing what we started in the library,” I said quietly, just for him to hear.

His face darkened, a flash of anger replacing his calculated confidence. Good.

As much as I would love an easy win, I wanted him to put up a fight. I couldn’t show off the power of Awakening for Professor Tariro if every foe went down in a single punch.

“You got lucky with Takura,” he growled. “But I’ve been watching you. I know what you can do now.”

I smiled as we parted ways to follow the hallway down to our respective entrances. “Good. I was hoping to break a sweat today. Takura let me down. Will you?”

The arena transformed as we walked out. The sectional metal floor rose up beneath our feet, along with a series of smaller, scattered platforms. The platforms varied in size. Some just a single square of metal, barely large enough for a single person to stand on, others offering enough space for limited movement. None were as big as the two we started on, which were barely seven feet on a side.

As soon as the platforms reached their height of five feet, there was a whoosh and a flood of water rushed in, the level rising up to lap at the edges of each platform.

The crowd’s energy had changed too. Where before they’d been dismissive of the unknown first year, now there was an electric anticipation. I could hear my name being whispered throughout the stands.

In the few seconds before the official announced the start of the match, Rufaro began moving his hands in preparation, shaking them out, trying to limber up. I couldn’t blame him. He’d seen what happened to Takura when he underestimated my speed.

I did the same, stretching my calves for a moment, ready to start.

“Begin!” the announcer called.

I activated my Disciplines in sequence. Presence first, then Dragon’s Eyes, Fortitude, and finally Quickening. The familiar pressure built within me, but I managed it better this time, understanding the drain and compensating for it. It was like a muscle; I just needed to work it out to improve.

With my enhanced perception, I could see Rufaro’s aura flaring as he channeled magic into defensive spells.

Unlike Takura, who had immediately attacked, Rufaro was creating layers of protection around himself. Translucent shields shimmered into existence, one after another, each with its own mathematical formula governing its strength and properties. They started just around Rufaro himself, and then slowly spread out, concentric domes engulfing his platform. Just as Ona had said, Rufaro relied on a strong defense to buy time for his Conjuration magic.

I didn’t wait for him to finish. My Awakening-enhanced strength boosted my jumps, letting me leap from my starting platform to the next, then the next. Quickening made the moves exceptionally fast, and my enhanced awareness let me plan my route for maximum efficiency.

The platforms were slick with water spray, requiring precise landings even with my enhanced abilities. Especially when there was barely enough room for both feet together on my destination.

My jumps had a predictable effect on the crowd. They gasped as I bounded across the arena, my speed making the difficult traversal look effortless.

But I could feel the challenge. The platform placement was just random enough that I had to be constantly re-evaluating what path was safe. While Presence would give me the mental time to plan under normal circumstances, Quickening meant that my body was moving just as fast as my mind.

I had to push myself to avoid an embarrassing tumble into the water.

Rufaro had nearly completed his defensive preparations by the time I reached him. Ten overlapping barriers surrounded him, each glowing with a different hue as the magical equations sustained them. Thanks to Professor Tariro’s training, I could tell that half were wards against magic, while the other half were shields against physical attack. I could easily discount the wards. They wouldn’t stop anything I was doing. But the shields posed an issue. None of the surrounding platforms were close enough to Rufaro’s starting position for me to stand and hit the shields.

I leaped from the nearest platform I could reach, and launched a flying kick at the first shield. The shield rippled but held. I had to kick off it to get back onto the narrow platform I’d come from. As soon as I touched down, I launched myself at the shield and struck again, harder this time, feeling the mathematical structure weaken under my assault. With Quickening active, the two strikes were blindingly fast, one right after another.

But without the ability to stand my ground, the delay between strikes felt interminable.

“I knew it. Can’t handle a simple shield?” Rufaro taunted, his hands already moving in the complex patterns of his conjuration spell. Despite his bravado, I could see the desperation in his aura. He was trying to push his next spell out as fast as possible.

Rufaro was right to be afraid, but he was also right that the shield was presenting a problem. On solid ground, I could have shattered his shields in seconds, raining blows down faster than he could blink. Here, having to leap between the shield and the platform, I just didn’t have the uptime to push through.

I redoubled my efforts, striking the shield faster and harder.

The first broke, and I passed easily through the ward beneath, but the second stopped me.

I leaped in and kicked off again and again. The next shield broke, and the ward beyond was just as useless against me as the first. But there were three more shields. And as they drew closer to Rufaro, they were thicker. Stronger. Tougher.

A quick calculation with Presence told me I wouldn’t break through in time.

I needed to change tactics.

Stepping back, I surveyed the situation. Rufaro stood on one of the largest platforms, his shields creating a dome around him. His hands moved in increasingly complex patterns as the Conjuration spell took shape, tremendous amounts of mana gathering around him.

I could see the strain on his face. Maintaining the shields while casting such a complex spell was taxing his concentration to its limits. But this was his whole strategy. The only thing he’d practiced. And he only needed to hold on for a few more seconds.

I leaped up, not at the shield but over it. I landed on top of the surface and found it slicker than greased ice. Hitting the shield from atop it as hard as I could, I shattered it in a second, but I couldn’t get any kind of purchase on the shield beneath, either. I smashed it twice and had to kick off the far side of it to land on the nearest platform. One more punch would shatter that shield as well, but then there was still one more.

But with Presence, I could read Rufaro’s spell as it reached its completion. There was no time to get through the shield. I braced myself, conserving energy for whatever was about to emerge.

With a triumphant shout, Rufaro completed the final equation. The water erupted as dozens of yellow-spotted purple tentacles burst from every surface. A bulk of them reached up through the water, but each platform suddenly sprouted one or two of the thick appendages. Each was the width of my thigh, glistening with slime and ending in a hooked claw.

They writhed in the air, seeking prey. Me.

“I’ve got you now!” Rufaro called, his voice carrying across the arena. “You idiot! Failing to break the shield means I win. No one can fight the power of my summons!”

The tentacles began to move with purpose, slithering across the water’s surface and wrapping around platforms. Some stretched upward, creating a forest of writhing appendages between me and Rufaro.

The crowd’s reaction was immediate. Gasps and exclamations of awe at the impressive display of Conjuration magic. This was clearly intended to be the endgame of his strategy. His previous opponent must have also failed to stop the summoning, and been overpowered by the results.

With Dragon’s Eyes, I could sense disappointment in the crowd. From their perspective, and Rufaro’s, the fight was already over.

“What’s wrong?” Rufaro called, his confidence growing as his creation filled the arena. “Not so fast now, are you? My strategy is unbeatable. Once the kraken is released, victory is assured!”

I allowed myself a small smile. Didn’t he learn anything from my fight with Takura? My greatest weapon wasn’t a spell. It was an opponent’s arrogance.

With Presence and Dragon’s Eyes, I could see everything I needed to see. Tentacles were moving to coil around me, but they were totally autonomous. Rufaro wasn’t directing them, and they had no eyes of their own. They were just flailing around by feeling. The claws at the tip of each tentacle represented a serious threat, barbed so that it would snag and catch, holding fast.

But the Conjuration spell had taken a lot of energy to bring to life, and the combination of the strain and Rufaro’s foolish overconfidence meant that he had dismissed his shields.

Time to strike.

The world slowed around me as Quickening let me leap from my position at speeds that made the tentacles seem sluggish. They were thickest between us, so I had to circle around, leaping from platform to platform. Claws raked the air and slimy tentacles thrashed through the spaces just after I darted through, weaving between the writhing appendages with precision that defied human capability.

The next platform was fully engulfed in tentacles, and so I landed on the side of one of them and launching myself off before it could react to my presence. Another tried to wrap around my ankle, but I twisted in midair, avoiding its grasp by millimeters.

Rufaro’s expression shifted from confidence to confusion to the first hints of fear as I circled the densest forest of tentacles, navigating his “unbeatable” finishing move as if it were a sparse crowd of drunken partygoers.

“Impossible,” he muttered, frantically trying to call up a new shield.

But it was too little, too late. The strain of the Conjuration spell had left him too drained to put together a real defense.

With a final leap, I twisted in the air, my body shooting through the tentacle forest like an arrow. I hit the platform in front of him and backhanded the flimsy shield before it could form, sending it shattering before me.

“Unfortunate. You let me down, Rufaro,” I remarked casually. “I thought you were going to summon something impressive. Ah, well.”

I didn’t let him respond. As with Takura, I had my pick of how to end the fight now.

A part of me wanted to just wind him and throw him to the ground again, but I knew that was too kind. He was a bully. Rufaro needed to know just how out of his depth he was against me. I had to make sure he didn’t think about bothering Danai, or crossing me in any other way, ever again.

I slammed the inside of my forearm against his collar and stepped past him, following through with my entire body. The impact flung him to the metal platform beneath him with a loud thunk.

He bounced twice and lay still, cleanly knocked out by a single blow. Around us, the spectral kraken writhed as the magic that sustained it was cut off, tentacles going stiff and twitching helplessly as they dissolved into a cloud of unsupported mana.

The arena fell silent for a heartbeat, then erupted in cheers even louder than after my victory over Takura. I stood over Rufaro’s unconscious form, breathing heavily but maintaining my composure.

The drain from using my Disciplines so intensely twice in one day was significant, but I’d managed it better this time. I was getting used to it.

It helped that I also dropped the application of Dragon’s Eyes, Presence, and Quickening as soon as Rufaro hit the ground. It cut off the intense drain but holding on to Fortitude to let me appear as implacable and untouchable so as to intimidate the rest of my foes-to-be.

I offered a slight bow to the unconscious Rufaro. “Thank you for the lesson,” I said, trying not to let too much sarcasm seep into my voice.

Tournament officials rushed onto the platforms, checking Rufaro’s condition, while the announcer’s voice boomed through the arena: “Another incredible victory for Laku of the History Department! Two well-regarded upperclassman duelists defeated in succession by this remarkable first-year student!”

As medical staff attended to Rufaro, I made my way back to the exit, focusing on embracing the power thrumming through the stadium. The rush of victory. The accolades and adoration. I hadn’t expected it to happen, but it came nonetheless.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 3

222/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

In a way, that was almost enough of a reward for the day. Enough Experience Points now filled my heart to learn Rat’s Nose and get to the duty of investigating Senai’s journal. I held on to them for now. I didn’t need more complications to my tournament run. But it was a tremendous load off my mind to have them finally secured.

But I couldn’t ignore the other question it raised: could I find a way to keep dueling to earn these Breakthroughs faster than even Advanced Martial Forms could get them?

The moment I was back in the competitor’s staging area, I found a quiet corner and began Professor Tariro’s Advanced Meditation technique, desperate to recover as much energy as possible before my next match. Distantly, I was aware that a few of the other competitors returned briefly before going out to watch the next round. It was beneath my notice. Restoring my strength was the most important thing now.

As I sat in meditation, my mind grasped that the bracket was being updated. The voice of the announcer said my name at least once, though with my mind cleared and empty to facilitate the Advanced Meditation technique, I didn’t pick up any details. Without opening my eyes, I slipped Ona’s notebook out of my pocket and held it in my lap, continuing to focus on my breathing and energy regeneration.

Only when I felt recovered enough for a fight did I open my eyes and the notebook. The pages had indeed updated with new information.

My next opponent would be Jenu.

Ona’s notes were different this time:

Laku—

Holy shit, Big Guy! You looked absolutely incredible out there! The way you moved through those tentacles was like watching a force of nature. I’ve never seen anything like it, and from the way half the girls in the stands were swooning, I’m not the only one who noticed how good you looked doing it.

But listen, Jenu’s next and this one’s personal for him. He’s been ranting to anyone who’ll listen that you sucker punched him and the fight shouldn’t count. Since your duel, he’s added earth magic to his arsenal. Can create barriers and projectiles now. Still opens with that same tired ice trick, then fire, then ice again like it’s some kind of signature move. Predictable as sunrise.

His weaknesses are the same. Anger management issues, overconfidence, and those predictable attack patterns. But don’t let him dictate the range this time. His new earth magic is slow but powerful. If he gets time to set up, he can create an environment that favors him.

This is personal for him now, with pride and reputation on the line. I don’t think he’s going to hold back at all. If you let him hit you, he might actually try to kill you. Don’t let him, yeah? Everybody’s rooting for you, but especially me.

Try not to die before I get a chance to properly congratulate you on this win.

—Ona

P.S. Seriously, you looked amazing out there. Just had to say it twice.

I closed the notebook with a smile, considering the implications. Jenu would be more dangerous than either Takura or Rufaro, not because of superior skill but because of his personal vendetta against me. A misstep against my previous opponents would have only been the end of my time in the tournament.

But a misstep against Jenu might be the end of my life.

He’d also be emotional, eager to prove himself after I’d humiliated him in our earlier confrontation. That emotion could be exploited.

I returned to my meditation, focusing on recovering as much energy as possible. The semifinals would be more challenging than anything I’d faced so far, and I needed to be ready.

The distant sounds of the tournament continuing filtered through the walls to my ears. The crowd’s reactions, the announcer’s commentary, the magical explosions and crashes of combat. But those sounds faded as I focused my attention inward, cycling my energy and preparing for what was to come.

Jenu thought he could end my run and take back his pride. But I was just getting started.


Chapter 35

Same Song, Second Verse



“Laku and Jenu, please proceed to the arena entrance for your match preparation.”

The announcement pulled me from my meditation. I opened my eyes, taking a deep breath to center myself. My body felt recovered. Not fully, but enough. The Advanced Meditation technique Professor Tariro had taught me was nearly perfect. Unfortunately, the time between fights was going to keep getting shorter as the tournament went on. I was going to need to learn how to minimize my energy expenditures, or the final rounds would leave me with nothing left.

I stood, rolling my shoulders and feeling the pleasant tension release from my muscles. Time to face Jenu again. Our previous encounter had been private, witnessed only by a handful of students in that hidden dueling pit, the tall tale of that fight almost unrecognizable when compared to the actual events. This would be different. There would be hundreds of eyes watching our every move, analyzing, judging.

More than enough people to keep the story straight in the public eye.

The tournament official was already waiting when I arrived, his clipboard clutched tightly in one hand. Jenu stood opposite me, his posture rigid with barely contained fury. His eyes locked onto mine. Those artificially enhanced eyes seemed to burn with hatred.

Officially, this was just another tournament bout, but most folks knew better. This was a grudge match. You could hear it in the hoots from the crowd.

“Competitors, step forward,” the official said, his voice carrying the bored tone of someone who had repeated the same instructions dozens of times today. “You will each eliminate a single arena configuration from the options. Whoever wins the coin toss gets to pick from the remaining choices.”

I nodded, keeping my expression neutral despite the intensity of Jenu’s glare. His silver-gray ears were flattened against his head, and his thick tail was rigid with tension.

“Laku, you may strike first,” the official said.

I didn’t hesitate. “I strike Brass Jaguar.”

The arena with platforms separated by bubbling tar would give an Elementalist like Jenu too much advantage. He could simply sit on his platform and rain fire and ice down on me while I’d be forced to find a way across.

Jenu’s lips curled into a smirk, revealing those sharp canines. “I strike Steel Cheetah.”

That surprised me. I’d expected him to strike Copper Tiger or Tin Lion, having seen me win my matches on both, especially with me choosing it against Rufaro when I won the coin flip. Either he had noticed my hesitation with that arena, or he had something else planned. Maybe, like me, he was striking an arena layout that was bad for him. Steel Cheetah featured floating platforms over jagged terrain. It would be difficult for me to navigate, but I hadn’t considered that the layout would be a challenge for someone without my Awakening-enhanced physique to jump between platforms.

The official produced a coin, displaying it to us both. Magic swirled around it, and the faces shifted to display our names. He flipped it high, catching it and slapping it onto the back of his hand.

“Jenu wins the toss,” he announced. “Please select your arena.”

He didn’t even pause to consider. “Tin Lion.”

The open field. The same arena where I’d defeated Takura.

I raised an eyebrow, and Jenu caught the gesture.

“I want a clean field to settle this once and for all,” he said, his voice low and intense. “No distractions, no obstacles. Just you and me. No excuses when I beat you.”

The official cleared his throat. “Tin Lion it is. The match will begin in two minutes. Victory conditions remain unchanged: knockout, surrender, or rendering your opponent unable to continue.”

As we turned to head toward our respective entrances, Jenu spoke just loudly enough for me to hear: “I’ve been waiting for this, mountain man. You caught me off guard last time. That won’t happen again.”

I smiled slightly. “Good. And don’t forget what I told you. The thumb goes on the outside of your fist.”

The roar of the crowd hit me as I stepped into the Kurwamba. The Tin Lion configuration was exactly as I remembered it, a vast expanse of packed sand, featureless and open. Across the field, Jenu emerged from his entrance, his face set in a firm grimace.

The announcer’s voice boomed overhead, introducing us as the crowd’s cheers swelled.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the first match of the third round! Jenu of the Elementalism Department versus Laku of the History Department!”

The roar of the crowd was louder than the last fight. I’d earned their attention in the previous rounds, and with the rumors that no doubt swirled among them, the tension between me and Jenu was no secret.

I took my position at the edge of the arena, centering myself with a deep breath. Four in. Hold seven. Eight out. I could feel the radiating heat of Jenu’s hatred across the distance between us.

His scowl was so deep that it made him look like a man thirty years older.

“Begin!” the announcer called.

I better understood how to distribute the strain of multiple Awakening Disciplines across my body. With each match, the process became more natural, more efficient.

But that didn’t mean I needed all of them yet.

I was burning too much energy in these fights. More precise control was necessary. Instead, I only activated Dragon’s Eyes and Presence, knowing that the enhanced senses and quickened mental faculties would give me the warning and time to activate the others when I needed them.

Jenu didn’t waste any time. His hands moved in a complex pattern, equations flying, and suddenly there were five of him standing across the arena. The illusions were more detailed than before, each one perfectly mimicking his stance and expression. With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could see through the deception instantly. Unlike last time, he remained among the mirror images. The real Jenu was second from the left, his aura burning bright with fury, while the copies were mere shells of light.

“Really?” I called out. “We’re starting with this again?”

All five Jenus scowled in unison. “You think you know all my tricks?” they said together, their voices overlapping in an eerie chorus.

The group of Jenus thrust their hands forward. A massive fireball erupted from five sets of palms. The illusory fireballs quickly overlapped over the real one, intending to hide which was real to someone only using their eyes.

I couldn’t deny that the fireball was impressive. It was at least three times the size of anything he’d thrown in our previous encounter, a roiling sphere of flame that scorched the air as it hurtled toward me. Heat from it blackened the sand beneath it as it streaked my way.

The crowd gasped at the display, impressed by the sheer scale of the magic.

Unfortunately, size didn’t matter. Even without Rabbit’s Feet, I sidestepped easily, the fireball passing harmlessly to my right and crashing against the arena’s protective barrier in a spectacular explosion of sparks. The heat washed over me in a wave, but even my natural toughness was enough to keep me comfortable.

“Same old tricks, just bigger,” I called out, letting a hint of boredom creep into my voice. “Is this really how you want this to play out? Because if I just punch you in the mouth again, but bigger, you’re not going to have any teeth.”

Jenu’s face twisted with anger, but he didn’t lose control as he had in our previous fight. Instead, he shifted tactics, his hands forming new patterns as mana swirled around his head. The air temperature dropped sharply, and dozens of razor-sharp ice shards materialized above him, hanging suspended in the air.

At his dramatic gesture, the invisible equations he was tracing around his head redoubled and redoubled, the scatter of ice shards expanding into a huge cloud. They held for a second, as if he was standing at the edge of an enormous fog bank, and then Jenu gestured once more, turning the arena into a razor-edged hailstorm.

The attack was more intelligent than before, covering a wider area with deadly projectiles. If he’d done something with this scale in the underground dueling pit, I couldn’t have avoided it.

But shifting my power to activate Quickening, the razor-sharp shards of ice might as well have been moving through thick honey. I weaved between them with fluid grace, not a single shard coming close to touching me. The ice crashed into the sand behind me, leaving a field of glittering fragments.

This was becoming just a scaled-up repeat of our earlier duel. I was looking forward to knocking all his teeth out in a minute.

Jenu returned to fire magic, but this time he created something new. A wall of flame swept across the entire arena, a rolling inferno that left nowhere to hide. The heat was intense enough that I could see the crowd flinching back even through the protective barriers around the arena. Everyone fell silent, captivated by the spectacular display, many assuming I would finally be forced to counter with my own magic.

Instead, I timed my leap perfectly, sailing over the flame wall at its lowest point. The fire passed beneath me, harmless, and I landed lightly on my feet, completely unscathed. Jenu made a dramatic gesture, and the wall reversed direction behind me.

I leaped again, this time adding a flourish and backflipping over it, landing back on the far side.

Jenu’s face contorted with frustration. His breathing was heavy, sweat beading on his forehead from the exertion of casting such powerful spells in rapid succession while maintaining his multiplied illusion. The crowd began to murmur in amazement. I had faced three increasingly powerful spells without casting a single one in return, and came out without a singe or scratch.

But instead of losing his composure as he had in our previous encounter, Jenu’s expression shifted to cold determination. He straightened his back, squaring his shoulders as he faced me across the arena.

“You think you’ve seen everything I can do?” he called, his voice carrying across the field. “I’ve been saving this for someone worthy, but I’ll make an exception to put you in your place.”

His hands moved in a new pattern, more complex than anything he’d shown before. He had to let his illusion drop to give this new spell his undivided attention. The equations he traced around his head were different. These were denser, more intricate, with variables I hadn’t seen him use previously. With Presence active, I could read the math and recognize the structure of earth magic taking shape.

The arena floor began to tremble beneath my feet. The sand shifted and flowed like water, pulling away from me in waves.

Above us, the crowd fell silent in expectation as two massive fists formed from the compacted sand, rising up on either side of me.

Each was easily twice my height, the packed grains glittering in the sunlight.

Jenu’s intent was clear. He wanted to beat me down with the same humiliation I had inflicted on him in our previous encounter.

The irony wasn’t lost on me.

Sand fists swung with surprising speed, threatening to crush me between them. Quickening was more than enough to dart out from between them, letting them crash together behind me. I started to advance towards Jenu, keeping myself at a restrained pace, not at full speed. With any luck, my approach would cause him to panic.

He swept the fists around again, and one came down from above, forcing me to roll aside. Sand exploded where I had stood a moment before, showering me with gritty particles. I spat out a mouthful of dust, my eyes narrowing as I reassessed the situation.

Jenu stood at the far end of the arena, his hands moving continuously to control the sand constructs. His face was a mask of concentration, sweat now streaming down his temples from the effort. The earth magic was clearly new to him. It was powerful, but not yet mastered. Despite that, his control of it was perfect. Even if he was a spoiled brat, his grasp of the principles of Elementalist magic was no joke.

The fists continued their assault, one after another, forcing me to dodge again and again to avoid being crushed. Though Jenu’s control of the earth magic was impressive to keep them going fast enough to push my limits, I could see the strain it was causing him. His movements were becoming less precise, his breathing more labored.

With Presence active, I calculated the pattern of the attacks and identified the perfect moment to strike.

If he wanted to do this with a dramatic flair, I could play that game, too.

One of the fists opened, whipping out at me with tremendous speed. It would have been easy to duck left, juke right to avoid the other hand, and then rush straight for Jenu, but instead, I let Quickening lapse, shifting my energy to Fortitude. The giant sand fist closed around me with bone-crushing force, but with the power of Ox’s Hide, it was just a little snug.

Not anywhere near dangerous.

“Got you!” Jenu crowed. He made another big dramatic gesture, lifting his other hand high and sweeping it down.

The other sand fist swept up and came down like the hand of an angry god. It smashed right into my face, the impact solid for more than long enough to crush a normal person like a bug, but Jenu let the spell collapse. Both hands collapsed in a giant cloud of sand around me.

And thanks to Fortitude, I stalked out of the cloud, covered in sand, but visibly uninjured.

Someone—Aishe, if I wasn’t mistaken—let out an ecstatic whoop at the sight of me emerging from the sand, but everyone else was deathly silent. Jenu had sagged almost to his knees, drenched in sweat, and at that one cheer, he looked up, his grim smirk suddenly melting off his face into a look of complete and utter horror.

“It was an improvement on last time,” I said calmly as I stepped up in front of him, “but not by enough.”

With that, I punched Jenu right in the mouth, the same as before. And with identical results. He spun once and crumpled to the ground, unconscious before he hit the sand.

For a moment, the Kurwamba was completely silent. Then the crowd erupted in cheers, the sound washing over me in waves. The announcer’s voice boomed above the noise, declaring me the victor, but I barely registered the words.

I looked down at Jenu’s unconscious body, feeling a strange combination of satisfaction and disappointment. He had improved, had learned new magic, and had come prepared with a strategy.

And yet, the outcome remained the same.

It almost wasn’t fair to him that all that work hadn’t earned him any reward.

But in a way, that was a lesson. I offered a brief bow. “Thank you for the lesson,” I said calmly before I turned and walked away.

Medical staff rushed onto the field to attend to Jenu as I made my way back to the exit. The cheers followed me, growing louder with each step. By the time I reached the competitors’ area, my name was being chanted by thousands of voices. The roar filled the air, and as I methodically absorbed it, cycling the energy into myself, I felt the now-expected result.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 4

223/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

The power of the crowd filled me with energy, but it was chaotic and unrefined. Cycling it with my breathing techniques didn’t restore much, but like the Advanced Martial Forms, that wasn’t the value. Absorbing the energy, feeling the power of such a large crowd mingling with my own, it was almost overwhelming how easily it brought on Breakthroughs.

I found a quiet corner and immediately began Professor Tariro’s Advanced Meditation technique. The energy drain from maintaining only three Disciplines was still pretty intense, though the combination of practice and reducing it from activating all four meant I was less drained than in previous battles. I was getting better at managing the flow, at distributing the strain, but I still needed to recover. And I still needed more practice.

I fished out Ona’s notebook again, seeking to give a quick check before I got too lost in my meditation. The match ordering meant that my foe had already won their battle, and I was the second name to be added to that match. Ona had scratched out a surprisingly comprehensive package of notes.

But first, there was a personal message written in a very quick :

Big Guy, I am losing my mind watching you out there. The way you just walked out of that sand like some kind of mountain god has me feeling things I shouldn’t be thinking about in public. I had to excuse myself to the washroom just to collect myself after that display.

We said we’d talk after the tournament, but honestly? I don’t think I can wait that long. The way you move, the way you handle yourself, the way you don’t even flinch when facing down magic that would terrify most grown mages… It’s doing things to me, Laku.

I’m trying to keep this professional since you’re in the middle of a competition, but you should know that half the girls in Nyoka House have been asking me about you. I’ve been telling them all to back off because I saw you first. Is that presumptuous? Maybe. Do I care? Not even a little.

Win this tournament. Not just because you deserve it, but because I have plans for celebrating with you afterward that require privacy. Lots of privacy.

Try not to die before I can show you exactly how impressed I am.

—Ona

P.S. If you keep looking that good while fighting, I might have to start charging admission for the privilege of watching you work.

Below that, in more controlled handwriting:

Malik

Strengths: Divination magic allows him to predict opponents’ moves before they make them. Counters with precision elemental attacks on offense and very small and strong abjuration on defense. Always puts his spells exactly where they need to go. Extremely adaptive. Changes strategy based on what he sees in his divinations.

Weaknesses: Divination requires time and concentration to establish. Disrupting his focus breaks his predictions. Physically vulnerable. Relies entirely on magical defenses.

Strategy: Hit him fast and hard before he can get a full reading on you. His first thirty seconds or so of Divination only gives him general impressions. When and where, but not how. After that, he starts seeing specific moves. If you let him study you too long, he’ll know exactly what you’re planning before you do it, and you’ll never catch up.

Note: This guy has been a thorn in my side for years. Would LOVE to see you take him down. But be careful: if he gets enough time to analyze you, he might figure out more than just your next move. Don’t give him the chance to see beyond that, or he’s going to have the info to make your life hell outside the tournament grounds, too.

Trust me. I know that one from experience.

I closed the notebook, considering what I’d read. The intensity of her interest was flattering. More than flattering. But I pushed those thoughts aside for now. I had to focus.

Malik presented a unique danger. Given enough time, his divination might reveal my secret. Ona no doubt thought Malik could use a little insight into my day-to-day life to bully me more effectively. But if Malik could really read everything about me, he could figure out I was a Zero and end my career at Dzidzo. I needed to end our match as quickly as possible, ideally before he could get a full reading on my abilities.

The sounds of the tournament continued above me. I could hear the audience’s responses, the announcer’s narration, the magical blasts from the ongoing matches. But I tuned them out, focusing entirely on my meditation, on recovering my energy for the next challenge.

I had come too far to fail now. Two more victories and I would reach the championship match. Two more victories and I would earn my first advancement in the tournament rankings.

But with each match, the risk of exposure grew. More eyes were watching me, more minds analyzing my techniques, trying to understand how I was defeating opponents without casting a single spell.

A moment’s hesitation. The staging area was empty. The competitors out watching the next bout. Being seen. But I was isolating myself down here. Making myself conspicuous by my absence. Making myself weird and strange. Making myself into someone who doesn’t belong.

The fight with Jenu was fast, and I’d limited my overuse of Disciplines. I could meditate for the rest of the energy quickly. And against Malik, I needed that fight to be even faster, if I didn’t want his divination magic to get me in trouble too deep to get out of.

I made my way towards the other exit from the staging area, heading up into the stands. I wanted to see who was fighting, and maybe see if I could thank Aishe for her enthusiastically audible support through the tournament.


Chapter 36

Watching the Competition



I emerged from the staging area into the main arena, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the bright afternoon light. The stands were packed with spectators. Their excited chatter created a constant buzz of noise. The energy was almost physical, like a living thing that waltzed through the Kurwamba, demanding attention.

It was a bit overwhelming. As I controlled my breathing, I could feel the energy of the crowd cycling through my body, electric and wild.

When I stepped fully into view, dozens of heads turned in my direction. Whispers rippled through the crowd like waves. I caught fragments of conversations, tones ranging from awe to skepticism.

“That’s him!”

“It’s the guy who just punched Jenu in the face.”

“Do you think he has some kind of physical enhancement magic?”

“Either that or he went three fights without casting a single spell!”

The attention made my skin prickle. Every instinct honed by years of isolation with Senai screamed at me to retreat, to find a quiet corner away from all these watching eyes. But that would defeat the purpose. The point of coming up here was to seem normal, to blend in despite my growing notoriety. Drawing attention and then retreating would just make me look stranger than I already did.

I scanned the crowd, looking for a familiar face. Most immediately, my gaze settled on Iwe, sitting alone in the section reserved for competitors. He was watching the arena floor as it shifted mechanically, sand draining out and the segmented floor returning to its neutral state in preparation for the next pair of competitors to choose the form of their battlefield.

Making a decision, I walked toward him. Socializing with other competitors would look normal, expected even. As I approached, Iwe glanced up, his sharp blue eyes registering my presence with a flicker of surprise before his face settled into a welcoming smile.

“The man of the hour,” he said, gesturing to the empty seat beside him. “I was wondering if you’d grace us with your presence up here.”

I sat down, keeping my posture relaxed despite my discomfort as the center of attention. “Just needed some fresh air. Gets stuffy down in the staging area.”

Iwe nodded. “I know what you mean. Honestly, I don’t know how you put up with it after the first two rounds. Plus, it’s good to watch the competition.”

The arena started to change as the next match was getting set up. The platforms dropped a few inches and there was a rough whoosh as sand filled the space back in. Tin Lion again. It felt wasteful to me that it had just shifted out of that configuration and was now returning to it right away.

“Nice performance against Jenu,” Iwe said, leaning back in his seat. “Though I can’t say I’m surprised after what you did to Takura. The look on his face when you flipped over that fire wall…” He grinned. “Priceless.”

“I couldn’t see it from the other side of the fire, but I can picture it.” I shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise but trying not to show it. “Jenu is a one-note kind of person.”

“You’ve got some interesting moves, though,” Iwe said, his tone thoughtful rather than flattering. “Awakening, right? That’s the word going around.”

My guard went up instantly, though I kept my expression neutral. Was that a rumor spreading naturally, or was Professor Tariro trying to pull strings? “You know something about it?”

“A little,” he admitted. “My grandmother practiced it to keep in shape. I never saw her fight like what you can do, but she talked about it enough that I recognize the discipline behind it.” He gestured toward the arena. “Looks like we might be facing each other in the winners’ finals, if you get past Malik.”

“That’s assuming you win your next match too,” I pointed out, offering a smirk.

Iwe’s smile widened. “Oh, I will.” There was no arrogance in his tone, just quiet confidence. “It’ll be interesting, you and me. I don’t think either winners’ or losers’ finals have ever been two first-years. It’ll be nice to go down in the history books as a first.”

I studied him carefully. Unlike most students I’d encountered, Iwe’s aura remained tightly controlled, revealing little about his capabilities or emotions. It was a level of discipline I hadn’t seen in anyone else at Dzidzo.

“Where did you train before coming here?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Here and there,” he answered vaguely. “My family moved around a lot. You?”

“Mostly self-taught,” I said, matching his vagueness. “My grandfather showed me the basics.”

“He taught you well,” Iwe said. His eyes flickered to the arena as the announcer’s voice boomed, announcing the next match would begin in fifteen minutes. “He should be proud.”

“He was,” I said simply, leaving it at that.

A comfortable silence fell between us. It was strange. I found myself genuinely liking Iwe, which made the prospect of fighting him uncomfortable. He seemed decent, straightforward in a way few at Dzidzo were. Like we were kindred spirits of a kind.

A shame that he had to be my opponent.

“I should mingle a bit more,” I said after a moment, rising from my seat. “I want to thank some of my friends for their support. Good luck in your next match.”

“You too,” Iwe replied. “Though I’m not sure that you’ll need it. Just don’t let Malik get a read on you for too long.” His expression grew more serious. “Diviners don’t duel in the big leagues because the fights end too fast, but they can get the better of you in amateur tournaments like this one.”

I nodded, taking the warning for what it was. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As I made my way through the crowded stands, looking for Aishe, I spotted Ona tucked away in a corner, hunched over something in her lap. Drawing closer, I realized she was frantically counting betting slips and coins, her fingers moving with practiced speed.

When she noticed me approaching, she hastily stuffed everything into her pockets, her expression shifting from surprise to a casual grin. Her ears twitched quickly to the sides as she tried to look innocent. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to hide that she was betting on me, or if she was just trying not to be rude, flashing her winnings in my face.

“Big Guy, the man with the punch the audience can feel!” she said. “Come to bask in your adoring public?”

“Something like that,” I replied, pretending not to notice the corner of a betting slip still poking out of her pocket. “How’s it going?”

Ona relaxed slightly when I didn’t mention the betting. Either she thought I hadn’t noticed, or she realized I didn’t care. “Going great, especially for those who had faith in the underdog.” She winked. “You’re the hero of the people today. Not just beating up the favorite, but tearing it up against everyone’s dark horse powerhouses.”

“Glad I could live up to the hype,” I said dryly.

Ona leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper, and I leaned in to meet her. “Did you get the note?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. Probably so I didn’t have time to ask which one. “Malik is no joke. His Divination is the real deal. Everybody else underestimated him because Divination isn’t proper dueling magic, and they paid the price.”

“I’ve been warned,” I reassured her. “And not just by you.”

“No, you don’t understand,” Ona insisted, her usual confidence giving way to genuine concern. Her crimson eyes held mine with startling intensity. “He doesn’t just predict moves. The longer he has to read you, the deeper he sees. Patterns, weaknesses, secrets.” She emphasized the last word meaningfully. “You’ve got to end it fast.”

I felt a chill despite the warm afternoon. “So you said in your notes. But what kind of secrets?”

“The sorts of things you don’t want anyone knowing,” Ona said quietly, voice hushed like she was telling a scary story. “This is all second and third hand, but when Malik was a first year, some upperclassman tried to pick on him. Nobody talks about what Malik saw and spread around, but the rumor was so damning, the kid just vanished.” She snapped her fingers and a flurry of System magic created a small puff of smoke at her fingertips. “Like that. Pulled out of classes, withdrew his registration, and was never seen again.”

Ona shifted attitude again, back to her usual confident smile, though her tail betrayed her lingering worry with its restless movement.

“I value having you around. I figure you know exactly what I mean by that, but don’t let it get to your head. And don’t let him get anything that bad on you.”

“I’ll keep it short,” I promised.

Ona nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Good. Oh, almost forgot.” She reached into her jacket and pulled out a small package wrapped in fancy parchment. “The lavender soap, as promised. Premium stuff. Perfect for a tournament champion.”

I accepted it with genuine gratitude. “Thanks. It’s for a friend who helped me out.”

Ona’s expression shifted, her ears flattening just slightly against her head. “A friend?” Her voice took on a carefully casual tone, but I caught the edge underneath. “Must be some friend to rate imported soap.”

“She is,” I said.

“Oh. She.” Ona’s smile became sharper, more predatory. Her tail had gone completely still. “Well, aren’t you popular with the ladies. Here I thought I was special, getting all worked up watching you fight.” She stood up and moved closer, close enough that I had to look down to meet her eyes. I struggled to do so; as beautiful as her eyes were, her scoop-necked uniform showed a mile of cleavage from up here. “Tell me, Big Guy, does this mystery girl get as excited watching you work as I do?”

Heat crept up my neck at her tone. “It’s not like that. She’s just—”

“Just what?” Ona interrupted, her voice taking on a silky quality that made my pulse quicken. “Just someone who deserves expensive gifts? Someone who gets your attention?” She reached out and straightened an imaginary wrinkle on my shirt, her fingers lingering against my chest. “Because I’ve been very clear about wanting your attention. Have I been too subtle?”

“Ona…” I started, but she pressed a finger to my lips.

“Don’t worry, I’m not the jealous type,” she said with a grin that suggested the complete opposite. “I just like to know what I’m competing against. Fair warning though, after that display in the arena today, I’m feeling very motivated to win.” Her hand traced down my arm before she stepped back. “Try not to die against Malik. I have plans for after this tournament, and they all involve you.”

Before I could respond, she turned and sauntered away, leaving me standing there feeling like I’d just been caught in a storm.

Fighting Jenu was less chaotic than what I just went through.

I tucked the soap carefully into my pocket, puzzling after the hellhound. Ona’s interest was intense in a way I wasn’t sure I was ready for. But her fascination with Awakening made me think of the power I could have being an anchor as Tariro described. How much of a pushover would these fights be if I shared energy with her? With others?

She said she wasn’t jealous, but clearly was. Would she still be if we talked about it first? If she were my first girlfriend, knowing I had intentions to make more?

I pushed those thoughts aside for now. They didn’t go willingly, but a measured breathing exercise banished them.

As I continued through the stands, I finally spotted Aishe near the front, leaning forward in her seat with intense focus on the arena below. The official gave a brief recap of the earlier rounds, hyping up the next match. When she noticed me, her face lit up with excitement. She jumped to her feet, nearly knocking over the student next to her in her enthusiasm. Her fluffy tail swished back and forth with eagerness.

“Laku!” she exclaimed, waving frantically as if I might not see her despite having already made eye contact. “Over here!”

I made my way down to her, acutely aware of the eyes following my progress through the stands. As if I weren’t already drawing whispers, Aishe shouting my name and pointing me out wasn’t helping.

“You were amazing!” Aishe gushed as soon as I was within earshot, words tumbling out in a rush. “The way you moved through Jenu’s ice storm, I’ve never seen anything like it! And when those sand fists couldn’t touch you, and then you just walked out of that cloud like nothing happened! I was up here losing my—”

“Thanks,” I said, genuinely touched by her support, reaching out to clap her on the shoulder. “And thanks for cheering. I heard you when I walked out of that sand cloud. It meant a lot to know you were up here rooting for me.”

Aishe blushed slightly, her ears twitching with embarrassment. “I couldn’t help myself. It was just so…” She struggled a moment to find the right word. “Perfect! The mathematical precision of your movements are extraordinary. Did you know that Jenu’s ice shard attack followed a modified logarithmic spiral pattern in its dispersion? You navigated it like you could see the equation itself!”

I smiled, letting her continue her excited analysis. There was something refreshing about Aishe’s pure enthusiasm, untainted by the political maneuvering that seemed to infect most interactions at Dzidzo.

“And the way you timed your jumps over the fire wall,” Aishe continued, her hands moving in excited gestures, “the arc of your trajectory was optimal for both height and distance, accounting for air resistance and—”

She stopped mid-sentence, her eyes focusing on something behind me. I turned to see Professor Tariro approaching. Her expression was serious, though her bushy tail betrayed a hint of satisfaction.

“Laku,” she said with a nod. “I was hoping to have a word.”

“Of course,” I replied. I turned back to Aishe and reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “We’ll talk more later.”

“S-sure! Good luck with your next match!” Aishe called as I followed Professor Tariro to a quieter section of the stands.

Once we were relatively isolated, Professor Tariro turned to face me. Her eyes were sharp, assessing.

“You’ve exceeded expectations,” she said. “I was going to warn you about burning yourself out, but it seems you’ve grasped that issue without me needing to intervene. But the real challenges are just beginning.”

I nodded, waiting for her to continue.

“Malik represents a new level of difficulty,” she explained. “He’s studied your previous matches. He’ll be prepared for your techniques. The element of surprise is gone. There will be no more easy wins.”

“I started against the tournament favorite,” I pointed out. “Not like I’ve had easy matches.”

Professor Tariro conceded the point with a slight tilt of her head. “True, but Takura’s arrogance was a significant advantage. He underestimated you. So did Rufaro. Even Jenu, who should have known better, failed to take you seriously. But no one will make that mistake again.” She gestured toward the arena. “From now on, every opponent will have strategies specifically designed to counter you.”

Before I could respond, the announcer’s voice boomed across the arena.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our next match in the losers’ bracket: Takura of the Transformation department versus Rufaro of the Conjuration department!”

Professor Tariro fell silent, her eyes fixed on the arena below. “Watch carefully,” she told me. “This will show you what you’re really up against.”

The arena had been configured as Tin Lion again, the open sandy field where I’d defeated both Takura and Jenu. Rufaro and Takura took their positions at opposite ends. The contrast between them was plain: Rufaro looked wary but determined, while Takura’s face was a mask of controlled confidence.

“Begin!” the announcer called.

Rufaro immediately began casting defensive spells, layers of shields forming around him as he prepared for his conjuration magic. I recognized the pattern from our match. He needed time to set up his defenses before he could safely begin the complex conjuration process.

But before he could complete even the first shield, Takura struck. His hands moved quickly, equations forming and transforming with breathtaking speed and precision. The spell that erupted from his hands was nothing like the showy transformations he’d used at the start of his match against me.

This was brutal, efficient, and devastatingly powerful.

It was a modified levitation spell. The magic smashed through Rufaro’s half-formed defenses like they were made of paper, the mathematical precision of the attack leaving no room for error or escape. Rufaro was slammed into the sand with such force that the impact sent up a cloud of dust. The reversed levitation spell pinned him there, the pressure so intense he couldn’t even get air into his lungs to yield the match.

The official quickly called the match, medical staff rushing to Rufaro’s aid. They had to physically carry him from the arena while he choked and gasped for breath. Takura looked up directly at where Professor Tariro and I were standing. His eyes locked with mine, and he made a deliberate gesture, pointing at me with one hand while drawing his finger across his throat with the other.

The message couldn’t be clearer.

“That,” Professor Tariro said quietly, “is what happens when a gifted mage stops showing off and starts fighting to win.”

I watched as Takura strode from the arena, his back straight, his movements controlled and precise.

“He’ll continue advancing through the losers’ bracket,” Professor Tariro explained. “If you reach the finals, you’ll almost certainly face him again. He won’t underestimate you a second time. And he won’t waste energy on flashy displays.”

I nodded, understanding the implications. My path to victory had been easy when I only had to fight opponents who didn’t know what I was doing. Facing down a foe who knew what he was up against would be a different beast. Malik’s divinations would make him just as much of a challenge.

“Competitors Laku and Malik, please report to the arena entrance for your match preparation,” the announcer’s voice echoed through the Kurwamba.

“I need to go,” I said.

Professor Tariro nodded. “Remember, against a Diviner, your thoughts are as visible as your actions. Keep your mind clear and your strikes decisive.”

“A clear mind acts with purpose,” I said, hearing the words with Senai’s voice in my mind.

Returning to the staging area, I focused on the immediate challenge. Against Malik, the smallest mistake might not just cost me the tournament, but my place at Dzidzo. Or my life, if Jenu used his father’s position at the Vatariri to destroy me.

I needed to end the fight before he could see too deeply into my abilities, before he could discover that I was a Zero and had no place at a magic school. Or in a magical society.

The staging area was empty when I arrived, the other competitors either eliminated, being tended to by the medical staff, or watching from the stands. I took advantage of the solitude to center myself, running through a quick meditation exercise to clear my mind and focus my energy.

I thought of Ona’s warning, of Professor Tariro’s advice, of Iwe’s casual mention of recognizing my Awakening techniques. The stakes were rising with each match. More eyes on me, more minds analyzing my every move, trying to get me out of the way of their victory. Or their chosen favorite.

I needed to be fast. And, more than that, I needed to be decisive. I couldn’t give Malik time to read me, to see past the facade I’d so carefully constructed.

The tournament official materialized at the entrance to the staging area. “Laku, your match is about to begin.”

I nodded, rising to my feet.

Time to face the Diviner.

Time to protect my secret.

Time to win.


Chapter 37

Reading the Waters



The tournament official led me to the arena entrance, where Malik was already waiting for the coin flip. He stood with perfect posture, his keen eyes studying me with sharp intensity. Unlike my previous opponents, there was no smugness in his expression. No underestimation. Just a cool assessment. Ready, willing, and able to take me seriously.

Professor Tariro was right. This was going to be harder.

“I’m sure at this point you don’t need me to repeat the rules for you,” the official said, his voice crisp and professional.

I kept my face neutral as I studied Malik. His aura, visible with Examine active, pulsed with a strange rhythm like ripples spreading across still water, constantly shifting and reforming. It was different from the chaotic energy of Jenu or the structured patterns of Takura. There was something unsettling about it, as if his emotions were so fluid that they could shift faster than I could read him.

“Laku, your arena strike?” the official asked.

“Brass Jaguar,” I said without hesitation. The arena formed of two distant platforms would make it impossible for me to close distance quickly, exactly what I wanted to avoid against a diviner who could predict my movements with more accuracy as the fight went on. It felt like I was giving up some kind of advantage by always striking the same arena, but I couldn’t risk losing the coin flip and being stuck wading through knee-deep tar.

“Malik?”

Malik tilted his head slightly, his eyes never leaving mine. I could see the interconnected rings of his magic spinning lazily. “Silver Puma,” he said after a moment’s consideration.

The official nodded and produced a coin. He presented it and our names etched themselves on the surface with a little burst of mana. Unlike the previous officials, this one flipped it high and caught it with a flourish.

Holding up his hand, the official showed that the upward face had Malik’s name on it. “Please select from the remaining arenas.”

Malik paused, his eyes briefly losing focus. The rings of his magic spun up, moving with purposeful precision. I could sense faint ripples of mana forming behind his head, a minor divination spell. After a moment, a small smile touched his lips.

“Copper Tiger,” he announced.

My stomach tightened. He’d chosen the water-filled arena with scattered platforms, the same one where I’d fought Rufaro. So much for my attempt to create doubt about my arena preferences. Against Divination magic, such tactics were apparently useless.

“Very well,” the official said. “Please proceed to your respective entrances. The match will begin in five minutes.”

As we turned to walk away, Malik spoke quietly, just loud enough for me to hear.

“I’ve been looking forward to this, Laku. You’re…different.”

A chill ran down my spine. Different. The word carried implications that tied my stomach in a knot. How much had he already seen? How much did he already know?

I said nothing, maintaining my composure as I walked toward my entrance. As soon as we separated, I shifted my active Discipline from Examine to Presence, my accelerated thoughts running through potential strategies for the watery battlefield ahead.

Malik and I stepped out onto the arena from our respective entrances, and I tried to clear my mind. I focused on nothing, not even the fight ahead.

A clear mind acts with purpose.

The floor under me shook and swayed as the arena morphed into the Copper Tiger configuration. Platforms rose beneath each of us and all around the arena in different sizes and random patterns. Even with Monkey’s Grin, I couldn’t parse a consistent pattern between this iteration of the battlefield and the last. With a rush, water flooded the space, rising five feet to lap at the edges of each platform.

I surveyed the battlefield, calculating. While the pattern was random, the basic construction was still the same. Platform sizes and spacing were roughly consistent, even if the exact positioning wasn’t. With Presence active, I quickly plotted several potential paths to reach Malik, measuring distances and angles in my mind to reduce how many times I’d have to lose speed by changing direction.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer’s voice boomed through the Kurwamba, “our next match in the winners’ bracket: Laku of the History Department versus Malik of the Divination Department!”

The crowd roared.

“Begin!” the official called, his voice cutting through the noise.

Immediately, I activated Examine and Quickening to join Presence. The familiar rush of energy flowed through my body. Like coming home. My body was adjusting to how each of these Disciplines functioned, how they elevated me. Spending time without them made me feel sluggish, empty-headed, or unobservant.

With three Disciplines active, I felt the strain on my internal energies, but it was manageable. It had to be. I couldn’t hold back.

This fight had to end fast.

I launched myself from my starting platform. Quick as a flash, I leaped toward the nearest platform. But before my feet could touch down, Malik’s hand shot out, a precisely aimed bolt of fire streaking across the arena. Perfectly led to hit me in the chest while I was still in midair.

Fortunately, Presence gave me the mental speed to react. I was able to twist in the air to let the spell streak past, the heat from it scorching the back of my shirt as it passed just behind me. Having to twist in the air like that threw off my landing, and I stumbled when I hit the narrow platform, forcing me to regain my balance before launching off again.

The crowd gasped at the near miss. I looked over to see if Malik was gloating, but he actually looked just as frustrated as I felt. He hadn’t expected me to dodge. With Examine active, I could see his flickering aura filling with renewed effort. Neither emboldened by the small win nor dispirited by my show of skill.

Only focused on trying harder.

He really was my most dangerous foe. Even discounting the complication of his divination magic, his mentality was the scariest thing I’d dealt with yet.

Presence let me quickly plot a new course to cross the platforms, but Malik was already casting. Even before I had left the platform I was on, he cast a shield spell on the platform I was leaping to.

The disc of protective energy was just like when I tried to land on Rufaro’s shield. Like landing on greased ice. I couldn’t get any traction to change direction and had to kick off moving the same direction, barely getting enough lift to reach the next platform.

Malik’s divination put him at every advantage at slowing my approach. His spells weren’t flashy or impressive or complex. Small shields and even smaller fire bolts were positioned perfectly to slow me down, either to make me hesitate, make me lose my balance, or force me to reconsider my route.

I tried everything.

Thought maybe I could out-think him.

I tried changing my mind about my route as late as possible, using Presence’s quick thinking to try and out-speed his divinations, but he wasn’t reading my mind or my body language. He was reading the future.

I couldn’t outsmart his power any more than I could outsmart gravity.

Twenty seconds into the match, the circuitous route his interference forced on me had barely gotten me halfway across the arena. Worse, his eyes never left me, the Divination magic growing stronger with each passing moment. I could see it in his aura, the interconnected circles of his magic moving faster and faster, reaching further, probing deeper.

The longer this continued, the more he would see. Ona had warned me of the thirty-second limit before he became nearly unstoppable. And a minute or so after that, he was going to start to learn things about me that I couldn’t afford to give away.

I needed to change tactics, and I needed it to happen fast.

As I landed on a particularly small platform with my shirt lightly smoldering from another near-miss, I noticed something about Malik’s casting. There was a pattern to it, a rhythm. With Presence active, I could see it clearly. He could predict my movements, but Divination wasn’t telling him how to counter me. He was trying to do so randomly, denying me the ability to anticipate him in turn, but he was still making decisions. Alternating between offense and defense roughly evenly and not at true random.

A flash of insight struck me as I remembered the official’s words during the rules explanation: Falling in the water is not grounds for disqualification.

I’d been avoiding the water, playing into Malik’s strategy by restricting myself to the platforms.

But what if I didn’t?

The timing had to be just right. I slipped off of a shield over a platform and leaped again, pushing myself to jump high and far. In the air, I shifted my active Disciplines. I couldn’t afford the drain of running four at once. And I knew which ones I needed here.

I let Presence lapse as I activated Fortitude. The disorientation of my mental perception of time going from slow to fast was a complication I didn’t need, but activating Fortitude while I was in the air was a must.

A fire bolt took me directly in the back in midair. The explosion of sparks was like a thunderclap right behind my shoulders. My shirt caught fire. My trajectory turned into a forward flip.

The crowd gasped, assuming I’d made a mistake. I heard someone shout: “He got him!”

And then I hit the water. All according to plan.

I didn’t hesitate.

Ox’s Hide meant that the precision strike to my back did more damage to my shirt than to my skin, and submerging myself put the fire out immediately.

I tore the ruined garment away and made use of Quickening now. Arms and legs churned at the water with inhuman speed, moving like a torpedo beneath the surface. The water resistance that would slow a normal person was barely an impediment to my Awakening-enhanced strength.

With Examine active, I could see Malik standing on his platform, frantically trying to track my movement. The water didn’t hide me from his Divination, but he no longer had the same capacity to impede me.

Flame bolts burst to sparks in the water right above my head, unable to reach me. And with Fortitude letting me hold my breath for so much longer than was natural, I didn’t have to come out of the water to open myself up to such an attack. Unlike Jenu, he wasn’t a master elementalist. He couldn’t switch elements quickly.

Shields formed in front of my face under the water, but I had all the leverage now, smashing through them with the powerful strokes of my arms.

Malik’s aura pulsed with uncertainty, the ripples in his shifting emotions becoming just a little discordant. Focus and caution were still foremost, but the fear was growing.

I needed the fear to win. If he remained controlled and disciplined, I wouldn’t be able to fight him. I closed in with tremendous speed, crossing the rest of the distance in barely four seconds. My momentum became unstoppable. He just didn’t have any spells that could reach me like this. Then, with a powerful kick against the bottom of the pool, I erupted from the water in an explosion of spray.

The force of my jump cleared five feet of water and another six feet of air in a single bound.

Malik barely had time to throw up a hasty shield before I crashed into it.

I brought my fist down. The barrier shattered like glass under the force of my Awakening-enhanced strength. The force of my leap sent me careening not just into him, but through him. I grasped the front of Malik’s robes, and in a fluid motion, I shoved him off the platform and we both crashed back into the water.

The crowd roared as both of us disappeared beneath the surface.

Underwater, all of Malik’s terrifyingly efficient mentality evaporated. He struggled, his spells fizzling in the water. He couldn’t do math as the water closed over his head. Animal instinct took hold, and he tried to wrench my hands off his robe. I let him, but only so that I could grasp his shoulder and wrist. His eyes widened with panic as he realized his predicament.

The physical muscles in his body were nothing compared to mine.

I maneuvered with precision, shoving him down and securing him in a firm hold. Twisting his arm with practiced motions, I forced him face-down to the bottom of the pool. With Examine still active, I could see the rings of his magical power slowing down. Going still. He couldn’t focus enough to do any magic like this, not even the Divination spells that had come so naturally to him.

It can be funny how fast a person forgets everything when they can’t get air into their lungs.

Malik thrashed wildly, but his movements were slowed by the water and my grip was unbreakable. Even just my Vigor of Body stat boost meant I could stay down here for much longer than Malik. With Fortitude active, his corpse would be stone-cold before I had to come up for air.

I could feel his pulse racing through my grip on his wrist, hammering with growing panic. His struggles became more frantic as his lungs began to burn for air.

And with that panic, his aura abandoned any hope of victory. His mind was too consumed with the primal fear of drowning to maintain even the illusion of turning this around.

Focus broken. Caution gave way to true and justified mortal terror.

He recognized not just that I was a threat. But that I was his better.

That he was beaten.

His resistance changed. No longer was he fighting to win; now he was fighting to survive. His movements became jerky, uncoordinated. His body went rigid, then began to go limp in my arms. He struggled to turn his head. Met my eyes.

And I could see in them a plea for mercy.

That was enough for me. It wasn’t like I couldn’t force him back down if it was a trick. I let go of his wrist and used my grip on his shoulder to lift him back up to standing. We broke through with a splash, and Malik gasped and sputtered, desperate for breath.

Water streamed from both of us as I climbed up onto his starting platform, lifting him one-handed with me. His coughs and gasps only redoubled as he collapsed to his hands and knees at my feet. I stood over him, waiting for him to recover enough to yield.

The drowned cat looked pissed, but resigned.

After several seconds, his breathing steadied, though his face remained pale. He looked up at me, his eyes no longer filled with analytical confidence, but with a kind of fearful gratitude.

“This is over,” I said simply. I raised a hand and made a fist, one finger at a time. “I don’t need to hurt you more, but don’t think for a second that I won’t.”

Malik nodded emphatically, still choking on air too much to speak. He waved to the official, silently begging for an end to the fight.

“And Laku is the winner!” the official declared, and the crowd erupted in cheers. “Our first entrant to the winners’ finals is decided!”

“Thank you for the lesson,” I said to Malik, offering a brief bow. The show of respect seemed to surprise him, even though he had to have seen me do it for all my opponents, even Jenu.

The water drained from the arena and the platforms lowered. Medical staff started to rush out, but Malik waved them off. It surprised me, but he was getting his breath back. And it wasn’t like I’d really hit him like I had the others.

He struggled to his feet, swaying slightly.

As I turned to leave, he held a hand up to stop me, clearing his throat.

“Clever play, letting me hit you,” he said hoarsely. “I don’t often get to say this, but I didn’t see it coming. A few seconds more and I would have had you, though.”

I maintained a neutral expression, but internally, relief washed over me. I had ended the fight before he saw anything I wanted to keep secret.

“Good match,” I replied, offering my hand.

He hesitated before taking it, his grip weak from his brush with drowning. “You’re all right, Laku,” he said quietly. “But don’t go thinking we’re friends now.”

I didn’t respond to that, simply nodding before making my way back to the staging area. My pants were plastered to my body and my shirt was just a pile of wet tatters, washed away by the drained arena, highlighting the muscular physique that years of Awakening had built. Another piece of evidence that most would mistake for magic-enhanced strength.

Or maybe the crowd’s attention was more superficial than that. As the cheers for my victory died down, someone let out a wolf whistle my way. The cheers took on a brief suggestive tone as I left the arena.

I tried to pretend not to notice that it was Ona that started it.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 5

224/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

It wasn’t lost on me that pressing this next Experience Point into my heart meant that I could nearly elevate one of my other abilities, Rabbit’s Feet or Monkey’s Grin, to the second rank. I wouldn’t do so, of course, not with Rat’s Nose waiting. But the potential for power was very attractive. If it weren’t for the risk of being discovered as a Zero, I could see myself growing exponentially if I could pursue a career in these kinds of duels.

In the staging area, I found a towel and quickly dried my face and hair. An official provided me with a dry and complete uniform to change into. Dried and ready, I sat down on the floor and immediately began Advanced Meditation, focusing on replenishing my energy.

Thanks to my more thrifty ability usage and the growing comfort with Disciplines, I didn’t need much.

But I also wouldn’t have much time.

The semifinals were complete. Only two opponents remained before victory, likely Iwe in the winners’ finals, based on what I’d heard of his abilities. And after that would come the final challenge against whoever emerged victorious from the losers’ bracket.

Iwe against Takura was the most likely losers’ finals.

The match everyone had expected to headline the whole tournament.

I wasn’t sure who I hoped to face. Takura had made it clear that he was out for revenge when we next met. And while Iwe had a dangerous reputation as he climbed the bracket alongside me, I found that I didn’t want to face him because he seemed so personable. Either way, it seemed the grand finals would require me to fight a second battle against a foe that had already faced me.

The easy part was over. It was all uphill from here.


Chapter 38

The Friendly Rival



Once I felt suitably recovered, I reached for Ona’s notebook. I didn’t need it to know who I was facing next. The crowd’s chants rumbled through the arena’s stone walls: “Iwe! Iwe! Iwe!” told me who was winning. But I had already suspected that outcome. What I needed to know was what Iwe’s trick was.

Why had the abjuration department entered him as a first year instead of a more seasoned upperclassman?

The pages of the notebook flickered with magical energy as they updated themselves.

I can’t do this anymore. Watching you drag Malik underwater like that, the way you just OWNED him… I’ve been sitting in the stands shaking for the past ten minutes.

I tried to take notes for the other matches, but I keep thinking about your hands. About that look in your eyes when you stood over him. I’m supposed to be working, and instead I’m writing things I probably shouldn’t put on paper.

This tournament needs to end. Soon. Because I’m running out of excuses to leave the stands every time you fight, and people are starting to notice. Uchi asked me if I was feeling sick. If only she knew.

One more match, Big Guy. And then I’m done pretending I can wait patiently. I’ve already cleared my schedule for tomorrow. And the day after that.

Don’t make me wait any longer than I already have.

—Ona (barely)

P.S. I may have threatened three different girls who were talking about asking you out. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not sorry either.

Once again, her normal match notes followed:

Iwe

Strengths: He fights like a seasoned duelist, not some student. His wards and shields are tournament-level strong, way beyond what you’d expect from someone still in school. His offense sticks to ice magic, but he’s efficient with it. No flash, all power. When he sees a shield or ward, he knows its limits better than the person who cast it. What you really need to watch out for are his illusions. He uses them sparingly, which means when they happen, it’s always a surprise. Watch out!

Weaknesses: His offense doesn’t change elements like Jenu’s did. Only ice magic. Other than that… I don’t know? He seems too calm for you to rattle him. I guess maybe your Awakening techniques might catch him off guard? Good luck, Big Guy.

Strategy: Go hard and fast. Like any mage, he still needs time to work out his spell equations. His defenses are his biggest strength, but every fight has just been pure fundamentals. If you can hold your ground against that, maybe you can just overpower him? I don’t know. Good luck.

Note: He’s holding back. Every match so far, he’s won with fundamentals, but there’s no way the Abjuration department put him forward on just that. He’s got something up his sleeve. I can feel it. But if anybody knows what it is, they aren’t talking to me.

I frowned at Ona’s note. From our earlier conversation about Iwe, she had already suspected he had some trick up his sleeve. I’d been counting on someone else in the tournament forcing the trick out so that I could be prepared. It looked like I was going to have to rely on Monkey’s Grin to improvise my way through.

The tournament official came to the entrance to the staging area. “Laku? You’re needed for the winners’ finals. Iwe is already with us.”

I nodded, closing the notebook and tucking it away. With Presence active to keep my mind sharp as I ran through the possibilities of the fight to come, I followed the official toward the arena entrance. The roar of the crowd grew louder with each step, their excitement almost physical even through the thick stone walls.

We approached the arena entrance. I could see Iwe waiting. Unlike my previous opponents, who had either ignored me completely or glared with hostility, Iwe offered a friendly smile as I approached.

“There he is!” Iwe said, his voice carrying a genuine warmth that caught me off guard. “Man, that was some fight with Malik. I thought for sure he had you when you hit the water, but then, bam! It was all part of the plan. Genius move.”

I blinked, unsure how to respond to this unexpected friendliness. True, he’d been a personable guy up to now, but I had still expected the mood to flip once we were opponents. Was this some kind of psychological tactic?

“Thanks,” I said cautiously.

The official cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, you know the procedure by now. Please state your arena strikes.”

“Brass Jaguar,” I said without hesitation.

Iwe let out a genuine sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I had to fight on that in the first round and it was awful. Just slinging spells back and forth until someone got tired out. The crowd hated it, and the tar smell still hasn’t come out of my clothes.”

He wrinkled his nose dramatically, tugging at the front of his shirt.

I smiled slightly at his candid response. It was so different from the tense silence or hostile posturing of my previous opponents.

“Iwe, your strike?” the official prompted.

My opponent turned to me with a questioning look. “What do you think I should strike? I’ve seen you fight on Tin Lion and Copper Tiger already, but I don’t know that either of those were really your territory, you know?”

The question threw me completely off balance. Was he actually asking my advice on how to fight against me?

“Well,” I said, hedging a moment by drawing out the word, “you’ve seen what happens when I fight on familiar terrain. Jenu took me to Tin Lion again, and I beat him down faster than Takura. Malik took me to Copper Tiger, and I caught everyone off guard by dropping into the water like that. So strike one of those, and if you win the coin flip, take me to an arena I haven’t fought in.” I scratched the side of my head. With his candidness and friendly demeanor, it was hard not to want to help him.

Besides, I wanted this to be a real battle, right? I couldn’t show off Awakening to draw interest to Professor Tariro’s classes if Iwe didn’t put up the best fight he could.

Iwe nodded appreciatively. “Good point. Copper Tiger it is.”

One good turn deserved another, and I nodded along with the strike.

“Personally, I don’t like Copper Tiger myself. Jumping between platforms makes it a bad match for me. I appreciate you striking it.”

The official seemed unperturbed by the back and forth. He produced a coin, our names etching themselves on its surface. With a flick of his wrist, he sent it spinning into the air, catching it with practiced ease.

“Iwe wins the toss,” he announced, showing us the coin with Iwe’s name facing up.

My opponent tapped his chin thoughtfully. “I’m thinking Steel Cheetah might be best. I had a fight there, and I think I have a good grasp of the moving platforms, while you don’t. But neither of us has fought on Silver Puma yet. That would put us on more even footing. That just feels more fair, doesn’t it?”

I studied his face, trying to detect any deception. With Examine active, I could see that his aura showed no signs of trickery, just a strange calm confidence mixed with what appeared to be genuine enjoyment. It was a feeling that I felt in my own chest.

Despite the stakes and everything at risk, I was enjoying the tournament. And despite the mystery that Iwe had become, I also felt confidence.

“Yeah, Silver Puma could be interesting,” I said, testing him. “Headmaster Nakai said it was a crowd favorite. I don’t think I’ve seen any fights there.”

“Silver Puma it is, then!” Iwe decided immediately, giving me a grateful smile.

I wasn’t sure what to think. If he was truly trying to win, he should have chosen the arena that I didn’t want. As he said, he’d fought on Steel Cheetah and I hadn’t, giving him an edge. Especially when I’d prodded him towards Silver Puma. Unless he thought I was being dishonest and actually wanted Steel Cheetah. Or maybe it was reverse psychology?

The layers of potential deception made my head spin, and were not at all reflected in the calm sincerity that suffused Iwe’s aura.

“Please proceed to your respective entrances,” the official instructed. “The match will begin in five minutes.”

As we turned to walk away, Iwe gave me a small wave. “Good luck out there. Let’s make it fun!”

Fun. Not exactly the word I would have picked for a high-stakes magical duel. Yet, there was something refreshing about his attitude that I couldn’t help but appreciate. That was the real rub, though. I was starting to like Iwe. He was friendly and personable.

What kind of man would I be if I found it fun to punch a guy like that in the mouth?

I took my position at the entrance, focusing my mind on the task ahead. I’d only seen the Silver Puma arena at the opening ceremony.

It was a simple, brutalist design that was all exposed metal and chest-high walls arranged in a zigzag pattern. The layout would provide cover but minimal obstacles to movement. A complex battlefield that would test both our abilities to adapt.

I could use the cover to guard my approach, while Iwe could use the arrangement to try to keep his distance.

The floor beneath me began to rumble and shift as the arena transformed. Platforms rose to form the Silver Puma configuration, metal barriers emerging in seemingly random patterns throughout the space. I scanned the terrain, quickly plotting a dozen potential paths with Presence active. The short walls wouldn’t slow me down much if I had to jump over them, and by standing up straight, I could clearly see the whole arena, but that didn’t mean Iwe was going to give me the option of ignoring the walls’ cover.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer’s voice boomed, “our winners’ finals match: Laku of the History Department versus Iwe of the Abjuration Department! Two first-year students defying all expectations to reach this stage!”

The crowd roared with approval.

“Begin!” the official called.

I immediately activated Presence, Examine, and Quickening, the familiar rush of energy flowing through my body. This was the winner’s final. A big deal. I’d need every advantage against Iwe. But I couldn’t bring myself to activate Fortitude. Not yet.

There was no telling if I’d be able to recover the spent energy before the next round.

I launched myself forward, vaulting over the first metal barrier with ease. Iwe didn’t waste time with fancy gestures or showy spells. His first attack was a volley of ice shards, precise, economical, and perfectly aimed to intercept my path.

I twisted midair, the ice missing me by inches as I landed behind the next wall. The rain of ice continued, intended to pin me down. I ran along the wall to get clear of the magical hailstorm, but the pelting of icy shards followed me the whole way. The ringing clatter of ice on metal filled my senses, drowning out the roar of the crowd.

Against Iwe’s expectations, I leapt up into the icy spray. The combination of Examine and Presence let me see the shards and process their trajectory, while Quickening let me move between them as I had with Jenu’s attack of the same nature. Iwe’s ice spell was denser and more concentrated, but there were still gaps. More than enough for me to vault over the next wall.

Iwe responded not by attacking directly, but by conjuring a shield barrier that blocked the path I was taking. The shield stopped his own ice assault, but it also blocked my leap over the chest-high wall. I was forced to either smash through it or retreat back to the cover I’d come out of.

Monkey’s Grin gave me time to make the decision faster than Iwe could capitalize on the moment of hesitation. I opted to test its strength, striking it with a powerful blow. The shield held firm, barely cracking under my enhanced strength. Breaking through would take precious seconds, time where I was standing out in the open for Iwe’s next trick.

I changed tactics, veering left to circumvent the barrier. Iwe anticipated this, sending a wave of ice along the ground that froze the metal walls and floor, creating a treacherous surface that sent me sliding too far. I managed to control the movement, but I still ended up dropping down behind a wall beyond where I’d intended to go. It made the maneuver a more lateral move than an advancement on Iwe’s position at the far end of the arena.

This was nothing like fighting Jenu or Takura. Iwe wasn’t trying to overwhelm me with raw power or fancy transformations. Each of his moves was calculated, efficient, designed to control the battlefield rather than simply hurt me. And unlike Rufaro or Malik, he wasn’t using that delay to ramp up to a big finishing move.

Just looking over at him, Examine told me that his magic was focused on the spells at hand.

His aura was one of calm purpose, no scheming or deception at work.

I used Quickening to dart between the walls, keeping low as I moved at inhuman speeds despite my hunched posture. Regardless of the speed, Iwe tracked my movement perfectly, creating another shield barrier to block my new path, putting it up in the small space between two walls to create an artificial dead end.

As soon as I reached it, I kicked off and rolled over the wall to my right, but Iwe was ready again. Ice shards were already in the air, raining straight down over me. I had to dance in a brief circle to evade the razor-sharp bits of ice, which gave Iwe time to turn the shattered fragments on the ground beneath me into a thick sheet, making my evasion suddenly near-impossible.

Fortunately, the chest-high walls were dense enough that I could reach out, shoving off of them to get momentum on the slick surface, sliding down the slot between walls. Iwe tried to cut me off with a blast of pure cold, creating a bitingly frigid cloud of air. I used the opening to vault the next wall, finding my feet on unfrozen ground long enough to cover ten feet across the arena before another shield popped up in front of me, forcing me to redirect to go around.

The pattern continued. I would advance, he would block and redirect, forcing me to constantly adjust my approach. It was a complex back-and-forth, each of us responding to the other’s moves with increasing sophistication.

Despite his efforts, I was steadily gaining ground.

The combination of my Disciplines allowed me to navigate the maze of barriers and ice with a speed and precision that even Iwe’s tactical genius couldn’t fully counter. While he could indeed slow me down, he couldn’t stop me forever. Rabbit’s Feet made me too fast, Dragon’s Eyes meant he couldn’t surprise me, and Monkey’s Grin gave me all the time I needed to react to whatever he did.

As I closed in on his position, I noticed something unusual about his expression. Unlike my previous opponents, who grew increasingly frustrated as their attacks failed, Iwe maintained a focused calm. There was no anger, no desperation, just intense concentration and what almost looked like appreciation for the challenge.

In fact… He was smiling? To my surprise, I found that I was, too. The lack of animosity made the battle between us fun. It was a test of wits. A friendly rivalry. Neither of us wanted the other to simply trip and fall. We each wanted the other to push ourselves to our limits.

And as the crowd screamed and cheered as the match grew more elaborate, and the distance closed, I found myself almost reluctant to complete my approach. As soon as I got my hands on Iwe, it was over, and I almost didn’t want the fight to end. It was just so satisfying to stay one step ahead of him, riding the line between victory and disaster.

I was less than twenty feet away when Iwe changed tactics. The ice stopped, and he conjured a more substantial shield directly between us, thicker, more solid than the barriers he’d been using to redirect my movement. As I darted left to circle around it, the barrier shrank back, but expanded, growing to follow my path.

I launched myself at it, channeling my strength into a powerful strike. The shield rang like a bell, a series of small cracks erupted from the strike, but it held. I watched as the cracks started to mend.

Iwe withdrew the shield another foot, expanding it, making it into a dome around himself, making it smaller, thicker, and more complete. I couldn’t circle this obstacle, and Iwe was intent on making it as hard to break as possible.

As I prepared for a second blow, Iwe raised both hands, mana exploding around his head, and the temperature in the arena plummeted.

A blizzard. Swirling snow and ice obscured visibility and turned the air painfully cold outside the shield. The sudden drop in temperature bit at my skin, bits of ice and sleet too small and dense to effectively avoid. The intensity of it cut through my enhanced vigor, surprising me.

Iwe forced me into a split-second decision. I needed to withstand the extreme cold before it got too intense. But if I just activated Fortitude without trading out another Discipline, I was going to burn through my energy too fast.

Considering how close I was to Iwe, once I bashed through the barrier, the fight would be over. I didn’t need Examine. I just needed Quickening to close the distance and Presence to process whatever tricks he might pull next.

Examine was the easiest to let go.

I shifted my energy allocation, deactivating Examine and activating Fortitude instead.

With the active form of Ox’s Hide enhancing my already considerable resilience, the biting cold and pelting sleet went from painful to negligible. I focused on breaking through the shield.

Another punch cracked the shield once more, the ringing sound making Iwe flinch as the second blow came on again, too fast for the shield to recover. The ringing impact was accompanied by a crackling sound. Like a frozen lake’s surface ice under a man far too heavy to be standing out that far.

The cracks spiderwebbed out, and while Iwe scrambled to shrink the cracks back down, I finished the job, kicking in the cracked section and stepping inside the barrier.

Iwe hadn’t made a dramatic show of fighting me, so I didn’t make a dramatic show of my finisher. I rushed right at him, Rabbit’s Feet letting me move faster than he could dream of reacting. I reached out to grab him by the collar.

My hands closed on empty air.

The blizzard began to clear, revealing the truth as my hands passed through the image of Iwe before me. He’d replaced himself with an illusion. The real Iwe stood beyond the shield, on the opposite side from me, his hands completing a gesture.

Too late, I realized my mistake. By deactivating Examine, I’d left myself vulnerable to illusions.

Iwe had been waiting for exactly that moment, covering his careful exit with the flinch.

As the last of the magical snowstorm dissipated, I found myself in an entirely new predicament. I wasn’t inside the shield with Iwe. He had me inside his shield while he stood outside. As his dancing fingers completed and finished the invisible equations around him, the open part of the dome behind me sealed with a pop. The shield visibly thickened, turning from a thin shimmering bubble to cloudy glass, making it clear that it would not be broken by my bare hands.

Iwe approached the dome, breathing hard. His expression held both triumph and what appeared to be genuine regret.

“I thought you’d figure it out,” he said, his voice carrying clearly through the magical barrier. “I told you my grandmother was an Awakening practitioner. The only way I could ever get away with anything as a kid was if I could tell when someone stopped using Dragon’s Eyes.”

With his master stroke explained, Iwe began to make use of his trump card. The barrier went from shield to prison, slowly shrinking around me. The space grew tighter by the second, with Iwe quietly muttering the equations to maintain the dense shield and close it in around me.

For the first time in the tournament, I felt a flicker of genuine concern. This wasn’t a situation I could dodge or evade my way out of. The shield pressed in from all sides, giving me nowhere to go.

And as I hammered my fist against it, all I managed to do was make Iwe sweat a little.

The barrier was so dense and thick that even my Awakening-enhanced strength couldn’t crack it. And in a second, the barrier was pressing down on my head and shoulders, denying me the leverage and space to throw a proper punch.

But as I watched Iwe’s face through the translucent barrier, I noticed something important. His brow was furrowed in intense concentration, sweat beading on his forehead despite the lingering cold from his blizzard spell. Maintaining and constricting this powerful shield was taking all of his focus and magical energy.

He wasn’t attacking because he couldn’t.

The shield itself was his attack, and it was consuming everything he had.

Monkey’s Grin let me think fast and find the path forward. To that end, I let Quickening lapse. I couldn’t move much anyway. And I let Presence go as well. I already had my plan. Setting my feet shoulder width apart, I slammed my arms up against the shield and focused on solely using Ox’s Hide and my enhanced stats to simply endure.

With Fortitude enhancing my already boosted endurance, I pressed outward against the constricting dome. The shield’s inward movement slowed, then stopped completely as my strength matched Iwe’s magic.

We reached a stalemate. Me pushing outward, Iwe forcing inward, neither able to overcome the other. Sweat poured down both our faces as we maintained this contest of wills and power.

The physical strain was intense. Iwe’s magical might was no joke. But with only Fortitude using my internal energy, I could hold out for as long as I needed to.

The crowd had fallen silent, watching this direct confrontation between magical and physical power with rapt attention. My muscles against his magic in a direct battle.

The only thing thicker than Iwe’s shield was the tension in the air.

The pressure against my shoulders kept growing, and I could hear the metal floor of the brutalist arena groan. But I could hold it off, keeping myself from being crushed by brawn alone.

After nearly a minute of this tense standoff, Iwe spoke through gritted teeth: “Getting tired yet?”

“I can do this all day,” I said, slightly surprised at the strain in my own voice. Despite my stats and Ox’s Hide, this was wearing on me.

“Can you, now?” Iwe asked, face splitting in a smile that was way too genuine considering the context. He was actually enjoying himself.

Despite the immense strain of maintaining all four Disciplines at once, I managed to return the friendly grin. “You know about Dragon’s Eyes, right? How about Ox’s Hide?”

Recognition dawned in Iwe’s eyes, followed immediately by understanding. Then acceptance.

“Damn,” he said.

Suddenly, the pressure of the shield vanished as Iwe released the spell. The magical dome dissipated, leaving me standing free while Iwe dropped to his knees, gasping for breath, body shaking at the sudden release of power.

Before I could even approach, Iwe raised a hand in surrender. “I yield,” he said between labored breaths. “I’m at my limit. And I know with your Disciplines, you simply don’t have one.”

“Laku advances to the grand finals!” the official announced, and the crowd erupted in cheers.

I walked over to Iwe and offered my hand to help him up. Despite his defeat, he stood up with a smile. Following my tradition, I bowed slightly and said, “Thank you for the lesson.”

To my surprise, Iwe returned the gesture with a sincere smile, no bitterness or resentment in his expression. “It was an honor,” he replied. “I’ve never fought anyone like you before.”

As medical staff approached to check on Iwe’s condition, I reached into my pocket, retrieving the mana restoration potion Iwe had handed me in the first round, passing it to him. He downed it with a grateful smile.

“See you in the grand finals,” I said.

Iwe looked up at me with a slightly sad smile. “Thanks for the vote of confidence… But I doubt it.”

I frowned at his response, but before I could ask what he meant, the tournament staff and medical team separated us, and I was ushered back toward the staging area.

There was no comparison between the previous match and this one when it came to the crowd’s energy. The roar was literally deafening. If I’d had Examine still active, I probably would have collapsed from the physical force of the sound. The energy that filled me as I breathed cycled through my body, rushing over my insides like a raging river.

I felt the Breakthrough well before it came, as the crowd’s energy was far from done even when I reached the door back to the staging area.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 6

225/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

The crowd’s cheers followed me, but my mind was on Iwe’s parting words and the strange connection I’d felt with him during our match. I didn’t feel bad that I’d won, but I genuinely wanted him to defeat Takura in the losers’ finals. More than anyone else I’d faced, he deserved second place.

But I wouldn’t let that stand in the way of me being the champion.

Not everyone at Dzidzo fit neatly into the categories of ally or enemy, it seemed.

And that realization was perhaps the most valuable lesson of the day.


Chapter 39

Rematch



I slumped against the wall in my usual spot in the staging area, my exhaustion catching up with me all at once. The fight with Iwe had drained me. Despite being as thrifty as possible with my internal energy throughout the fight, enduring Iwe’s crushing barrier had taken more out of me than I’d realized.

It wasn’t just the drain on my energy, but the strain on my muscles.

My body ached, tension thrumming in my back and shoulders. I closed my eyes, focusing on Professor Tariro’s advanced meditation technique. The technique transformed a few minutes into the equivalent of an hour of restful sleep, and I considered myself fortunate. I needed to recover quickly; the final fight was fast approaching.

As I meditated, I had a lot to think about. The peculiar connection with Iwe. The energy of the roaring crowd rushing through me. Takura’s vendetta against me. Ona’s growing infatuation. But if I wanted to win the next fight, my mind had to be clear. Advanced Meditation was about pure clarity, not deep analysis.

And so I focused my mind on recovering my energy enough for whichever opponent I was about to face a rematch against.

It wasn’t easy. Through the stone walls, I could hear the muffled roar of the crowd watching the losers’ final match. Their reactions painted a picture of an intense battle. Cheers and gasps, rising and falling like waves. Then came a sudden silence, followed by an explosive roar at the climax of the tense conflict.

It was over, and as the muffled voice of the announcer hyped up the crowd for the battle to come, I felt a lump in my throat at what I was about to face. There was no doubt in my mind that I’d be facing Takura again.

So why was my heart racing faster than I cared to admit?

I pulled out Ona’s notebook, knowing the answer. After three matches of her increasingly heated personal messages, I found that I was eagerly awaiting them almost as much as her tactical advice.

As she wrote, wherever she was, the page was still updating stroke by stroke, as if I was reading over her shoulder.

Laku, what you just did to Iwe’s shield…

Sweet merciful gods, I watched every single muscle in your body strain against that magical barrier. The way your shoulders bunched, how your arms trembled with raw power, the sheer FORCE you put behind every movement.

I’m pretty sure I stopped breathing for a full minute.

When you were pushing back against that dome, refusing to give in, refusing to break… I’ve never seen anything like it. Pure stubborn strength against magic itself. And you WON. You outlasted him through willpower and muscle, and I’m still shaking.

This is it, Big Guy. One more fight. Win or lose, when you walk out of that arena, I’m going to be waiting for you. And I’m done pretending I can be patient about it.

I’ve been watching you fight all day, getting more worked up with every victory. By the time this tournament ends, I will be completely impossible to reason with. Fair warning.

Now go show Takura what those hands can do.

—Ona

P.S. I may have actually growled at someone in the stands when they said you’d lose. These feelings are getting out of hand.

Below that, in more controlled handwriting, were her match notes:

Takura

Strengths: Still the same guy, but he’s not showing off anymore. No flash, all substance. His spells are twice as powerful and three times as fast. He’s ANGRY, and it’s making him dangerous. I think he might have seriously hurt Zarrin in the third round. She hasn’t been in the stands to watch the fights since he crushed her. Don’t count on him pulling any punches.

Weaknesses: Considering his only weakness before was arrogance, and you beat it out of him, uh… Good luck, Big Guy.

Strategy: End it fast. He wants to end the fight quickly, so you need to end it faster.

Note: He’s been on a rampage through the losers’ bracket. None of his fights lasted longer than ninety seconds. Iwe held out the longest because of his shields, but even the master of defensive magic couldn’t block all his tricks for long. Be careful, Laku. This isn’t the same guy you beat in the first round. He’s out for blood.

I frowned at the update. An angry Takura was a dangerous Takura. And if he’d managed to defeat Iwe that quickly…

I pushed the thought aside, returning my focus to my meditation. The energy was returning quickly, but I worried that it might not be enough. Iwe pushed me to my limits, and Takura had just wiped out Iwe.

The tournament official appeared at the entrance to the staging area. “Laku? It’s time for the final match.”

I nodded, getting to my feet with a slight grimace. My body felt light and recovered, but I wasn’t brimming with energy the way I had been in the earlier rounds.

This was going to be dangerous.

As I followed the official through the corridor, I could feel the crowd’s excitement through the stone walls. Their voices created a physical pressure, a wall of sound that seemed to push against me with each step. The muffled voice of the announcer droned on, driving up the anticipation of the final battle to come.

When I reached the arena entrance, Takura was already there. Unlike our first encounter, where he’d barely acknowledged my existence, now his eyes locked onto me with an intensity that was almost like physical pressure. His posture was rigid, his jaw clenched tight. The scales along his neck seemed to stand out more brightly, as if responding to his anger.

With Examine active, I could see his aura churning with rage and humiliation. A dangerous combination. As I approached, his emotions only became more volatile. Even without Dragon’s Eyes, I could feel the hostility radiating off him like physical heat.

“Gentlemen,” the official said, his voice cutting through the tension, “you know the procedure. Please state your arena strikes.”

“Brass Jaguar,” I said without hesitation, maintaining my consistent strategy throughout the tournament. I just didn’t have a solution for the challenge it represented.

Takura’s jaw tightened, clearly biting back a nasty comment. Then, to my surprise, he said, “Copper Tiger.”

He had struck the water-filled arena with scattered platforms. Mirroring our choices from our first match. It was an unexpected move. I’d expected him to try to force me onto that arena to make me uncomfortable. Though perhaps my battles against Rufaro and Malik had convinced him it was favorable terrain for me.

The official presented a coin bearing our names. Using a quick motion of his wrist, he made it spin into the air, catching it effortlessly.

“Laku wins the toss,” he announced, showing us the coin with my name facing up.

I deliberated for a moment, weighing my options. Steel Cheetah’s floating platforms could provide some protection, but I couldn’t count on it without having fought there before. Silver Puma’s maze-like walls might offer cover, but could also trap me if Takura was anywhere near as good at controlling the battlefield as Iwe had been.

Tin Lion, the open field where I defeated Takura before, seemed the obvious choice, but it also meant fighting Takura on terrain where he was most comfortable. I cursed myself for being unable to observe the other fights. If I had any more specific clues about Takura’s other battlefield choices, I might be able to make a better choice.

I had to remember if I did this sort of thing again, Ona’s reports had to be a bit more thorough and less distracted. Maybe if she was a little more satisfied before the start of the tournament, she might be more helpful.

“Tin Lion,” I decided, opting for the direct approach.

Takura’s lips curled into a malicious smile. “Perfect,” he said, his voice dripping with venom. “Nowhere to hide.”

Somehow, the repeated words didn’t instill fear in my heart. Despite how hard he tried.

Win or lose, this was it.

I could both hear and feel the arena transforming as we parted ways to our respective entrances. The grind of metal on metal as the platforms lowered reverberated through the floor beneath my feet. When the grinding stopped, the heavy whoosh of sand followed, and by the time I reached the arena, a simple, open field of sand awaited me.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer’s voice boomed, “welcome to the grand finals of the Dzidzo Institute Interdepartmental Tournament! A first-year student has defied all expectations to reach this stage! But can he hope to win against last year’s champion?”

The crowd roared with approval, their excitement reaching new heights.

“At the north side of the arena, representing the Transforms Department, we have Takura! After a shocking defeat in the first round, he has fought his way through the losers’ bracket with devastating efficiency, defeating all challengers in record time! Last year’s champion is intent on going all the way again, but can he win this rematch?”

Takura stepped forward, his face set in a stone mask of cold fury. The crowd cheered, but there was a nervous edge to their enthusiasm. Despite losing in the first round, he was the favorite to win, even if the new brutal side made him less endearing.

“And on the south side, representing the History Department, we have the tournament’s biggest surprise: Laku! This newcomer has shocked everyone with his unconventional fighting style, defeating the tournament favorite in their very first match! I’m told he’s representing his department using the ancient practice of Awakening! However he’s doing it, every battle is a convincing performance, but can he reproduce his success against an opponent who’s fought him before?”

I stepped forward, acutely aware of the attention focused on me. The crowd’s reaction was mixed. Cheers from those who appreciated an underdog, skeptical murmurs from those who were convinced my victories were a series of wild flukes. Once more the question of my use of the System circulated, and I tried not to bristle at the crowd’s doubts.

The announcer continued, giving an extended recap of both of our journeys to the finals. He mentioned all our previous opponents by name, and a memorable moment from each fight.

There was a pretty clear difference between our stories.

For my battles, the announcer’s tale lingered on Iwe’s containment sphere, Rufaro’s tentacle summoning, and Jenu’s sand fist attacks.

For Takura’s battles, they were the same tale. Takura’s swift and brutal takedowns hadn’t let any of his other opponents put up enough of a fight to be worth mentioning.

When the announcer enumerated the events of our first match, Takura’s anger visibly intensified. His aura was practically on fire with rage. As his anger deepened, the interconnected circles of his magical abilities began to spin, gaining speed as he prepared to unleash his fury on me.

“And with that,” the announcer said, “let’s not stall a moment longer. It’s time for the grand finals! Both of our entrants have worked hard to get here. Now let’s see whose efforts will be rewarded with victory, and who will suffer the final defeat!”

The tournament official stepped up at the center of the arena, hand raised, ready to signal the start.

“Begin!” the official called, dropping his hand and stepping back quickly.

I immediately activated Presence, Examine, and Quickening, leaving Fortitude in reserve to conserve energy. The rush of power flowed through me, enhancing my senses, speed, and mental processing.

And it was a good choice, too. Takura didn’t waste time with theatrics. His hands moved with practiced speed, mana gathering and invisible equations transforming with incredible precision. The spell that erupted from his palms was the same light spell he’d used in our first match, but with significant additional power applied, making it exponentially more intense.

I tried to dart out of the way, but there was literally nowhere to run.

Instead of a localized flash, the entire arena was filled with blinding light. Even with Presence active, I was momentarily disoriented, my enhanced senses overwhelmed by the intensity.

The rush of the back draft would have taken anyone else off their feet, but I was too practiced. My stance kept me stable, and while Dragon’s Eyes made the blindness all the more effective, I could still detect Takura through my other senses while my vision cleared.

Takura tried to capitalize on his advantage, his next spell already taking shape. The sand beneath my feet shifted violently, and just as I darted off the shaking sands, massive chunks broke free and shot upward with terrifying force.

These weren’t the playful sand fists Jenu had created. These were projectiles meant to carry me into the air and then drop me from a terrible height. The same follow-up as he’d employed in our first match, but with the speed, power, and efficiency cranked up to merciless levels.

Quickening let me keep ahead of the attacks, but it was closer than I’d ever admit.

When I’d first learned Quickening, I’d thought that no one could complete a spell’s math faster than I could move, but Takura proved me wrong. One of the sand chunks moved fast enough to lift my back foot right as I tried to leap ahead of the attack, and I was sent stumbling, just a fraction of a second ahead of disaster.

Takura wasn’t playing around. Ona was right. These attacks weren’t just meant to be swift and brutal.

Falling victim to any one of them could be fatal.

The battle intensified as he unleashed a barrage of illusions, using his transforms to make them quasi-real. Unlike our first encounter, where he’d wasted energy on flashy displays, now every spell was precisely calculated for maximum effect.

Instead of whole beasts and thick walls, the illusions were cursory, only barely enough to have the desired effect. Snapping teeth without a giant wolf attached. Razor-sharp slivers without spine or hilt to make them swords. Thin gray shells of concrete lacking the definition and complexity of comparatively decorative brick walls.

With Examine and Presence, I could perceive and process these attacks, no matter how sparse they appeared, while Quickening gave me the speed to avoid them. But it was becoming increasingly challenging. Takura’s attacks were relentless, each one flowing into the next without pause, giving me no opportunity to close the distance. It was like Iwe’s usage of ice and shields holding me at bay, but twice as vicious, where a mistake wasn’t just a minor disadvantage, but could be near-fatal.

Ona’s warning rang in my head. Takura was looking to end the fight quickly. Gnashing teeth and scything blades passing a hair’s breadth from my skin again and again.

The only way to win was to end the fight faster. I couldn’t remain reactive. I had to become proactive.

It was time to act.

Dropping Presence was a risky maneuver. The ability was tremendously valuable to deal with Takura’s shifting strategy. But I needed Fortitude now, and after Iwe’s trick, I wasn’t going to let Examine lapse.

As soon as Fortitude came up, I stopped dancing around the quasi-real illusions. I started to punch through them. Teeth and blades tore and cut at my clothes, but my flesh held firm. The impact of a scything sliver of illusory metal against my throat was momentarily terrifying, but even that razor-sharp edge couldn’t penetrate my skin.

The illusions dissipated as I dove straight through them, advancing on Takura with the speed of Quickening. Takura shifted tactics quickly as the illusion crumbled against my skin, once more using the reversed levitation spell, modified to target me directly.

For all his desire for things to be different, Takura was just playing through the same fight we’d had before, just with each spell that much more intense. He wanted to prove it was a fluke. That he hadn’t made an error of tactics, but one of mercy. Despite the familiar tactics, I couldn’t argue its efficiency. The pressure was immense. My body suddenly felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds, the invisible force pressing down on me from all directions.

Even with Fortitude enhancing my already considerable strength, I struggled against the magical pressure. My feet sank into the sand, and my speedy approach stopped abruptly.

But unlike Rufaro, I didn’t collapse.

With clenched jaw and sheer grit, I pushed forward, lifting my foot and stomping it down ahead of me. Even with the weight of a mountain bearing down on me, I stomped my way inch by inch towards Takura.

The crowd watched in stunned silence as I advanced through a magical force that should have rendered me immobile. Takura’s eyes widened in disbelief, then narrowed with renewed fury. The effort of maintaining the reverse levitation spell was considerable, taking his full attention, but it wasn’t even keeping me away.

Step by step, I drew closer, reaching out with one hand even from a distance of several yards, ready to grab him and finish this fight in a single blow again.

He abandoned the levitation spell, recognizing that it was only delaying me, not stopping me, and quickly shifted tactics.

As soon as the spell ended, I lunged forward, Quickening letting me practically fly over the arena sand to close the gap. The instant before impact, Takura conjured a shield. Similar to the barriers Iwe had used but enhanced by numerous complex modifications. My fist connected with the shield, and for a moment, it seemed like I’d break through, as I had with Iwe’s barriers.

But then something unexpected happened: Takura transformed the shield even as it was breaking, the cracks mending and making it stronger.

I struck again, putting more force behind my blow. The shield cracked but didn’t shatter, and Takura transformed it once more, reinforcing the weakened areas. Despite the speed offered by Quickening, I couldn’t punch faster than the modified shield repaired itself.

A pattern emerged. I attacked, the shield began to break, and Takura’s transform kicked in, making it stronger each time. With each regeneration, the shield became more resilient, adapting specifically to counter the force of my attacks.

Aishe’s analysis came to mind. Rapid application of transforms should eventually introduce errors, even for a prodigy like Takura. But Takura wasn’t using rapid transforms. He had engineered a single transform that made the shield repair itself at a speed that matched Quickening.

However, Takura couldn’t make progress, either. The shield took a lot of power and concentration, and giving it the mana it needed to keep regenerating denied him the ability to strike back with even a basic spell.

As we remained locked in this stalemate, Takura’s frustration boiled over into verbal attacks.

“Is this all you have?” he taunted, his voice sharp with contempt. “No System magic? Just punching things like some mindless brute? It’s disrespectful. A travesty. You’re making a mockery of this tournament, of all of us who’ve dedicated our lives to magical excellence.”

I remained silent, focusing on breaking through, but his words hit a nerve. The shield continued to strengthen with each transformation, and my progress slowed. I was using Quickening to strike as fast as possible, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to break the shield.

But the regeneration was simply too fast. Too powerful. And as it strengthened under each hit, my subsequent attacks became less and less effective.

The crowd watched in tense silence, sensing that this battle of wills was reaching its climax.

Takura’s taunts grew more pointed, more deliberate. “I refuse to fall to the tactics of beasts. Even if it means I lose, my pride won’t allow it to end like that. Use the System,” he demanded, his voice carrying across the arena. “The simplest spell would pass right through this shield. Even a first year can cast a basic fire bolt. Or are your skills so stunted that you’re incapable of even that?”

The real danger of my situation suddenly crystallized. If I couldn’t overcome Takura’s shield through physical means, and I refused to use the System, it would be considered proof that I couldn’t.

After successfully avoiding exposure through all my previous matches. Escaping Malik’s Divination, outmaneuvering Jenu’s attacks, matching Iwe’s endurance. It was Takura’s furious pride that might finally be my undoing.

The irony wasn’t lost on me: my greatest strength, my physical prowess through Awakening, had become my greatest vulnerability in this duel.

And it might be the thing that cost me my life.

As Takura continued to strengthen his shield, I realized I had only one option left. It was a desperate move, one I’d hoped to avoid, but facing the prospect of exposure as a Zero, I saw no alternative.

I stepped back, creating space between myself and the shield. Takura’s eyes narrowed, suspicion and triumph warring in his expression. He thought I was giving up, that I’d finally reached my limit. In a way, I had, dropping the active forms of Fortitude and Quickening, and instead only keeping Examine up, but adding Presence.

“Finally accepting defeat?” he sneered. “Or perhaps you’ll grace us with some actual System magic now?”

I ignored his taunts, focusing instead on thinking my way around Takura’s blockade.

With Presence active, ideas rushed through me, and I struck each one down as quickly as they came. I could try to attack parts of the shield that Takura hadn’t reinforced, but I had no new strategy that could defeat the shield that had stopped me already.

Dragon’s Eyes informed me that the spherical barrier continued under the sand, creating a perfect dome to stop me from circumventing it. And even as Takura continued taunting, in slow-motion thanks to Presence speeding up my thought process, I found myself unable to find a way through.

Except…

“Do it! Hit me! Or else yield!” Takura snapped. Sweat was forming at his temples as he kept the shield holding strong. “I’m not going to give in like that weakling, Iwe. If you want this fight over, you end it! If you even can. Pathetic excuse for a mage.”

I had two options. I could just stand here and wait for him to drain his mana. He’d collapse in a few minutes or so. But his taunts made that an untenable strategy. I’d been afraid of being exposed as a Zero if I lost a fight without using the System. Now I could be exposed even if I won a fight without using the System.

The other option…was not that much more attractive.

I focused inward.

Six Experience Points waited in my heart.

I’d planned to use three of them for Rat’s Nose, to continue my investigation into Senai’s journal. And I could do so if I invested only three points into a new Discipline to overcome this challenge. A rank of Tiger’s Claws might do the trick, giving me the extra power to muscle through Takura’s shield and end the fight.

Or it might not.

The power might not be enough against the speed of the shield’s regeneration. And with those three Experience Points spent, I was almost certainly going to be exposed as a Zero and expelled. And then turned over to the Vatariri to be killed.

That was unacceptable.

Senai’s instructions were clear: my investigation had to take place in Dzidzo Institute.

I could eventually earn new Experience Points for Rat’s Nose later. But I couldn’t earn access to Dzidzo Institute again if I was discovered.

And so I knew what had to be done.


Chapter 40

Breaking Through



The decision made, I closed my eyes, shutting out the arena, the crowd, and Takura’s taunts. Everything but the rhythm of my own breath and heartbeat. Six tightly woven points of energy pulsed in my chest, each one representing tireless training and fighting, of pushing my limits, of breaking through barriers both physical and mental.

I reached for the Experience Points, feeling them respond to my will. Rather than directing them toward the pathways that would unlock Rat’s Nose, I channeled them into the existing pathways in my shoulders and hips. The pathways corresponding to Rabbit’s Feet. The Experience points moved through my body, absorbed into my joints, strengthening and expanding the channels there. Deepening them, widening them, creating new connections and reinforcing the ones I’d unlocked only days ago.

The expenditure of Experience Points raised Rabbit’s Feet to Rank 2.

It was an immediate and profound transformation.

The world around me…slowed. Not just a little, not just enough to give me an edge, but to a crawl so extreme it was like everything was suspended in amber.

Takura’s sneer stretched across his face at a glacial pace, individual beads of sweat hanging in the air as they dripped from his forehead. The sand particles disturbed by our movements seemed to float, caught in invisible currents.

Only with the power of Presence could I focus my mind enough to process everything around me.

This wasn’t just an improvement on what I had before. This was something entirely new. The difference between Rank 1 and Rank 2 wasn’t just quantitative; it was qualitative. A thoroughly different experience of time and movement. I found myself excited by the prospect of elevating my other Disciplines in the weeks or perhaps years to come.

I moved, and it felt like swimming through air.

Quickening’s speed made the air resistance into a physical thing, but my Awakening-enhanced strength was up to the task of cutting through it. My body responded with perfect precision, each muscle fiber contracting exactly as I commanded.

There was no strain, no sense of exertion. Just pure, effortless motion.

To me, I was moving at a comfortable pace.

To everyone else, I must have been a spinning blue blur in my Hungwe uniform.

I circled Takura’s shield, examining it from all angles. With Examine and Presence still active, I could perceive the structure of the shield in perfect detail, identifying the exact points where it was thinnest, where I hadn’t struck it to trigger the transform to empower it.

Takura’s eyes were still staring at where I’d been standing a moment ago. Then his head turned slowly.

He only just registered that I’d moved.

I struck the shield, and cracks erupted from the strike as before. The transformed shield started to repair, but what had been blindingly fast before was sluggish now. From my perspective, I was still moving at the same speed, but to the shield, my second strike happened almost simultaneously to the first, redoubling the spiderweb of cracks.

And then redoubling them again on the third strike.

Takura’s shield, while impressive, wasn’t as thick as Iwe’s had been. Takura had sacrificed density for adaptability, making it responsive rather than impenetrable.

That trade-off was now his undoing.

While under normal circumstances, the regenerative transform made the shields interchangeable in terms of penetrability, fighting against me was not normal circumstances, thanks to the power of Awakening.

I continued my assault, pushing my speed to its new limits, my fists too fast to follow even for my own enhanced perception. The cracks spread across the shield’s surface like bolts of lightning ripping across the sky. Takura’s magic couldn’t keep up with the rapidly expanding fracture web.

His hands were moving, trying to apply transforms. To adjust. His face contorted with effort as he tried to maintain the shield. I could tell it was frantic. Fast and uncontrolled. And yet still a measured response.

From my perspective, he might as well have been moving through cold honey. He didn’t even know where I was. Takura could just feel his magic crumbling under my assault, and he was talented enough to try to fight back instead of panicking.

But it was too slow by far. I was nearly done before he even started, and even his prodigious math skills weren’t fast enough to piece together a solution before it was too late.

With a final, precisely targeted blow, I smashed through the weakened part of the shield. Shards of broken barrier winked into helpless motes of light in slow-motion.

In the space between one of Takura’s heartbeats and the next, I slipped through the gap. My hands closed on his shoulders before he could even register what was happening.

His eyes widened in shock as he finally perceived my presence, but it was far too late. With my Dragon’s Eyes active, I could be certain this was the real Takura. No illusion would fool me now. Not that he had time to attempt such a trick; his expression was frozen in a moment of dawning horror as I gripped him firmly.

I could have ended it with a simple punch, but something in me wanted to make a statement. To show everyone watching that this wasn’t luck or a fluke.

This was skill. Training.

Awakening.

In one fluid motion, I lifted Takura off his feet, hopping up with him in the tight confines of the failing shield. I turned him over in my hands like spinning a baton and drove him head-first into the sand with controlled force. Enough to knock him out cleanly without causing serious injury.

The impact of the flying suplex sent a cloud of sand billowing upward, momentarily obscuring both of us from view.

As the sand settled, I stood over Takura’s unconscious form, my breathing steady despite the exertion. The Kurwamba was dead silent, the crowd trying to process what they had just witnessed. From their perspective, I had simply taken a deep breath, vanished in a flicker of motion, and somehow put Takura on the ground in the span of a heartbeat.

Then the silence broke.

“Laku is the winner!” the announcer’s voice boomed, and the crowd erupted in thunderous applause and cheers.

Medical staff rushed to attend to Takura as I bowed deeply, murmuring my customary, “Thank you for the lesson.”

As the rush of the fight faded, I felt the familiar surge of energy that comes with victory, the roar of the crowd pouring energy into the air. I breathed carefully, cycling it through my body until it coalesced into another Experience Point. A small consolation for the six I’d spent, but welcome nonetheless.

Breakthrough Achieved!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 1

226/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

The victory was sweet, but as I walked back to the staging area, I couldn’t help but feel the loss of what it had cost me. Six Experience Points gone. The path to uncovering the truth about Senai’s journal slipped from my grasp for days at least.

But I was still here at Dzidzo. Still alive.

And more importantly, still in the fight.

Better yet, now I had Rank 2 Rabbit’s Feet; it was a power that had proven to be far beyond what I’d imagined. While it wouldn’t help directly with my investigation, it would certainly be of tremendous value in other ways.

Like all of my other matches, I found my place in the staging area and dropped into meditation. Just enough to replenish my energy.

Not that I needed it.

I dismissed my Disciplines, finding warmth and familiarity in the dense, slow weakness. My mind was muddled, but it was welcome.

About fifteen minutes later, the tournament officials had cleared the arena, reorganizing it for the awards ceremony. The competitors were lined up on a raised platform, with me, Takura (now conscious but dazed), and Iwe in the positions of honor. Though all the entrants were lined up now, much as we had been at the opening ceremony.

Headmaster Nakai approached, her expression unreadable as she surveyed the gathered students. She wore formal robes for the occasion, her silver-white hair gleaming in the light of the Kurwamba. The subtle runic markings on her forearms caught the afternoon sun filtering through the arena’s opening.

“Students of Dzidzo Institute,” she began, her voice carrying effortlessly across the arena, “today we have witnessed a display of skill, willpower, and magical prowess that exemplifies the finest traditions of our institution.”

She paused, her amber eyes with their vertical pupils sweeping across the competitors.

“Each of you has represented your department with distinction. From Laku’s unstoppable victory run to Takura’s impressive displays of skill in the losers’ bracket, you have all demonstrated why Dzidzo Institute remains the premier magical academy in our region.”

As she spoke, I noticed Professor Tariro watching from near the front of the stands, her ears twitching from front-facing to the sides with barely contained excitement. Her expression was stoic, but her swishing tail gave her away. She gave me a small nod when our eyes met, a gesture that somehow conveyed both approval and expectation.

“Now,” Headmaster Nakai continued, “it is time to present the awards. As is tradition, the top three competitors will receive recognition in the form of special commendations for their achievement.”

She turned to face us directly.

“To Iwe, for his advancement to the finals, I award this certificate of merit, along with one Exemplar Point.”

She handed Iwe a small scroll bound with silver cord, that had a single golden pin hanging at one end. It bore the seal of Dzidzo Institute, and faint runes glowed along its edges as he accepted it with a bow.

“To Takura, for his advancement to the finals, I award this certificate of merit, along with one Excemplar Point.”

Takura stepped forward stiffly, the scales along his neck practically throbbing with his anger and embarrassment. He refused to look in my direction as he accepted his scroll.

“To Laku, for his victory in the tournament, I award this scroll of commendation, along with two Exemplar Points.”

I stepped forward and accepted the larger scroll with a bow. It was small, but significant. The parchment was made from something finer than what the others had received, and the silver cord binding it bore the golden pin representing my earned Exemplar Points at each end, instead of just one.

The crowd applauded politely, but there was an undercurrent of excitement as they awaited the announcement of the fan favorite award.

“And now,” Headmaster Nakai said, raising her hands, “we shall determine the recipient of the Fan Favorite award, worth an additional recognition.”

The air filled with shimmering magical energy as she led the crowd in casting their votes. Glowing orbs appeared above each of us, and under Headmaster Nakai’s instruction, each member of the audience—or at least those who had remained after the fighting was done—cast a mote of magical light into the orb of their choice.

Every entrant received at least a few votes from friends and supporters, and a few received a dozen or more for their performance through the tournament.

But it quickly became apparent that the contest was between me and Iwe.

Our orbs filled almost neck and neck, and with a whispered conference among them, the officials had to count twice before presenting Headmaster Nakai with the results.

“By a margin of a mere seven votes, the Fan Favorite award goes to…Laku.”

Another round of applause erupted as I was presented with a third Exemplar Point pin. I could hardly believe it. I’d won three points in a single event. My best-case scenario. For all my confidence, this was recognition that went beyond what I’d really hoped for when I’d first set foot in the Kurwamba.

As the ceremony concluded and the crowd began to disperse, I observed the reactions of my fellow competitors. Most were standoffish, eyeing me with a bit of wariness and fear. Jenu refused to meet my gaze entirely, while Malik gave me a grudging nod of respect. Rufaro seemed to be pretending we’d never met.

In contrast, Iwe approached with a genuine smile, extending his hand.

“That was incredible,” he said, his sincerity making me feel almost guilty about winning. “Whatever you did at the end there… I’ve never seen anything like it. Is that what Awakening can do?”

I hesitated, then nodded. “With enough practice, yes.”

Iwe’s eyes lit up with interest. “Think you could teach me the basics sometime? If that’s the kind of power it offers, I’d be a fool not to learn.”

“Sure, I could show you a few things,” I agreed, the promise drawn out of me by Iwe’s endlessly friendly manner. I felt a surge of gratitude to him for the opportunity to try to push Professor Tariro’s agenda a little farther. “But if you want a better teacher, there are alternative magical practices classes under the History department.”

“Thanks, Laku,” Iwe said, clapping a friendly pat on my shoulder. “I’ll spread the word around. No doubt everyone will want to enroll in those classes next semester, if these are the results.”

Before I could respond, Professor Tariro appeared at my side, her expression proud.

“You’ve done more for the reputation of Awakening in one day than I’ve managed in years,” she told me quietly. “We’ll discuss your next steps tomorrow morning in my office. Leave the arena now and rest. You’ve earned it.”

She then nodded once to Iwe before moving away to speak with Headmaster Nakai.

As the crowd continued to thin out, I felt something warm pulse against my leg. The communication crystal from Ona. I smiled, remembering her promise that she’d be waiting for me when it was over.

Time to see if she meant it.

I stepped away from the remaining competitors, heading back toward the staging area.

Everyone had either gone to the ceremony or left entirely. It would be private.

I made my way back through the corridors beneath the Kurwamba, the stone walls still radiating the day’s heat. My bare feet were silent on the polished floor as I entered the familiar staging area where I’d spent so much time today.

I pulled out Ona’s notebook, but didn’t need to open it.

She was there, leaning against the wall near my usual meditation spot.

Her brown hair was loose around her shoulders, and the way she looked at me made me realize she was very intent on following through with her promises. Ona’s tail swayed behind her with effortless enthusiasm, only confirming it more.

“There’s my champion,” she said, pushing off from the wall with predatory grace.

I pocketed the notebook and crossed to her with deliberate steps. “You said you’d be waiting.”

“And here I am.” Her voice held a silky quality, laced with satisfaction and desire. “I keep my promises. Especially the ones I really want to keep.”

“Good,” I said, stopping close enough to look down into her eyes. “Because I was excited to find out exactly what you had in mind.”

Her smile turned wolfish. “Were you now?”

“Your messages kept me going,” I said, even though it was a bit of an exaggeration. “It was nice to know that, win or lose, you were in my corner.”

“Of course,” she said, reaching up to trace her fingers along my chest. “I was always in your corner, Big Guy. But right now, I have something much closer in mind.”


Chapter 41

Payback



I grabbed Ona’s hand. Her skin was so warm, it felt like she was feverish. She let out a little gasp, clearly enjoying the force I used. That tail continued to sway behind her, picking up the pace.

“Are you not interested?” she asked, her tone making it clear she didn’t believe that for a second.

“I am,” I said. “But I’ve just spent the last half a day fighting. I’m tired and dirty.”

Ona licked her lips. “There are tubs here. I’ve heard the hot water is warmer than anywhere on campus. You could bathe here…with me.”

She let that hang between us. The way she looked at me, half-lidded and hungry, made it obvious my answer didn’t matter. Ona had already decided how this would go.

It was cute that she thought she could be the one in control here.

“All right,” I said, dropping her hand only to slide my arm around her waist. She didn’t resist as I pulled her in, her tail brushing up against my hip. “But you’re scrubbing my back. I can barely lift my arms.”

Meditation would solve most of my problems. A good half an hour with Professor Tariro’s technique would restore my internal energy and make me feel so much better.

But…could I share energy with Ona? She wasn’t an Awakening practitioner. It might not be worth the squeeze to try. But I was curious to find out.

Ona grinned up at me, all teeth, and started leading me down the storage hallway toward the competitors’ changing rooms. The last of the medics and staff nodded to us on their way out, and by the time she pulled us into the locker area, it was empty.

Dzidzo had spared no expense in the design of the bathhouse: marble benches, a sunken pool with clearly heated water, and little channels at the edges for draining away overflow. Above the bath, a skylight framed the now-fading light of day, painting the rising steam in molten gold.

Ona stepped out of her uniform with a single, fluid motion, the clothes pooling around her ankles. She wore nothing underneath except her own skin. The abruptness caught me off guard. Almost.

Her gaze flicked to me, daring a reaction, and was rewarded when I ran my eyes over her. Ona was a sight to behold. Clothed in her scoop-necked uniform, she was clearly an attractive woman with many fine assets. Nude, she was breathtaking. Large, heavy breasts tried to defy gravity and failed just enough to let me know they were unenhanced. Her flat stomach and tiny waist only accented the full roundness of her hips. How she hid that bodacious ass under her small academy skirt, I had no idea. Between her legs was a well-trimmed stripe of brown pubic hair.

“Show-off.”

She shrugged, the motion making her breasts sway gently. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”

I started to strip, and her eyes widened—then narrowed—when my uniform fell away. She eyed my chest, the old scars and fresh bruises from the tournament. I could practically feel her take in every dip and rise of muscle.

Then her attention dropped lower, and she grinned. “All that for me?”

I rolled my neck, letting the muscles in my shoulders flex, and watched her pupils dilate. “That depends on how much you think you can handle.”

She snorted, but her ears had gone so far forward that they nearly touched. “Is that a challenge?”

I toed my pants off and advanced. “No. That’s a statement of fact.”

Ona stepped into the hot pool with one foot, and then, bracing herself with both hands on the marble edge, slid the rest of her body in, ass-first. The movement made her breasts bounce and float slightly as she sank down to her collarbone in the water. Steam rose around her, blurring the edges of her silhouette until only the bright red of her eyes and the brown-black of her wet hair and ears were visible.

I followed, letting the heat leech the aches from my body. She made room for me automatically, resting her arms on the pool edge, so her chest was mostly above the waterline, bobbing with the surface of the water. The sight was mesmerizing.

She caught me looking and laughed. “You can touch if you want. I’m not shy.”

“No you certainly are not.”

I grabbed her by the waist, pulling her in until her legs draped over mine. Straddling my hips like she had before, only this time with nothing between us but water. Her skin was almost scalding compared to the water. I leaned forward, kissing along her collarbone. She groaned and leaned into me, breasts rubbing against my chest.

I let my hands drift down her back and cup her ass, squeezing hard. She yelped then bit her lip.

“I can tell you’re holding back,” she said, her voice low and rough. “You didn’t just win the tournament. You dominated. Are you going to dominate me, too?”

“Is that what you want?”

Her answer was to grab my cock underwater, wrapping her hand around it and giving it one long, slow stroke. She squeezed at the end, letting the tip breach the surface and glisten in the steam. “What do you think, Big Guy?”

I groaned at the touch. Despite my exile in the mountains, I hadn’t been a hermit. Senai had caught me more than once dallying with women from the nearby mining towns. But none of them had been like this. Ona was confident. She knew exactly what she wanted.

So did I.

I grabbed her wrist, forcing her to release my cock. She didn’t fight me, relaxing her hand and letting a low, hungry laugh slip out. I spun her around in the water, pulling her back against my chest. She let out a low moan, leaning back against me.

Straddling me in reverse, she arched her spine and ground her ass against my cock. “I can take whatever you can give me, Big Guy.” Her tail flicked water into the tub as it swayed in front of my face. “Question is, can you keep up?”

I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her down into my lap, driving my cock inside her in one smooth motion. She was tight and hot and so wet. I groaned at the feeling.

Ona cried out, head thrown back and tail curling in a satisfied arc. The sound was feral, raw with need. I gave her no time to adjust, lifting her up and then slamming her back down. Let her weight and the force of my hands help me fuck her with a hard, relentless rhythm.

“Yes,” she hissed, fingers digging into my thighs for leverage. “Just like that. Don’t hold back.”

Her body moved with mine as I drove into her again and again. She felt amazing. A tight glove of heat and desire, wrapping around me and milking away the day’s aches. I gripped her hips, fingers digging bruises into her skin. She just pressed back against me, greedy for more.

“That’s so good,” she said, gasping. “Harder.”

Ona arched, every muscle of her back standing out. I pounded into her so hard that my muscles burned all over. She dug her nails into my thighs to steady herself. Clearly enjoying every second.

I was overcome by the urge to share energy with her. Ona wasn’t practiced. But I knew she could take it.

“Breathe with me,” I growled.

Ona chuckled, clearly confused. “Excuse me?”

“Four in. Hold for seven. Release for eight.”

The hellhound in my lap looked over her shoulder at me, pupils too dilated to show any emotion but lust. “What?”

“Awakening,” I said, pumping up into her. “Focus on the energy.”

Ona laughed again. “Little hard to focus on anything right now, Big Guy. Emphasis on the Big.”

I grabbed the feisty hellhound by the base of her tail, gripping hard. “Do it.”

Ona gasped, but I could feel her attention shifting. Our pace slowed, focusing on deeper, longer thrusts while she struggled to get her breathing under control.

I walked her through it. “The rhythm matters. Draw the energy into your body from your surroundings. Like mana, but not. Four in.”

Ona breathed in.

“Hold for seven.”

She gasped above me, clearly struggling to find the concentration. But she stilled.

“Out for eight.”

Her breath whooshed out of her. Too fast for her to keep it up for the full eight seconds, but I activated Dragon’s Eyes and looked at her. Examine let me see her breathing more clearly. Her channels were weak. Obviously underdeveloped. But she was trying. And her body was responding.

She wouldn’t get a Breakthrough like this.

But maybe I could help her.

I changed how we were sitting, turning her to face me. She leaned in close, and I traced the now-visible energy patterns across her chest, first with my eyes, and then leaning in, once more with my tongue. Then I redoubled my grip on her hips. I fucked her so hard that the water splashed, threatening to spill over the edge of the bath. She cried out, her breathing ragged and uncontrolled.

“Focus.”

“I’m trying, but it feels…” She gasped as I drove into her. “Feels so…”

“Don’t think.” I held her down and thrust up, a new pace that took her breath away. “Just breathe.”

The heat in my cock and chest and thighs started to spread through her body, and I knew from the way she shook and moaned that she could feel it. I kept up the brutal, hard pace, and slowly, her breathing fell into the pattern.

“Four in.”

She inhaled, barely able to keep it together.

“Hold for seven.”

Her body tensed around my cock.

“Out for eight.”

A low, guttural moan escaped her in a long exhale.

I felt her channels respond, drawing from me as we moved together. The energy in my chest pulsed as she started to sync with me. The weakest of her channels glowed and stretched, expanding as she released the breath. I pulled her energy into me, and pushed mine into her.

She threw her head back, gasping, and I knew the exact moment she understood what was happening.

“Laku,” she said, her voice catching as I fucked her harder. “You’re… It’s…”

“Keep breathing.”

I nearly lost it before I felt her surrender to the rhythm. Her energy fed mine, the pain and exhaustion from my fights falling away.

I hooked my arm under her knees, lifting her full body weight in the water and slamming her down on my cock so hard that her ears flattened to her skull. She howled, not even caring if someone heard. Every thrust now was met by a shudder in her energy network, the old limits of her channels straining and shivering, on the verge of rupture.

I adjusted my grip to her throat, squeezing just hard enough that her vision would be swimming at the edges. Her pussy clamped down in response, and I felt the ripple of her first orgasm squeeze me like a fist. She bucked, but I held her in place, forcing her to take every inch.

“Don’t stop,” she choked out, clawing at my forearm to try and support her.

I didn’t even think of it.

Harder than before, fucking the air from her lungs, the voice from her throat, the sense from her head. Her energy responded to mine now, drawn inexorably up and down with each piston motion. I could see where her body was crying out for relief, but her mind craved only more.

I let go of her neck and seized her jaw, kissing her hard enough that our teeth clacked together. She bit me, drawing blood from my lower lip, and the taste only pushed me further. In response, I forced her mouth open with mine, tongue invading. Hers was a molten whip of defiance and submission in equal measure.

Almost immediately, her next orgasm crashed through her, and I could feel the exact moment it did. It wasn’t a polite tremor. This was a spasm, her entire body going taut in my arms, toes curling and tail whipping hard enough to slap the water.

I kept pounding upward, never letting her come down from the crest. She was making noises now. High, keening mewls that would have been humiliating for a hellhound with any pride. Ona was shameless. Undeterred. She just raked her nails down my back and brought her mouth to my ear, biting hard enough to bruise.

“Fuck me until I can’t walk,” she snarled, voice shredded by lust and need. “I want you to break me.”

I obliged. Spinning her again, I put her hands on the marble and fucked her from behind. Her breasts bounced with each savage thrust, the sound of wet flesh and splashing water overtaking even her ragged gasps.

She looked over her shoulder at me, eyes burning with a crazed glee. “Don’t you dare slow down.”

I braced her with one hand and slapped her ass with the other. She barked a laugh. It only fueled me.

“Breathe,” I said, and Ona immediately obliged. I could feel she was close to a Breakthrough, and while the shared energy was fueling my stamina, there was a limit that I was reaching. I ached to come inside her, and I could tell Ona wanted it too.

Her hips moved in time with my thrusts, her breath coming in ragged bursts that strained to match the rhythm. I was relentless, pushing her beyond what I thought possible, beyond what she could have imagined. Her energy surged, a torrent ripping through her in waves, and I knew the exact moment she hit her limit. When she got her first Breakthrough. Her channels strained, vibrated, and finally ripped apart.

The energy roared out of her.

She screamed, and every muscle in her body clamped tight. Her pussy was a vise, and I came with a force that took my breath away. A crushing, bruising orgasm that left me seeing stars. I slammed into her once, twice more, then collapsed forward, pinning her to the marble as I finished as deep inside her as I could reach.

Ona gasped, her breath coming in tiny, ragged bursts. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything but shake and moan and try to catch her breath. I held her there, cock twitching inside her, until I felt the fire in her energy slowly fade to a warm, steady glow.

Finally, her eyes fluttered open, and her mouth twisted into a shaky grin. “Holy shit, Big Guy,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I think I love you.”

I laughed, pulling out and turning her around to face me. Her body trembled, but she managed to wrap her arms around my neck. I hoisted her up, and she straddled my waist, resting her head against my chest. We rested like that for a long moment, just enjoying the closeness and the soothing heat of the bath.

As we basked in the afterglow, I kept breathing, cycling the energy we’d shared. I felt full. Spent and tired and sore, but in a thoroughly different way than before. The shared energy felt different from anything I’d ever felt before. Not like the internal energy of Meditation, nor the kinetic energy of Martial Forms. Like it had a flavor. The taste of Ona swirling in my chest.

Then it happened.

Partnership Established: Ona

Energy recovery rate from Meditation doubled.

First Partnership Bonus Breakthrough!

Experience Point gained.

Unspent Experience Points: 2

227/300 Breakthroughs to next stage

“Do you think you can you walk?” I asked, feeling smug.

“Walk? I can barely see straight.” Her eyes glazed in the steam, and her body shivered against me. “And we’re doing that again. Soon.”

“Good,” I said, feeling the energy pulse between us. “Because I want to see what you can really do when you put your mind to it.”

“You think you’re up to it?” she asked, breathing still uneven, but her usual confidence already returning.

“Depends on how long you need to recover.”

She raised her head and looked me in the eye. “You should worry about yourself, Big Guy. I’m not the one who just blew an entire week’s worth of energy into the first hellhound that shook her tail his way.”

I laughed again, louder this time. “Maybe not, but I think you gave as good as you were getting.”

“Then I’ll have to try and give you a little more next time. And there will be a next time.”

“Agreed.”

Ona continued as if I hadn’t confirmed. “Because I need you to explain what the hell a Breakthrough is, what Meditation means, and what all these stats do.”


Chapter 42

Say No More



I left the Kurwamba on still-shaky legs. Almost immediately, I was joined by Aishe, who had been waiting for me. She could barely contain her excitement. Hilariously enough, she also didn’t seem to notice how long it had taken me to emerge after the end of the award ceremony, or the obvious fatigue that should have been clear in my body language, which either said a lot about her observational skills, or my Disciplines.

Aishe raved about my fights as we walked. I mostly tuned her out, but not on purpose. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ona. About the implications of her gaining a Breakthrough from what we’d done, and about the benefits I’d gotten, too.

There was a lot of potential power to be gained. Especially if I could find others to share energy with.

“Oh, and your fight against Takura? The second one? That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen!” Aishe practically bounced with excitement as we walked. “One second you were standing there, and the next—whoosh! You were barely visible! How did you do that?”

I smiled tiredly, the events of the day catching up with me. “It’s part of Awakening,” I explained. “A Discipline called Rabbit’s Feet that enhances speed.”

Aishe’s eyes widened with fascination. “Could anyone learn that? I mean, if they practiced Awakening?”

I considered the question carefully. “Theoretically, yes. It takes time and dedication, though. Years of training and I’ve only become this strong in the last few weeks.”

As we walked back toward the dorm, Aishe peppered me with questions about Awakening, already trying to understand the principles behind it. She had picked up some theoretical details in our previous conversations, but after my demonstration in the tournament, she was much more interested in practical skills now. Considering how hard it had been for me to find any materials on practical Awakening myself, it was no wonder that even her deep studies had left her with so many questions.

And after what had happened with Ona in the bathhouse, I found myself eager to share what I knew. The Breakthrough we’d achieved together had shown me something important: as an Awakening Anchor, I could help others unlock their potential. The experience had been incredible, and the thought of experiencing that connection again made my pulse quicken.

Aishe was different from Ona, though. Where the hellhound was bold and forward, the sheep girl was shy and thoughtful. If I wanted to explore that kind of connection with her, I’d need to take things slowly.

“It starts with breathing,” I explained, giving her the same information I did Ona. “Four counts in, hold for seven, exhale for eight. The rhythm matters, too. It’s about drawing in energy from your surroundings and cycling it through your body. Everything else follows from that.”

“That sounds…surprisingly simple. Is there more to it?”

I nodded, about to elaborate on the three pillars of Awakening—Breath Control, Martial Forms, and Meditation—when I noticed a figure approaching us from the direction of the administrative buildings.

The man was tall and wiry, with graying brown hair and sharp dark eyes. He wore formal professor robes of exceptional quality, and his bearing spoke of authority and power. Something about him made my instincts flare with warning. Small rounded ears poked through his hair, and I caught sight of a long, thin tail behind his robes.

He stepped directly into our path, forcing us to stop. Not a hint of apology or hesitation. This was a man who was used to the world bending around him to accommodate his wishes.

“Laku,” he said, his voice smooth and cultured. “A moment of your time, if you please.”

I tensed, immediately on guard.

“I’m Moyo, Senior Councilor of an organization called the Mentorate,” the man continued, offering a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Your performance today was exceptional. Truly remarkable.”

I exchanged a quick glance with Aishe, whose expression had shifted from excitement to nervous uncertainty. Her ears drooped low.

“Thank you, sir,” I responded cautiously. “But I should be getting back to my dorm. It’s been a long day.”

Councilor Moyo’s smile didn’t waver. As if he had heard that response a thousand times before. As if I were reading off the same script as him.

“Of course, of course. But I believe you’ll want to hear what I have to say. The Mentorate has taken a special interest in you, Laku. We would like to extend an invitation for you to become our newest beneficiary. We rarely extend invitations to first-year students, but your performance today was, well, I already said exceptional, but the word doesn’t do it justice. And we always extend the privilege of membership to the winner of the interdepartmental tournament. I said to myself that it would be a great loss to break with that tradition only because of your youth and inexperience.”

I remained silent, evaluating the man before me.

Everything about him radiated power and privilege, from his perfectly tailored robes to his carefully controlled expression. This was a man who always got what he wanted. Someone used to a lavish lifestyle that could never prepare him for real adversity.

He wouldn’t last five minutes out on the mountain where I grew up.

“Perhaps you’re unfamiliar with the Mentorate,” he continued, interpreting my silence as ignorance rather than caution. “We are a society of the magical elite; those who have demonstrated extraordinary talent and potential. Our members include the most influential mages in government, business, and academia. We work closely with the Vatariri Council to identify and nurture the next generation of magical leaders.”

Aishe shifted nervously beside me. I could feel her discomfort without having to look at her. The mention of the Vatariri had clearly unsettled her even more.

“As a beneficiary of the Mentorate,” Moyo explained, “you would receive guidance from some of our most renowned alumni. Private tutoring, mentorship in any subject you might struggle with, access to restricted knowledge.” He smiled, a practiced expression that never reached his eyes.

In his mind, he wasn’t speaking to me. He was just reciting words in my direction. A speech he’d perfected years before I was even born.

“And of course, opportunities after graduation that your classmates of lesser standing could never dream of. The Vatariri particularly values Mentorate graduates for positions of authority.”

The offer was tempting on its surface, even to me. Access to restricted knowledge could help my investigation into Senai’s disappearance and the mysteries in his book. And, possibly, get my hands on Awakening manuals that were otherwise unattainable. Not to mention that the administrative support the Mentorate offered might make my feud with Jenu a thing of the past.

But every instinct warned me against accepting.

As described, The Mentorate was an organization of, for, and by mages. They would scrutinize me closely, and scrutiny was the last thing a Zero needed.

I’d be stepping into the lion’s den covered in raw, dripping meat. If the Vatariri didn’t catch me as a Zero while I was with the Mentorate, any Awakening practitioner with a position of authority would out me immediately. I’d be culled before I could get any of the answers I sought, and I could forget about making things better for others like me that society looked down on.

“That sounds…great. Really,” I said carefully. I had to get out of this with politesse, unless I wanted a powerful man as an enemy. “But I’m still adjusting to life at Dzidzo. I’m not sure I’m ready for additional commitments.”

Moyo waved his hand dismissively, the practiced gesture making clear that he expected that response. “This isn’t a burden; it’s a privilege. The Mentorate has guided the development of magical society for generations. We identify those with superior magical affinity and ensure they reach their full potential, unhindered by the limitations of standard education. We will ease your struggles, not make them worse. I guarantee it.”

Aishe cleared her throat softly. “Excuse me, sir, but when was the Mentorate founded? I’ve read about several historical magical societies, but I thought most worked independently of the Vatariri until recent decades…”

Moyo turned to Aishe with a look of surprised distaste, as if just noticing an unpleasant smell. His eyes swept over her simple dress and askew glasses before dismissing her entirely.

“I’m speaking with Laku,” Moyo said coldly. “This conversation doesn’t concern you, sheep girl.”

He turned back to me with a conspiratorial smile. It was slippery. Cruel.

“This is precisely what I mean. As a Mentorate beneficiary, you’ll no longer need to associate with those of…lesser potential. Your talents deserve better company than what this school has forced you into.”

The dismissal was so casual, so complete in its disdain, that I felt a surge of anger rising in my chest. I had made an effort to respond politely so far, but Moyo’s treatment of Aishe made such diplomacy far less appealing.

I stepped forward slightly, positioning myself between Aishe and Councilor Moyo. My hands clenched into fists.

“You’ll apologize to my friend,” I said, my voice quiet but carrying the same edge I used when facing mountain predators.

The demand caught Moyo off guard. His eyebrows rose in genuine surprise before his face settled into a patronizing smile. “Come now. Surely you understand that in our position, we must be selective about our associations. I meant no offense, but facts are facts. Some are born for greatness, others for service. The girl clearly comes from agricultural stock; useful in its place, but hardly the caliber of mind the Vatariri seeks for leadership positions.”

My anger flared hotter. Behind me, I could hear Aishe’s soft intake of breath, the hurt in that small sound making my protective instincts roar to life.

For a moment, I considered how much trouble I’d be in if I treated Moyo the same way I’d treated Jenu or Takura. Councilor Moyo was older, but somehow less imposing. He had never been challenged. It made him comfortable. Soft. I could break him like a bundle of glass rods being thrown down a stairwell.

But the thought passed quickly. Violence would only complicate things, and the lingering adrenaline from the tournament was clouding my judgment.

“Aishe is brilliant,” I said firmly, my voice growing harder. “She understands magical theory better than most of the instructors here. You will apologize, or this conversation is over.”

“You don’t understand,” the older man said, shaking his head, brow furrowed. I was going too far off his script for him to follow. “I’m telling you that you’re better than her. Demonstrably. Measurably. I can introduce you to your equals. I can connect you to your betters so that you can elevate yourself to join them. That’s what the Mentorate is about. That’s what the Vatariri needs.”

I met Moyo’s gaze steadily. “Then I’ll make this simple. I’m not interested in your Mentorate. Not now, not ever.”

Moyo’s smile faltered, genuine confusion crossing his features. “You can’t be serious. Do you understand what you’re refusing? The doors I’m holding open for you? The Mentorate doesn’t make offers like this lightly.”

“I understand perfectly,” I replied. “And I’m still not interested in an organization that judges people the way you just did.” I turned to Aishe. “Let’s go.”

I stepped around Moyo smoothly and confidently, and Aishe fell in beside me, her ears still drooping.

“I’m sorry, Laku,” Aishe said quietly once we were out of earshot.

I could hear the genuine distress in her voice, and it made my protective anger flare again.

I responded loudly enough for Moyo to hear: “You have nothing to apologize for. An organization with such a firmly closed-door membership is going to stagnate and die without the kind of new ideas and outside perspectives I’ve already learned from you.”

I didn’t look back to see Moyo’s reaction. He was behind me now, and if I were lucky, he would stay there.
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Back in our dorm room, the encounter with Moyo hung over us like a storm cloud. Aishe paced nervously, adjusting her glasses every few steps. Her tail twitched with agitation, and her fingers worked through invisible equations that had nothing to do with magic.

“Do you think that was wise?” she asked finally, stopping her pacing just long enough to look at me. “The Mentorate… I’ve heard rumors. They have connections everywhere. And if they really work with the Vatariri…”

I shrugged, sitting on my bed and stretching my tired muscles. “Maybe not. But my life plan doesn’t involve sucking up to people who talk down to others for no reason.”

The simple statement seemed to break some of the tension. Aishe stopped pacing and looked at me with grateful surprise. Her shoulders relaxed slightly, and a small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “For standing up for me. Not many people would risk making an enemy of someone connected to the Vatariri.”

“Nobody talks to you like that,” I said firmly. “Nobody.”

A blush colored her cheeks, and her ears perked up slightly. After a moment, she changed the subject. “So, er, about what you were explaining earlier. Awakening. Could you show me more?”

I hesitated only briefly before nodding. This felt right, sharing knowledge freely instead of hoarding it behind exclusive doors like the Mentorate. And after what I’d experienced with Ona, I was genuinely curious about Aishe’s potential.

“Sure,” I said, standing up. “Let’s clear some space.”

Aishe helped me push our desks a little farther apart, making the open area in the center of the room large enough for both of us. I stood in the middle, feet shoulder-width apart, and motioned for Aishe to stand across from me.

“Awakening begins with breath, as I said before,” I explained, falling into the teaching rhythm Senai had used with me. Words almost two decades old in my memory, but still so fresh after being made so core to my everyday life. “Breathe in for four seconds. Hold for seven. Breathe out for eight.”

“And the rhythm matters, right?”

I nodded and then demonstrated, drawing air slowly into my lungs. I didn’t need to count—the rhythm was so carefully trained into my lungs, it was like instinct—but I still held up my fingers, counting off the seconds as I went.

Aishe watched intently, clearly trying to catalog every detail. Her mind was clearly working, trying to understand the theory behind what I was showing her.

“The breath isn’t just about oxygen,” I continued after exhaling. “It’s about absorbing ambient energy and circulating it within yourself. That internal energy, and absorbing it, processing it, and harnessing it is the core of Awakening. Everything else follows from that.”

Aishe nodded eagerly, her excitement growing. “So it’s a form of energy manipulation, just without the mathematical framework of traditional magic.”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “Though there’s more structure to it than people realize. Try the breathing pattern yourself.”

Aishe straightened her posture and attempted to mimic what I’d shown her. Her first attempt was awkward. She breathed too quickly, held too briefly, and exhaled in a rush.

“Slower,” I instructed. “Feel each count. Make them even.”

She tried again, doing better this time, but still rushing to exhale. Her brow furrowed in concentration, and I could see her trying to approach it like a mathematical problem.

“The exhalation is just as important as the inhalation,” I said, remembering Senai’s lessons. “It’s not just about getting rid of air. You are directing the flow of energy. Controlling the cycle.”

We practiced the breathing pattern several more times. Aishe improved with each attempt, but I could see she was approaching it like a theoretical exercise rather than feeling the rhythm.

With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could see the faint energy patterns around her, weak but present. Her channels were underdeveloped, barely visible threads compared to the robust network I’d seen in Ona. But they were there, and they responded slightly to her breathing attempts.

“Now, while maintaining that breathing pattern, I want you to try a simple form,” I said, shifting my weight and moving into the first position of Mountain Root. “This is called the Mountain Root stance. Feet planted firmly, back straight, hands at your sides but ready to move. It’s the first thing I learned because it’s a great foundation to build on.”

Aishe attempted to copy my posture, but her body was tense and awkward. Her shoulders hunched forward, her knees locked instead of being slightly bent. I straightened up and stepped forward, reaching out to adjust her posture.

“Relax your shoulders,” I instructed, gently touching them. The contact sent a small thrill through me, and I noticed how her breath caught slightly. “Bend your knees a little. Think of yourself as a tree more than a mountain. Rooted but flexible.”

She adjusted her position, looking more natural now but still uncertain. I suppressed a smile, remembering how Senai had corrected my form countless times when I was younger.

“Now try to maintain the stance while continuing the breathing pattern,” I said. “And focus inward. Try to picture the energy circling through your torso. You might not feel it at first, and that’s okay. Just imagine it. Think of the world’s energy entering your body, rolling through your torso, and then empty air leaving your lungs before you breathe in more energy to cycle.”

Aishe’s face scrunched in concentration as she tried to coordinate her breathing with holding the stance. Her breath immediately became irregular, and her posture wavered.

“This is harder than it looks,” she admitted after a few failed attempts, her cheeks flushed with effort.

“It is,” I agreed. “I only make it look easy because I’ve got over a decade of experience. But that’s the point. Awakening isn’t about being easy. I wasn’t born with it or gifted it. It’s about dedication. I earned it through hard work.”

We continued for another half hour, working through basic breathing exercises, simple stances, and basic energy circulation. Aishe struggled with the coordination, trying to intellectualize what should be intuitive.

With Dragon’s Eyes active, I could watch as her energy intake was inconsistent. Her breaths were too long, sucking in more air than energy. She failed to hold them long enough, and blew her breath out too fast, expelling almost all the energy she’d taken in. She could only do it right when I counted for her, and even then, she had to stop and catch her breath after about a minute.

After several more failed attempts at combining the stance with proper breathing on her own, frustration crept into her expression.

“I’m sorry,” Aishe said, slumping onto her bed. “I’m just not feeling anything. I’m just terrible at this.”

I crossed my arms, giving her a firm look. “I wasn’t going to let that pompous Mentorate guy talk down to you. What makes you think I’ll let you get away with it?”

The parallel caught Aishe off guard, and she blinked in surprise, her ears perking up slightly.

I sat down across from her. “Let me explain something about magic versus Awakening,” I continued. “Magic is an inborn skill, right? Your potential with it is forever limited by your natural affinity. It doesn’t matter how much theory you understand or how much you expand your System access. Your power is going to be limited by your birth. That limitation is why people like Councilor Moyo feel comfortable dismissing others out of hand.”

Aishe nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Right. No matter how good I get at the theoretical foundations, I was born with the most basic magical talent. I’m never going to be more than that.” She shook her head, her woolly curls bouncing. “But everything is like that. I’ll never be stronger than someone who was born strong. Or more naturally gifted at any skill than someone who was born that way. That’s how the world works.”

“No. It isn’t.” I leaned forward, my voice gaining intensity. “Hard work matters, Aishe. You can build yourself up beyond your birth. Awakening is the perfect demonstration of that. It’s hard, and yes, some people will progress faster than others, but the only real limit is how much you’re willing to stick with it. It only takes time and discipline. That’s something anyone can do.”

I stood, demonstrating Mountain Root again, breathing at the deeply entrenched rhythm and focusing on the energy within my chest. “With enough dedication, you could become as strong as me. Stronger, even, if you put the time in. The path is open to anyone willing to walk it.”

Aishe’s eyes lit up with understanding and renewed excitement. She stood up, adjusting her glasses with purpose rather than nervousness.

“I want to learn,” she said firmly. “I’ll practice every day. I’ll even wake up early to train with you.”

I smiled, though I wasn’t entirely convinced Aishe would follow through on the early morning promise. Still, her enthusiasm was genuine. I reflected on what Senai would do in this situation. The answer came easily: Senai taught me, and now it was my turn to pass on that knowledge. With whomever wanted to learn.

“We’ll start tomorrow,” I said. “Just the basics. And don’t expect miracles. It took me years to get where I am.”

Aishe nodded eagerly. “I understand. I know I won’t be doing what you did in the tournament anytime soon. But I want to try. So long as you’ll teach me.”

We moved the furniture back into their normal positions and prepared for sleep. The day had been long and exhausting—from the tournament to the confrontation with Moyo—and my body craved rest.

But I couldn’t sleep. Not yet, at least.

My thoughts drifted to the events of the day: the tournament victories, my new friendship with Iwe, the continuing rivalry with Jenu, and the potential new enemy in Takura. The expenditure of Experience Points putting me farther away from the secrets of Senai’s journal, in exchange for the Exemplar Points putting me closer to Professor Tariro’s resources. Even the exchange of information—and more—with Ona solidifying our alliance, and the bar of lavender soap waiting to be delivered to Danai in thanks for all her help. It had been one of the busiest days among a whole month of busy days.

But it was the encounter with Councilor Moyo that lingered most prominently in my mind.

The Mentorate.

The look on the face of a man used to getting whatever he wanted when I denied him.

The casual way he’d dismissed Aishe, and the connection to the Vatariri that made the organization even more dangerous.

I hoped my dismissal of their invitation would let me slip back into relative obscurity while I continued my investigation. An organization like that no doubt had bigger fish to fry. He’d already said that it was unusual to recruit first-years, and so maybe he’d brush me off as too young and brash. Perhaps he’d forgotten all about me already.

But then I thought of the way he’d looked at Aishe, the dismissive cruelty in his voice. The protective anger flared again, and I found myself hoping he would try something. Let him come after me if he wanted. I could handle whatever the Mentorate threw my way.

As sleep began to claim me, one last thought surfaced: It would be terrible if that encounter earned me a new enemy.

But then again, perhaps that’s exactly what Senai was warning me about all along.

Trust no one.

Except maybe the brilliant sheep girl sleeping a few feet away, who believed in me enough to want to learn Awakening despite every sign that it would be difficult for her. Or the damn sexy hellhound who had shown me exactly how to share energy so I could get stronger. And then there was my catgirl study partner who had made all of this possible in the first place. Without her, I’d have nothing.

Maybe I could just trust them.
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I’m terrible at asking this, so I’m going to just leave this here… if you liked the book, or even if you didn’t, could you leave a rating or review on Amazon? The first takes a second (you’ll get the popup after you finish the book) and the later takes a little longer. This isn’t for me. Well, I mean, it is. But it’s for the algorithm. Ratings and reviews help others find the book, which means more punchy punchy action for everyone.

If you’re reading this on something other than a Kindle device, click here to leave a review: https://mybook.to/odUwo

Cheers, friends!
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END BOOK 1!
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Preorder Book 2 now! https://mybook.to/jNc1RY


Appendix 1






Laku’s Character Sheet (Start of Book 1)

Author’s Note: This book is LitRPG-lite, so I didn’t want to try to slam this character sheet into the text somewhere. It didn’t fit naturally, so it goes in the appendix.

However, there are some concepts that, while they make sense in-line, it is nice to see them here.
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Laku

Level: Adept (211/300 Breakthroughs to next stage)

Unspent Experience Points: 25

Physical Stats

Power of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can lift approximately 1,000 pounds

Can punch through reinforced concrete

Can jump 20 feet vertically

Quickness of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can move at speeds up to 40 mph in short bursts

Can catch arrows mid-flight

Can perform complex acrobatic maneuvers with ease

Vigor of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can fight at peak performance for 6 hours straight

Can hold breath for 15 minutes

Heals minor wounds in hours, major wounds in days

Mental Stats

Power of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Perfect recall of anything experienced in the last 24 hours

Can solve complex mathematical equations mentally

Can learn new skills in a fraction of normal time

Quickness of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Enhanced reaction time (0.05 seconds)

Can track multiple fast-moving objects simultaneously

Can predict opponent’s immediate next move in combat

Vigor of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Enhanced sensory perception (can see in near darkness)

Can detect nearby movement through air pressure changes

Resistant to mental fatigue and illusions

Techniques

Breathing Exercises: Master

Absorbs Mana from surroundings at maximum efficiency

Can maintain peak performance while using minimal oxygen

Enables precise control of bodily functions

Martial Forms: Master

Perfect form in all basic and advanced movements

Maximum efficiency in converting motion to power

Instantaneous adaptation to changing combat situations

Meditation: Master

Can enter meditative state instantly

Maximum absorption of ambient magical energies

Perfect mental clarity and focus maintenance

Status Effects

Zero: Unable to access the System or manipulate mana directly

Physical Peak: All physical stats at maximum possible for current stage

Mental Peak: All mental stats at maximum possible for current stage




Laku’s Character Sheet (End of Book 1)

Laku

Level: Adept (227/300 Breakthroughs to next stage)

Unspent Experience Points: 2

Physical Stats

Power of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can lift approximately 1,000 pounds

Can punch through reinforced concrete

Can jump 20 feet vertically

Quickness of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can move at speeds up to 40 mph in short bursts

Can catch arrows mid-flight

Can perform complex acrobatic maneuvers with ease

Vigor of Body: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Can fight at peak performance for 6 hours straight

Can hold breath for 15 minutes

Heals minor wounds in hours, major wounds in days

Mental Stats

Power of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Perfect recall of anything experienced in the last 24 hours

Can solve complex mathematical equations mentally

Can learn new skills in a fraction of normal time

Quickness of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Enhanced reaction time (0.05 seconds)

Can track multiple fast-moving objects simultaneously

Can predict opponent’s immediate next move in combat

Vigor of Mind: Rank 5 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Enhanced sensory perception (can see in near darkness)

Can detect nearby movement through air pressure changes

Resistant to mental fatigue and illusions

Disciplines

Dragon’s Eyes: Rank 3 [MAXED FOR STAGE]

Enhanced sensory perception (As if Vigor Of Mind were 5 ranks higher)

Examine can be used on surface auras of living things.

Nearby magic can be processed through other senses.

Ox’s Hide: Rank 2 [9 points to next rank]

Enhanced stamina and endurance (As if Vigor of Body were 4 ranks higher)

Fortitude can be used to reduce incoming damage from all sources

Increased resistance to poison and disease

Rabbit’s Feet: Rank 2 [9 points to next rank]

Increased physical speed (As if Quickness of Body were 4 rank higher)

Quickening can be used to redouble physical speed while active

Acrobatic talents go beyond physical limits

Snake’s Tongue: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Enhanced reaction time (As if Quickness of Mind were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Vigilance to increase predictive power over enemies and surroundings

Tracking movements of surrounding objects becomes trivial

Tiger’s Claws: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Increased physical strength (As if Power of Body were 1 rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Brawn to redouble strength while active

Jump distance and punch force increased

Monkey’s Grin: Rank 1 [6 points to next rank]

Increased intelligence (As if Power of Mind were 3 ranks higher)

Presence can be used to dilate mental perception for more thinking time

Recall accuracy and learning speed increased

Rat’s Nose: Rank 0 [3 points to next rank]

Enhanced pattern recognition (As if Quickness of Mind were one rank higher)

Unlocking Rank 1 grants Resonance to be used to sense the residue of Auras on non-living surfaces.

Enables superhuman tracking skills using a combination of all the senses.

Techniques

Breathing Exercises: Master

Absorbs Mana from surroundings at maximum efficiency

Can maintain peak performance while using minimal oxygen

Enables precise control of bodily functions

Advanced Martial Forms: Master

Perfect form in all basic and advanced movements

Maximum efficiency in converting motion to power

Instantaneous adaptation to changing combat situations

Dramatically increased Breakthrough progress at the cost of Energy recovery

Advanced Meditation: Master

Can enter meditative state instantly

Maximum absorption of ambient magical energies

Perfect mental clarity and focus maintenance

Dramatically increased Energy recovery at the cost of Breakthrough progress

Partnerships

Ona, Fiery Hellhound

Energy Recovery Rate from Meditation doubled.

Status Effects

Zero: Unable to access the System or manipulate mana directly

Physical Peak: All physical stats at maximum possible for current stage

Mental Peak: All mental stats at maximum possible for current stage

Broken Through: Recently achieved a Breakthrough. Progress towards the next Breakthrough will be slightly reduced.

Partnered: Recently shared energy with a new partner. Sharing energy with another new partner will be slightly more challenging.
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Hey there. I’m Leon West.

I write stories where regular guys find extraordinary love with extraordinary women. Growing up in a small town taught me there's something special about people who work with their hands and know the value of honest labor.

When I'm not writing about mechanics, ranchers, or construction workers finding their happily-ever-afters with monstergirls, you can find me at home with my wife and our two cats, Brewster and Karlach. (Yes, she’s named after a video game character. It was my wife's idea. Yes, I’m a very lucky man.)

I believe the best stories come from real places, the kind of love that builds slowly, where characters earn their happiness through hard work and heart.

Thanks for reading, and I hope my stories bring a little magic to your everyday world.


Leon’s work can be found on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/stores/Leon-West/author/B0CMJC56GQ

You can find him on Patreon at: https://www.patreon.com/leonwest
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